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  Alicia, thanks for approving of my unhingedness. Please enjoy the scene made better because of you.
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  Author's Note & Content Discussion


Hello reader, I want to start with a big thank you for picking up Love on a Dare.
Before we get too far into this, I promise you a happily ever after. And fair warning, this is a taboo romance.
Love on a Dare contains but is not limited to the following content: best friends/stepbrothers to lovers, unrequited love, rejection, ADHD representation, sexually explicit content, mild themes of sexual sadomasochism, profanity, car accident, terminal illness, grief, loss of loved ones, mention of traumas: childhood trauma and abuse, domestic violence, divorce, and remarriage.
If you want to avoid potential spoilers and don’t have any concerns about the content, please feel free to continue your reading journey.
I recommend caution if you continue to read Love on a Dare if any of the aforementioned themes may harm your mental health and well-being.
[Heavy Spoiler Alert]
This book contains more than one supporting character death.
Please know that there are scenes of an important character suffering from a terminal illness. I tried to lighten these scenes up a little, but they may be difficult for some readers. Loss of loved ones can be extremely difficult; as someone who has lost multiple loved ones to terminal illnesses, I empathize with anyone who has suffered a loss and chooses not to read this book to avoid this content. I will admit that the scenes were tough for me to write, and they brought back many memories I’d rather keep buried.
Your mental health is more important than this book. If you feel the story is too much for you at any point, please stop reading or take a break.
If you or a loved one need support, please call or text the Suicide & Crisis Lifeline at 988 or visit 988lifeline.org. If you or someone you know needs immediate help, please call 911 (in the United States) or your country’s emergency services.
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  Chapter 1

