
        
            
                
            
        

    
	What happens when boring meets colorful?

	 

	 

	Leon isn’t jealous of his best friend. Really, he isn’t. He doesn’t do relationships, so while he’s happy that Manuel has found the man of his life, he’s not planning to follow down his path.

	Hugh likes his life the way it is—familiar and predictable—even though most people, including his brothers, think he’s boring.

	He’s in for the shock of his life when he meets Leon. Leon is the opposite of him. He’s colorful and happy, always talking and having fun.

	He’s also Hugh’s mate.

	Hugh doesn’t know what to do with that, and after Leon tells him he doesn’t date, Hugh steps back, unsure whether or not he should tell Leon he’s his mate.

	Hugh can’t keep it a secret forever, but can he ignore everything that makes him who he is and throw himself into what could be the happiest relationship of his life? And if he does, will Leon agree to take a chance, or will he run away like he’s used to doing?
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Hugh had texted Sean before leaving his apartment, but his twin still wasn’t ready. Hugh glared at the apartment building he was parked in front of and honked, even though he knew it wouldn’t help. Sean would come out when he was ready, and not one second before then.

	Hugh sighed and leaned back against the seat. They were going for dinner at their parents’ home, and while he was always happy to see his parents and his brothers, he could have done without it today. He loved all his brothers, of course, but he didn’t want to see how happy Curtis was with Manuel. It probably made him a bad brother, but he couldn’t change how he felt.

	“What are you doing?”

	Hugh jumped in his seat and glared at Sean. “What do you think I’m doing? I thought it was obvious. I’m waiting for you.”

	Sean hopped into the passenger seat. “It looks like you’re sleeping. Do you need to go back home? I can call Mom and tell her we’re not coming.”

	Hugh snorted. “Sure you can. And can you also answer the dozens of questions she’ll have for you?”

	Sean grimaced. “She means well.”

	Hugh was aware of that. He loved his mom, and he loved that she wasn’t nosy, but when something happened to one of her sons, she was right there in the thick of things. Mostly it was to help him get through it and support him, but she was a mother, after all, and she had questions.

	A lot of them.

	Hugh started the car and left Sean’s building behind. Sean was humming along with the radio, and Hugh wished he’d thought about turning it off. He didn’t care much about his brother singing, but Sean wasn’t the best singer in the world, and his voice made Hugh cringe a few times, especially when he tried hitting high notes.

	Of course, Sean noticed. “You’re not a better singer than I am,” he said.

	“You’re right. I’m not. Which is why I don’t sing.”

	“You’re boring.”

	Hugh cringed and prayed Sean hadn’t noticed.

	Boring. It was something a lot of people had told him he was, to the point that he couldn’t dismiss it. Was he really boring, though?

	He supposed he was. He worked from home, so he didn’t go out a lot. He didn’t have a lot of friends. Actually, all of his friends were his brothers, which was probably a sad thing. He spent most of his days in sweatpants, and he only went out for grocery shopping. He’d thought about getting a dog, but he still hadn’t decided. Maybe it would help him leave his place, but the thought of having to walk his dog even in the rain was a bit terrifying, especially for someone who felt cold as easily as he did.

	Okay. Maybe he was boring. What could he do about it, though? This was his life. There wasn’t much to change about it.

	“Hugh?”

	Hugh blinked and gave Sean a quick look. “What?”

	“I asked you if you knew if Curtis and Manuel will be there?”

	Hugh and Sean grimaced almost at the same time. “They’re supposed to be,” Hugh said. “Or at least, that’s what Mom said.”

	Sean huffed. “You know, I’m happy for Curtis and Manuel, of course, but I could do without having to watch the two of them making eyes at each other.”

	“They’re happy. What do you want them to do?”

	“I don’t know, but not staring into each other’s eyes as if they’re alone in the world every time we’re at dinner together.”

