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    Epilogue


    I, Nicholas Elliot Highton, verbally dictate this last will and testament before my attorney group, Jacobsen, Pomeroy, and Jacobsen, my most trusted advisor and personal assistant, Zoey Rachel Huffnagle, my senior executive Marcel Cyrille Delacoux, and secondary witness and signature of this will, my sister Emma May Highton, Attorney at Law and CEO of Highton Optimum Holdings. I am of sound mind and body, and my current medical and psychological evaluation is placed with these documents.


    To my loved ones: If you are reading this, I am either unexpectedly dead or about to be, and I apologize for the trouble I’ve caused. But it is extremely important to me that my last wishes be followed without interference from any members of my family. It is my life, it is my career, and it is my money to do as I see fit.


    In the matters of Highton Media and Publications, I leave it in the hands of Parker Kenneth Madison of Parker Madison, Incorporated, as acting President, with Rion Daniel Matthews as acting Vice President, and Marcel Cyrille Delacoux as Chief Operational Officer, a title he should have been given a long time ago. Parker and Rion’s salary will stay the same, but Marcel’s title comes with a starting salary of six hundred thousand dollars ($600,000), one hundred (100) shares in the company, and an employment contract for ten (10) years. Between the three of them, my company will be in good hands until my nephew, Robert Emerson Highton-Dorado, is prepared to take over as the President and Chief Executive Officer. Then a new executive team with Robert at the helm will be brought together. Under his leadership, young mind, and fresh ideas, HMP will flourish for the next couple of decades. The Highton legacy will continue.


    In the matter of my financial affairs, I currently have no children to bequeath to, known or unknown, and I have no plans to have children of my own. Therefore, my four personal savings accounts and three checking accounts will be combined and split among all my nieces and nephews: Arlow Socrate Highton, Angus Giancarlo Highton, Maddox Leonardo Highton, Robert Emerson Highton-Dorado, Blair Gisella Highton-Dorado, Maurese Hollingsworth, Jeffery Hollingsworth, Katelyn Hollingsworth, Morgan Grant Navarro, and the unnamed firstborn child of Avalon Santos Mathews. At the current time, the contents of these accounts contain approximately two hundred and eighty million dollars ($280,000,000). Any subsequent nieces or nephews will obtain one hundred (100) shares in Highton Media and Publications upon their birth.


    To Zoey Rachel Huffnagle, you have been more than my personal assistant; you have been my best friend and confidante. To you, I leave two hundred and fifty million dollars ($250,000,000), tax free, and ten (10) acres of land in Augusta, Georgia, where your family is from, so you can officially retire. It is nowhere near what you deserve, but it’s a start.


    And to Rion Daniel Matthews, who made it very clear from the beginning that he never wanted a cent of my money: To you, I leave you no dollars or cents, as you wished. Instead, I leave you with assets. The apartment in New York City at 60 Riverside Drive, the apartment in Denmark, and the home in East London that we bought together are all yours. So you’ll always have a place to lay your head. And if my mother, Madeline Highton, ever releases her hold on Highton Estates at Sea Cliff Manor, the deed will immediately be transferred to you. All my vehicles belong to Saving Grayce except for the Toyota Camry, which is in Rion Daniel Matthews’s name, without his prior knowledge. Sorry, Rion. I lied about the car. I bought it, and it’s been yours. Please ensure that the cars are sold off at auction by Saving Grayce, the organization run by Penelope Benson, and Saving Grayce receive one hundred percent (100%) of the profits. It is the least I could do for her.


    And one more asset: My entire stock of Highton Optimum Holdings is to be transferred to your name, Rion Daniel Matthews. You, along with my siblings, Emma and Brian, hold one-third of all of Highton Optimum shares, stocks, and bonds. I’m sorry I made you ridiculously, filthy rich. Deal with it. In the event that my demise included the demise of Rion Daniel Matthews, my shares are to be given to his sister, Gabrielle Hernandez-Navarro, along with her husband, Gael Navarro. She is the next best thing.


    To Rion, if you are reading or listening to this, you are probably frustrated and annoyed with these decisions to include you and your family in my will. I don’t care. Your family is my family too. Because you, Ree, are the greatest gift in all the world that money could never buy. My heart began to beat the day I met you. And I will forever be grateful to the universe for seating us next to each other on that red-eye flight that first day of June. No matter where I am, in life or in death, Nicky Will Always Want Ree.


    Whatever is left of my assets outside of what I have mentioned will be returned to the primary account of Niles Clark Highton or, upon his demise, transferred to his firstborn son, Brian Niles Highton or, upon his demise, transferred to his firstborn sons, Arlow and Angus Highton, and so on noted.


    This concludes the final will and testament of Nicholas Elliot Highton.


  




  

    1


    Rion woke right as the sun was rising, but he did not open his eyes just yet. He listened. He listened to the sound of the birds right outside his window. He listened to the soft whistle of the wind coming through a crack in the windowpane in the master bathroom. He listened to Nicholas’s slow breaths, strong but not exactly a snore. He knew Nick must be lying on his back. Rion reached over to test his theory, and he felt Nick’s chest hair. He ran his hands farther down to his abs and felt Nick’s hand. Rion left his fingers next to Nick’s and fell back asleep for another ten minutes.


    The second time Rion woke up, he opened his eyes fully and sat up. Nick was still deep in sleep. Rion went into the bathroom to relieve himself, brushed his teeth, washed his face, and went over to his side of the closet. He grabbed a pair of jeans, a t-shirt, and his favorite hoodie, a yellow one that said “California, the Sunshine State” on it, and got dressed. He gingerly walked around the room to gather his laptop and his camera, threw both straps over his shoulder, and silently closed the bedroom door.


