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CHAPTER ONE

The gentle lap of the sea was a simple background to the sound of chatter and glasses being filled and moved on the buffed teak wood bar. Laughter happened in gregarious bursts from the surrounding tables on the patio and deck. The scents of sun-heated sand and salt water were strong, but after the three days Sam had already been there, he’d grown used to them. The sun had set and the torches at the edges of the walkways lit, giving a romantic glow to the few walls, which was lost on him.

Sam watched the blond hunk across the bar, a sad state of entertainment, in reality. It was the third night Sam had seen the same guy, in the same spot, on the same stool, doing the exact same thing. Sitting there, sulking, and rolling a gold band between his fingers. The guy drank until he could barely walk, then slithered back to his room to vanish until the next afternoon. Considering they were supposed to be in the decadence of the Pacific, it was utterly sad both of them were doing essentially the exact same shit. Drinking themselves drunk to pass the time until they had to return to real world bullshit.

Sam couldn’t take it anymore.

He motioned to the bartender, bringing him closer. “What’s he been drinking?” He hooked his chin in the other man’s direction.

“Whiskey sours.”

“Okay, set him up.”

“You got it.”

Like the bartender cared one way or the other. The beauty of All-Inclusive, he guessed. He sometimes forgot that. Sam drew a breath, slid off his stool, and approached the big blond. Quietly, he took the empty stool at his side and nodded when the fresh drink appeared in front of the silent, brooding guy.

The guy at his shoulder apparently noticed the fresh drink even if he didn’t care about the body invading his private space. “I didn’t order this.”

“I did. Seemed a waste to sit and drink alone in the same damn bar.”

Blondie grunted. “I guess.” He drew it close, gulped a bit then set it down. “Thanks.”

“I’m Sam Rooney.” He held out a hand, waiting.

“Hunter Reece.” A firm handshake. Warm skin was expected since they were in the middle of a tropical paradise. What Sam hadn’t expected was the frisson of energy sparking in his palm at the brief contact. He held no illusions that the man next to him was completely and utterly straight. The slip in his libido wasn’t even a tick on Hunter’s radar.

That was fine. Sam wasn’t looking for a hook up or sex. He was, plainly put, sick of being alone every day.

All. Damned. Day.

Decadence had gotten old after the first thirty-six hours.

Sam sipped liquor through his straw, absorbing the pungent coconut milk and rum like a sponge. He was getting good at it, too.

Hunter tapped the broad gold band on the bar, palming the drink in his other hand. A moment later, he practically drained the refilled glass without breathing.

“Wow. Your liver is going to hate you.”

Hunter only shrugged. “What’s one more?”

Sam shifted on his seat. He slid off his flip-flops to settle his bare heels on the cool stretch bar of the stool, ready for the long haul. “Okay, what happened?”

Hunter gave him a sideways glower. “Don’t want to talk about it.”

“Well, getting drunk as a skunk every night is doing wonders for you, too.” He lifted his own drink and toasted Hunter. Propping himself on the bumper of the bar with an elbow, he waited Hunter out. It wasn’t like he had anything exciting lined up.

“Shit.” Hunter hissed. Then he bottomed out the drink. He waggled the empty glass and requested a fresh one. “She walked out two days before the wedding.”

He winced, hard. “Fuck. So you’re on a one-man honeymoon?”

Hunter sucked the last drops from the glass he gripped, then shook himself like a dog coming out of the rain while waiting for the bartender to mix his newest. “Yeah.”

“That truly sucks.”

“That’s only half of it,” Hunter griped. With a little lubrication and an apparent welcoming ear, it seemed he was very willing to purge, whether he had wanted to or not. “She ran off with a friend’s brother.”

Sam groaned. How cliché. “Please tell me he wasn’t the best man.”

Hunter ran a finger under his lip, contemplating his drink glass like he couldn’t understand how it was empty again. Sam didn’t even know how he was drinking them as fast as he was, but they were there, then empty before he could blink. “No, just a friend.”

“Who now is on the shoot to kill list, I take it?”

He rolled a beefy shoulder in answer. “I don’t give a shit. I really don’t.” He twisted to stare dubiously at Sam. “She gave the worst goddamned head on the planet. I’m more glad we didn’t actually go through with it now, but it sucks that we got this far at all.” He said it like he should have known better. He tipped his glass, playing with an ice cube before crunching it to swallow it down. “I wanted to think love was love, it would someday be wonderful. The sex would rock my world.” He huffed a disillusioned curse. “It’s all make-believe. There is no such thing. It’s a Hallmark sales ploy. Shoulda listened to Dad,” he muttered, smacking the latet empty glass to the bar.