Ash


Message notifications chimed from my laptop. 
The end of the day always brought a string of goodnight messages from my team.
Sunlight streamed through the narrow window in the small room I used as a home office. The old, tattered office chair I’d had since college creaked when I leaned back. With a sigh, I clicked open my private conversation with Rainie Bates and typed out a quick message.
Me: You did great today. You’ll be off on your own before you know it.
Me: Have a good night.
Time seemed to stretch, my gaze fixed on the screen, captivated by the three dots bouncing as she typed her reply.
Rainie: Thanks for your help today. I’ll catch you tomorrow.
Moments after reading the message, her status flipped to offline.
Rainie was a new employee at my company, Pix Systems. She was a software developer like me, and I was responsible for training her. People at work treated me like a shadow writing code, only allowed to see the light of day on rare occasions, so being assigned to train Rainie was the first time I had a responsibility outside of my day-to-day.
I lived in Fairfax, Virginia, where a healthy mix of private companies and government contractors resided. When I graduated from college, I found a job with a government contractor to network and gain experience. While there, I wrote code for a backend reporting system. It wasn’t fun or innovative. I wasn’t saving lives or making a difference. There was no fulfillment at the end of the day.
When a recruiter from Pix Systems called and offered me a cushy work-from-home job paying triple my salary—I would’ve been a fool to say no. With Pix, I had a chance to work on innovative software. Even though I appreciated the freedom and opportunity Pix gave me, after three years, something was still missing.
I thought the opportunity to train Rainie would mean I had growth opportunities, but it turned out that no one else knew the systems Rainie would work on. I was the only one. My efforts would be considered when reviews came up, but there were no promises I would see a raise for taking on the extra responsibility. I wasn’t actively aiming to be a manager, but in the two weeks I’d worked with her, I realized I enjoyed helping people. A lot. I liked teaching her and sharing my knowledge. I was having fun. Legitimate. Actual. Fun.
I headed to my tiny apartment kitchen. It was small, with a little island that doubled as a breakfast bar, barely big enough to seat two people. Before tossing a couple pans on the stove, I grabbed fixings for dinner.
Minutes into chopping vegetables, my smartwatch buzzed to life. With the cleanest knuckle I could find, I tapped the answer icon.
“Jaz,” I said, “why are you calling me after work?”
“You better bow down and kiss my feet for this one, Ashton,” she said, excitement lacing her tone.
“For what? Did you finish your requirements document in time for our meeting tomorrow?”
“Not yet, but,” she said, hesitating, “Rainie invited me to her birthday party in two weeks at a karaoke bar in Fairfax.”
“What does this have to do with me?” I asked, tossing the chopped vegetables into a hot pan. They hissed and sizzled briefly before quieting to a low simmer. “Why am I bowing down at your feet?”
“Because you are joining me.”
“I am? When did I decide this?”
“Ash, stop playing with me,” she whined. “There is one condition, though.”
“And what is that?”
“She made it a ladies’ night, so if guys want to join. . .”
“What does that even mean?” I asked, slicing into the mound of raw chicken before tossing the chunks into the pan beside the simmering vegetables.
“If you want to get close to Rainie. And I know you do. You’ve had a crush on her since you first met her.”
“Spit it out, Jasmine, or I’m hanging up on you.”
I moved to the sink, washing my hands while waiting for her to respond.
“You have to be queer to get the invite.”
I groaned and grabbed a wooden spoon from a drawer before pushing the veggies around in the pan. “Are you fucking kidding me?”
“I’m serious.”
“I’m not pretending to be gay just to be around her.” I spun around, resting my hip against the counter. “Besides, wouldn’t I ruin my chance with her if she thinks I’m gay?”
“Don’t be so dense. We would tell her you’re bisexual.”
I rubbed the bridge of my nose. I couldn’t believe I was considering it. “No.” I hated lying. I couldn’t bring myself to do it.
“Ash, please,” she begged. “I don’t want to go alone. The only person I’ll know will be Rainie. Please come with me?”
I dropped my hand to my side with a groan. “Fine, but I’m not the one telling this lie. This is all on you.”
“I knew I could get you to agree,” she squealed.
I could picture her jumping up and down, her two-toned hair bouncing as she shot me an “I told you so” look like she’d won a championship.
“Whatever,” I grumbled. “Text me the details.”
“Duh,” she said.
I was trying to play it off, but I was happy. I liked Rainie, and if this somehow put me in a position to get closer to her, I would take it. Maybe I would bow down and kiss Jasmine’s feet after all.
“So, we haven’t talked about anything outside of work in a while. How’s the family?” Jaz added.
I chewed the inside of my cheek while lazily stirring the food simmering on the stove. “Not much has changed since the last time you asked. Mom and Gary are as happy as ever. Angie is about to come home from her sophomore year in college, and Sam is working for a big corporation doing what he loves.”
“When does Angie move back home?”
“This weekend, I think.” I unlocked my phone and checked the calendar. “I’m not sure when the dorms kick her out after exam week, but she mentioned being home for my birthday.”
“Speaking of your birthday, are we still going to the club on Saturday?”
“Mm-hm. You still comin’?”
“You know it,” she said. “Will Angie join us, or do you not want your baby sister there?”
I chuckled, saying, “She won’t be there. She doesn’t need to see me like that.”
“You’re probably right. I’m ready to party until we’re passed out in the booth of that diner near your place, shoveling food into our gut to avoid the inevitable hangover.”
“Yeah, okay. You know you always end up with a hangover.”
She groaned. “I’m mentally preparing myself for how shitty Sunday will be.”
“Then don’t drink so much. You could—I don’t know—not drink the whole bar dry.”
She giggled. “And that’s where I exit this conversation. Ashton Emerson is trying to give me advice about drinking.”
“Ha-ha. Very funny, Jaz.” Flicking the stove off, I added, “Don’t forget to text me the details for Rainie’s thing.”
“I won’t forget. See ya,” she said before the line went silent.
I turned back to the food and double-checked the time. It was close to six-thirty, right on time. I spun around, grabbed two plates from the cabinet, and piled the food onto them before setting the table. Once satisfied with the placement, I disappeared into my bedroom and slipped into sweatpants and a loose tank.
“Ash,” Sam called as the front door clicked shut.
“Yo,” I said, appearing at the edge of the kitchen.
The bags under his eyes appeared darker today, and a frown wrinkled his slender chin. Sam was an inch taller than me, but the way his shoulders slumped as he stood there made him seem inches shorter like his form had shrunk from exhaustion.
“Ready to eat?” I asked, then sat at the small round table in my usual spot, facing the room with my back to the wall. It was something I had done my whole life. It was hard to break the subconscious need to keep an eye on everything around me.