    On the second landing, he noticed his sister Avalon’s room door was open, so he peeped in. Her bed was unmade, but she was not there. He wondered if that meant she left last night or in the middle of the night. Rion went down to the first floor of the flat and walked into the galley kitchen. As expected, Izzy floated in after him. He gave her a few chin rubs while he started a pot of coffee, then opened up a can of Friskies and fed her breakfast. Afterward, he added coffee to his thermal and left the pot on warm. Then Rion stepped out into the bright morning sunshine and looked around the quiet St. Katharine’s and Wapping neighborhood before he walked up the street and rented a Santander Cycle.


    As Rion rode the bike toward the city, he pressed the button of his right EarPod and said, “Call Ava.”


    The phone rang four times before she picked up. “Hello,” she said groggily.


    “Top of the morning to you!” he teased.


    “I don’t start work until noon, Ree,” she said, and he heard her plopping back down on the bed.


    “You’re with Kaleb?”


    “Yes.” She paused, then said, “I am fine.”


    “Okay. Just checking on you. You were home last night but not this morning, so…”


    “She’s fine, mate,” he heard Kaleb say in the background. “I’m taking care of her.”


    Rion smiled. “Alright. I’ll see you both later for dinner.”


    “Yup, cheers,” Kaleb said, taking the phone from his girlfriend and hanging up on his friend.


    Rion kept riding until he made it to Hyde Park. He found a quiet spot under a tree, opened up his laptop, and put on Spotify, syncing it to his headphones. Then he began to write.
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    Three hours later, Rion was walking back to the house when suddenly three people were behind him: a reporter with a mic, a cameraman, and a photographer. Rion kept walking, ignoring them. Then they got in front of him to snap a picture and put the camera in his face.


    “Ken Willis, TMZ,” the reporter introduced himself. “How are Ryan D. Ryder and Mr. Deep Strokez doing? Still going strong?” Rion smiled and kept walking. “Do you like it here in London? Are you ever planning on moving back to the States?”


    Rion gave them no response. He opened up the small gate, and the men followed him up his walkway. “C’mon Rion, give us something,” said Ken. “You posted two pictures over a year and a half ago, and no other pictures of the two of you together. At least Nicholas Highton would post a picture of the two of you here and there when you traveled. Now you don’t even leave the house at the same time. Are you actually a couple or not?”


    Rion put the key in the door, but it opened on him. He looked up at Nick standing there, hairy chest and full set of abs on display. He must have thrown on the first pair of linen pants to come to the door because he obviously had no underwear on; the outline of his lax penis was visible. Nick reached his hands up to hold onto the top of the doorway, showing all the muscles in his shoulders and arms. Even Rion had to admit it was a beautiful sight. Being ridiculously wealthy and ridiculously handsome at the same time was Nicholas Highton’s burden in life. The photographer went crazy, snapping pictures of Nick at every angle. Rion stepped slightly to the right to avoid getting in the pics with him.


    “Good morning, gentlemen. I just want to remind you that once you’ve crossed that gate, you’re officially trespassing,” said Nick kindly.


    “Sorry, Mr. Highton,” Reporter Willis said as the cameraman zoomed in. “You’re obviously still a pair, but the world wants to know, how is the relationship going between the two of you? We just want you to give us something, innit.”


    Rion scoffed with a smile and tapped Nick’s waist to step inside. But as he crossed the threshold, Nick stopped him from walking with a touch on his arm. “Here’s something.”


    Nick turned Rion’s face to him and kissed him on the lips, right in the doorway. Rion opened his mouth and sucked his bottom lip. Nick put his tongue in Rion’s mouth, and Rion could not help the moan that escaped. For a few moments, they kissed with the flashes of the photographer and the camera zooming in on their faces. Nick ended it first, leaving Rion pink-faced and shiny-lipped. They both turned to the camera, smiling.


    “You have five seconds to get off my property, or I’m calling the police. Good day, gentlemen,” Nick said with a smile. He pulled Rion from the doorway and closed the door.


    Rion laughed. “I can’t believe you did that. Zoey is going to have kittens when she sees it on TMZ.”


    Nick smiled. “It was fun though.” He ran his fingers through Rion’s curls. “Hey, babe. Want breakfast? I just scrambled eggs.”


    “Sure, babe.”


    Nick went into the kitchen, and Rion went to the living room to turn on the TV. “Ava’s with Kaleb? I didn’t see her this morning.”


    “Yeah, she’s over in Brixton with him.”


    “Is that official yet? Or are we all still pretending that they’re not sleeping together?” Nick asked.


    “I’m going to ask them about it tonight,” said Rion. “Another soccer game is on, but it’s Chelsea, so we’re watching it.” Rion had discovered he was a Chelsea fan in the year they had been living in England.


    “Okay,” Nick called out. Then said, “Also, it’s football. Not soccer. We live here now, so get used to it.”


    Rion laughed. “Yeah, okay.” He walked over to the table as Nick came to the table with two plates of scrambled eggs, avocado, and wheat toast. “Coffee?”


    “I had coffee already. OJ?”


    “Sure.”


    Nick went back into the kitchen and poured Rion a cup of orange juice. They sat next to each other at the table, legs turned toward the other as they ate. They could hear the reporters still outside, but they both consciously ignored them.


    “What time do you start today?” Rion asked.


    “In an hour. I have three meetings: one with the finance team, one with the editors, and one with Nguyen. You?”


    “Just the book review meeting at 3 today. The meeting with my publisher is tomorrow evening.”


    “Parker is coming by too. We have a quick meeting.”


    “Okay. So you’ll be done by 6, right? Because Sonny and Lennox are coming by for dinner.”


    “Yup. Parker is my last meeting of the day.” Nick’s phone rang. He looked at it and smiled before he put it on speaker. “Good morning, Zoey.”


    “God dammit, Boss! Didn’t I tell you to warn me when you do this shit!? My phone is blowing up at 7 a.m. with reporters wanting an official statement, so I had to dragged myself out of bed to find out what the fuck they were talking about!”


    “Sorry,” said Nick with a smile. “It was spontaneous on my part.”


