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Chapter 1  Carson
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“Carson...” 

Carson’s best friend, Seth, reached over and slapped his stomach as the woman on TV rotated a white plastic ball until the number printed on it faced right-side-up and forward. 

“Ow,” Carson complained. “Why are you hitting?”

“The fifth number is eighteen,” the woman said in a cheerful voice devoid of any sign of actual human life.

“No, seriously, Carson. Look at this.” Seth picked up one of the array of lottery tickets spread across his coffee table and held it out. Carson slid closer, bending his darker head down to meet Seth’s lighter one over the square slip of paper. 

Seth’s mouth moved as his eyes flickered between the ticket and the television. “Five, eight, twenty-four, fifty-nine, eighteen. All we need is—”

“Thirty-six,” Carson said, picking up the thread of Seth’s excitement. One number, seven hundred million. “Come on, thirty-six.”

“And the last numbers is...” The woman on TV did her trick with the twirling.

“Get your hand out of the way,” Seth yelled at her.

“Thirty-eight.”

“Thirty-eight.” Carson slumped back against the couch. “Wait!” He lunged forward again. “What did we need?”

“Thirty-six.” Seth dropped the ticket on the coffee table. “Seven hundred million, gone like that.”

“More like a hundred bucks gone like that. The seven hundred million was never going to happen, but the hundred bucks we spent on these tickets? That was our money, and now it’s gone.” He’d known better than to throw his money away on a bunch of Colossal Cash tickets, but Seth had a way of talking him into all kinds of irrational situations. A hundred bucks wasn’t the most Seth had ever cost him.

“We could still make our money back,” Seth said, gathering the remaining tickets into a pile. “There's gotta be some four-buck winners in here, at least.”

“Shit. Never mind a four-buck winner.” In their disappointment over losing out on the jackpot, they’d missed the fact that something important had just happened. “We matched five numbers. Five. That’s gotta be worth more than four bucks.” Carson never played the lottery, so he had no idea how much more, but a quick Google search gave him the answer.

“A million dollars,” Seth said, reading over his shoulder in an awe-tinged voice. “Oh my God, dude. We just won a million dollars.”

They high-fived each other, the way two grown men celebrating a totally awesome achievement would, then gave up on being grown men and went full-emo, taking turns running around the living room with the ticket held high like an Olympic torch, fist-bumping, dapping, hugging. A million dollars. One. Million. Dollars. 

“We’re rich, baby.” Seth jumped on top of the sofa and did a victory dance that bordered on obscene. “Rich, I tell you. Rich.”

Well. Not rich exactly. Carson sobered up as he did the math in his head. Split two ways, less taxes... “Let’s not get too excited. I figure we’ll clear, at best, two hundred and fifty thousand apiece.”

“For real?” Seth looked at him like he was speaking Martian. “Two hundred and fifty thousand dollars is mad money, dude.”

Seth was going to end up on a future episode of I Won the Lottery and Lost Everything, Carson just knew it. “You can't live the high life on a couple hundred thousand,” he warned him. “Don’t get me wrong—the money’s going to make a nice nest egg, but it won’t change our lives.”

“You’re such a killjoy.” Seth swatted him with the ticket, flapping it right across his face. “We're fucking rich. Please let me enjoy it for twenty minutes before you call your accountant.”

Carson always got grief for being a killjoy or—as he preferred to call it—smart. Like how he’d moved back in with his parents after graduating from college. Seth had gotten an apartment right out of high school, which sounded all adult, but Seth had two obnoxious roommates who left their socks everywhere—seriously, everywhere—and spent half his paycheck on rent, while Carson lived with two very pleasant people who happened to be his parents and used his paycheck to pay down his student loans. 

So, yay independence and wild parties and all that, but there were other priorities in life besides having fun. And maybe Seth needed a place to bring his parade of hookups, but Carson led a different kind of life that way too. He’d dated the same girl through half of high school and most of college, and since they’d broken up... 

Well, suffice to say he’d only ever dated that one girl. He considered himself sexually fluid but picky, which was another thing Seth always gave him grief for. Seth was a player, never dating the same guy twice as far as Carson could tell. Sometimes Carson wasn’t sure why the two of them were even friends, but they always had been, all the way back to middle school before Seth had come out and Carson had gone away to college and their differences became more apparent. 

And it wasn’t as if they had nothing in common. They both had dreams—Carson to be a writer and Seth to be an actor. They just had different strategies for achieving those dreams. So he’d gone off and gotten a degree in English, which he was currently using to write online help modules because yeah, and Seth worked at a garage during the day and spent his nights in rehearsals for shows that paid in exposure. 

Neither strategy seemed to be working.

“Could you smile?” Seth put his butt on the couch instead of his feet. “This is the coolest thing that’ll ever happen to us.”

“God, I hope not.” He’d really like to achieve something more monumental in his life than lucking out on five-out-of-six ping pong balls. Seth flashed him an even more unimpressed look and Carson relented. “All right, it’s cool. Not the coolest, but, yeah. Cool.”

“You just haven’t fully processed it yet. A million dollars, like that.” Seth snapped his fingers. “Unreal.”

True, it was a lot to take in. He examined the ticket again, just to be sure. Five, eight, twenty-four, eighteen, fifty-nine. The numbers hadn’t changed, and the ticket hadn’t melted. The ink was still black, the paper still white, and he hadn’t woken up to find himself in the twin bed of his boyhood bedroom. They’d just won a million dollars. Less tax and split two ways and blah-blah. All that was true, but what was also true? They’d just won a million dollars.

“We should celebrate,” Seth said. “Go out and have a major dinner. No expense spared.” He was effervescent in his happiness, glowing the way he did at curtain call on opening nights, so bright it almost hurt Carson to look at him, with his sandy hair tousled and sweaty and his cheeks flushed. 

Carson knew exactly which day he’d started thinking of Seth as his best friend. It’d been eighth grade, and Seth had reached across the cafeteria table and swapped an apple for his banana without even asking, because they made the same trade every day. But he was less sure about when he’d started thinking of Seth as his crush—when he’d started noticing that an excited Seth was a sexy Seth. Which was how Seth had talked him into spending a hundred dollars on lottery tickets in the first place. A sexy Seth was a convincing Seth.

Carson knew better than to let his feelings turn into actions, though. Seth liked men, yes, but he liked all of them—one after another. If Carson ever told him how he felt, what would he get out of it? A single night of sex wasn’t worth the loss of his best friend. 

“You got room on your credit card for a no-expense-spared dinner?” he teased. 

“No.” Seth flashed the crooked smile that made Carson’s heart melt. “But I’m going to. You can spot me, right?”