	Sean wasn’t wrong. As happy as Hugh was for his brother, he really could do without him and his mate making googly eyes over the mashed potatoes. Of course, in Hugh’s case, it was jealousy more than anything. He wanted what Curtis had, but he didn’t have it. He couldn’t have it, or at least, he didn’t think so. He was pretty sure that even if he met his mate—and mates were a hard thing to come by—his mate would leave him behind because he was so boring.

	“Do you want to take bets on how many times they’re going to make out?”

	Hugh rolled his eyes. “You can’t bet on your brother.”

	“Why not? He and Manuel are annoying. We might as well make the most out of it and have fun.”

	Hugh shook his head and focused on the road. He knew Sean wasn’t mean-spirited. He meant well, but he was just as annoyed as Hugh and probably most of them. Hugh doubted their younger brothers cared about meeting their mates, but eventually, they might. They were young, though. Laurie was only nineteen, so why would he want to meet his mate now? But Hugh and Sean were thirty-five, and Richie twenty-seven. Hugh didn’t know how Richie felt about Curtis and Manuel, but he knew what he felt, and it wasn’t good. He might be happy for his brother, but he hated feeling jealous and like Curtis had gotten something before he had. He realized it was the big brother part of him talking when he thought that, but it didn’t help.

	He was both relieved and annoyed when he finally parked in front of their parents’ home. The last thing he wanted was to have dinner with Curtis and Manuel cooing over each other, but there was no way out of its. Their mom wanted them home every Sunday evening, so that was what they did.

	Sean disappeared inside the house before Hugh had a chance to get out of the car. He was probably hungry, and while Hugh followed him, it was at a more sedate pace. He closed the front door behind himself and briefly closed his eyes, soaking in the familiarity of everything. The smells, the voices, everything reminded him of his childhood.

	He headed to the kitchen, surprised to see Curtis there with their mom and Manuel nowhere to be seen. “Where did you leave your better half?” he asked as he stole a piece of carrot from the plate his mom had put together. She tried to smack his hand with a wooden spoon, but he was too fast. He’d been doing this for thirty-five years, after all.

	Curtis grinned at him. “He is my better half, isn’t he?”

	“I wouldn’t have said that otherwise. So? Where is he? Did you abandon him with everyone else in the living room? You know they’re going to send him running if you leave him alone with them.”

	“He’s back home. I think he wanted to move some stuff so he could make space for mine.”

	Right. Because Curtis was moving in with his mate. “So you’re doing it, then?” Hugh asked.

	“Of course I’m doing it. I can’t wait.”

	Hugh laughed. “You can’t wait to leave this house, you mean?”

	This time, the wooden spoon smacked him right on the hand. “What are you trying to say?” his mom asked.

	Hugh grimaced and rubbed his hand. “Nothing bad. But come on, Mom. He’s thirty-two. Of course he wants to leave the house and stop living with his parents.”

	“I’ll have you know that we didn’t force him to stay. He’s an adult. He can leave whenever he wants.”

	“I never said you did. Come on, Mom. I wasn’t trying to say a bad thing.” Hugh was happy to see Curtis moving on after he’d broken up with his former boyfriend. He’d had to move back to their parents’ home for a bit, but now that was over. Curtis was starting his future with Manuel, and Hugh would be right there to watch while he did.

	“You’ll help me, then?” Curtis asked.

	Hugh blinked. “Help you?”

	“With the move. There’s not a lot, since I left most of my furniture behind when I moved back here, and Manuel already has all of that anyway, but I do have several boxes and a little furniture.”

	Hugh wanted to say no. He loved his brothers, but spending any length of time with them was draining, and even though Curtis claimed not to have a lot to move, Hugh knew it would take them a while. He couldn’t say no, though. “Sure. Just let me know when, and I’ll be there.”

	Curtis grinned and clapped Hugh’s back. “Thanks. I don’t know what I’d do if you left me alone with the kids.”

	Hugh snorted. “I doubt Laurie will show up, whatever he’s told you.”

	“True. He’ll probably be too busy with his current boyfriend. Or is it a girlfriend? I’ve lost count.”