    “Obviously,” she said in a mocking English accent. “Poor Rion looked like a cute casualty in the shots you fired at the media.”


    Rion’s face flushed again. “Complete collateral damage,” he said.


    Zoey tsked. “Any other media make-out sessions I should know about?”


    “Just the one,” Nick said as he buttered his toast. “I figured one every other year or so should keep them wanting.”


    “He’s kidding, Zoey,” Rion called out before Zoey started cursing again.


    “He better be,” Nick’s personal assistant warned playfully.


    “I’ll see you in a few weeks,” said Nick. “Enjoy the rest of your day.”


    Zoey had been flying out to London for three days every month since they settled in the city to check in with Nick. She had just left last week. “See you next month, Boss,” she said.


    Nick hung up and looked at Rion’s smile. “What?” Nick said, stuffing his mouth with eggs.


    “Nothing. Just love you,” Rion responded. Nick smiled back.


    After their shared meal, Nick went into his home office on the first floor to start his 12 o’clock Teams meeting, which was 7 a.m. back in New York City where his company, Deep Strokez Publications, was. Thanks to Marcel, he did not need to fly back and forth often, as his executive assistant continued to run the office as a tight ship. So Nick spent most of his afternoons and evenings working alongside his staff remotely and went back once a quarter to be in person for an all-staff meeting.


    Rion had not been back to the States since they left over a year and a half ago for a Buddhist retreat in Thailand, and neither had his sister, Ava. Rion swore it was not because he still had a fear of flying—after traveling to ten different countries in five months, he was mostly over it… kind of—but because he simply had nothing to go back to. His life was wherever Nicholas was. And Ava felt the same, having been clean and sober for the last eighteen months and feeling like her life was falling into place. So when Rion suggested they buy a house and stay in London a year ago, Ava happily jumped at the chance to stay with them, also having no desire to go back to the life she had.


    Rion went to his own office on the second floor, the bedroom turned into his personal space right next to the meditation room that all three of them used at different intervals throughout the day. He reread his work, saving and proofreading. While he was meeting with the book review team, he heard Nick’s steps and the door close in the meditation room, so he slid on his headphones so he wouldn’t disturb his partner’s midday meditation. Once done, Rion checked his email and saw his editors sent him the rewrites for his current novel, so he worked on that for an hour or two before he ended his day. Since his office faced the back of the house overlooking the garden, he had not heard the commotion outside until he started going down the stairs. Rion peeked out the front window and saw more reporters had gathered right outside of the gate. He shook his head and went to the kitchen, glancing at Nick’s closed door only once.


    After 5 p.m., he heard the chime of the front door opening. “Hey!” Ava called out.


    “In here,” Rion called back. She and Kaleb came in together.


    “That smells smashing,” Kaleb said, coming closer. He attempted to stick his finger in Rion’s onion-and-mushroom gravy, but Rion poked his finger with a fork instead. Kaleb pretended to be hurt and sucked on his finger. “You could have just said no.”


    “No,” Rion said. “Dinner will be ready in an hour. You’re staying?”


    “Yup. Rilianne and Laurence are on their way too.” Kaleb left the kitchen and asked, “You catch the match today? Chelsea’s really looking good, innit?”


    “Only caught the first half,” Rion called out.


    Ava walked up and kissed his cheek. “Hey, baby bro. Your other half is still working?”


    “Yup. He’ll be done at 6. At least he better be done at 6,” Rion said, more to himself.


    Nicholas was a self-proclaimed workaholic, but they managed to balance each other out, working hard to make sure they took breaks and spent quiet time with one other when possible.


    “He caused quite a stir with that passionate kiss you too did,” said Kaleb, taking him out of his thoughts. “The wolves are swarming, and they are hungry for more. We barely got in here; they were hounding me for questions about the two of you.” Rion smiled but did not respond.


    Nick opened up his office door. “Ree?” he called out.


    “Yeah?”


    “Parker’s on his way and confirmed he’s staying for dinner.”


    “Okay.” Rion pulled two more steaks to season as Nick closed his door again. Ava silently began to help by seasoning the meat.


    Sonny and Lennox arrived next, hand in hand. Ava gave them both hugs and put out a small spread of cheese, grapes, and wine. She and Kaleb entertained their guests while Rion finished up dinner. The doorbell rang again, and Kaleb opened it for Parker Madison, Nicholas’s best friend and company investor. The short man already had an attitude, speaking loudly without greeting anyone.


    “Christ, you would have thought Harry and Meghan were living here. The bloody fuck is going on!? Why are the paparazzi in front of your door?”


    “Because Nick decided to give TMZ a show, so the wolves are howling again,” Rion teased as they shook hands. He had just placed the pasta salad on the table.


    Ava opened up her phone and showed it to Parker as he entered the living room. He watched it with his eyebrows scrunched in and eventually chuckled.


    “Well, well, well. Nick certainly knows how to perform for the masses, doesn’t he?” Rion smiled as he went back into the kitchen. “I have Hanson out there with a cricket bat, making sure they stay off the sidewalk and don’t disturb the neighbors. Now, where is he?”


    “Still in his office,” Rion called out, “but he should be done soon. He promised we would eat dinner at a decent hour tonight.”


    “Bollocks. I’ll get him out.” Parker stormed off to Nick’s office, opened the door without knocking, and walked in, closing the door behind him.


    Rion shook his head as Lennox came over to him and wrapped her arms around him from the back. “You American, you. Just can’t help yourself, throwing it all in our faces, can you?”


    Rion smiled and patted her hands. “Well, you and Sonny don’t seem to be shy yourselves, smooching every five seconds.”


    She squeezed his midsection again. “I know. It’s so good what we have. Who knew falling in love with your friend was just what I needed? What we both needed.”


    Rion turned around and linked his arm around her waist. “The marketing job is going well?” he asked as they walked back into the living room.


    “Yes, actually,” she said excitedly. “I love being able to come up with ideas to help clients be their best selves.” She looked over at the other couple. “Ava seems to be doing so well. Thanks to Kaleb.” She winked.