“I guess you’re good for it,” he agreed. “But before we go anywhere—” He snapped a picture of the winning ticket. It paid to be careful.

~~~
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“SO, WHAT ARE YOU GOING to do with your half of the money?” Seth asked. 

They were back in his apartment, trapped in his bedroom. One of Seth’s roommates had come home while they were out, and this unexpected windfall was too big and too new to share with a guy Seth referred to as “the less toxic one.”

Seth’s room wasn’t big enough for much more than a bed, so that was where they were, leaned up against the wall with a pizza box between them, drinking Jack Daniels out of coffee cups because there hadn’t been any clean glassware. 

It wasn’t exactly the glamourous feast they’d been planning when they left the building, but walking away from the ticket had been too unsettling. What if there was a fire while they were out? Seth thought they should bring the ticket with them, but Carson had pointed out that they could get mugged. Or drunk. It wouldn't be the first time Seth had lost his wallet. 

So they buried the ticket between Seth’s mattress and box spring, where it was probably picking up several STIs—whenever Carson ended up on Seth’s bed, he spent a lot of time trying not to think about what else had happened on that bed—then triple checked the locks and left the apartment without it.

They weren’t more than a mile down the road, rattling along in Carson’s hand-me-down Audi, before they changed their minds and turned around. It felt like the ticket was calling to them. It felt like everyone would be able to guess their secret. It felt like they had “lottery winner” emblazoned on their foreheads in black Sharpie and like Seth’s bedroom door had “Enter here to steal a million dollars” carved across it in inch-high letters.

So instead of the luxe feast they’d planned, they swung by a liquor store for a bottle and went back to Seth’s place to call in a pizza delivery. This was better—just the two of them and their ticket, snugly buried beneath their butts where no one could touch it.

Carson swallowed the mouthful of pizza he’d been chewing on and answered Seth’s question. “First, I’ll pay off my student loans. Then I’ll probably invest what’s left.”

“You're honestly the most boring twenty-three year old guy on the planet. You know that, right?”

“What are you going to do? Buy a Maserati? Swim with the sharks?”

“Get better headshots,” Seth responded immediately. “The ones I’ve got now are amateurish. I'm embarrassed to hand them out.”

It was true. Seth's headshots didn't do justice to his beautiful green eyes or the charismatic force of his wicked smile. New photos would be a good use of the money. 

“That counts as an investment,” he told Seth approvingly.

Seth beamed. “Maybe I’ll take some acting classes. That's how you make the right contacts. Hey.” Seth snapped his fingers. “I could—” 

“Could what?”

“You said this wasn't life-changing money, but maybe it is. I'll never make it as an actor living in Springfield. I’ve got to move to New York or LA, somewhere where there’s an actual industry, and really put some time into auditioning. I could totally do that now.” Seth glanced over at him, as if asking for his approval again. “You probably think that’s a bad idea.”

“Actually, it’s a great idea. Move to the city, give it your best shot. If you don't make it, at least you’ll have tried.”

“Yeah.” A frown crossed Seth’s face as he tossed the crust he’d been gnawing on into the box.

“Hey.” Carson reached over and ruffled his hair, messing up all the product Seth had insisted on putting in it before they could leave the house. “Of course you’ll make it. It's a tough business, but you're a tough guy. You should totally go to New York. I'll miss you, though.” 

He had missed Seth while he’d been away at college, but he’d been busy then, with a girlfriend. Now that he’d moved back to Springfield, Seth was about ninety percent of his social life, which only proved Seth’s point about how boring he was.

“So come with me,” Seth said. “You've got a dream, too.”

“I can write anywhere.”

“You could, but you don’t. When’s the last time you wrote anything?”

“I write all day.” 

Prior to contacting customer support, please ensure you’ve completed the following troubleshooting steps. His current job was by no means his dream job, but it was a job, and they were hard to come by. On the other hand, Seth was right—the most creative piece of fiction he’d written in the last year was an apology for some fucked-up thing a customer service rep had posted on Twitter using the corporate account.

“I suppose I could take some time off, give it a try.” 

“Try in New York. You can rub elbows with editors and agents. I can audition and take acting classes. We'll get a place together, save money. You know how much you like saving money.” Seth’s trademark grin was irresistible.

“Maybe,” Carson said, trying to resist anyway. New York was an expensive place to live for someone who just needed a laptop and some time to focus.

“How long do you figure the money would last?”

“Four years? Maybe five if we shared expenses and were careful. No stretch limos or rhinestone tuxedos.” He had an idea how Seth’s tastes would run, given the funding.

“Five years is plenty. At least one of us is gonna be famous by then.”

Carson had to smile at the enthusiasm, as overly-optimistic as it was. Seth had talent, and so did he—at least in his opinion—but it took more than talent to become a famous actor or a best-selling author. It took luck. And they’d probably already used up all the luck they were entitled to. 

“So suppose one of us gets famous,” he said. “What happens to the other one?” 

Seth moved the pizza box out of the way and slid closer, demanding Carson’s complete attention. “We make a deal. Whatever happens to one of us, happens to both of us. We share everything, fifty-fifty. When I sign my first movie deal, half that money is yours.”

“Oh, so you’re the one getting famous?” He pushed at Seth’s shoulder, trying to get him to move away again. Seth smelled too good, all warm and excited, and his proximity was getting Carson excited too, but not about moving to New York.

“It’s an example.” Seth ignored Carson’s attempt to push him back, wedging himself in even closer so their thighs touched. “If you get famous first, you have to support me. Warning: I don’t come cheap.”

The Seth currently sitting next to Carson, dressed in basketball shorts and a t-shirt that had stopped being solid several launderings ago, looked like he came pretty cheap, but Carson had no trouble imagining a different Seth—one with money to spend and a lot of attention. He’d be reckless, cocky, and probably hotter than Carson could stand.

“So I'm invested in your career, and you're invested in mine?” He mulled the idea over. Living in New York. Living with Seth. Making a serious stab at a writing career. He might end up losing it all—money, Seth, his dreams. But maybe...

“Come on, Carson,” Seth wheedled. “We double our chances of success. Say we’ve got a deal.”

Oh, what the hell. You didn’t win a million dollars every day. He reached across his body to take Seth’s hand for a brotherly shake. “We’ve got a deal.”
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Chapter 2  Seth
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Seth caught the nervous movement of Carson’s hands out of the corner of his eye. Carson had strong hands, as if writing bulked them up, and they were normally calm, confident in repose, but at the moment they were shredding the label off the bottle of beer he was hunched over. His elbows were on the bar, surrounding the beer like he was afraid someone might take it from him, and his long legs were curled around the bar stool as if it might fly away.

Something was bugging him. Seth recognized the symptoms well enough. He’d just never been the thing bugging him before. Well, not like this. Not like where Carson couldn’t talk to him about it. 

Over the last few days, their normally easy banter had devolved into silence and suspicious glances. The ticket was burning a hole in their pockets. Not literally, because they'd agreed it was safer under his mattress than out on the street, but it would be a relief to be rid of the thing. He wasn't sure why they kept postponing their trip down to lottery headquarters, but it had something to do with fear.

“Come on,” he said, “whatever the fuck you're thinking, just say it.”

Carson made a big production of shrugging and grimacing, but finally he opened his mouth and used words. “If we’re going to do this thing, maybe we ought to write up a contract. Give us both some protection.”

“You don't trust me?”

“I trust the Seth I've known since middle school. I don't know if I trust Seth-the-Movie-Star who's got a cocaine habit and a ninety-three pound model as a girlfriend.”

“What would I be doing with a girlfriend?”

“Money changes people, Seth.”

“It’s not going to turn me straight, and it’s not going to turn me into an asshole either. You really think I’d stiff you?”