Sam didn’t think so, but he wasn’t going to argue semantics with Hunter. His drinking friend wasn’t in the frame of mind to believe it.

His own parents had been together eight years before they adopted him when he was three and a half. He loved his dads, though he could agree; it wasn’t all roses and picnics. He’d seen them suffer, seen them hurt. He’d also seen them love, seen them support each other, holding all the kids together with a bottomless strength, in the way only a family could. He never regretted being adopted by them. In fact, being with them had actually been immensely helpful when he had begun to suspect he was gay as well. He’d known they would completely understand and appreciate what he’d been going through.

He hunkered down on the ledge of brotherly understanding with Hunter. “Eh. From what I understand, women are fickle. If you’re not packing like King Dong, then they’re not going to be happy.”

Hunter turned enough for Sam to see the arch of one honey-blond eyebrow. “From what you understand? What are you, a virgin?” Hunter cackled, the depth of his own inebriated state clear.

“Oh, trust me,” Sam purred, giving him a laser-eyed stare from beneath his lashes. “I’m not a virgin.” Sam leaned back so Hunter wouldn’t feel like he was being played. “I’m gay. Never touched a woman. They give me the ick.” A dramatic, flamboyant shudder quaked Sam’s shoulders.

Hunter blinked then tossed his head back and roared in laughter. “Oh, God!” He was gasping when he finally scrubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands to catch the moisture in them. “‘The ick.’ Oh fuck. I’m using that! I swear I am.”

“Go for it. It’s not trademarked.” Sam smiled for the bartender, which got him two fresh drinks. He was going to float out of here tonight at the rate he was going. He hadn’t tried to count Hunter’s, but he thought he was only on his third. Maybe? He wondered absently if the resort offered floatation devices from the bars.

He patted his pocket, making sure he had his room key. So long as he had it somewhere, he was okay.

Two fresh glasses appeared, his with a slice of pineapple on the rim. He popped it off and sucked it between his lips to nibble at the flesh. He moaned in sheer pleasure. “Love fresh pineapple.” He did manage to not eat the rind. He slurped his piña colada, wallowing in the heat as the rum hit his stomach. “Mm. That is some good shit.” He raised his glass to the bartender who gave him a wave, covering other customers across the bar.

“Here. Try a shot of this.” Hunter held his glass out.

Shrugging, Sam set his down and took a healthy sip of his. He purred. “Wow! Those are good!” He licked his lips. “What else do you recommend?” If he was going to get plastered, by God, Sam was going to enjoy it.

Hunter laced his fingers together and flexed them backward, getting several to pop. “I majored in mixology in college.”

Sam snorted a rough laugh. “Isn’t that just a nice way of saying you drank your way through it?”

“And you didn’t?” Hunter scoffed.

“Nah. I did online college courses. I worked with my dads, so leaving to go to a big school full-time wasn’t really on the table.”

“Your dads? You’re really gay?”

Sam paused in drawing a sip from his drink. “As opposed to being really straight?”

Hunter held up a flat palm. “No offense.” He tapped his temple. “Remember. Drunk and stupid tend to room together.”

Sam chuckled. He bumped shoulders with Hunter. “I think we’re going to be real good friends.”

“That’s good, because I can’t drive home now. I think I’m drunk.”

It took a solid five seconds for Sam to get it, but he almost spewed his drink when he did.

“Man! Don’t do that! Breathing and drinking are supposed to be done as separate actions.”

Hunter simply gave him a cocked grin and a rolled shoulder.

Oh man, this one was trouble. Sam could tell.

“So, what are you doing here?” Hunter slid the gold ring he held onto a forefinger up to the first knuckle. At least he’d stopped playing with it.

“It was a belated graduation present. Popo and Dad told me if I finished and got my degrees, they’d do something fun for me. It took about two years longer than I wanted to get through the courses while working with them, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

“That’s nice. Of your dads, I mean,” Hunter said. “What do they do?”

Sam licked his lips after taking a very unhealthy drink. He shivered as cold sliced down his middle to land  with an icy thud in his stomach. “Run an import company together. Popo is a buyer and Dad is the business mind. They put it together and violá, one small business success. Of course, labor is cheap for them. They have four kids.” Sam chuckled.

