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  The only thing that’s a bigger mess than my emotions, is the room in front of me. Demo has started, and great piles of rubble and concrete blanket the floor, while the builders work to pull down the old ceiling.


  Plumes of dust have given the dingy room this odd haze that make it hard to see who’s working across the other side of the site, but I’m confident Blake is over there, tearing shit apart with his bare hands. And okay, that’s an exaggeration, but if you believe a thing he says, he’s the reason we’re going to win this week.


  I sigh into the stuffy white face mask, grab the shovel, and start on the cleanup. Unlike the others, I have no skills when it comes to this part. Demo and building are squarely in Blake’s ballpark, the design is up to me. I thought having complementary skills was a good enough reason to apply for this stupid show—I’d begged him more than once to apply—but while our jobs work well together, our personalities now clash. I bite back another sigh, not wanting to be that person.


  I can stick it out ten weeks. Ten weeks is nothing when you’re talking about winning a huge cash prize.


  It’s just the world’s worst joke I have to share this with my ex-boyfriend.


  Or current boyfriend, depending on who you ask.


  My shovel scrapes against the concrete slab as I scoop up each load and carry it to the glassless window—though is it still a window if there’s no actual window in it? Or just a hole in the side of the building?—and toss the junk into the skip bin below. We’ve only done two rooms of this old building so far, but each week has started with the builders tearing shit down, and me cleaning up after their asses. I feel like a housemaid, and not in the fun, role play kind of way.


  Each trip back and forth from the bedroom to the bin wears on me. It’s stuffy in the building and I’m already sweating through my tank top, the cuts on my hands protesting against the wooden handle. Damn I wish I knew where I’d put my gloves.


  “A face mask. Really, Jason?”


  I heave my shovelful out the window and turn to find Blake leaning against the bare wall frame. I push the mask up onto my sweaty hair and use it to hold back my bangs. “You know I was coughing my lungs up last week.”


  His lips quirk as he takes a long gulp of his green sports drink. “You’re ridiculous,” he says, like he can read my mind.


  “Well, we can’t all be big, tough men like you.” I step over the wood pile in front of me.


  Instead of leaving him behind, he trails after me. We might have been separated for three months before we got ourselves into this mess, but I’m still overtly aware of his presence.


  “The crew wants a quick interview with us.”


  I cringe at that bit of news. The crew are always bringing us together for some reason or other, and while I’m glad this isn’t a show where we have to be all relationshipy, playing pretend is already wearing on me after two weeks. “Of course they do,” I mutter.


  “This time,” Blake slaps my ass, “try and act like you still love me. They couldn’t use any of that shit last week.”


  I will not kill him, I will not kill him. Still, my hands grip the shovel a little tighter, and I do a quick glance around the room to see if there are any cameras on us right now. It looks like we’re in the clear, but the crew are always randomly popping up when I least expect it. “You’re an asshole.” I try to keep my voice level, but I’m starting to brim over with anger, and I already know whatever interview they have planned isn’t going to go well. Act like I still love him? I’m too busy trying to act like I don’t. Which is completely counter-intuitive considering what we’re trying to pull off here, but I don’t have the emotional capacity to do both.


  “So you’ve said.” And like that, Blake stalks off ahead, his tone making it clear he thinks I’m being immature. Like he wishes I’d cut the crap and cooperate. Make it easier on him.


  I drop my head and rub my right eye, trying to ease the tension headache building behind it and knowing it’s a lost cause. Blake thinks he’s carrying this fake relationship and this build, and unless I start swooning at his feet, he’s not going to think otherwise.


  I bet it hasn’t even occurred to him, once, that when he broke up with me three months ago, I was completely blindsided. I’m still trying to work out what happened.


  “Babe, over here!” Blake calls as I walk into the bedroom we’re rebuilding this week. Kiara and Olsen are waiting with him, Kiara setting up the shot on her camera. Smiling at them and ignoring Blake is easy enough—it’s the tactic I used to get through the last few awkward interviews—but when I draw near, Blake reaches for my hand and I’m too slow to stop his fingers linking between mine.


  He might as well have punched me in the gut. Holding his hand reminds me of shopping and movies and our first date, when he unexpectedly took my hand and didn’t let go all night. It reminds me of arcade games, and getting sick, and picking out a tree together last Christmas.


  I swallow back the lump in my throat and tug my hand away, balancing them both on the top of the shovel instead. I cling to it like a lifeline.