    “Yeah…” Rion trailed off as he also watched the two of them.


    They orbited around each other, one never too far, eyes always looking at the other. The office door opened, taking Rion out of his thoughts of his sister and friend being in a relationship. Nick and Parker stepped out, laughing. It made Rion smile. He loved seeing his partner happy. He was equally happy to see that Nick made it on time for dinner, thanks to Parker.


    “Let’s eat, everyone,” Rion announced just as the doorbell rang again.


    Nick went to open the door, and Laurence pushed Rilianne inside. The flashes went crazy with a small glimpse of Nick. “Hey, Loverboy,” Rilianne mused as she kissed his cheek.


    “Made any more sex tapes today?” Laurence joked. “Because that kiss sure looked like the beginning of one.” Nick laughed and steered them inside.


    One by one, they made it to the dining room with Parker commenting, “If I knew we were coupling it up this evening, I would have bought a date!”


    Nick slid over to the seat next to Rion, still talking with Parker. But he placed one hand on Rion’s thigh and squeezed. Rion looked at him, waiting for him to finish his joke, making Parker laugh loudly. Nick turned to him, his eyes twinkling. Rion gave him a small smile.


    Nick leaned over and kissed his cheek, then said softly, “Thanks for making dinner.” Rion nodded slowly. Nick squeezed his leg again and turned to Lennox to say something quirky.


    They dug in, conversation flowing as easily as the wine. Afterward, the nine of them played Pictionary, with Parker happy to host the evening, keeping score and teasing the bad drawings and equally bad answers. More wine was passed around as they settled in the living room discussing UK politics, comparing it to what was happening in the United States. Sonny fell asleep, his head in Lennox’s lap as she stroked his black hair. Laurence and Rilianne left first, having another event to go to.


    “It’s getting late, and I have an early day tomorrow,” said Parker after they left, glancing around. “We’re not all still on American time a year later.” He stood up. “I think I’ll leave Hanson here for the night and call a car service. Just to make sure no one is sneaking into your garden for a peek at your undies.”


    “Thanks, Parker,” Nick said sincerely.


    Rion tapped Sonny awake, who wiped the drool off his chin and off Lennox’s bare thigh. Parker offered to drop them off, and Sonny and Lennox agreed, happy that they got a ride somewhere. But when the car arrived and Parker went to open the front door, the cameras immediately flashed. And the crowd had gotten bigger.


    “My apologies,” Parker said loudly. “No nipple shots right now. Unless you want to see mine.”


    The 5’7” hairy man playfully lifted up his shirt to his belly button and actually got a laugh out of a few of the reporters. That gave Sonny and Lennox a moment to sneak past and jump in the car.


    Ava laughed from the couch, hearing Parker’s declaration. “That Parker is a mess. But Nicholas loves the attention.”


    “He’s just really good at playing it up for the media,” said Rion, watching Nick clear the dining room table. “They both are, in different ways.”


    “Tell me about it.” She opened up her phone to the TMZ website and handed it to her brother. “I know you haven’t watched it yet. The kiss is spectacular.”


    Rion also grinned looking at it, especially afterward when his lips were all shiny, his face was pink, and he had a goofy grin for the cameras. As Nick came back into the living room, Rion gave Nick Ava’s phone so he could see too. He also grinned as he sat next to Ava.


    “Speaking of kisses,” Rion said casually. He stared at his sister, then his friend. They looked at each other, then back at Rion. “I just want to know the deal. That’s all.”


    “We both do,” said Nick, handing Ava back the phone.


    Kaleb spoke first. “Well, I’ve fallen hard for this lady, but I think the both of you already knew that.”


    “We know,” said Nick. “From that first dinner in London, you’ve been a little lovesick.”


    “And I asked you to back off and let her get her feet under her,” Rion reminded him. “Ava needs a lot of stability right now. She’s still so early in her recovery.”


    “Please don’t talk about me like I’m not here,” said Ava. She reached over and took Kaleb’s hand.


    “We’re not trying to do that,” said Nick. “But you aren’t supposed to be in a relationship for at least two years.”


    “Well I’m in recovery with her,” said Kaleb. “So we’re working the steps together.”


    “What?” Nick asked before Rion could. “You’re not in N/A.”


    “No, but I do have a drinking problem,” said Kaleb, trying to convince them. “Well, I did. So now I’m in the program with her, and we’re supporting each other.”


    “That’s not how it works, K,” said Rion. “If you’re in recovery too, then you definitely do not need to be in a relationship.”


    “He’s not actually in recovery,” Ava said, sending him a scolding look. “But he did stop drinking and has discovered how hard it is to live without a vice you’ve been so casually living with for so long. And working the steps is helping him understand what I’m going through, and he’s encouraging me. Kaleb is my rock right now.”


    Rion sighed. “Guys, I can see you’re in this state of new love and blissfulness right now. I get it, trust me. I’ve been there, literally. But if this goes bad—”


    “It’s not going to go bad,” they chorused together.


    Nick smiled at them. “So you’ve discussed it?”


    Kaleb sat forward a little more and said, “We talk every day about it. We do a check in weekly to make sure we’re on the same page. We want to maintain this friendship more than anything because that’s what she needs, mate. Stability in her life, like you said. And if we ever feel like we’re moving in different directions, we end it amicably, and I stay in her life so she never feels abandoned by me. So whether it’s as her boyfriend or her friend, she’s got me for life.” He nodded at her. She nodded back.


    Nick looked at Rion. He could see that Rion was still worried about their relationship, but Rion said, “Okay.”


    “I’m headed back over to Kaleb’s,” Ava said. “I just wanted you both to know that I’m okay.”


    Kaleb stood up and stretched. “Yeah, I want to make a quick stop at my mum’s, so let’s head out.”