“I’ll probably need seconds with how hungry I am,” Sam said, sitting across from me. “I skipped lunch because someone didn’t pay attention when scheduling an important meeting, and I didn’t get the chance to eat because of it.”
“What asshole did that?”
He rolled his beautiful pale blue eyes and said, “Lucinda.”
“How has she managed to keep her position?”
He shrugged, releasing a rough noise: half grunt and half laugh. “The whole place is run by inept morons.”
I pursed my lips. I didn’t like what this job was doing to him. “You know, Sammy, you could quit. I can help pay your bills until you find something else.”
His eyes softened, and his fork rested loosely between his fingers as he said, “Thanks, Ash. I’ll think about it.”
“Sure.”
There was nothing to thank me for.
Samuel Pearce was my best friend and stepbrother. He was the most amazing person in my life. The only person I could trust unquestionably. We had been inseparable since kindergarten, and when Mom fell in love with his dad, we became a family. Becoming stepbrothers extended our bond as best friends. If we didn’t look so different from each other, people would swear we were blood-related.
Sam ran his fingers through his platinum blond hair, pushing his bangs from his face before taking a bite of food.
“Your hair is getting long,” I said, noting the hair on the side of his head was longer than he generally let it grow.
He tugged on his bangs with a frown. “I’m going out next Friday, so I’ll have to find time to get it cut.”
“Are you sticking with a low fade and keeping that top length?” I asked, knowing he would keep it the same.
Sam liked to keep his life simple, with minimal change. Some called him boring, but to me, he was everything I needed. Sam was like the most beautiful summer day: a crystal blue sky littered with fluffy white clouds and the sun beaming down, enveloping me in warmth. He was the embodiment of calm. I wanted to bottle up the tranquility he exuded and let it transport me to that vision of a summer day whenever life was too much. Whenever I felt like life wasn’t worth it, I only needed to look into his kind, pale blue eyes, and those thoughts would disappear.
“How was work for you today?” he asked, taking the last bite of food from his plate.
I leaned back, adjusting the waistband of my sweatpants. “Not bad. I worked with the new girl, Nini, all day. She has another two weeks of training before I can send her off on her own.”
A few girls in the office gave Rainie the nickname Nini during her first week at Pix Systems, and it ended up catching on with the whole company. I thought it was pretty cute.
Sam grabbed our empty plates, then headed to the kitchen. “The one you have a crush on?”
I nodded, rubbing my belly, and groaned. “I ate too much.”
“Go sit on the couch. I’ll only be a minute.” He flicked on the water and started washing the dishes.
“All right,” I said, hoisting myself out of the chair. “Don’t worry too much about getting them perfectly clean. Shove ‘em in the dishwasher.”
Even though we didn’t live with our parents anymore, we kept the rule that the one who cooked didn’t do the cleaning. I usually cooked dinner for us on weekdays, and Sam cleaned up the dishes before we hung out in my living room for a few hours.
Mom thought we were weird for living in the same building but not in the same apartment. We wanted to be close to each other and still have our privacy. We had keys to each other’s apartments and could come in any time, but the place was off-limits if the other had a partner over. It had been this way since we graduated from college and got our first jobs.
I grabbed the game controller off the coffee table and dropped onto the sofa. “It feels nice to sit on the soft cushions.” I kicked my feet out, resting them on the coffee table. “That desk chair has been killing me lately.”
Sam sat beside me, a slight smile dimpling his cheek. “Get a new chair. I’ve been telling you for years that old piece of shit needs to be replaced.”
I exaggerated a gasp and nudged his shoulder with my fist. “Take it back.”
He laughed, pushing my hand away before I could tickle him. “No,” he said, his voice breaking into a giggle as he blocked my hands.
“How dare you disrespect my chair.” I jokingly pushed him over. “That’s my work buddy.”
Sam’s laugh was deep as he sat up, holding his stomach. “What the hell did you name that thing again? Blue?”
“Yes. Do you have a problem with the way I name my things?”
He shot me a look of disbelief. “You named your blue chair Blue.” He pushed me back with another laugh. “And you had the stuffed banana toy you named Yellow. The blanket you named Blankie. And the—”
“Okay!” I covered his mouth with my hand to shut him up before he went through the entire list of every single object I had ever named. His tongue ran over my palm, and I yanked my hand away. “God, why are you so gross?”
I wiped my hand on my thigh, ignoring his chuckles, before turning on the game console and opening the newest fantasy role-playing game I’d bought.
“Is this the one with the dragons you can ride?” Sam asked.
I nodded and loaded my saved game. “Are you going to hang out for a while or heading home?”
“I’ll hang out with you. It was a long day, and watching you play is fun,” he said, resting his head on the armrest and curling up under my checkered gray and black fleece blanket.
“You should change out of your work clothes. That can’t be comfortable.”
“I’m okay. Play your game.”
A few hours passed, and Sam was still on my sofa, curled up under the blanket, sound asleep. His feet ended up on my lap, and his arm hung off the side. The poor thing had been at a corporate job where they worked him to the bone, yet he still took the time to hang out with me. Since he’d gotten hired, he’d fallen asleep here like this a few times. The darker the bags under his eyes grew, and the more often he fell asleep like this on my sofa, the more concerned I became about his health.
Carefully, I shifted his feet and stood up, making an effort to minimize any noise. Kneeling beside him, I unbuttoned his dress shirt at the collar. His warm breath ran over my hands, and I stopped to look at him. We had known each other for so long, sometimes I forgot how handsome he was. His face was angular yet soft. His nose was long, with a slight curve at the tip. His lips looked smooth and curved down at the corners. I always told him he could be a model or an actor, but he dismissed me as a liar. I was serious when I said it. Sam was beautiful and had slender features with a persistent air of sadness around him, but when he smiled, he was breathtaking.
I grabbed two pillows and another blanket from my bedroom before returning to the living room. After placing a pillow and blanket where I had been sitting, I slid another pillow under his head as gently as possible to avoid waking him.
I stretched out opposite him, our feet crossing in the dim light of my paused game. The last time we slept like this, we were kids. I held in my chuckle at the memory. We were around ten, and he was at my house to watch a bunch of movies we’d rented. He’d passed out halfway through our third movie, and instead of waking him, I joined him like this.
Sometimes, I wished we could go back to those times before we grew up. Before he became my stepbrother. Not that I disliked our relationship now, but he and I were different back then. There was something I couldn’t put words to, and I missed it.