  “Cute look, Jace,” Olsen says. “Keep the mask like that, but come here a second.” I step closer to Olsen while Kiara instructs Blake to grab his tool belt. Olsen’s a little shorter than me so he has to reach up to fix my hair the way he wants it. When his face breaks into a smile, I know I’m good to go.


  At least, my appearance is. Who knows what my brain is going to do?
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  Jace is nervous. Nothing new there. But if he can’t even turn it on for the camera, how does he expect us to get through this?


  I strap my toolbelt on, shoving a few random things into it and trying not to sigh. Maybe coming on this show when everything was still so raw wasn’t the best idea, even if that had been the whole point. It was my one last chance to be close to him, the only reason I’d left our construction company in our foreman’s hands for the few months we’d be gone. We’d applied back when things had been great between us, went through all the interviews, got shortlisted, and then … then Jace proved to me exactly how little our relationship meant to him.


  Two months after we broke up, I got the call, and a month later, here we are, pretending we’re still together for an insane amount of money.


  Fooling people doesn’t feel good.


  Fixing my relaxed smile back in place, I join the others, and Kiara makes sure the builders are in the background of our shot. She’s a sweet girl, barely out of college, and Olsen is maybe ten years older than her and Jace. Six years older than me. And Olsen … well, he’s kind of cringey, especially the way he looks at Jace.


  Seeing him step back from fixing Jace’s hair just pisses me off so as soon as I’m close enough, as soon as Kiara says we’re about to start, I reach over and rumple it up again. Jace jerks away from my touch, just barely, but enough that I notice it, and I’m sure Olsen would have as well if he was paying close enough attention.


  I try not to let my heart sink at his obvious repulsion to me, and instead of pulling him closer like I would if we were still dating, I fold my arms over my chest and stand close enough to compensate.


  Olsen gives us a prompt to talk about this week, and explains some of the challenges we’re facing.


  “It’s going to be tough getting this room and the en suite stripped bare by the end of today, but if we’re going to waterproof by Wednesday, we have to stick to the timeline.” I can’t help leaning down a little to nudge my shoulder against Jace’s. “This guy’s even been getting in to help with the demo.”


  Jace stiffens beside me. “Like I do every week.”


  Ooooh testy. “Sure you do, babe.” The word feels wrong. Too distant. While we were dating, I’d never called Jace babe. Or Jason either, unless I was really pissed, but those two things seem to have become my default now.


  “Do you think you’ll finish in time?” Olsen asks, and from his tone I’d bet he’s asked the other contestants the same question already.


  “Yeah, we’ll be fine. We’ve got a good team behind us and this isn’t the first renovation Jason and I have done.”


  “This will make number five,” Jace says proudly. And he should be proud. I might be the one to deal with the walls and ceilings, organizing trades, and getting the structure together, but he’s the one who takes it from an empty shell and makes it into a home. He could learn what I do, I’d never be able to achieve his skill in design though.


  With a pang, I realize that any house I renovate after this one will just be that. A bare house. How do I know what to do with the kitchen, or the layout? What color to paint the place, even? Fucking hell, this could be it.


  The last place we work on together.


  My chest starts to tighten and I can’t help reach over and wrap an arm around his waist. I’m still bitter about how everything ended, but I’m a fucking masochist, apparently. Because as soon as he’s in my arms, a neediness starts to pool in my gut.


  Jace’s slight hitch in breathing is the only indication he’s even noticed me touching him at all. I know he’ll be pissed, and I get it, but I tell myself again we need to be believable.


  “And how are you guys going to feel about finally having a bed to sleep in?”


  I laugh and Jace makes a valiant effort to copy me.


  “Yeah, sleeping in the living room hasn’t been a great on my back, especially after long hours working.” Sleeping—or at least trying to—on site has been the worst thing so far. The first week was sleeping bags on the concrete floor. The second and third we at least had the living room and an overstuffed couch to fight over.


  “Aww you’ve been letting Jace sleep on the couch?” Kiara coos. I know she’s playing it up for the camera though because she knows what our sleeping arrangements are considering they’re in at five every morning to wake us up.


  Jace shrugs and it almost feels like an attempt to shake me off. “Blake knows I need my beauty sleep.”


  We wind the interview up with some other generic information about what we have planned for the bathroom and bedroom, but I let Jace take over answering those questions. That’s the part I’m hopeless on. We’ll have a bath and a bed, what the fuck else is needed? Apparently loads because Jace won’t shut up. I watch as he talks, passionately explaining his vision and for what feels like the millionth time in the last three months, I wish things could have been different. He’s smart and beautiful and even though he’s not as loud or showy as some of the guys I’ve dated, there’s this quiet confidence that’s always drawn me in. It’s why I fell in love with him.