	God, Hugh’s brothers were irritating. He wouldn’t have it any other way, though. They were his brothers, and he loved them—more than he liked himself, most of the time.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Leon rolled on his stomach and looked at Manuel. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen his best friend behaving this way. Manuel was checking his reflection in the mirror, even though he already knew that Curtis, his boyfriend, was a sure thing. “You know he’s not going to care even if your hair isn’t perfect,” Leon pointed out.

	Manuel looked at him through the mirror. “I know. I still want to be perfect for him.”

	Leon sighed. He wanted to look perfect for someone, too. He knew better than to expect or hope that he would ever have what Manuel had with Curtis, though. “Tell me about his family.” Leon was curious, both about Curtis and his family. Curtis had six brothers, and that wasn’t something Leon had experience with.

	Manuel smiled. “They’re all great. The younger brothers are a bit weird, but I think that’s because they’re not sure what to make of me. They’re all single, you know? I’m the first serious relationship any of them has had, or at least, the first serious relationship they know is going to last.”

	Leon frowned. “No offense, but how can they know you and Curtis will last?”

	Manuel shrugged. “I know. I mean, I’m not going anywhere, and neither is Curtis. That has to mean something, right? I can feel it. He’s the guy for me, and I’m not about to do anything that can jeopardize our future.”

	Leon narrowed his eyes, but even though he knew Manuel was hiding something from him, he didn’t ask. When and if Manuel was ready to tell him about it, he would be there. In the meantime, he didn’t mind listening to what Curtis’ brothers were up to.

	He couldn’t help but think about Manuel going to Sunday dinner with all those guys. Of course, Manuel only had eyes for Curtis. But Leon wanted to meet the other brothers, too. Were they as hot as Curtis? There was bound to be least one or two of them who weren’t, but Curtis was damn sexy, and Leon wondered if maybe one of his brothers might be the man for him.

	But no. He already knew the answer to that question. Meeting them wouldn’t change it.

	“And they welcomed you okay?” he asked.

	Manuel smiled. “Yeah. You could come along, if you want. I’m sure Curtis’s mother won’t mind. I mean, she already has to feed eight men and herself, and you eat like a bird. It wouldn’t change anything for her.”

	It was tempting to say yes. Leon couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a home-cooked meal. He certainly wasn’t one for cooking, which meant that he usually survived on sandwiches and take-out. He also wanted to spend more time with Manuel. Now that Manuel had Curtis, it felt like they didn’t see each other often enough.

	But he knew better than to accept the invitation. Parents didn’t like him. He knew why, and he wasn’t about to change, but he didn’t want Manuel to be offended or disappointed. Manuel liked Curtis and his family, and from the way things were going, Leon suspected he would be part of that family for a long time. Hell, Curtis was already moving in with him, and they’d only known each other for a few months.

	Things between Manuel and Curtis were serious, and while Leon was happy for his best friend, he also couldn’t help but feel like he was losing him in a way. “I can’t come, but if you want, I can help with the move.”

	Manuel snorted. “You mean you’ll keep an eye on Curtis’s brothers while they move his stuff?”

	Leon grinned. “Of course. Isn’t that what I just said?”

	Manuel turned around and leaned against the dresser. “I’ll be happy to have your help. Curtis doesn’t have a lot of stuff, though. I doubt there’ll be much for you to do, considering he has six brothers. But of course you’re welcome to come.”

	Leon grinned and sat up, crossing his legs under himself. “I wouldn’t miss it for anything. Like you said, he has six brothers. If they’re anything like him, I can’t wait to watch them work.” He wiggled his eyebrows so Manuel would know what he was talking about.

	Manuel shook his head, amused. “They’re all single as far as I know.”

	“Oh, I’m not looking for anyone to fill my bed, don’t worry.”

	Manuel frowned, and Leon knew he shouldn’t have said that. He’d been trying to hide how lonely he was from his best friend for a while, and he wasn’t doing a good job, especially not since Curtis had appeared in the picture. Leon was distracted, which meant that he needed to be more careful. He didn’t want Manuel to worry about him. He didn’t want anyone to worry about him.