  
  Chapter 2

Sam


The alarm on my phone went off promptly at five, but I had already been awake for an hour. The screen from Ash’s video game flickered on the pause menu, like he had gotten up to do something and forgotten about it. 
Ash groaned when I dismissed the alarm, turning over and tangling his legs with mine. My chest flooded with warmth at the contact, but I needed to keep away from the thoughts fighting to poke through.
Ashton Emerson was my best friend and first love.
I had been hiding my feelings for him since middle school. When I was thirteen, I had finally worked up the courage to tell him, but then everything changed the night before I planned to confess my undying love for my best friend—my dad told me he had something important to discuss.
“Son,” Dad said in a serious tone, standing in my bedroom doorway.
I sat on the edge of my bed, looking up at him, worried something horrible was happening—again.
His hair hadn’t turned gray yet, his face was free of wrinkles, and his blue eyes sparkled with a brightness I hadn’t noticed before.
“I know you and Ash have been friends your whole lives, and this may be weird for you two.” He sat beside me, releasing a deep sigh. “Jane and I have been seeing a lot of each other while you boys play together. For about a year now, she and I have been dating.”
My breath picked up. I wasn’t sure what his confession was leading to, but I was worried.
Dad took my silence as his sign to keep going, and I hung on his every word, waiting for the punch line.
“Jane and I like each other. More than I ever thought possible.” He paused, fidgeting with the seam of his pants. “After your mother, I thought I would be alone for good.”
I clenched my jaw at the mention of my mother.
“Sam, I asked Jane to marry me.”
The world came to a screeching halt. My plans to confess my love crumbled around me. My eyes welled with tears, but I held them back while my heart clenched in my chest, and heat burned me from the inside. I cleared my throat, fought through the tightness, and forced a huge smile for my father.
“That’s amazing, Dad. What did she say?”
A few tears slipped from his eyes as he looked at me with the biggest, stupidly happy grin I had ever seen on him.
“Yes! She said yes!”
He crushed me in a hug, and I held in the devastated cry that begged to be released. It clawed at my chest and tried to climb up my throat. It wanted to be heard. It wanted the world to hear my despair, but I choked it down.
Since that day, I lived with the most crippling secret: I’m in love with my stepbrother.
In the past, I thought about telling everyone I loved Ash and couldn’t live like this anymore. But how could I ruin the best thing to happen to me? Jane was the most loving and tender person I had ever known. My father was lucky to have her. I was lucky to have a mother who actually loved me. I gained a brother and sister with the marriage. Ash and I were already like brothers, so we only grew closer once our parents bought a house and moved us all under the same roof.
I was blessed to have them.
After the abuse my biological mother put me through, I couldn’t destroy all of this because I wanted to be with Ash. I couldn’t. So it was my secret that no one would ever know. I would take it to my grave.
Ash grew up to be broodingly sexy. Tattoos covered nearly every inch of skin on his arms, chest, back, and neck. With his black hair, it made him look dangerous. The complete opposite of me. Ash lifted weights and kept himself toned. He claimed he did it to be attractive to women, but I knew it was a part of his armor. He kept his wavy black hair shoulder-length and often threw it up in a bun or ponytail—like now—loose strands covered his fierce-looking face as he slept.
It hurt every day that I couldn’t have him. But life without him would be worse than this longing.
I need to get laid before I let these thoughts get too far.
I opened the group text with my friends and asked if we were still on for Friday night. A one-night stand usually helped curb my desire for Ash. That paired with drinking heavily.
I slipped off the couch, stretching as I walked across the small room to the front door, slid into my dress shoes, and then silently left his apartment. Ash was a night owl and undoubtedly didn’t fall asleep until after midnight. It would be a while before he surfaced.
The hallway of our building was brightly lit and empty. I took the stairs up, two at a time, shaking off the last remnants of my indecent thoughts.
My apartment was empty. Cold. There was no warmth there. It was lonely and existed to remind me I couldn’t have what I wanted most.
I changed into shorts, a tank, and running shoes before leaving my apartment.
The cool morning air danced over my skin, energizing me while I jogged through the park near the apartment complex. Like every morning, I started a checklist in my head. I kept a running list of everything I needed to do for the day. I planned everything from what I would wear and eat for lunch, even down to where I would park. I even made backup plans for everything, leaving nothing to chance.
I was sure I was this way because of my biological mother, but I didn’t want to think too much about it. If I let her linger in my thoughts, only ugly things came to mind.
When I returned to my apartment, the soft morning rays filtered through the curtains, casting warm light through the room. The familiar routine unfolded as I prepared for the day ahead. Rushing through a shower, I couldn’t stop the dread filling my chest. The exhaustion from my job was wearing on me and filling my bones like lead.
I slid into my neatly pressed slacks, the smooth fabric grazing against my skin. The crispness of the dress shirt clung to me as I buttoned it up, the faint scent of laundry detergent filling the air. With a sigh, I tightened the tie around my neck, feeling its constricting grip, a constant reminder of the stuffy office I spent my days in.
A text came through while I poured coffee into my travel mug, and I swiped open my phone to read it.
Ash: Morning. Hope you slept well.
I smiled while typing a reply.
Me: I was dead to the world. Thanks for the pillow.
Me: I’m heading to work and might not make it for dinner tonight, so eat without me.
With the coffee in hand, I checked I had everything and rushed to the parking lot when my phone pinged another notification.
Ash: Don’t work too hard.
I tossed my things into the passenger seat of my run-down sedan and started my morning commute.
It took an hour and a half to get to work. It was one of the main reasons I hated this job.
The building was busy, and I had to weave through the crowd in the lobby. Some people stood around chatting with paper cups of coffee in their hands, talking about boring business nonsense. I hit the elevator call button with my knuckle and crossed my arms while I waited.
The elevator doors opened, and the crowd around me piled in, pushing and touching each other like it would be the end of the world if they didn’t make it on this specific elevator at this specific time. I was shoved into the back corner, crowded so tight I could hardly move.
I already wanted to quit my job, and mornings like this made Ash’s offer to help me pay my bills until I found something else that much more tempting. I didn’t want to take his offer. It felt wrong to rely on him financially because I didn’t like my job. As I breathed in the thick air of everyone around me, I couldn’t help but think about it seriously.
I tapped the shoulder of the guy in front of me and whispered, “Do you mind hitting seven for me?”
Without a word, he bent around the person in front of him and hit the button for my floor.
“Thanks,” I said.
He replied with a halfhearted, “Sure.”
When the elevator lurched to a stop on my floor, I pushed through the crowd, which had only dwindled by a few people, and found myself in the narrow, vacant lobby. I sucked in a deep breath, relishing the relief washing over me in the open space before heading through the doors to my office.
The office was loud. Overpowering. The receptionists at the front greeted me like they did every morning, and I breezed past them with a quiet greeting. The aisles between the cubicles were only wide enough to fit two people shoulder to shoulder.
I glanced at my watch, checking I was on time. I had two minutes to spare. When I stepped into my cubicle at the end of the row, I flipped open my laptop and dropped into the chair.
An email came through overnight, asking me to review a company’s rebranding plan and another from Lucinda, my manager, the bane of my existence. She wanted another presentation from me. God forbid she did it herself. I wanted to pass it on to someone else but knew I couldn't. I didn’t have time for her presentation and my already packed workload.
I sighed, scooting my chair closer to the desk, and resigned myself to the fact that this would be my life for the foreseeable future.