“If you’re signing a contract for millions of bucks, what are the chances you’ll voluntarily turn half of it over to me?”

“A hundred percent.” Because that was the deal. And even if it wasn’t, he’d want to share his good fortune with his bestie. 

Hollywood wouldn’t mean much if he had to leave Carson behind. The guy could be a major wet blanket, but he was also the only thing keeping Seth from accidentally killing himself half the time. Between the two of them, they struck a perfect balance. New York was going to be a hoot. If he could just get Carson to stop worrying about it and actually do it.

“Money makes people greedy,” Carson intoned solemnly.

“Not me!” 

Not that he’d had a lot of opportunity to find out yet. Carson had always been the better off of the two of them, with parents who could afford to send him to college and now a white collar job that paid him more for sitting on his ass rolling around a mouse than Seth earned for getting bruised knuckles and the lumbar region of a sixty-year-old. But whatever money Seth had ever had, he’d shared. 

“Remember when you used to come home from college on breaks? Was I ever cheap with you?” That’d been the one period of their lives when he’d been more flush than Carson—not exactly rolling in it, but he’d treated his friend to some proper nights on the town.

“I’m just saying that you think you know someone, but when there's a bunch of money involved, sometimes it turns out you don't. What you promise now and what you’ll actually do later might be very different things, and I’d like to have a little protection in place to make sure you keep your promises.”

“Fuck, dude. We haven't even embarked on this journey and you're already litigating the miserable end.” 

“He's right, though.” The bartender butted into their conversation as she took a rag to the space in front of them. “You should totally get a prenup. They’re for everyone's protection.”

“We're not getting married.” Seth scowled at her until she went and wiped the bar in front of someone else. “People are so fucking nosy.” They probably shouldn’t be talking about any of this out in public. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Have you told anyone about winning yet?”

He hadn’t told a soul himself, because people would want things from him. His parents would be first in line. He could hardly remember the last time they’d even talked to him, but if they knew he’d won a million dollars, they’d be talking to him on the daily. Roommates, friends, co-workers. He was a generous guy, but he couldn’t buy the whole world a beer. He would take care of Carson, because Carson was his homey and the secret love of his life, but everyone else could go fuck themselves.

Carson shook his head. “I haven’t even told my parents. I feel weird not telling them, but...”

“I know, I get it.” The money was their secret, their special thing. “We don’t have to, you know.”

“Ever?”

“Why should we? We'll just say we're moving to New York together. We’re two young guys, friends since forever. Why shouldn’t we move to New York? And it’s not like we owe anyone an accounting of how we’re paying our bills down there.”

“My parents will want to know how I’m paying my bills. They worry about me.”

“You’re a big boy. Be vague.”

Carson shrugged and went back to picking at the label on his beer. That unpleasant silence settled between them again. Seth hated it.

“We should turn in that ticket. We’ll feel better when it’s official, when we’ve actually got the money in our hands.” Having a million dollars hidden in a mattress would make anyone edgy.

Carson shrugged again, still sullen. “I think we should sign a contract first. Something that spells out our agreement.”

“Like, go to a lawyer? Why can’t we trust each other on this?” 

“I’m letting you hang on to the ticket, aren’t I? You could fuck me over at any point, just disappear with it.”

“Dude, you’re getting seriously paranoid. I’m starting to worry this money is going to ruin our friendship.” He’d rather hand it all over than squabble about it. Carson was the only person he’d ever been able to count on, the only stable relationship in his life and the one he most wanted to keep, which was why he was careful to never let on that his feelings ran deeper than friendship.

“That’s just it,” Carson said with a sigh. He turned to face Seth—his plump lips pursed into a scowl—and raked a hand over the short brown waves of hair framing his deep brown eyes. “A contract would protect our friendship.”

“Lawyers cost money—money we don’t have until we claim that prize. Money we could be spending on chasing down our dreams in New York instead of on a piece of paper.”

“I’ll front the cost for the lawyer. We can deduct your half out of the prize money once we get it.”

Seth could imagine Carson with a calculator and a spreadsheet and a pile of receipts, detailing who owed who what. “I thought we were doing this as a team—what’s mine is yours and what’s yours is mine.”

“No wonder the bartender thinks we’re getting married,” Carson kicked at his foot and they shared a snicker. For a moment, it felt easy again. This would be a lot more fun if they were talking about seeing a preacher instead of a lawyer.

“You know,” he said slowly as something ticked over in his mind. “It’s not necessarily a bad idea. You want legal protection, right? Marriage would give it to you. No contract to negotiate, just a marriage license and some I do’s. When the money’s gone, we get a quickie divorce, unless—” He paused dramatically.

“Unless what?”

Unless we fall in love in the meantime. 

“Unless one of us makes it big. Then the other one has all the legal protection he needs to make sure the assets get split fairly.”

“So if you're a movie star pulling in millions, I can sue you for alimony?”

“And if you're JK Rowling with an eight book contract, guess who's getting half the merchandising rights for the rest of his life?”

They high fived over their imaginary future success. 

Carson was smiling again, his teeth gleaming in the blue light coming from the neon signs over the bar. “Of all the ridiculous ideas you’ve ever had, this is definitely the most out-there. Good thinking outside of the box, though.” He raised his bottle to Seth with a wink and took a hefty swig from it.

“I’m not kidding. We should do it before we turn in the ticket, have the check made out to Mr. and Mr. Seth Roberts.”

Carson rolled his eyes. “I’m not marrying you.”

“Come on, you know you'd love being married to me.” And Seth sure as hell wouldn’t mind being married to him. Dude was handsome, smart, sensible, and his ass did a great job of filling out his jeans.

“When I get married, I want it to be for the right reasons. I want it to be forever.”

“Forever.” Seth snorted. “What decade are you living in? Everyone gets divorced, and personally, I’d be honored to have you as my first ex-husband. You’ll be immortalized in my Wikipedia entry.”

“How could I possibly turn that down?” Carson asked mockingly. And then, more seriously. “You always said you weren’t ever getting married.”

“I said I wasn’t getting married until gay marriage was legal everywhere. Which it is now.”

“Yeah, but you only said that as an excuse for not getting married at all.”

“True.” His best friend knew him pretty well, but his best friend didn’t know he was the reason Seth had given up on ever getting married. “I figured since everyone gets divorced, there’s no point getting married, but in our case, there’d be a point. You’re the one who wanted some kind of legal protection, remember?”

“A contract, not a husband.”

“Don't be homophobic.” He leaned over and slurped a wet kiss up Carson’s cheek. Carson had surprisingly soft skin, which Seth loved to touch. He usually restrained himself from sucking on his friend’s face, but hey, they were going to be husbands. Nothing wrong with a little PDA.

“You're so annoying.” Carson tried to brush him off, but Seth only clung harder. “Why would I marry someone so annoying?”

“Because someday he's going to be rich.”
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Chapter 3  Carson
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“You look nice.” Carson straightened the knot on Seth's tie. It wasn't often he saw his best friend in a suit, but if they were getting married, they weren’t doing it in jeans. Seth looked sharp in charcoal grey and light pink, the pastel hues setting off his bright eyes, but his skin color was off, like it was picking up the grey of his jacket.

“I don't feel good.” Seth’s gaze darted around the lobby of the courthouse where they’d met to do the deed. He swallowed with an exaggerated grimace, as if his lunch was about to come back up all over the glimmering gold quartz tiles.

“Second thoughts?” Carson dropped his hands away from Seth’s neck, backing up just a little in case Seth’s lunch really did come up.

“Yeah. I, uh, I don't think this plan is going to work.”

“It's actually a pretty smart idea.” 

That wasn’t what he’d said when Seth first suggested it, but he would be disappointed if Seth backed out now. The whole thing was arranged. They even had friends coming to act as witnesses. And with some time to consider all the possibilities, he’d indulged in a few fantasies about how the arrangement might work out. This was his chance—his chance to have Seth to himself and to find out if pretend could turn into real.