    The rest stood up and Nick walked them to the door. He opened it widely. The photographers went crazy with flashes again. He pretended they were not there as he gave Kaleb a dap and brotherly hug and hugged Ava tightly. He waved goodnight to them, then closed the door.


    Rion was waiting in the hallway. “You’re nothing but a showman.”


    “That’s why my 138 million fans love me,” he said smugly, kissing Rion on the lips as he walked past him, taking Rion’s hand.


    Rion let Nick lead him into their bedroom. Nick went straight to the bathroom, turning on the shower. Rion stripped and hopped in with him. The men didn’t talk as they quietly washed and rinsed the other off. After drying off in the bedroom, Nick fell into the bed backward, taking Rion with him. They kissed sweetly, grinding against each other. Nick reached down first, grabbing Rion’s length and tugging. Rion let out a moan and fell to his side, sucking Nick’s neck. Nick used his other hand to give Rion the lube. Rion gave him a sly smile, acknowledging Nick’s request.


    He used one hand to prepare and tease him, and Nick quickly forgot about Rion and grabbed his own anatomy. Rion readjusted his body until he was between Nick’s legs and entered him. Over the last two years, Rion and Nick discovered the best positions to ensure Nick had maximum pleasure, and Rion was determined to give it to him. Nick kept his knees up and his feet flat as Rion hovered and thrust at a steady pace. Nick held on to Rion’s bottom, encouraging him to move faster, press harder. It made Rion smile.


    Nick began moaning, toes curling so tightly they were grabbing the sheets. He reached down again and slowly stroked his cock, moaning, “Yeah… Yeah… God yeah…”


    Rion felt his body tense up from inside and knew Nick was close. He also knew to stay focused before he came too. It was one of Rion’s favorite things, being inside of his partner, making him cum in that way, knowing that he was the only one who had ever done so. He watched Nick’s face contort, his head thrashing back on the pillow, until his head froze to the left, his mouth opened, and a deep groan escaped his throat. Nick continued to stroke himself as cum shot out of him, melting into his dirty blond chest hair.


    “Jesus, Nicky,” Rion said quietly.


    He reached down and lifted up Nick’s legs until his bottom was off the bed and his knees were in his chest, then began to move at warp speed, slapping his thighs against Nick’s bottom roughly. Nick, who had not fully come down from the high of his orgasm, quickly built back up. Nick put one hand on Rion’s bottom, the other on the back of his neck, and held on. Nick’s body flushed, and he released again. Rion stopped moving, let go of Nick’s legs, and grabbed his face, pushing his tongue in Nick’s mouth. Nick moaned and ran his hands through Rion’s hair as they kissed for a long time. Rion pulled his face back first and smiled. Nick, having climaxed twice, gave him a lazy smile back. Rion began to move his hips again, putting his face in Nick’s neck, his hands in Nick’s hair. Nick held his bottom once more with one hand, encouraging him, while caressing Rion’s back with his other.


    They stayed in that position for a while until Rion came, whispering his lover’s name, “Nicky…”


    Nick’s heart melted. “I love you too,” Nick whispered.


    Once Rion could move, he kissed Nick again, slowly, sensually, pulling out but staying in the moment with him. Nick began to chuckle.


    “What?” Rion asked softly.


    “If someone would have told me three years ago that I would have enjoyed sex this way as much as I do, I would have laughed in their face.”


    Rion smiled and put his face on Nick’s right pec. “Well if someone would have told me that I would be fucking a wealthy, infamous, hot as sin, former playboy in a ten million dollar London townhome that I own too, I would have also laughed in their face.”


    Nick chuckled and played with Rion’s hair, content with his life and heart.
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    They laid head to foot on the long couch, both reading their individual novels that quiet Sunday afternoon. Their phones were right next to each other on the low coffee table when Nick’s phone rang. He reached for it with one hand and said, “Good morning, Emma.”


    “Good afternoon, Nicholas. I come with upsetting news.”


    Nick put his book down and sat up. Rion looked up in confusion. “What’s wrong?” Nick asked.


    “Father had a stroke.”


    “A stroke!?” Nick yelled. “Is he okay!?”


    Rion also put his book down and sat up, immediately coming to Nick’s side so he could hear what was going on. Nick put the phone on speaker as his sister explained.


    “Yes, he is fine. I’m so sorry. I should have led with that. It was a mild stroke, and it was at the office, so they caught it immediately and took him into the hospital. It was two days ago. I wasn’t there. I was in Texas with the Dorados when it happened. But Mother didn’t tell Brian or me until last night. Father is already home and resting. He’s out of work for the next six weeks at least.”


    Nick shook his head. “Why would she keep something like that from us?”


    “I think she didn’t want us to worry. But of course we’re all worried. But Nicholas, that’s not the end of the upsetting part.” She let a moment pass and said, “Mother is calling a family gathering tomorrow at dinner. The whole family will be there, and she is demanding your presence. Expect to stay for a few days.”


    Nick sighed. “It’s fine. Rion and I will get on the plane and head right over to Rochester. We’ll—”


    “No, Nicholas,” Emma said, cutting him off. Rion already knew what she was going to say, not understanding why Nick didn’t expect it. “Rion cannot come.”


    Nick’s eyes narrowed at the phone. “Rion is my family.” Rion put his hand on Nick’s shoulder and gave him a gentle squeeze to calm him down.


    “Yes, Nicholas, I know that,” said Emma. “Rion is family to all of us.”


    “So then he’s coming,” said Nick.


    Rion shook his head. “Nick—”


    “Don’t be stubborn, Nicholas,” his sister said.


    “Is Gary going to be there?”


    “Of course.”


    “Will Lia be there?”


    “Maybe, but—”


    “Then Rion will be there,” said Nick stubbornly.


    “I’m not,” Rion broke in. Nick looked at Rion in frustration. “I’m not going, Nick. I’ll come back to the States with you but not to Rochester. You need to be there for your father.”