    
  Friday nights were my standing date with one of my closest friends. Sean almost had the title of best friend, but I felt weird calling anyone but Ash that. We met in a history class during our sophomore year of college and became fast friends. 
Our four years of college were the only time Ash and I had been separated. We chose different universities that had been three hours away from each other. Sometimes, I thought of it as a blessing that I had the chance to be away from him. College was the first time I made friends on my own. I had found an amazing group of friends who were also queer. 
Throughout my K through twelve years, kids made fun of me or bullied me. I was too quiet and didn’t fit in. Ash blended in with others easily. He had a loud “I don’t give a shit” persona. Ash could be larger than life, but with me, he was just Ash. My weird hermit of a best friend who would rather slay dragons in a video game for a week straight than talk to anyone but me. Why I had the privilege of being the only person he wanted to be around was still a mystery.
Sean stood on the edge of the sidewalk wearing a tight tank and loose jeans. He was taller than me, around six-four, and had muscles for days, looking like he would rip out of his shirt if he sneezed. He maintained his dark hair in a short style with a low fade and kept his goatee well-trimmed and short. He was gorgeous. Dark skin, deep brown eyes, and soft lips that I kissed once and only once. Sean and I realized quickly that we were only friends.
A shiver ran down my spine at the memory of our failed attempt at a hookup in college. We did not have the right chemistry for it. Our chemistry was purely platonic. I shivered again and shook the memory away.
A sly smile overtook him when I hopped out of the rideshare, heading straight for him.
“You’re looking fine as hell,” he said.
“Don’t I know it?” I spun around to show off the open back of the long-sleeved black shirt. Thin strings crisscrossed over my back, leading beneath my boxers. The army green cargo pants were tight enough around the waist to stay up without a belt but fell low on my hips, exposing the waistband of my boxers. “Take me to dance with hot men.” I looped my arm in Sean’s, and we meandered to the line outside of the DC nightclub.
It was a small club, but one of my favorite gay clubs in the DMV. The line to get inside moved somewhat quickly, but I was beyond ready to get inside and drink and dance until I forgot what a shitty week I had.
“How was work?” Sean asked.
“Horrible. Let’s not talk about work.”
Sean rolled his lip between his teeth. “Why do you stay there if they drain you like this?” He brushed his thumb under my eye, likely seeing the noticeable bags that had become a permanent sign of my exhaustion.
I shrugged, moving up with the line. “Pays the bills.”
“Have you tried finding something else yet?”
I shook my head. “Not yet.”
The line moved up again, and the bouncers flirted a little before letting us inside. The club’s lighting was themed red tonight. The small club was crowded but nowhere near capacity. Sometimes, it was wall-to-wall bodies and impossible to move without rubbing against someone else.
Along the back wall near the exit sign, the DJ booth blasted some of the best music I’d heard mixed at a club. The guy was an amazing DJ, and on more than one occasion, I had flirted with him. The DJ had his shirt off and a drink in his hand while dancing with one of the club’s gogo dancers.
Sean snaked his hand around my waist and leaned close. “Want a drink?” he shouted over the music.
I shook my head. “I need a hard body to grind on,” I said before weaving into the center of the crowd.
Sean followed me, settling in with me at the center of the mass. I slid my hands over Sean’s chest as we danced, knowing neither of us would ever go past mild flirting.
It didn’t take long for hands to touch me, pulling me against a firm chest. I went with it, letting whoever it was explore my body. If I was going to make it through Ash’s birthday party tomorrow, I needed to release my pent-up sexual frustration now. I didn’t care who with.
More often than not, I would call Leo, my friend-with-benefits, when I needed a release. Sean introduced us in college, and Leo was the only person in this world who knew about my feelings for Ash—not on purpose. I was wasted one night at a fraternity party with Leo, Sean, and a few of our friends. When I barely knew where I was, I almost called Ash to confess my feelings. Leo had stopped me. Thank God. But that night led to us complicating our friendship with sex. He knew I would never give him anything more than the physical, and I appreciated his presence.
Another guy slid between me and Sean, sliding his thigh between my legs. I tugged him closer while grinding against the man behind me.
This one was hot. Broad shoulders. Dark hair. Firm hands full of confidence roaming over my body.
I danced with them like that for a while before leaning close to the guy with his thigh between my legs and said, “Wanna take this to a hotel?”