“Four? But…” Hunter’s brow furrowed. His befuddled expression was adorable as hell.

Sam gave him a gentle pat on the shoulder. A good shove from either would send them both to the floor. “We’re all adopted. I’m the oldest, then there’s Gene and Mickey, twins and poor, little Jonathon.” Not so little any more. The tiny terror was now in his teens.

“Wow. They must be saints.” Hunter seemed very impressed.

“Nah, just a couple of really great guys who took in some kids no one else wanted.” Sam waved it off. Four kids who found themselves part of a very awesome family.

“My dad helped me buy my first car.”

“That’s cool.”

“She’s such a bitch,” Hunter snarled under his breath.

Sam shifted gears to keep up. “O-kay. Does the Queen of Bitchiness have a name?”

“Stefani.”

Oh, yeah. Not Stephanie, but Ste-fawn-i. “Like that chick from No Doubt?”

Hunter nodded. “Yeah, and not even as pretty.” He swallowed a large dose of numbness, almost emptying his glass. “We dated in school, then got serious in college. I thought this was it, y’know? About a year ago, she met Tim through work. They hit it off when she found out we both knew Tim’s brother. I never saw this coming.”

Sam curled a hand over Hunter’s shoulder in solidarity. “Hey. Better now than five years down the road with two kids, a house, and a minivan to muck it all up.”

“That’s what I keep telling myself.” He grasped the next drink when it slid in front of him. “Apparently they started screwing pretty quickly. She said she had no idea how bad I was because I was her first.”

Sam’s balls shriveled in sympathy. He lowered a hand to rub the heel over his quivering prick. Easy, pal. Not you. “Oh, man. That’s low.” No man wants to hear they ranked that low in the sack, whether it’s true or not.

“Maybe she’s right,” Hunter grumbled morosely.

“Was the sex ever good?”

“Maybe, five or six years ago, when I was still too horny to care.”

“Shit, Hunter.” He twisted on his seat. “I’m going to channel my inner Dr. Phil here, so if you don’t want to answer, you don’t have to, okay?”

He shrugged, too drunk and falling back into his pained depression to obviously catch on to Sam’s intent. One thing Sam wasn’t was subtle.

“Have you had sex with anyone else?”

“Two others. Girls during the times we weren’t together,” Hunter answered, either unconcerned or too drunk to know what he was answering. Alcohol, the gods answer to truth serum. Hunter gave him a skeptical eye. “Just because I’m telling you, doesn’t mean I’m going to admit to shit tomorrow.”

Okay, maybe he was sorta aware. “Fair enough.” Sam leaned closer. “How was the sex with the others?”

“Fun, I guess,” Hunter mumbled, looking down, and likely into some point of his past.

Huh. Just fun? That was a definite lackluster reply. “What turns you on?”

“Excuse me?” Hunter’s eyes shot wide. Sam wished he could tell their color. They were a very dark shade, but he wasn’t sure if it was blue or black in the bar’s lights.

Sam propped his chin on a fist. “You heard me.”

“Sam, I’m not gay.”

“And I’m not saying you are,” he remarked in the same disgusted, flat tone. “Want to know what my degree is in?” Explaining it should help clear his new friend’s conscience. Sam slurped a sip of his drink while he waited for Hunter’s curiosity to win out.

“Okay, what’s your degree?” Hunter asked in a humoring way.

“I have a Bachelor’s in Sexual Health, Psychology, and Physiology. I also have an Associate degree in Business.” Sam had a knack at helping people work through their problems. With his dads in mind, he had chosen the second degree to do something to help pay them back. A way of saying thank you for the years of love and support they’d shown him, and to be able to help them at the store. He was still undecided on how he’d use the Bachelor’s, whether he’d use it for teaching or social services. His avenues were open.

“Wow.” Hunter saluted him. “Color me impressed.”

“So, answer the question. What turns you on?” Sam kept his expression utterly serene, hoping it passed for friendly rather than invasive. He was drunk. There was on telling what his face was revealing at this point.

Sam let the silence lengthen, ignoring the ebb and flow of the other patrons and the lap of the water from the sea practically beneath their feet. He didn’t even know what time it was, but that was the beauty of the resort. They didn’t want you to know the time.

“Touch.”

Sam almost didn’t catch the one word it took so long for him to answer. “Did she do that for you?”

Hunter’s cheeks fired a bright red, his lips forming into a tight line. A sharp head shake was his answer.