  Hell, it’s why I still fucking am.
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  This week is the most stressful yet. Doing two rooms instead of only one wears on me, and even though we’re supposed to do a lot of the shopping and stuff alone, I call into the house next door and drag Lea along with me.


  Lea is thirty and has three kids waiting for her back home, but she confides in me that even though she loves the crap out of them, she’s more than happy to be doing something for herself here. I can’t relate. If I want to do something, I do it. But I can understand how kids would get in the way of that.


  “Are your tiles being delivered today too?” I ask.


  “Mmhmm. I’m still not sure on my choice, but whatever. Too late now.”


  “I liked the ones you picked for the master bathroom.”


  She snorts. “The judges didn’t think so.”


  Yikes, true. She got slaughtered. But at least she took a chance. All the choices I’ve been making have definitely leaned closer to the side of the conservative scale.


  “You okay?” she finally asks, frowning at me from behind her sunglasses. “You seem … anxious.”


  Ha. If only she knew. We’ve both had some minor break downs to each other about the stresses of the competition, but the one thing I can’t talk to her about is Blake. As much as Lea seems like she could be a good friend when all of this is over, I know her and her husband are here to win—their kids being the biggest motivator—and I don’t know if I trust her to keep the little secret to herself.


  When we accepted our positions on the show, Blake and I had to sign contracts about seeing out the show to the end, and making sure we stuck to their morality clause. I can only imagine how the producers would react to us knowingly duping them.


  “Everything’s good here. Just wondering if we can keep up our winning streak.”


  She snorts and shakes her head, wild black hair going crazy. “You better. We clearly won’t and you know I don’t want those assholes in house three winning.”


  “I couldn’t agree with you more, lovely.”


  I park the car and we climb out, armed with photos of room inspirations. This is the part where we’ll split up, but once we’ve bought the bits and pieces we need, we’ll compare on the way home.


  Lea rushes off, already a thunderstorm of ideas and stress, but I take my time. While I try to visit smaller shops for the details I add to the rooms, I also use chain stores for the big furniture items. Like a bed. And considering this will be the bed Blake and I sleep in until the next room is done, it’s got to be a big one. I don’t want him heavily breathing down the back of my neck.


  I shiver a little at the thought, goosebumps racing over my skin. But I refuse to think it through any deeper than that.


  It’s just a bed.


  That I have to share with Blake to keep up this act.


  Nothing more to it than that.


  My phone buzzes a few times with social media notifications, but I quickly swipe them away to concentrate on finding the perfect bed to match my image. There are some close contenders, but most are too dark, too boring, too timber. And then finally, I spot the beauty.


  It’s a bronze frame with a padded silk bedhead, that Blake’s filthy hair will not be going near. Signaling to the salesman that I’m ready, I feel Kiara head down the walkway toward me, setting up her camera to capture the interaction—which will be redone over and over until she’s happy with it.


  I’m about to shake the man’s hand and ask if they have my bed in stock when heavy footfalls come our way. Turning just in time, I practically catch Lea as she launches herself at me and drags me away from the salesman and Kiara.


  “Have you seen it?” she hisses.


  “Seen what?”


  Lea looks down as she quickly scrolls through her phone. “This.”


  When she lifts the screen to my eye level, I’m not sure what I’m seeing at first. A video from inside a club. It’s dark and there’s flashing neon lights and a ton of bodies, packed in and dancing close.


  When the view on screen pans down from the top of the crowd, it’s clear it’s been shot off some guy’s phone. He sings along to the song playing, that I can’t hear because Lea’s phone is on silent, but as his full lips form the words, my mouth starts to drop.


  He looks familiar.


  My suspicions are confirmed when he pulls the guy in front of him back against his chest and my face comes into view. I’m shirtless and covered in glitter, so I know exactly when this was. I also know exactly what happens next.


  The guy cups my chin and tilts my head back so he can catch my mouth with his. The kiss is filthy, all tongue and teeth, and it looks as horrible as it felt. But I didn’t care at the time because it was helping me to forget.


  “This was posted two months ago, Jace.” Lea’s trying hard not to sound judgmental, I know she is, but it comes through anyway.


  “It’s clearly an old video.” My voice is snappish, but whatever. Except when I glance over and see Kiara pointing her camera at me, the blood drains out of my face. It’s time to go.