    
  Ash dug through his closet for “the perfect shirt” while I leaned against the doorframe, admiring his back muscles moving beneath his tattoos. 
“You know,” I said, adding a little bite of annoyance to my tone, “you had days to find this shirt.”
Ash huffed something from the closet.
“I can’t hear you through your pile of shit.”
He stepped back from the closet with a midnight blue button-down in his hand and spun toward me, giving me a nice view of his sculpted chest and that sexy V that made me want to lick him from head to toe. He shoved an arm into the shirt with a scowl.
“I put the shirt in the spot for safekeeping. I can’t help that I forgot where that safe keeping was,” he grumbled, shoving his other arm into the shirt before starting on the buttons.
“You literally have a whole closet where it could’ve been hung up, and you chose to fold it and stuff it somewhere that wasn’t hanging where it should.”
He shrugged, rolling the sleeves up to his elbows, and I had to stop myself from biting my lip.
“If I didn’t hide it from myself, I may have worn it before tonight.” He smoothed the collar and added, “I like this shirt.”
I scoffed, waving him off before slipping into the hallway toward his kitchen. “Whatever, Ash. Now we’re late to your own party.”
I tried pretending to be angry, but really, I enjoyed messing with him.
He came up behind me, wrapping his arm over my shoulder and under my chin. His lips drew close to my ear, sending goosebumps racing down my arms. “Tell me we’re ordering a ride, and you’re drinking with me tonight.”
“I wasn’t planning on it.”
“Come on, Sammy. Get trashed with me. Please?”
I rolled my bottom lip between my teeth and pulled out of Ash’s hold. “Fine, but I’m not getting trashed. That’s all you.”
He spun around me with a smile, strands of his long hair falling out of his bun. “I’m sure I’ll get a few drinks in you to loosen up those tense shoulders of yours.” His hands landed on my shoulders, and he flashed a mischievous grin. “I might even get you on the dancefloor tonight. Request from your bestie on his birthday and all. Can’t deny me tonight, Sammy.”
I can never deny you.
He pulled his phone from his pocket and tapped the screen as he walked to the living room and plopped on the couch.
“Our ride will be here in ten minutes,” he announced.
Nearly an hour later, we stood at the entrance to a club in DC. I hovered near Ash as he spoke with the bouncer. Regular clubs weren’t my scene, and Ash didn’t know about my weekly trips to the local gay clubs. I chewed my lip, scanning the line of women dressed in skimpy outfits and men dressed a lot like Ash. I followed their dress code, but this wasn’t me. I liked to be more sexy when I went clubbing, and this stupid black button-down was not what I would call sexy. At least on me. No, I was more of a crop top kind of guy. Not that I had ever let Ash see that side of me. He knew I was gay, but I didn’t think he would appreciate the side of me I let out at the club.
“Thanks, man,” Ash said, letting the guy manning the entrance stamp his hand before he did the same to me. “Let’s go, Sammy.” Ash winked and stepped through the doors.
Swampy humidity and the booming bass of the club hit me. We were barely inside when women gave us both looks that screamed, “You look like a snack I want to take home.” Ash came to this place a lot, so I followed him to the VIP area he’d reserved for the night. I had offered to pay for it since today was his birthday, but he had refused.
It had been a while since I hung out with Ash at a club or even a bar. With work and my own plans with friends, I’d been avoiding coming with him to places like this. I knew he didn’t mean anything by it when he invited me to these places, but he didn’t understand that there was nothing for me there.
The VIP area was on a platform that overlooked the dance floor. The DJ booth was in perfect view, and the bar was clear across the building. In the sitting area Ash had reserved for us, Jasmine and Joe were already there. Jaz’s hair was long, reaching her waist, and split down the middle. One side was orange and the other black. Joe was an average-looking guy that Ash and I met a few years ago through Jaz. The two were Ash’s only friends other than me and his gaming friends he’d met online.
“Ash!” Jaz hopped off the black leather couch and leaped into Ash’s arms.
His chuckle was deep and husky, sending needy chills down my spine. “How’s my little demon?” he asked, setting her on her feet.
“What’s up, guys,” Joe shouted over the music, leaning forward to bump fists with us as we sat.
Ash sat close beside me, slinging his arm over the back cushion behind my head. He leaned forward, grabbing a menu from the glass table, pressing his leg tight against mine. He always did this. He was always touchy and closer than anyone ever dared to get. It was to the point that I didn’t think he noticed he did it.
“How long have you guys been here?” Ash asked, keeping his voice loud to reach over the music, then flipped open the menu.
Jaz shrugged and shouted, “Like thirty minutes.”
Joe said, “We should’ve known you’d be late to your own party. Damn, asshole.”
Ash laughed it off and tossed the menu onto the glass table. “I don’t know why I ever look at these menus. I just want a damn whiskey.”
“Sometimes I think you’re a country boy,” Joe said, aiming a grin at Ash.
“Yeah, yeah. Whatever,” Ash said. “Maybe it’s the blood of my people.” He snorted. “Take the family out of the country, but can’t take the country out of the family.”
Jaz aimed a questioning look our way. “Country?”
Ash shrugged. “According to my mom, her mom was born and raised in Kentucky. We still have family there, but we don’t talk to them.”
“That ain’t how it works,” Joe said. “Ash over here trying to make excuses for his drinking habits.”
I rolled my eyes, putting on a smile, but the way Ash’s leg tensed against mine at the comment made me worried. Sure, Ash indulged in alcohol occasionally, but he was always careful. His dad was a raging alcoholic with a horrific temper. Ash’s biggest fear was being exactly like him. But Ash also liked to indulge and escape into the freedom he felt when drunk.
I always worried about him, but he was anything but violent when drunk. If anything, he would get clingy and flirty. There was always a point where he would be so gone that he would flirt with anyone willing to give him attention. I avoided going out with him because of his overt flirtation and lack of filter. Often, he’d direct his flirting toward me. The number of times I almost kissed him. . . Almost confessed my feelings for him. The times he would touch me openly in a way that felt like more than a friend ever would dare.
Then there were the times when I had to witness him pick up women. He would leave me to run off to a hotel or a bathroom, then come back disheveled, and I would have the constant reminder that he would never do that with me.
The only way for me to deal with it was to treat him like a child. I would turn off my feelings, hide my emotions deep in my heart, and pretend I felt nothing.






  
  Chapter 3

Ash


“Thanks,” Sam said, climbing out of the backseat of the rideshare. “Come on, Ash.” He reached in, grabbing my hand to tug me from the car. 
The world spun as I stood, and I fell against Sam. “Shit, Sammy, how much did I drink?” I slung my arm over his shoulder.
“Too much.” He slid his fingers around my wrist, which hung over his shoulder, before wrapping his arm around my waist. “Let’s get you to bed.”
There was a joke to be made there, but every time I made gay jokes with Sam, he would get this look like his feelings were hurt. I didn’t want to do that to him tonight. It was the first time in weeks, maybe months, that he came out with me. He always made excuses for why, but it felt like he was pulling away from me. Maybe it was his job, like he said, but I knew he went out with his friend Sean almost every weekend. The dummy forgot he shared his location on his phone with me. I kept it quiet. I wanted him to tell me, but it had been a year since he started brushing me off to go out with Sean instead.
I tripped into the elevator, laughing at the glare Sam aimed at me while he hit the button for my floor. “Calm down, Sammy. No need to get your panties in a twist.”
“My panties are fine. How do you let yourself get this drunk?”
I hushed him, then the elevator jerked, climbing the floors. “It’s my birthday, bro. No need to ruin the fun. Ya damn fun killer.”
“I’m not a fun killer,” he grumbled, crossing his arms and leaning against the wall.
“If you say so,” I said as the elevator came to a stop and the doors slid open.
“You’re such a dick.” Sam shoved me against the wall and hurried toward my apartment door, disappearing without looking back.
The hallway spun with each step I took. When I reached my door, I swayed, slowly pushing it open. “I didn’t say anything you don’t already know.” I closed the door, flipping the deadbolt with a loud click.
“Why do you always say shit like that?” Sam called, sounding annoyed and muffled. “Sam, you’re so boring. Sam, you’re so stiff. Sam, why don’t you relax?” he mocked. I slid my fingers along the wall, finding my way down the dark hallway to my bedroom, where the nightstand light was on and the water in the bathroom was running. “Always with the same fucking shit.” Another grumble of something came from the bathroom, and I leaned against the doorway. “Fucking fun killer, my ass. One of us has to be responsible enough to keep you alive.”
I shoved my hand in my front pocket. “You done?”
“Maybe,” he huffed, wiping his hands on the hand towel hanging over the toilet.
“You know, I’m a big boy, Sammy.”
He brushed past me, walking into my bedroom.
I turned, following him. “I can take care of myself,” I added.
He flipped the side table light off and said, “Fine. Do it all yourself. Glad you had a good time.”
I kicked my shoes off, stifling my laugh.
“Go to bed, Ash. I’ll see you tomorrow for the barbeque.”
“Sammy,” I whispered. He didn’t answer and walked toward the door. “Sam.” I grabbed his arm and tugged him back, pushing him onto the bed. “Come on. Stay with me.”
“No.”
I rolled my eyes, knowing he couldn’t see, but the sentiment was there. “Shut up, Sammy. I like it when you’re around.”
I climbed onto the bed and yanked him down beside me.
“How drunk are you actually, Ash?”
I shrugged. “I don’t know. The room is spinning, so drunk enough,” I replied, snuggling against him. “Sleep here tonight. It’s late.”
“I literally live two floors up. I want to go sleep in my own bed.”
I rested my arm over his chest, feeling it rise and fall with each breath. “I don’t want to sleep alone tonight. Stay with me.” I tightened my hold on him. “Please,” I whispered.
“Fine, but you’re driving home tomorrow. I don’t feel like driving.”
I chuckled, burying my face in the space between his shoulder and the pillow. “Deal.”