“There's a loophole,” Seth said. “I realized it last night when I was, uh... I was with this guy, right?”

“You slept with someone the night before our wedding?” Jesus, fuck. Obviously he and Seth were approaching this from completely different angles.

“Like a bachelor party,” Seth explained. “Hey, wait. What do you even mean, you slept with someone the night before our wedding?” Seth threw his own words back at him in a mocking tone.

Carson pushed his hands deep into his pockets. He wore a suit more often than Seth, but he didn’t look as good in one. “Obviously you can sleep with whoever you want,” he said, pretending he wasn’t hurt by it. “This is a business arrangement. I’m just saying that having sex with a stranger the night before your wedding is kind of skanky. You couldn’t hold off?”

“It was my last night as a free man,” Seth protested. “Come on, it’s funny.”

Carson didn’t think it was funny.

“Well, it seemed funny at the time, but it got me to thinking. I can’t go for years without getting laid. I’m not like you.”

“Such a skank.” Carson shook his head.

“I’m trying to talk to you about a serious problem. Stop insulting me.”

“You insulted me first. I like sex too, okay? I just happen to like it better with someone I care about.”

“Fine, that’s fine. I’m not being insulting about your... preference.”

“All right then.” Carson nodded tightly. They’d had this argument before. 

“You prefer to have sex with people you’re emotionally invested in, and I prefer to have sex on a regular basis. We’re both allowed our preferences. But, Carson. We’re getting married.”

“I know.” He fished out the rings tucked into his pocket. They weren’t expensive. They might not even fit. But he was getting married for the first—and he vaguely hoped last—time in his life. There should be rings.

Seth looked at them as if he didn’t understand what they were, his mouth open wide in an undignified gape. Carson was about to ask what the mystery was, but Leslie and Trisha joined them just then, and they understood what they were looking at. Trisha pounced on the rings with such enthusiasm, he was sorry he hadn’t put more cash into them. They were just plain gold bands, matching ones with scalloped edges and no engraving, but she squealed over them like they were heirlooms studded in diamonds.

“I can’t believe I never picked up on this,” she said as she handed the rings off to Leslie who was much less impressed by them. “As much as I saw you two together, how could I not have noticed how perfect you are for each other?” She steered them closer together and got out her phone. “I totally bought the friends act.”

And was buying the not-friends act now, apparently, but Leslie was a harder sell. “How long has this been going on?” they asked.

“Um, not long.” Carson put his arm around Seth in response to Trisha’s frantic gesturing. They should probably have practiced this. And also thought about the answers to questions like how long they’d been dating. “Seth just proposed a few days ago.”

“Seth proposed?” Leslie said with a laugh. “I did not see that coming.” 

“I can’t be impulsive?” Seth protested. “Impulsive is my middle name.” He was several inches shorter than Carson, a perfect fit against his side if he’d just stop squirming. 

“So romantic.” Trisha snapped another picture. “When are you proposing to me?” she asked Leslie.

“Oh, great. Now look what you’ve done.”

“Not my fault I’m more romantic than you are,” Seth said. “Give your girl what she needs—that’s my motto. Or guy, rather. Give my guy what he needs. Uh, Carson, could we finish that conversation we were having? Somewhere private?”

Leslie laughed, jingling the rings in their palm. “I’ll just hang on to these while you talk. Maybe you won’t need them after all.”

“Don’t take too long,” Trisha called after them. “We’ve got an appointment.”

“Where are we going?” Carson asked as Seth dragged him across the lobby by his sleeve.

“Somewhere that witch can’t see us.”

“Witch? You mean Leslie? You like Leslie.”

“Normally, but they see too much to be safe.” Seth pulled him into a wooden niche that’d probably once housed a payphone. It was just an empty structure now, almost like someone had dropped a Catholic confessional down into the courthouse. 

“Carson.” Seth’s shoulders slumped in the sharp lines of his elegant suit as he turned his face up in appeal. “There’s no way I can pull this off.”

“You mean pretending to be affectionate?” Was he so ugly compared to the men Seth regularly chased and fucked that Seth couldn’t even bear to stand next to him for a photo?

“No, I can be affectionate. That’s not a problem.” The phonebooth was a tight fit for two. Seth’s breath washed against his cheek as he spoke. “It’s that other thing I was talking about. The sex. If you get rich and I don’t, you’re supposed to support me, right?”

“That’s what we agreed.” It seemed unlikely—most authors made a pittance—but Seth was welcome to share whatever pittance Carson made.

“So I can just see us in divorce court, with you pulling up surveillance footage of all the guys I've been fucking. Then the judge is going to be like, ‘request for alimony denied’ and I’m out of luck.”

“What happened to us trusting each other?” Carson asked with a frown.

Seth punched his shoulder. Hard. “You were the one who didn’t trust me, remember? And if you don’t trust me, then I don’t trust you, and I’m not having you claim you don’t have to pay up because I wasn’t faithful.”

“Keep it in your pants then.” That suited Carson fine. Here he’d been imagining the two of them acting like real partners, and Seth was already cheating on him.

“You want me to keep it in my pants for five years?”

Even Carson had to admit that sounded like a pretty long time. For Seth, it was an eternity. By the time the money ran out, they’d be twenty-seven or twenty-eight—not too old to find the perfect someone, but old enough that their libidos would’ve died down. Seth was always reminding him that these were his dick’s glory years. He’d actually said those words: your dick’s glory years. Was it any wonder Carson loved him and also wanted to smack him?

“All right,” he said, finally taking Seth’s point. Seth had agreed to a sham marriage, not to chastity. “Let’s figure this out, but can we do it fast because we’ve got an appointment?” 

And also, it was freaking hot in this booth. He was melting, thanks to both the stifling lack of air and how close their bodies were. The proximity and the talk of sex had his dick reminding him that his glory years were right fucking now and that Seth was someone he knew very well, cared about very much, and found very attractive. And who was going to be his husband.

“I think I’ve got a solution.” He moved even closer, pinning Seth up against the wall. “We can have sex with each other. How convenient is that? Whenever you need a little something-something, boom! It’s right there.”

“You're fucking with me.” Seth tipped his head back. His eyes were wild, like a trapped animal’s. “Why are you fucking with me?”

“How am I fucking with you? Married people have sex. It’s a known thing. We’re going to be living in some tiny apartment together, maybe even sleeping in the same bed to save space. Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Because it's fucking weird. You’re being weird. We’ve known each other for ten years, and you’ve never wanted to sleep with me before. You're straight.”

“I’m pan.” And it was far from true that he’d never wanted to sleep with Seth. There’d been no action, but there’d been plenty of dreams.

“Pan, sure. I remember. You came out as pan when I came out as gay—way to steal my thunder. But actual number of men you've fucked? Zero.”

“I was with Allie for five years, and I haven't found the right person since then. That doesn’t make me straight. It makes me choosy. But I could choose you, Seth. We’d be married.”

“Carson.” Seth banged his head against the wall behind him, exposing the freshly shaven column of this throat.

“What?” He pressed in tighter, trapping Seth with his body, noticing the strength of the body pressing back.

“Have you ever even kissed a guy?”

“Not yet. Doesn't mean I haven’t wanted to, that I haven’t ever thought about it.” He brought his mouth close to Seth's and let his eyes drift down to rest on Seth's lips. “Leslie and Trisha will expect us to kiss after the ceremony. We should practice.”

“God, don't.” Seth yanked his head to the side.

“Why not?”

“It’s too much for one day. I can’t.” 

When Seth closed his eyes, Carson realized what he was doing—pressuring someone into kissing him. Never mind that Seth was in the habit of kissing every guy he so much as walked past. If he didn’t want to kiss Carson, Carson couldn’t make him.

He stepped back, putting as much distance between them as he could manage in the small space, and patted his tie back into place. Seth’s hair looked mussed, as though one of them had been running their fingers through it. Carson smoothed it for him quickly, then straightened the lapels on his jacket.