“So she expected you to do all the work?”

Hunter ducked his head. “I guess.”

He dipped a little closer to make sure Hunter heard him, keeping his voice low and his tone comforting. “There’s nothing wrong with you. She was selfish. Sex is a two-way street. If you weren’t loving it, she was loving it even less, which meant there was no way you could enjoy it enough to make it good for either of you.” Sam was sure that included the lack of enthusiasm in giving the man a blowjob. Sam could definitely show him a thing or two in that department. He pushed the idea out of range, getting back on track to help Hunter. “I don’t know her, don’t care to, but I get the feeling you tried for her, except you stopped enjoying it when there wasn’t any reciprocation. Am I close?” Sam didn’t wait for him to try to answer. It wasn’t needed. It was only a thinking point. “Sex should never be a duty. It’s a very bonding act.”

“I’m not even sure she even ever…” Hunter twisted to look the other way in sheer avoidance.

“It’s okay, man. Time to move on and find what you really want and someone who will give you what you need. I know you’re not ready to hear it, but tying yourself to that kind of relationship would have destroyed the both of you.”

“You make it sound like it’s all possible.”

Sam reached and squeezed Hunter’s hand. “Because I believe it is out there for me, for everyone. I was raised with two great role models when it came to what real love and companionship means. What about your parents?”

Hunter jerked from beneath his palm and slid unsteadily to his feet. “Good-bye, Sam.”

Sam’s eyes popped open in boggled surprise, following Hunter as he faded into the unlit shadows of the pathways meandering from the bar on the cove to the bungalows.

“Shit. What did I say?”

 


CHAPTER TWO

Sam tried to sleep. He did. After Hunter’s abrupt exit, he’d had a couple more sips then decided he didn’t have the interest in getting wasted drunk again. He still had six? — seven? — days to accomplish it and more if he wanted to.

He rolled over on his bed, the open window giving him a full view of the endless ocean lit like a party dance floor with the spray of the moon stretching corner to corner, the milky white undulating in light ripples with the current. With a grunt of disgust, he tossed off the covers and grabbed his shorts, putting them on over his boxers. He ran a hand over his head, pushing his hair around more than making it look neater, he was sure.

He sniffed at the shirt he’d worn earlier and satisfied it didn’t require fumigation, slipped it over his head. Pocketing his room key, he hunted in the semi-dark for his flip-flops.

Sam had explored a few of the common areas, mostly during the day, or he’d lain on the beach. The night time had to give it a different view, right? Plus with a big ol’ moon hanging there, it was like he was wasting the time sleeping in his room.

He followed the crushed shell path to the beach, then glanced in both directions. Even with the late hour or early morning, depending, there were a few couples still hanging out, walking hand in hand.

Sam appreciated the trip. He really did, but seriously…he was so out of place here. A single, gay man in the middle of the Pacific. Maybe Dad thought this would be a step up from Cancun or something, he mused to himself. Cancun did have the party reputation, he supposed. Party versus bohemian class? Sam did know if he ever had the chance, he was going to send his dads on a trip like this one. It was made for them. All romance and closeness and fun when they wanted it. A slight wave of homesickness smacked him but he ignored it. He’d be going home soon enough. He stuffed his fingers into his pockets to walk without direction.

The booze buzz he’d had earlier was long gone, and he was probably going to be starving in a few hours. Aside from the liquor, they weren’t scrimping on the food for their guests either. Maybe instead of sleeping in, he should go for a run or see if they had a gym. He was pretty sure he remembered seeing something about one in the brochures. Though whoever bothered with a workout regimen on a vacation like this was…obviously only him.

Sam followed the beach, torches lighting the way, sort of. They were a good twenty-five feet to his right with wet sand at his left. Ahead he could almost make the outlined outcropping of rocks in the distance, a shadow on a shadow beneath a bower of swaying palm trees and who knew what else. The scent of island flowers grew stronger the closer he got. Did flowers bloom at night? The question flitted through his mind as he walked, no real direction or purpose to his steps.

It wasn’t until he was close enough to start climbing the rocks at the edge of this beach that he noticed the movement. Then the distinct sound of glass tapping against rock as it was settled into place. Two paces and trying a little harder to focus answered his own internal questions.

“Not to spoil your party, but I don’t think they allow glass out here.”