    They stared at each other as Emma spoke again. “I think she wants to discuss future plans for the company and the estate. The pre-will reading. Rion is not a Highton, and you’re not married yet. He cannot be there.”


    “It’s fine, Emma,” Rion said, squeezing Nick’s shoulder again. “Nick will be in Rochester by tomorrow evening. I will head home to the apartment in the city.”


    “Thank you, Rion. As usual, the voice of reason.”


    Nick sat back in his seat. Rion asked, “Is Niles really okay?”


    “Yes, he is, thank you for asking. He has a bit of recovery to do, but he is walking and talking and has his full faculties. We are very thankful.”


    “I’m so glad to hear that,” said Rion. “I know he’s not a spring chicken, so now is a good time to have the conversation of putting his affairs in order.”


    “He’s eighty-one, Rion. So yes, it’s the right time.”


    “And how is Madeline handling it? Even if they didn’t have a loving relationship, being with one person for over forty years counts for something.”


    “Madeline would never show weakness. If this is affecting her personally, I wouldn’t know. But the fact that she is calling this meeting tells me she has some worry about his health and longevity.”


    Rion nodded. “We’ll get in touch with Zoey and get a flight out by tomorrow morning.”


    “Thank you, Rion. And Nicholas?” she called out.


    “Yes?”


    “Please be on your best behavior. Whatever snarky comments she makes about your life or relationship, just let it roll off. We all saw the kiss and it was lovely. But I know she saw it too, which, I suspect, is why she is pulling us all together now and especially wants you there in person. So come prepared but don’t engage.”


    Nick scowled. “Fine.”


    “I’ll see you tomorrow, my dear brother. And I will see you soon, Rion.” Emma hung up the phone.


    Nick was still slumped on the chair. “We had birthday dinner plans.”


    Rion threw his leg over and straddled Nick’s body. “We don’t have to leave tonight, Nicky, so we can still go to dinner and celebrate your birthday early. We can leave tomorrow and have you there just in time for the family dinner. Also,” he kissed his forehead, then lifted up Nick’s chin to kiss him, “we knew this was coming at some point. Madeline was not going to let you go so easily, so whatever they have planned, we just have to stay strong and not let them come between us, okay?” He kissed Nick’s lips one more time.


    Nick nodded. “I won’t let them. Especially her,” he said seriously. “I promised to protect you in my world, and I meant it.”


    “And I believe you,” said Rion with another gentle kiss. He reached behind him, took Nick’s phone, and placed it in Nick’s hands. “Call Zoey and make the flight arrangements. And prepare her for battle too.”
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    Rion had gotten used to flying on Nicholas’s private plane. When they first began traveling, they would still fly on regular flights. But the first one from Thailand to India was bombarded with their new fans a month after they came out as a couple on all social media platforms. By the second flight to Singapore, it was maddening in the airport alone, as if people were somehow getting their flight information and following them. When they started traveling closer to Europe, Zoey put a stop to it right away, sending Nicholas’s private jet that he rarely used to get them from Dubai. And she hired a pilot that Rion had met once and trusted, imploring them to “stop traveling with the people before you get murdered.” She also made sure that it was always stocked with Cool Ranch Doritos and Hershey’s Kisses.


    The marble floors and soft leather seating was throughout, leading to a bedroom with a bed on one side and full bathroom on the other. The closet was stocked with suits for both of them, although Rion still preferred jeans, short-sleeved shirts, and hooded sweaters, so he always packed for himself. The long plane rides gave him the space to write too. He started a travel blog of his adventures, which had a steady stream of followers. It was completely separate from Nick, and he barely mentioned him there.


    Rion settled in his seat and began writing on his laptop before the plane took off. His fingers moved quickly, letting the words and story consume him so he wouldn’t have to think about the plane going up in the air. He secretly still hated flying, at least the takeoff and landing times. But things were so much easier with Nick by his side. Nick was quiet most of the ride as they sat side by side, both on their laptops, only pausing when lunch was served.


    As they were finishing up their meals, Nick suddenly looked up in alarm. “I didn’t meditate this morning.” Rion also looked up at him. “I slept through my typical morning hour, then Ava was in there, and I figured I would go back at some point before we got on the plane, but I just realized that I never made it back into the room.”


    “You can meditate now. Chant before you get there.”


    “No. I’m too amped up, and I won’t be able to focus. The closer we get to Rochester, the more I feel like turning the plane around.”


    Rion closed his laptop. “How can I help you become less anxious?”


    “You know you can’t, Ree,” said Nick moodily. “I just know you’re going to be brought up in some way, and it’s going to piss me off. But I won’t come off as angry and emotional. I refuse to let them see that side of me.” He sighed. “I’ll be fine.”


    Rion studied Nick’s face for a moment. “It’s our anniversary tomorrow.”


    Nick turned to him with his eyes scrunched in confusion, then smiled. “The day we met on the plane.”


    “And here we are, three years later on a plane together. This time going the opposite direction, from London to JFK.” Rion grinned.


    “You know I don’t consider this our anniversary,” said Nick with a small smile. “And you know why.” He raised one eyebrow.


    Rion rolled his eyes and looked away. “It was a minor five-month bump in the road for us. We were still in each other’s hearts.”


    Nick turned Rion’s head to him and kissed his lips. “Yes, we were.”


    They kissed again, deeper with need. Then Rion said, “Let’s take a shower.”


    Nick grinned. “We took showers at home.” Rion grinned too. “You just want to use those hooks I had installed.”


    “Well that’s one way to calm you down,” said Rion standing up. “And we have,” he looked at his watch, “two hours and twelve more minutes in the air.” He held out his hand and Nicholas took it.