“You want to call off the wedding then?”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Look, you’re not comfortable so I shouldn’t have pressed it.” His imagination had run away with him for a moment there. “We’ll figure out another way to split the money—sign a contract. Or trust each other. We can trust each other.”

Now that the trust issue had been turned around on him, he could see why Seth had been offended. There was no predicting the future, but if he couldn’t count on Seth, he couldn’t count on anything.
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Chapter 4  Seth
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Fuck. Seth burst out of the phonebooth like it housed a pack of wolverines. He had to get away from Carson before he did or said something he couldn’t take back. How had they gotten into this mess? Sure, it’d been his idea, but Carson usually nixed his more preposterous ideas. And this was his most preposterous idea yet.

He was never getting married. That was what he’d always said. Not because gay marriage was only legal in a handful of states when he first came out. Not because he couldn’t settle on a single guy. But because he could only settle on a single guy. Carson. It’d always been Carson. And now he was supposed to marry Carson, but only for money. Only for pretend.

It’d seemed like a pretty slick trick until he realized that the two of them living together in close quarters with the pretense of a marriage to keep up meant not sleeping with other men. And sleeping with other men was the only way he kept himself from jumping on his best friend every time he saw him. Living with Carson—horny and desperate—and not touching him? No way he could do it. 

But this new idea of Carson’s, the one where they fucked around with each other as part of their fake marriage, was even worse. Seth might be a brilliant actor, but how was he supposed to pretend that he was only pretending to feel exactly what he actually felt? And how was he supposed to get a taste of what he wanted and then let it go again?

Back when they were sixteen, he’d been on pins and needles coming out to his best friend—his best friend he’d always had a crush on—only to have Carson casually come out to him in return. But Carson had already been with Allie by then, and by the time that relationship ended five years later, it’d been too late. Seth had been all the way friend-zoned by then.

So he fucked other guys while lusting after Carson in his heart, and that had been working fine until the money came along and he conceived the brilliant idea of getting married, which Trisha and Leslie were waiting to witness. How the fuck was he supposed to get himself out of this? He raked his hand through his hair, undoing whatever Carson had just done to fix it as he paced back and forth outside the booth.

“I didn’t realize it would be such a horrifying prospect.” Carson had followed him out of the booth, but he was still leaned up against it, watching him pace. “I’m not your type, huh?”

“What?” Seth stopped pacing to face him.

“Or is it because I get too anal about things?”

“Is what about you getting too anal?”

“That the thought of having sex with me has you running for the hills.”

“Geez, Carson.” How could Carson possibly be insecure? With those soulful brown eyes and that build? He was exactly Seth’s type—the type which could be categorized as “Carson, population one.”

“I guess if I want to date men, I need to dress with more flair, huh?” Carson looked down at his suit like there was something wrong with it. 

It was a classic dark blue, the sort of thing a CEO would wear, and he wore it with the commanding posture of a CEO. If Seth didn’t know the man beneath the suit, he might come across as uptight, but the contrast between the rigidly formal attire and the neurotic goofball wearing it was irresistible. Seth wanted to undo all his buttons, fuck him giddy, and then watch about a million episodes of bad 80s sitcoms with him. In short, Seth wanted to marry him. 

“Any man would be lucky to have you.”

“Then could we try? One kiss. If it’s too weird, we’ll abort and come up with another plan.”

“It’s going to be weird,” he warned. “We’ve been friends forever.”

“But that’s what I like about it.” Carson held out his hand, and Seth felt himself drawn forward to take it. “For me, knowing who I’m kissing isn’t weird. It’s nice. But I understand if it doesn’t work for you.”

“It’s not like I can only kiss strangers.” Just that he mostly only had. 

“One kiss,” Carson wheedled.

One kiss. All he had to do was pretend it didn’t work for him, and Carson would give up on this outlandish plan that was all his fault in the first place. He tipped his face up, keeping his eyes closed so he wouldn’t have to watch as the love of his life fake-kissed him. There was a warm, light press of lips, fleeting but perfect. 

Was that it?

He opened his eyes to find Carson hovering over him. Their breath mingled together as their eyes caught and held. All the noise and clamor around them faded into nothing as time froze. Carson’s mouth dipped again, his own rose to meet it, and—

“There you are.” Trisha’s voice broke them apart. “If you two lovebirds don’t save it for after the ceremony, there isn’t going to be a ceremony. The clerk just called your names. Come on.” 

Carson raised their joined hands and pressed his lips to Seth’s hand. “Shall we?” 

Understanding all the import behind the seemingly innocuous question, Seth swallowed back his nerves with a nod. He had a reputation for making terrible mistakes, but this was going to be the worst one ever. One tiny taste of Carson, and he already knew he’d never be happy with less than all of him.

They walked hand-in-hand back to the courtroom where a magistrate was waiting to perform their ceremony. The courtroom echoed with just the five of them in it. The ceremony was short, devoid of the usual rigamarole, and Seth didn’t hear most of it. Only Carson’s hand wrapped firmly around his own kept him upright as the magistrate recited familiar words he’d never expected to have directed his way.

“Do you take this man...?”

Carson’s deep, familiar voice said I do without any hesitation or the least bit of tremble. When his own turn came, the words came out shaky and quiet, but the magistrate accepted them, continuing on as if it didn’t make any difference to her whether he said yes or no. She made a solemn-sounding proclamation and that was it. They were married.

“You’re supposed to kiss now,” Leslie prompted.

Carson squeezed his hand like it was a question, and Seth stepped forward until their bodies brushed. A shudder ran through him as Carson lowered his head and placed another of those soft but certain kisses on his lips. 

“You okay?” Carson asked as he stepped away.

“Yeah, sure.” He ought to make a joke, but he couldn’t think of anything funny to say. He’d just married his best friend. It was fucking unreal.

“Well,” Leslie said. “What’s done is done, I guess. Congratulations.” They offered their hand, and Seth dropped Carson’s hands to take it. Trisha gave Carson a hug, then came for him. 

“I’m so happy for you,” she whispered into his ear. “I always knew you belonged together.”

“Yeah, me too.”

“So where’s the honeymoon?” Leslie asked as they all trooped back out of the courtroom.

“New York,” Carson answered. “We’re moving this weekend. Just wanted to do the deed first.” 

And pick up their money. Tomorrow morning they would sign the paperwork to trigger a lump sum payout, and then their adventure would begin. But where would it end? In another courtroom—this time in front of a judge granting them a divorce?

“You have to have a honeymoon,” Trisha said, ever the romantic. “Or at least, you know, a wedding night.” She made an obnoxious wink-wink face. “You can’t spend your first night as married men with Carson’s parents or Seth’s roommates.”

“We don’t really have anywhere to go,” he hedged. Bad enough they’d soon be spending every night together. His torment didn’t need to start tonight.

“You know what? Take my place. I’ll stay at Leslie’s. Just let me dash home and change the sheets. Don’t worry. I’ll make it nice.” She rushed away, towing a smirking Leslie along with her.

“I don’t think we fooled Leslie,” Carson said.

“We’re not going to fool anyone. This was such a bad idea.”

“We don’t have to.”

“We already did!” 

“That was just somebody saying words. It’s not official until we sign this thing and file it.” Carson waved the certificate the clerk had handed him. “We can just rip it up. I feel like I forced you into this.”

“You didn’t.”

“Well, Trisha helped. But you didn’t get a chance to say yes or no before she barged in. And we didn’t really finish that kiss either. Tell you what—let’s hang on to this certificate for now. We’ll take Trisha up on her offer, spend the night together, see how it goes. Tomorrow, we’ll know.”

Tomorrow, Carson would know all right. He’d know Seth was mad gone on him. And then what? Seth hung his head, resigned to his fate. He would have this one night with Carson—their wedding night—and then he’d let Carson go. 