“Not going to break it,” was the slurred answer. Sam watched as Hunter petted the unsteady bottle where he pinned it between thick thighs. He sat with his bare legs stretched out, one sandal missing, the other face down like a dead fish a few feet away. His blond hair was skewed, the breeze tugging at it to fall over his eyes.

Sam sighed. The poor man looked utterly shattered.

Then Sam caught what Hunter held: the heavy gold band, rolling it like a quarter over his fingers.

Sam crouched by his side when he was close enough. “That’s pretty damned impressive for being drunk out of your mind.”

Hunter didn’t reply, just kept rocking the ring back and forth. Then, with a harsh snarl, he fisted the ring, cocked his arm and shouted, “Fuck you!” as he pitched it into the sea.

“Oh, damn,” Sam breathed, following the nearly unseen arc of gold pass below the night sky. He prayed the man wasn’t going to regret doing that in the morning. The plink of metal hitting water was faint, but left no doubt he’d meant it.

“Been wanting —wanting to do that since she walked out.” He snorted, or something, but it wasn’t very attractive coming from a drunk man. “At least since she said she’d been fucking Tim and he could give her fucking orgasms.”

“God, Hunter.” Sam began to look around, trying to figure out how to safely get them both off the rock and Hunter into a bed without killing either of them. Or becoming chum for the local fishy populations.

“Fucking slut,” Hunter bitched for all the night to hear. He snatched the bottle around the neck and propped it to his lips, sucking a swig any pirate would have been proud of. “She used to laugh because I couldn’t always get hard. Can you believe that?”

Sam’s eyebrows flew up, but he didn’t respond. He knew when to keep his mouth shut.

“Just need Viagra,” he sniped in a definite feminine harpy tone, waving the hand with the bottle in punctuation. Liquor sloshed but didn’t spill. “I’m twenty-fucking-seven. Don’t need no fucking cock drugs.”

“Okay. Time to give it a rest. You need to let me have the bottle—”

“Fuck you!” Hunter shoved at Sam’s shoulder, tossing him on his ass.

“Ouch! Prick! This rock hurts!”

Sam flattened a palm to the rock to push up, only he couldn’t. Hunter was leaning over him, a flash of shame and worry in his eyes. He squinted, as though trying to make his brain and his mouth work in the same vein. “Sam? Are you okay? I’m sorry. Never hurt anyone.”

“I’m fine, you Viking oaf.” Sam relinquished the rock and braced his hand on Hunter’s chest instead to get him to back off. A very hard, well-muscled chest. No! Don’t go there. He forced himself to focus on the moment, and the fact Hunter needed help, and direly, a friend. “Come on, Hunter. Let me up.”

It seemed to take an eternity before Hunter finally did something, but it wasn’t to let him up. The entire time they hung suspended and not moving, heat flowed from Hunter’s chest to Sam’s hand. Maybe it was the alcohol causing the skin where he touched to burn like the sun in the way it scorched Sam until he felt like he was the one still drunk. He really had no way to know, but he felt it. Hot enough to make his heart trip.

His tongue darted out to his bottom lip, his breath catching. Don’t do it, Sam. He’s drunk. Gonna regret this.

But when Sam’s gaze glided down the hard chest to the flat stomach, taking in all the inches of Hunter, he almost swallowed his own tongue when he found what he’d hoped he wouldn’t.

A bulging tent in Hunter’s shorts that made his mouth water. He whimpered.

“Sam?” Hunter’s voice was confused. Still drunk, but so, so damned deep and good to hear.

He battled hard for the voice of reason. “You need to move. Need to—”

“You’re touching me,” he croaked.

Sam ripped his hand away, appalled at how much he was turned on with the miniscule contact. “You’re drunk. Things are different when you’re drunk.”

Hunter’s hand shook like a branch in a winter wind when he lifted it, seizing Sam’s again. “I’m not gay.” He stared at the hand he held, frozen.

Sam didn’t dare move too fast, not wanting to set him off, or cause him to do something to hurt himself while he was so obviously not capable of coherent awareness.

“How…” Hunter’s hold on Sam’s hand was gentle, careful. “Earlier. Same thing. You…my hand…like this.” Confusion twisted his face as he studied his own frame. “Did that before,” Hunter mumbled. “Never like this.”

Oh, fuck. Sam was going insane. “Hunter, listen to me. You are drunk. You need to sleep this off. You’re not gay.”

“No. Not gay,” he repeated, though his words were slurred and not very convinced. Then Hunter did something Sam really couldn
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