	He did enough worrying on his own.

	“Are you sure you don’t want to come?” Manuel asked.

	Leon shook his head. “I’m sure. They’re your family. You should spend time with them.”

	“You’re my family, too. You can come. I told you they wouldn’t mind. If anything, they’ll be happy to meet you. I might have mentioned you a few times, and Curtis knows you.”

	Leon shook his head and reached for his shoes on the floor. “I’ll go home. I have things to do.”

	“Things to do? Like what?”

	Leon looked at Manuel. He knew his friend didn’t believe him, but that was okay. As long as Leon could continue faking, everything would be fine. “Well, I need to do my nails. I’m not crazy about this color I chose last time.”

	“And you can’t do that another day?”

	Leon huffed and crossed his arms over his chest, glaring at Manuel. “What do you want from me? I told you I don’t want to come. Are you going to force me?”

	Manuel jerked back, and Leon felt instantly guilty. He hated pushing his best friend away. He knew Manuel was only badgering him because he cared and worried. That didn’t make it easier to deal with, though. Leon understood where Manuel was coming from, and he was grateful to have his best friend in his life, but right now, he wanted to be alone.

	He knew that if he pushed, Manuel would eventually give up and leave him behind. That wasn’t what Leon wanted, though. He loved Manuel, albeit not in the same way Curtis loved him. But Leon knew he was weird. He knew he was defective, and he only had Manuel in his life. Maybe it would be better for everyone if Manuel stepped out of it, but Leon couldn’t bring himself to push his only friend away.

	He cleared his throat. “Maybe I’ll go to a bar or something. I might find some company.”

	“Leon—”

	Leon shook his head again. “No. I know you want me to be part of your family, and I’m grateful for it. I love you. You know that. But I can’t have what you and Curtis have, and that’s okay. I need you to stop pushing, though.”

	“I don’t understand why you think you can’t have it. I know you like using guys and throwing them away like dirty tissues, and that’s fine. It’s never been my thing, but I don’t have anything against it, if that’s what you enjoy. I’m just not sure you’re still enjoying it.”

	Leon rubbed his face, careful of his eyes. He didn’t want to smudge his mascara or the dark eyeliner around his eyes. “I know you don’t understand, and I don’t need you to. I just need you to support me. Please.”

	“Of course I’ll support you. I wish I could do more, though.”

	“There’s nothing to do.” Leon got to his feet and forced himself to smile. “I’m fine. I promise. You’ll be the first one to know if that changes, but right now, you should focus on Curtis. The two of you haven’t been together long, and I can’t believe he’s moving in with you already,” Leon said.

	Leon was slightly worried. This wasn’t like Manuel, and he couldn’t help but wonder if maybe losing his mom was still hitting Manuel as hard as it had in the beginning. He wanted to do something, but he knew it would be hard. Manuel hadn’t lost just anyone. He’d lost his mom, and that would leave traces for a long time. Maybe finding Curtis was the best thing that could have happened to him. Leon still wished things hadn’t changed between them, but he understood how ridiculous that thought was.

	Manuel had Curtis now. He might not want to leave Leon behind, but Leon needed to start living without Manuel at his side.

	The problem was that he wasn’t sure he could.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Hugh was pretty sure he was the only one who heard the knock on the door, so he pushed away from the counter, left his mom and his brothers to the cooking, and went to open it.

	Manuel was standing there, and he smiled as soon as he saw Hugh. There was no way Hugh could hold anything against him. Manuel was a sweet man, and he made Curtis happy.

	Hugh smiled back at him. “Hey. Curtis was just saying he wasn’t sure you were coming. I think he said something about you making space for him in your house.”

	Manuel rolled his eyes. “I told him I was coming. Sometimes, I can’t believe that man.”

	Hugh laughed. “I think we’re on the same page there. I’ve known him for thirty-two years, but he’s still impossible sometimes.”

	Manuel stepped inside, and Hugh closed the
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