  Lea and I quickly pay for our beds and the other furniture she’s decided on, and I do my best to act normal. I don’t miss the looks she keeps giving me, or how Kiara hasn’t stopped filming for the whole half an hour it takes this sales dude to check the items were in stock and organize for them to be delivered early Saturday morning.


  Outwardly, I’m holding my shit together pretty well. But inwardly, I’m a mess. Not only am I worried about what this means for the show, I know that as soon as Blake sees the video, he’ll be sure he made the right decision when it came to me.


  But he didn’t.


  And now there’s no possible way for me to argue that.


  It had been my first chance to go to a club and I’d taken full advantage of the attention.


  Maybe that just proves Blake was right.


  Even when Lea and I get back to the car, I can barely breathe. She takes over the driving, and I put on some music so we don’t have to talk. I’m grateful she’s not pushing the fact, because with the dash cam pointing straight at us, anything we say will be heard by the producers and this will turn into an even bigger thing than it should. At this point, all I can do is hope no one sees it.
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  All I’d wanted was some lunch. That’s it. Just a fucking burger or something. Instead, my phone is lit up like a Christmas tree with texts and missed calls from family, followed by a slew of social media mentions.


  The three couples on the show were told to make up a joint social media so when the show airs next week, viewers will have a way to contact us. But if the first episode doesn’t hit until next week what the hell is all this about?


  I open a message from my brother but all it says is to call him. The sickly feeling starts to twist in my stomach, increasing the apprehension my cell phone set off.


  I tap on his number and he answers right away.


  “You’re an idiot,” Ryan’s deep voice sings. “I said you guys would get busted.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  Ryan is quiet for a long time. Then he starts to laugh. “Oh no. Tell me you’ve seen it.”


  “Seen what?”


  “That video of Jace.”


  I let out a huge exhale and pinch my nose. “What the hell has he done?”


  “Yeah, I’m not being there when you start to rage. Go check your notifications and when you do, just remember I told you so.”


  His teasing voice wishes me a good day, making clear it’s going to be anything but. Whatever people are going crazy over, I’m not so sure I wanna know. That said, if Jace has done something that could ruin everything here, I guess I need to get the jump on it.


  Resigned, I open our joint account.


  The same video seems to have been shared multiple times, but other than some flashes of color I can’t quite make it out. Squinting a little closer, I lean in, and as I do, the guy on screen pulls someone back against him.


  Jace.


  I wrench my phone away like it might bite, unable to drag my eyes away from the video as they start to kiss.


  Well, Jace certainly didn’t take his time.


  My breathing starts to get deeper and quicker, until the urge to punch something rears up hard and fast. My fists are shaking, and I keep telling myself I’m angry because this could fuck up everything we have going on. There’s no way my reaction has anything to do with seeing my ex-boyfriend kissing another guy, or imagining where that kiss probably led.


  One of the Total Fabrication cars pulls into the car space in front of the construction site, and I watch as Lea climbs out of the driver’s side. I’m not prepared when Jace follows her a minute later.


  He looks lost, like he might puke, and I hate that his expression still pulls at me, making me want to fix it all.


  Instead, my jaw clenches and I turn and make for the house. I know Jace follows me so as soon as I get inside, I step into the living room that looked perfect a few weeks ago, and has now been exploded with our clothes.


  Once Jace joins me, I close the door behind us.


  My heart is threatening to run away from me, but I force my tone to stay level. Professional. This is fucking torture.


  “Guess we’ve got to make plans. “


  He gives me a bemused smile. “Saw the video, did you?”


  “This isn’t funny.”


  “Never said it was.”


  “So wipe that damn smirk off your face.”


  Jace hurries to school his expression. “Look, if something happens, it’s on me.”


  “It’s on both of us, asshole.” I reach forward to give him a clip on the head. I want to ask him why. Why so soon? Instead, my question is just as bitter. “You could at least have waited until the show wrapped to start fucking random guys.”


  His anger flares up, and I’m not gonna deny how hot it is. “Fucking? Is that what that video looked like to you?”


  I snort. “Not hard to tell where that kiss was leading.”


  “Fuck you, Blake.”


  “We already did that, but clearly it wasn’t enough.” My even voice doesn’t sound so in control anymore.


  Jace must pick up on it because his eyes start to narrow. “Doesn’t matter what was enough for me. You made the choice.”


  “And you’re being loud.” I shoot a look at the door, trying to ignore the way my throat is getting all tight. “What the fuck do we tell them?


  “It’s an old video?”