    
  Mom and Angie were in the kitchen chopping vegetables. The French doors leading to the backyard were open, and the smell of the grill floated through the air. 
Angie was nineteen and a sophomore in college. She and I looked like twins, except her eyes were dark, like Mom’s. Mine were more golden brown. We all shared the same wavy black hair and high cheekbones. Sam always said we looked like clones of Mom, but I couldn’t help seeing my dad in us. It was the little things. My hands, eyes, facial features. Even my body type looked like him, and I hated it.
I covered myself in tattoos to cover up the skin that reminded me of him every time I looked in the mirror, but it wasn’t enough. I could see it anyway.
My father was why I learned to fight. I knew enough to get out of almost any situation. I worked hard to build my muscles. Since middle school, I would work out until my body gave out. I never wanted to be in a position where I was weak again.
I’d used my skills too many times to count.
Sam had been a scrawny kid. He faced a lot of bullying when we were young. So, I became his shield the same way he rooted me to the earth.
Angie stepped around the kitchen island, wrapping her slender arms around my waist.
“Hi, piglet,” I said, giving her a squeeze before releasing her.
Angie used to be obsessed with Piglet from Winnie-the-Pooh. For five years straight, she dressed as Piglet for Halloween. She collected anything pig-related until she was twelve. There was a time when her entire bed was covered in creepy pink pigs. Sam and I had teased her by calling her Piglet, but it turned into an affectionate pet name over the years.
Angie moved to Sam, wrapping him in a tight hug as I gave Mom a kiss.
“What’s for dinner tonight? Smells like barbeque,” I said with a joking tone.
“Like you don’t know,” Sam murmured.
I chuckled, pinching his chest, barely missing his nipple as he shoved me away. His smile lit me up as he continued pushing me through the open doors leading to the deck.
“Dad,” Sam called. “Come help me beat this shit-head up.”
“Oh, come on, Sammy.” I hopped backward, away from him, across the deck. “I didn’t even do anything.”
Mom and Angie’s laughs from the kitchen only fueled Sam as he got a look in his eye like he was about to chase me for real. I wasn’t a runner. Compared to Sam, I was slow as shit. I built my body for strength; he was built for speed.
“Fuck, Sammy. Come on. I’m hungry. I don’t wanna fuck around.”
His eyebrow raised as he hiked up his basketball shorts over his knees. “Should’ve thought about that before you tried to fucking twist my nipple.”
“Boys,” Gary warned from beside the grill, “not over here.”
I reached into my pocket, grabbing my phone, and said, “Heads up, Gary.” Then I tossed my phone at him, praying he caught it, and darted across the deck, leaping over the steps into the grass.
I made it less than ten feet from the deck when Sam’s hands clamped around my hips, latching onto my shirt. I hit the ground as his body slammed into me. His arm came around my neck, locking me in a chokehold as he straddled my back.
“Don’t kill him,” Gary said, returning to humming some random tune while tending the grill.
I grunted, trying to buck Sam off.
“What was that, Ash?” Sam squeezed harder, cutting off my air completely. “Can’t breathe?”
I shifted my knee, finally getting enough leverage, and rolled, throwing Sam onto his back, but he only wrapped his legs around my waist and clung to me like cling wrap sticking to itself.
Sam grunted, squeezing tighter. I was nearing my limit, but I didn’t want to let him win.
“Come on, Ash. Give up.” His forearm loosened enough to let me suck in a breath, and I rolled us again, fighting to get him off me. “Promise no more purple nurples. Promise, or you pass out.”
Sam should be thanking me for even teaching him these fucking moves. All those years of watching wrestling and mixed martial arts, practicing on each other, finally backfired on me.
I struggled against his hold, bucking and kicking. When I shifted enough to get another breath of air, I said, “Fuck you.” I sucked in another breath, ready for this to continue until I actually passed out.
“Samuel,” Mom yelled from the edge of the deck. “Let him go. You two aren’t fifteen.” She stormed off. “Fucking children. Grown-ass men acting like children!”
“Come on, Ash,” Sam grunted. “Promise you won’t do it again, and I’ll let go. I can sit here all day.”
“I raised goddamn children,” Mom yelled from inside the house. “Spray them with the hose in thirty seconds if they haven’t stopped.”
I pushed back, forcing Sam’s face to the grass, and he broke into laughter, giving me the moment I needed to slip out of his grip. I scurried back, ready to fight, but he kept laughing, not bothering to chase me.
“Jerk. Choking me out over a failed purple nurple is fuckin’ crazy.”
He sat up, brushing the dirt off his hands. “A twenty-five-year-old man trying to give me a purple nurple is even more crazy.”
“Whatever,” I grumbled. “Truce for now. I really don’t want to get hit with the hose.”
“Did they stop?” Mom yelled, muffled by the distance from the kitchen.
Gary chuckled. “Sure did, honey. They’re like cats, afraid of the water.”
Sam ripped up a handful of grass and tossed it at me. “Now I’m all dirty. Thanks for that.”
I shrugged and flopped back, staring up at the sky. “Remember when we used to lay out here in the summer?”
He crawled over to me and rolled onto his back. “Yeah. Feels like it was forever ago.”
“Do you ever wish we could go back with the knowledge we have now?”
Sam shook his head. “I’d never want to go back. If I did, we’d both have to deal with them.”
“What if we could kill them off and then go back?”
He chewed on his lip for a second before looking at me. “Sometimes, yeah. I wonder what we could change and how it would shape us.” We stared at each other for a moment before he continued, “But then I wouldn’t be me anymore.”
“Shit, I like you.” I reached over and ruffled his hair. “I wouldn’t want this Sam to disappear.”
His smile seemed sad as he replied, “Same.”