Stupid money. From the moment they’d won it, the money had been trying to come between them, and now it looked like it was going to win.
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Chapter 5  Carson
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Trisha had really gone all out. Her apartment always looked like a showplace, but tonight it bloomed with flowers. The lights were turned down, a low voice crooned pretty words from hidden speakers, and the table sparkled with delicate china and long stem crystal.

Look in the oven, a note on the counter read. Carson pulled open the oven door to find a casserole simmering inside.

“She left us her baked ziti,” he told Seth. That stuff was legendary. A little garlicky for a wedding night, maybe, but legendary.

“And a bottle of wine,” Seth said, turning it over in his hands. “Red. To go with the ziti, I guess.”

Neither one of them was much of a wine drinker, but a wedding night was a wedding night. Carson popped the cork and filled their glasses, but not very high. Important stuff needed to happen tonight—stuff they should be sober for. Seth seemed to be on a different page, because he downed his serving in a single swallow and came up sputtering.

“It’s not tequila,” Carson told him. “You’re supposed to sip it.”

“I’ll sip the next one.” Seth filled his glass to the top this time. 

“You really don’t want to be here, do you?” He put his own glass down dispiritedly. He’d been wondering if he and Seth could be more than friends, but the answer was obviously no. Seth wouldn’t even entertain the possibility. “I’ll just go.”

“Who says you have to go?”

“You’re clearly uncomfortable. Dammit, Seth. We used to be friends. This whole thing is such a mess.” He moved into the living area of Trisha’s apartment and plopped himself down on one end of her plush purple couch. Its cushions swallowed him up like a giant lavender hug, but they didn’t bring him any comfort. He dropped his head into his hands and tried to stem the sorrow welling up in him.

“You okay?” Seth sat down next to him, the cushions dipping with his weight. He put a hand on Carson’s shoulder and rubbed lightly.

“I will be.”

“I didn’t know you were so invested in this.” Seth took a drink from the glass in his hand, then parked it thoughtfully on the coffee table in front of him. “It was my harebrained idea.”

“I guess I bought into it.” 

It’d seemed like a chance—like a good solution to their financial situation and an opportunity for the two of them to find out if there was anything between them other than friendship. Sometimes he thought Seth was attracted to him, but right now he felt about as attractive as a wad of used chewing gum. 

“But I guess it’s not going to work.”

“So we’re agreed,” Seth said. “No fake marriage.”

“No fake marriage.” He stuck out his hand, and Seth shook it. Then he pulled the certificate from the breast pocket of his suit and went over to the candles Trisha had set out for them and set it on fire, letting it burn down in his hand until the heat hurt his fingers as much as the rejection hurt his heart. He dropped the remains in the sink, then slid the ring he’d bought only yesterday off his finger. It’d had a short run. 

Seth took his off too and they lined them up next to each other on the counter. Seth’s hadn’t fit anyway. His fingers were longer and thinner than Carson’s, so graceful when he used them on stage, gesturing to match his words. Carson wanted to grab them and kiss them and beg Seth to give the two of them a shot, but he’d already pushed too hard. If he kept at it, he wouldn’t even end up with Seth as a friend.

“We’re still rich,” he said with a little laugh.

“You said a million dollars wasn’t rich.”

“Rich enough, I guess.” He reminded himself how amazing it was going to be to take a few years to concentrate on his craft, but the money felt like a consolation prize.

“So then how do we handle this?” Seth asked.

“The way we should’ve in the first place. We claim the money as two friends who bought a ticket together and trust each other to be fair if one of us makes it big and the other doesn’t. I wouldn’t want anything you were forced to give me anyway.”

“Same.” Seth clapped him on the back, and Carson clapped Seth on his, and they moved into one of those bro hugs where they were practically beating on each other. 

Seth’s body felt so good against his—warm and firm. It reminded him of the kiss they’d almost shared earlier, right before Trisha had interrupted them. For a moment, he’d thought Seth was into it. His pupils had been so huge, his expression so anticipatory. Carson had been one stolen second away from thoroughly claiming him.

He pulled back now, slowly separating their bodies, to find Seth wearing that same expression. 

“Seth?”

Seth cupped the side of his face, stroking a thoughtful thumb over his cheekbone. “You never did kiss me. Not really.” He leaned forward, coming up on his toes so their mouths aligned. Carson grabbed him to steady him, as if Seth were fragile or clumsy. Seth can stand on his own two feet was the last thought he had before their mouths connected.

The kiss Seth gave him was as light as the one they’d shared outside the phonebooth, as brief and as chaste. It wasn’t the kiss he’d have given Seth if he’d had one more minute to do it, but here they were—alone, lit by candles and serenaded by music, dressed in their best suits. And so he did what he’d been on the verge of doing before: he opened his mouth and took. 

Seth’s head dropped back from the force of his assault, but his body pressed forward. His hands clutched and grabbed at Carson’s arms, bruising through the thick material of his suit. A sound came up from the back of his throat that Carson wanted more of, so he dove in deeper, plumbing the recesses of Seth’s mouth with his tongue. His hands worked down Seth’s torso, finding his ass and using it to pull him in tight, and there— 

God. Carson drew his head back, madly inhaling the oxygen his starved system needed. “You’re hard.” He pushed his hips forward again, checking.

“So are you.” Seth bumped back.

“I thought you didn’t find me attractive.”

“When did I ever say that?”

“You didn’t want to be married to me,” Carson reminded him. They’d just taken off their rings and burned their marriage certificate.

“I didn’t want to be fake married to you. And I never said I didn’t want to have sex with you.”

“So, wait. Let me get this straight. You do want to have sex with me?”

Seth eased himself away. He shoved his hands in his pockets and fixed Carson with a calculating stare. “Do you want to have sex with me?”

“Obviously. It was my idea, remember? Married people have sex? Same bed? Stay faithful, keep each other satisfied? Any of that ringing a bell?”

Seth shook his head, and Carson, whose hopes had risen, felt them fall again. 

“That’s just you being practical,” Seth said. “What about now, when we’re not married? Do you want to have sex with me now?” 

“Yes, I want to have sex with you now. Boner.” He pointed to his pants, even though there wasn’t actually still a boner in them. There would be if Seth plastered himself all over him again.

“That was for me?”

Carson threw up his hands. “Who else would it be for?”

“It’s just— I’ve waited a long time for that. I never thought—”

“You’ve been waiting?” Carson smacked his head. Could they really have been so stupid? “Seth, come here.” He held out his hand and Seth tentatively took it. He used it to draw Seth back into his arms where he belonged. “Let’s try this again.”

This time there was no hesitation. He knew how Seth’s mouth felt against his—the light rasp of stubble along his upper lip and the warm sweep of his tongue—and he dove into it hungrily. Seth responded with a matching eagerness, all limbs now as he worked to get Carson’s jacket off his shoulders.

“We have way too many clothes on for this,” Carson said, breaking their kiss to wrestle his jacket the rest of the way off. “And also, we’re in a kitchen.”

“But we have a bed.” Seth propelled him to the bedroom where Trisha had outdone herself. They paused in the doorway to appreciate the fluffy pink duvet turned back to reveal white satin sheets covered in red rose petals. “Holy shit.”

“Leslie is a lucky person,” Carson observed as he divested himself of the rest of his clothes.

“You sure about this?” Seth asked, seeming unsure himself again. 

This back and forth was going to kill him. He stopped unbuttoning his shirt to fix Seth with a questioning look. 

“This—” Seth gestured to the bed. “It’s romantic. You’re romantic. You don’t like having sex with someone you don’t know.”

“I’ve known you for twelve years. And as far as your horndog energy goes, I’ve got no problem with it as long as it’s directed at me.”

“It’s always been directed at you.” Seth came over and finished undoing his buttons for him. “That’s something I should probably tell you. This isn’t just about getting laid to me. It’s not pretend, and it’s not temporary. That’s why I couldn’t—”

“I’m so glad you didn’t,” Carson assured him. “New plan. First, we try being boyfriends, then we get married.”

“I like that plan.” 