    After stripping and preparing himself, Rion stepped under the rain showerhead first. He leaned his head back and ran his hands through the curls on his head, which elongated when wet and stuck to his forehead and neck. Nick stood there admiring the way the water fell onto his lover’s lean and toned body, getting caught in the brown hairs everywhere. He looked at Rion’s chest, the mound of his pecs, as soap and water trickled down and through his body hair, getting caught in the ridges of his abdominal muscles. Nick’s eyes traveled to the curve of his bottom attached to his long legs that put him at 6’1”, just three inches shorter than himself. Rion’s cock wasn’t hard, not yet. It laid against his round testicles, slightly darker than the rest of his body, nestled in the middle of his curly brown forest.


    “Are you going to keep staring, or are you going to come in?” Rion said with his eyes closed while rinsing himself off.


    Nick smiled and stepped into the shower behind him, closing the door. He pulled their bodies close, his cock resting on Rion’s bottom, and wrapped his arms around him. “I love you,” he said softly.


    Rion cocked his head to the side, exposing his neck. “Show me,” he said.


    Nick wasted no time, sucking and kissing on Rion’s jugular vein, moving one hand down to his penis to wake him up. Rion rose and grew in his hand, and Rion put his hand over Nick’s to help stroke himself. Suddenly, Rion turned around, stepped back, and dropped to his knees. Nick entered Rion’s mouth slowly, meaningfully, and Rion’s cheeks tightened with every thrust. Then Rion held onto Nick’s hips to stop him from thrusting and bobbed with intention, hitting the back of his throat a few times before he held himself steady and paused, keeping Nick there. The tightness was overwhelming, and he involuntarily twitched a few times, rushing too close to the edge too soon.


    But then Rion pulled back and let him go with a gasp. Nick’s cock head was purple and angry, the rest of him hard as steel, standing straight up. Rion stood and smiled. Nick growled at him and pushed their faces together aggressively, making Rion giggle between kisses. Then Rion stepped farther back against the wall. He looked to his left and wrapped his left hand around the metal hook near his head. He looked to the right and did the same. Then he looked at Nick, no longer smiling. Nick walked right into him and grabbed his bottom. Rion lifted his legs and wrapped them around Nick. Nick adjusted himself so that Rion’s pucker was aimed at the right place.


    “You okay?” Nick asked softly. Rion nodded, staring deep into Nick’s eyes. They were full of desire. And trust. “Okay. Hold on.” Nick lowered his knees slightly and thrusted upward, completely sinking himself inside of Rion.


    “Hooooly shit,” Rion moaned as Nick filled him up. Nick did it again, and again, watching Rion become undone in this position. Rion began to tremble, the pressure on his internal g-spot never ending as Nick lived up to his name, stroking it deeply. His fingers began to slip, so Nick moved closer, putting Rion’s back against the wall. Rion carefully let go of one hook, wrapping it on Nick’s shoulder, then moved the other in between them, stroking himself. Nick moved faster, bouncing Rion against him. Rion moaned and called out his name over and over again until his cum rutted out.


    Nicholas did not stop. Rion held on to him with both hands, and Nick drilled into him. Nick hitched, then growled, pumping shallow pumps until he was completely empty and Rion was full of him. They held each other tightly without speaking, only the sound of the water rushing over their bodies.
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    “Feeling better?” Rion asked softly.


    The couple laid together in their robes, open in the front so their legs were connected. The plane rocked slightly, but neither noticed.


    Nick kissed up Rion’s pen tattoo on his forearm and continued kissing until he reached Rion’s shoulder. “It was a good reminder, that’s for sure.”


    “Reminder of?” Rion asked, his brown eyes never leaving Nick’s blue ones.


    “Why I’m going to fight so hard. Because I’m going to fight for you, Rion. For us. I didn’t go to war with my family for Trixie, but I will burn the entire empire down for you.”


    Rion sighed. He didn’t want that. He just wanted to live his happily ever after with the love of his life. But he knew how Nicholas felt about his parents meddling in his life, especially his love life, and how they had succeeded in the past to ruin his romantic connections. So Rion let it go.


    “It was a good twenty months, wasn’t it?” Rion said instead. “Seeing all those different countries and cultures. Hiding from the paparazzi.”


    Nick chuckled. “Yeah. But just living with you in London this last year was my favorite. It felt different than when we were in the apartment in New York. Like we had all the time in the world. Just being together, like the first time we were in London.”


    “It’s the home we bought together,” Rion reminded him, running his hands through Nick’s dirty blond chest hair. “Every piece of furniture, appliance, artwork, we bought together. So yes, it was different. And we’ll be back. Soon.”


    “I hope so,” said Nick. “But you knew we’d have to come back to the States at some point. I’d have to face my mother. And you’d have to face yours.”


    Rion froze and turned his face away. After finding out that his mother, Roslyn Matthews, lied to him his entire life about who his father was, Rion cut her off completely. But he missed his two other sisters terribly. He was glad to have the chance to have seen Gabby in January with her fiancé, Gael, celebrating his niece’s ninth birthday in Disneyland. Nicholas promised Morgan a Disney trip for her birthday, and he delivered, bringing the whole family to Paris. The only one he hadn’t seen in a while was his sister, Muriel, but he avoided Muriel for many reasons. His oldest sister, whom he loved dearly, reminded him of his mother’s taboo secret, her lies and betrayal.


    Nick pulled Rion closer to his body, and Rion melted into his chest. He knew not to say another thing about Rion’s mother. Instead, he ran his hands all over the hardness of Rion’s body and soft curve of his bottom. Rion began to do the same, kneading his fingers into Nick’s back, pushing their bodies against the other. They both had strong erections, but sex wasn’t what either wanted. It was the closeness, the sensuality, the connection, concentrating on every touch, every breath, every soft groan, being in the moment with each other.


    They touched until they heard the announcement from Pilot Pete: “Gentlemen, the plane will be landing in thirty minutes. Please return to your seats.”


    Rion lifted up so they were lying face-to-face. “I’ll wait up for you. You’re coming home tonight, right?”