  
  Chapter 4

Sam


Laying next to Ash in the grass, talking about going back to our past with the knowledge we had now, was weird. There were times I had wished my feelings for him away. Or for a way to change the past, but ultimately, our lives shaped us into the people we were, and I would never want to change that. I loved him, with all the good and bad that came with it. But my love for him was ruining me with each passing day.
I needed to squash those feelings.
I couldn’t be his lover, but I could be everything else. Everything else would have to be enough.
As we lay there in the grass, staring up at the clear sky of the May afternoon, I promised myself I would move on from Ash. I would find someone to love. I would put my love for Ash away in a box and seal it because days like this, when we were with our family, sharing space, time, and memories, I needed to have this for the rest of my life.
Ash turned twenty-five last night, and I wasn’t far behind him. We were on our way to thirty, the big three-o. It was time for me to move past a love that was going nowhere. Find someone who would love me back the way I needed.
I tried to fight off the frown replacing my smile, but I couldn’t. When I looked at Ash lazily gazing up at the sky with a wide grin, my heart cracked into a million pieces at the thought of finding someone else. Ash knew me in ways no one else could possibly know.
I didn’t want to give him up. I wanted to continue loving him forever.
“Burgers and steaks are ready,” Dad said from the deck a few feet away, interrupting my internal collapse.
“Coming,” I choked and shoved Ash’s shoulder. “Get up, asshole.”
He rubbed his arm. “Hey, what did I do?”
I chuckled and said, “Breathed.” I hopped to my feet, brushing grass and dirt from my legs before jogging up the stairs to meet Dad on the deck.
Dad set a plate of burgers on the table directly beside a pile of thick, juicy-looking ribeye steaks. I licked my lips, mouth watering at the sight.
“You’ve done it again, Gary. Perfect as always,” Ash said, brushing past me before dropping into a chair. “Ma, Angie, hurry up. Food’s ready.” He rubbed his hands together like he was about to feast.
I snorted and sat beside him. “Dad, feed him last.”
“You all have hands. I’m not feeding anyone,” Dad said, setting his expression in a fake stern glare.
“Very funny,” I rolled my eyes as Jane and Angie appeared from the kitchen with bowls of sides and a huge, overflowing salad.
We sat around the table like we did every Sunday, catching each other up on our lives. Ash complained about his job and how he didn’t think he would be getting any recognition for training Nini at work.
It was loud. Comfortable.
I hoped no one noticed the shift in my mood. I was good at hiding my emotions. A life full of pretending to be okay was good for something. But my heart was weeping, knowing I needed to take a step back from Ash.
My phone dinged in my pocket, and I lazily fished it out while listening to Angie talk about school.
My friend, Selena, had texted me.
Selena: You still going to Ace on Friday for Rain’s party?
I smiled, shooting her a quick reply.
Me: Yep. Also, you know she totally has a crush on you. I think you should go for it.
She was fast with her response, and I smiled.
Selena: Gurl. You serious? I’ve been too scared she’d tell me to fuck off, and it would ruin our whole group dynamic.
Me: I swear on my life! That girl has googly eyes for you.
Me: Go for it on Friday. Promise me you’ll take the chance.
When she finally replied, my heart leaped.
Selena: Okay. But if it goes to shit, it’s your fault.
I knew it wouldn’t.
She’d get the girl.
My jealousy bubbled up, burning my chest and the back of my throat as it climbed into my mind.
I missed my chance, and I regretted it every day.

    
  Friday arrived in a whirlwind. I walked through the bar five minutes late, thanks to traffic. The bar was packed, but I spotted Sean and Rainie at a long rectangular table off to the side. Rainie wore a tight black dress and heels. Her cute bob was curled to perfection, and her makeup was flawlessly executed, boasting a captivating smokey eye. Sean looked sharp in his sleek black button-up and slacks; his maroon tie loosely hung around his neck. He must have come right after work as well. 
The three of us had been friends since college; I would call us an odd trio. Rainie was a tiny little thing I could only call a feminine tomboy. She was conventionally gorgeous, with a sultry air about her, but damn if she wouldn’t sucker punch you the moment you pissed her off. One day, we crossed paths on campus, and from there, we gravitated together.
They had already ordered a round of drinks, and fresh faces I had never met before crowded around the end of the table.
When Rainie noticed my approach, she rushed to me. “I’m glad you made it. I think you’ll be interested in a couple of guys I invited tonight.” She spun around, grabbed my hand, and dragged me to the table. “Everyone, this is my friend Sam,” she announced, then left me to mingle with the new group.
One of the guys was cute enough, but I needed alcohol before I did anything else. I
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