“Then I’d like you naked.” Because so far it was all him getting naked. He shucked off his pants, leaving nothing but the boxers beneath him, then stretched out on Trisha’s bed to watch Seth put on a show for him. Not only could Seth act, he could dance. And, apparently, strip. 

Carson whistled and applauded as one piece after another came off until Seth made it down to his briefs, which were bridal white and very skimpy. Then Seth crawled up over him on the bed and joined their mouths together again. 

They rolled back and forth—somewhere in between the way he and Allie used to make out and the way he and Seth used to wrestle. It was everything he’d ever wanted, as good as he’d known it would be. Sexual attraction, friendship, and an emotion he could only call love teaming up to send him flying higher than he’d ever flown before. 

He couldn’t wait to get his hands on Seth’s cock. Seth put more effort into staying fit than he did, and he’d appreciated all that effort before, was appreciating it even more now that he was actually touching it, but the pièce de ré·sis·tance was still covered—easy to feel, but hard to see.

Hard. Heh heh.

“What’s funny?” Seth asked, and Carson almost told him because Seth would appreciate the joke, but he didn’t want to derail what they had going on, so he just tugged down on Seth’s briefs until his cock sprang free.

“Holy shit,” he muttered at the sight of how nicely Seth’s grower turned into a shower. “You’re gonna fuck me with that?”

Seth stopped trying to tackle him. “Why, do you want me to?”

“Yeah. Little bit.” He was absolutely fascinated by the prospect. He’d experimented with his own fingers, but this would be different. Seth’s cock was nice. Fat and very hard. 

Seth twisted his head around, searching the room for something. “Shit. Trisha thought of everything except condoms and lube. She probably figured we’d bring our own.”

“You don’t have any?”

“I suppose you think I just run around with condoms and lube in my pocket?”

Carson did think that. 

“All right, sometimes I do. But not when I’m wearing a suit and getting married to my best friend.” Seth sat up and rested in his chin in his hand. “Fuck me sidewise. This is so not how I saw this day going.”

Carson couldn’t help laughing at how put-out Seth was. This was definitely not how either of them had imagined the day going. Or the week. Or the next few years. But it was amazing. He was in bed with his best friend, his almost-husband, his co-owner in a million dollars. Joy rolled out of him in helpless peals of semi-hysterical laughter. It was all just so fucking funny. Seth held out for about thirty seconds before he started laughing too. 

“So now what?” Carson asked when they’d laughed themselves into exhaustion and were lying next to each other, naked and still somehow hard on their puffy pink not-wedding bed.

“Now I introduce you to blowjobs.”

“Like I’ve never had a blowjob. Allie and I were together for five years. You don’t think she ever blew me?”

“Not like this.”

Seth was right, as it turned out. He brought a skill to the task that’d been honed by more practice than Carson cared to think about and an enthusiasm Allie had been missing. In fact, he’d never known it was possible to be so enthusiastic about sucking someone’s dick, but if he’d had any doubts left about whether or not Seth really had the hots for him, they were burned away by the intensity with which Seth went at it.

Seth had him on his back, with his knees up and pushed out to the sides. It was a vulnerable position, but one that gave Seth access to a lot of territory Allie had never bothered to investigate. Like his balls and the skin behind them. Even the virgin pucker of his ass.

“I’m so going to enjoy getting in here,” Seth said. 

Carson figured Seth meant with his dick, but a second later, Seth proved him wrong by getting in there with his tongue—an intimate and enlightening preview of what Carson hoped would happen very soon, but for now he enjoyed all the places Seth was willing to put his mouth.

The sight of his best friend’s head between his legs did funny things to his stomach. And to his heart. It was like winning the lottery all over again—surprising and amazing and life-changing. 

By the time Seth stopped screwing around with all those parts of him that’d never received any affection before and turned his full attention to his cock, his cock had just about had it. It took embarrassingly little to make him come, and he ejaculated about a gallon of backlog.

“Well?” Seth’s smug face turned up to him. His tongue came out to lick around his lips as he contemplated Carson like he was waiting for a goddamned trophy.

“It was okay,” Carson said, because they’d been friends too long for him to give Seth praise without giving him shit too. “Can you teach me to do that?”

“First lesson begins in three, two, one—” Seth jumped him, rolling them both across the bed until Seth ended up on his back. He gave Carson’s shoulders a suggestive thump, and Carson slid down until he came face to face with Seth’s cock, still rock hard and still the most handsome cock he’d ever seen, in porn or anywhere.

A little bit of a mystery though. “What happened to the lessons?”

“Just suck it,” Seth said, giving him an encouraging push in the right direction. “I don’t want you to be too good at it yet. It’s part of the fantasy.”

“What fantasy?”

“Turning my straight best friend gay for me.”

Carson opened his mouth to argue with the straight part, then changed his mind. Let Seth have his fantasy. “So gay for you,” he agreed. 

He put his mouth over the head of Seth’s cock and sucked it in. It was big and firm, a little salty. Seth’s pubes were trimmed back, and Carson thought maybe he should do some manscaping himself because it made sliding as far down Seth’s shaft as his throat could manage pleasantly hair-free. The skin of Seth’s sack was soft against his fingers, loose and wrinkled, but the more Carson sucked, the tighter his balls got, and he knew what that meant. It meant he was doing a good job.

Seth thrashed a bit, like he wanted to buck up and take control, but he didn’t force any more of himself down Carson’s throat than he could handle, and when he was about to come, he mumbled a warning in plenty of time for him to pull off. He didn’t though. He wanted this, had wanted it for quite a while. 

It was hard to say where life was going to take the two of them over the next few years, but he sure liked where life had him right now—glowing with orgasmic bliss, swallowing his best friend’s load, and about to embark on the greatest adventure of his life.
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Chapter 6  Seth
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“I can’t fucking believe we’re doing this again,” Leslie complained as they fastened the boutonniere to Seth’s lapel.

“We’re doing it better this time.” 

This time he and Carson had rented a venue, hired an officiant, announced the event ahead of time, and invited all their friends and family. Because this time they really meant it.

It’d been three years since they’d torn up their marriage certificate. Three years of living in New York, pounding the pavement and plying their craft. Neither of them had made it to the big time—yet—but between the two of them, they earned enough to support themselves. Which was a good thing since most of the lottery money was gone. They had just enough left to pay for their Hawaiian honeymoon, and then they were on their own. They weren’t famous, they were no longer rich, but they were happy.

“How’s Carson doing?” he asked Leslie, swatting their hand away because the flowers were fine.

“You’ll see him at the altar.”

“I know, I just—” Sometimes he still had a hard time believing he’d gotten so lucky. What if they hadn’t won the lottery? Would they ever have found this?

He reached into his pocket to check for the ring he’d be putting on Carson’s finger. It was one of the matching pair Carson had bought the last time they’d gotten married—still a plain, unadorned gold but now engraved with two dates: today, and the day they matched five numbers in Colossal Cash.

“Ready?” Leslie asked, offering their arm to escort him down the aisle that’d been formed out of folding chairs and potted plants.

“Ready,” he agreed. More than ready. Overdue, even.

There was his man, tall and handsome in a tuxedo, standing next to Trisha at the white lattice arbor with its bunches of wisteria. Carson smiled, and he smiled back, his knees a little wobbly because his heart was too full. He’d stood in front of a lot of audiences in his life, but he’d never played a bigger role. 

The two of them joined hands as they exchanged promises and rings, and this time no one needed to prompt them to kiss at the end. Carson tipped him back so far they almost both went over. They came up laughing, which was how they spent most of their time together when they weren’t fucking, and walked back up the aisle arm in arm.

“First things first,” Carson said, as soon as they’d stepped out of the sun into the rented hall. He pulled the wedding certificate from his jacket with a flourish. Seth pulled a pen from his, and they both signed on the dotted line.