    Nick kissed him. “Nothing is going to keep me from your arms tonight. Nothing.”
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    After a seven-hour flight and making love to Rion, then another hour-long flight, Nicholas was thoroughly exhausted. But he put on a brave face as the car entered the iron gate and brought him up the mile-long driveway to the Highton-Marigold Estate and Compound. He took a deep breath, straightened out his Stefano Ricci silk tie, and walked up the stone steps. A new staff member he did not know opened the front door and greeted him with a smile.


    “Good evening, Nicholas Highton. We have been expecting you.”


    Nick nodded at the man about the same age as him and walked into the building that never felt like home to him. He noticed the floors were a different color quartz than he remembered, but it had been over two years since he was there. He looked up at the steps, also quartz, and considered looking at his old bedroom but decided against it. Another staff member greeted him with a glass of chardonnay as he walked down the foyer to the main room, a large open space where parties were held. He looked up at the oversized chandelier, all glass and diamonds sending sparkling prisms all around. His eyes traveled to his brother, Brian, who was standing on the left side of the room staring at a contemporary style painting. Nick went over to stand next to him, also staring at it.


    They stood side by side in comfortable silence, drinking out of their respective glasses. “It’s a Liu Xiaodong original,” Brian finally said. “How Mother managed to get her hands on it is beyond me.”


    “It’s exquisite,” said Nick.


    “It’s haunting,” Brian retorted. “Such harsh strokes of the city behind the man’s face. And is it a man? I can’t tell. It’s leaving me confused and wanting, but I can’t take my eyes off it.”


    Nick smiled. “Now who’s the sensitive one?”


    Brian finally looked at his younger brother. “You look good, Nicholas. Happy.”


    He gave a slight nod. “Thank you. I am.”


    “You’re ready for tonight?”


    Nick shrugged. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”


    Brian nodded back. “Emma said you wanted to bring Rion.”


    “I should have, just to throw my happiness in her face. Maybe it will make her melt into a puddle of green goo.”


    Brian chuckled and downed the rest of his bourbon. “I did not bring Lia.” Nick looked at him in surprise. “What?” Brian responded. “Lia doesn’t have any part of the Highton wealth. She has her own family wealth and the prenup will make her an absurdly wealthy woman if she ever decides to divorce me, so she doesn’t need to be here.”


    “I bet you Gary is here though,” Nick said bitterly, thinking of his sister’s husband. “He’ll be the first one in line with his hand out.”


    “He’s been by Father’s side since his stroke. And, I’m sure, hinting along the way that he is a Highton by extension,” Brian confirmed.


    “Dick,” Nick responded before he too finished his glass of wine.


    Brian smiled. “We’re the disappointments, you and I. With me not going into the family business, and you going into … Rion.”


    Nick grinned. “Shut up.”


    A woman silently came by with a tray to take the empty glasses and offer more wine. Both the Highton men declined. “I miss you being around,” said Brian. “I miss my brother.”


    “Oh nooow you want a brother?” Nick said sarcastically.


    Brian laughed out loud, and Nick chuckled. Then he heard his mother’s voice from across the room, and it was like ice water had dripped down his spine.


    “Nicholas.”


    They both abruptly stopped laughing. Brian raised an eyebrow at his brother before he turned around. Nick sighed and turned around too. “Mother.”


    The same attendant immediately went over to her and offered a glass of wine. She took it without glancing at the help. Madeline instead put it to her lips, staring at him. Nick stared back.


    “Come closer, my son,” she said. “The last time I saw you, you left in tears, like a spoiled child.”


    Nick glared at his mother, but he did as he instructed, coming toward her. He bent down for her air kiss and a touch on his shoulders, then stepped back. Madeline took another sip and looked at him.


    “So. Have you found what you’ve been looking for? Did you find it in the mountains of Thailand or the slums of India? How was Mumbai for those three weeks you were there? Maybe you found it in that Singapore high-rise you stayed in or the Dubai one? Or the farmlands of Budapest? Maybe it was in Italy at the Mercurio Villa in Tuscany or skiing in the Swiss Alps or that adorable two-bedroom flat on Vetergage Street in Denmark that you ended up buying, right across from the café you went to every morning. Or since you’ve settled in the East End part of London, six months prior to your week at Disneyland Paris with that nine-year-old Hispanic girl and her family that was celebrating her birthday, maybe that was where you needed to go to find what you were looking for. You and your … project. And his pet that followed the two of you everywhere. You know? The former prostitute? Or maybe she’s a current one. It’s hard to keep up with your … desires lately. Nevertheless, I’m sure that having them both in that way made your time away … invaluable.”


    Anger spread through Nick’s veins at his mother’s words, her snooping in his life, and her insinuations. Before Nick could respond, Brian stood between them.


    “You’ve made your point, Mother; there is nowhere on earth that Nicholas could go that you wouldn’t know about.” Brian turned to Nick. “Come. Let’s go see Father.”


    He took his brother’s arm to lead Nick away, but Nick turned around and said with a smile, “Yes, Mother. I did. I found what I was looking for in all of those places with the most amazing man at my side. His name is Rion Matthews. And I’m going to marry that man.”


    Nick turned away before his mother could respond and followed his brother out of the great room to their father’s den.


    Dinner was just as much of a nuisance as Nicholas thought it would be. Niles was happy to have his family together again and greeted his youngest son with a hug and kiss on the cheek, things that Nick would classify as a no-no in their family. He continued to ask Nick about his travels and his work with Deep Strokez Publications without once bringing up Rion’s name. His siblings noticed but also did not bring him up. That was extremely frustrating to him. But he smiled, nodded, and answered questions about his time away from his family. Unfortunately, when Rion was finally mentioned, it was his asshole brother-in-law who did so to stir the very low simmering pot that was the Hightons.


    “So, Nick,” Gary called out in his booming voice as dessert was being passed out by the wait staff, “how’s Rion, the kick-with-a-dick?” Then Gary laughed out loud before slobbering wine down his expensive shirt.


    Brian smirked in his plate. Emma scowled at him. Madeline pretended she did not hear. But Niles looked up expectantly, as if he
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