~~~
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“THE SCENE OF THE CRIME,” Carson said as he flicked on the lights in Trisha’s apartment.

“But this time, there’s lube.” Seth had made sure of that. 

Condoms, they’d stopped using a couple of years ago, but the lube was a definite requirement. He planned to fuck his husband tonight. Indeed, he doubted Carson would let him get away with not fucking him. Carson had turned out to be a greedy bottom, which only further confirmed that Seth was the luckiest man in the world.

He could no longer pretend that Carson was straight or closeted—probably half of New York City knew what they got up to in their tiny, definitely-not-soundproof apartment—but he still clung to the fantasy of despoiling his best friend. Every time he got his cock in Carson’s ass, it was like the first time.

“Dinner first?” He peeked in the oven to see that Trisha had left them another batch of baked ziti. 

Last time, they hadn’t gotten around to eating until after thoroughly exhausting all their other appetites, and it appeared tonight would go the same way because Carson was already stalking him with a purpose.

“Is someone’s ass hungrier than his mouth?” Seth teased.

“They’re both hungry. For you.” 

Carson caught him up against the counter and kissed him. Just like it had the last time they’d kissed in this spot, Seth’s head started spinning, but tonight he had no questions about what came next. A turned-down bed dressed in white sheets and red roses awaited them.

The End
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There’s more where this came from! My website includes a bunch of free stories with no newsletter sign-up required, but if you want to make sure you never miss a Tanya Chris release, please do sign up for my newsletter, which is only published once a month—no inbox full of spam, I swear. Also, if you sign up for the newsletter, you can download the free stories in epub or mobi format instead of reading them online.

The following pages highlight some of my other available titles, so please flip on...

Manners & Mannerisms
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EVERYONE IN HIGHLEY eagerly anticipates the arrival of Reginald Abernathy, the new master of Albon Manor. Everyone, that is, except Lord William Bascomb. William knows he’ll be expected to woo Reginald’s sister, and he can't summon the interest for it. But when the Abernathys arrive at last, William discovers he’s interested after all—in Reginald. Reginald is the most handsome, most dashing, most intriguing man he’s ever known. Better yet, he seems to share William's preference for men. 

The addition of the Abernathys to Highley suits everyone. William’s sister adores Reginald’s, Aunt Harriet foresees many happy matches between the two families, William’s sister-in-law is pleased at the prospect of unloading her penniless relatives at last, and all the eligible ladies in Highley want the man who only has eyes for William. Against a backdrop of elegant balls and frolicking picnics, William and Reginald enjoy furtive moments of ecstasy until a scandal erupts, forcing William to choose between Reginald and the only life he’s ever known.

See how many matches Aunt Harriet can make in this low-angst, warm and fuzzy Jane Austen-inspired M/M Regency romance.

Predestination Unknown

[image: image]

LUTHER IS ALMOST ENJOYING a rainy day in Salem, Massachusetts on All Hallow’s Eve when his pursuit of a light-haired, light-skinned guy in a Pilgrim costume sends him crashing back in time to Salem 1692 and the start of the Salem witchcraft trials.

Ezekiel was only going about his chores when a gay, bi-racial man from the future dropped into his life. He doesn’t know Luther is from 2017, not from Boston. He doesn’t know that it’s OK to feel about a man the way he’s coming to feel about Luther. And he has no idea that the wealthy, white men running Salem are about to hang twenty people for the trumped-up crime of witchcraft.

Ezekiel has a lot to learn, both in bed and out, and he’s going to have to get up to speed fast if he and Luther are going to prevent a Colonial American tragedy, one that has already kind of happened. Is our future predestined? Or can Luther and Ezekiel change the course of their country for the better?

Content warning: Some unsympathetic secondary characters hold and express racist views. Most of these are immediately refuted by other characters, but a few comments go uncorrected.

Him Improvement
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THE COURSE OF TRUE love runs through every neighborhood....

Only one thing stands between Gregory MacPherson II and his dream revitalization project for the gritty neighborhood of Ball’s End: a rinky-dink, run-down used bookstore called Hailey’s Comic. But when master negotiator Mac shows up to make a deal with the owner, he comes face-to-face with quirky, colorful Hailey—unexpectedly good-humored about Mac’s attempted eviction and, also unexpectedly, a hot guy. 

Hailey won’t give up his lease, no matter how much money Mac offers. When it comes to consummating their mutual attraction, though, he’s a lot more flexible. Soon Mac has as hard a time prying himself out of Hailey’s bed as he does prying Hailey out of the building. But Hailey doubts Mac’s plans serve Ball’s End’s best interests, and he insists Mac give him a chance to prove his case. If they’re going to build a happy ever after, one of them will have to be remade....

Omega Released
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GROWING UP IN THE HINTERLANDS hasn’t prepared Benjy for life in North Leland where the alphas grow to an alarming size and he’s expected to get a job. He’s never been farther than running distance from his den until the morning his father drops him off in the city to be claimed by the first alpha who‘ll have him. Of all the things Benjy isn’t prepared for, finding his own mate is at the top of the list. 

Fortunately, JT has all that covered—a bed to sleep in, a job at the library he’s in the process of opening, even matchmaking services. There might be wolves in North Leland who disapprove of JT’s wild omega ways, but he knows all the hottest alphas and he for sure knows how to take care of himself. He can take care of Benjy too, even when Benjy goes into his first heat. But could any of North Leland’s alphas really be good enough for his precious potato? 

As the library takes shape, Benjy makes friends and settles into life in North Leland, but he’s not getting any closer to picking out an alpha. Why would he want to when JT gives him everything he needs, including a very special sort of knot? But it takes an inconveniently timed heat and a predatory alpha to make Benjy realize who he really wants for a mate.

Omega Released is a sexy omega/omega love story. Please note that this is not an MPREG universe. No MPREG occurs in this story or any Omega Reimagined stories.
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