  “It was a live video. The guy shared the original upload. Plus we got together when you were twenty, and this is clearly inside a club.” I’m quickly losing the fight against my own frustration, but can I be blamed? Who the hell could remain rational in this situation? It’s not like I can pack up and leave, we’re both under contract. But this video seriously breeches that contract in a big fucking way. What the hell is going to happen?


  “We’ll tell them we took a break.”


  I snort, and don’t even bother answering that one.


  He sighs. “Blake …”


  “Don’t.” I drop my head forward and pinch my nose, right between my eyebrows. “You know what? I never once doubted we could do this. Sure, it would hurt a bit, and we both knew the whole thing would be hard, but with you …” I finally look up and meet his eye. “I knew we could pull it off. But now, I’m really not sure.”


  “What are you saying?” His words are tinged with worry.


  “I don’t know how I’m supposed to get through this with you.”


  Jace’s eyes shoot wide. “Well, if you want to quit …”


  He can’t finish that sentence and neither can I. Now, more than ever, I feel like the biggest dumbass for breaking up with him. But it’s not like it could have happened any differently.


  There’s a knock from just outside, and I’m nowhere near calm enough to answer it.


  Jace takes the lead, opening the door just enough to peek out at whoever it is. He nods and murmurs something before closing the door again. “We have a meeting.”


  “Figures. Are they kicking us out?”


  He shakes his head. “I don’t know. Surely they can’t by this point? It’s not like they can pull down what we’ve done and have a new couple come in and take over.”


  Except that’s exactly what they could do. I drop back onto the tan leather couch and contemplate just falling asleep and not waking up until all this is over. The lack of sleep is catching up to me.


  Jace walks over and sits beside me, then before I know what’s happening, his arms are around my waist, pulling me closer. “I’m sorry.”


  He smells like sawdust and paint, nothing like the smells I used to associate with him, but somehow it just feels right. I finally hug him back, letting him bury his face into my shoulder. He might talk the big talk, but he’s as freaked out about this as I am. There’s no telling what the outcome will be, and the sooner this ends, the sooner we go our separate ways. Once we’re done, I might never see him again.


  I pull him in tighter for a second, but then he pulls away completely.


  “I feel a bit sick,” Jace says.


  I want to point out it’s all his fault, but really, he had no idea this was going to happen. Blaming him is the easy option, and it makes some of my jealousy settle down when I can get angry instead, but it’s not fair.


  “That makes two of us.” I manage a tight smile. It’s not enough to reassure him, but it’s enough that I feel like I’m making an effort. “Might as well get this over with.”
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  With few places on site to hold a meeting, we make our way to the foreman’s office. It’s been set up out the front of house three and as we get there, I’m very aware of Tiffany and her sister Chloe watching us from inside. I’m tempted to throw them the finger, but on the off chance we don’t get kicked out, I need to play nice.


  Trevor, the foreman, opens the door and gestures for us to go in. I’m not expecting the two people waiting there. Instead of stuffy guys in suits, Rosie, head of production, and Lawrence, an executive producer, are waiting.


  Both of them had been part of the main casting and seemed nice enough overall. They don’t throw anything at me, so that seems positive. Blake takes a seat at the small table and pulls out the chair beside him.


  “I’ll let you guys have a minute,” Trevor says, excusing himself from the impending drama. I wish he’d taken me with him.


  Rosie watches as I lower myself down next to Blake, and I know the only way we have a hope of staying, is to sell the shit out of our relationship now. I scoot a little closer and wrap my arm around his, then reach down and grasp his hand. His fingers slot between mine like they were made to be there.


  Sure that they’re about to call me out for cheating or something, I wait for Rosie or Lawrence to start.


  But to my surprise, it’s Blake who speaks first.


  “We know why we’re here.”


  Rosie looks amused. “And why is that?”


  “The video of me, obviously.” I cut in. There’s no way I’m letting Blake do this alone. But even as I think that, his hand tightens over mine, warning me to not to give too much away. The subtle reminder of how close we used to be pulls at me, knowing I can still read his cues.


  Rosie hums. “It did catch us by surprise.”


  “I’m sorry.”


  She shakes her head. “I’m sure you are. But the problem we have is with this popping up, it makes the show look fake. People will question the legitimacy of your relationship, which will call Total Fab into question. We don’t want to be like every other reality show out there, we want to provide as close to authentic content as possible.”


  While still scripting half of the shit we say.


  “You don’t think that’s a bit dramatic?” Blake asks. “This is the kind of thing that will pass quickly.”


  Lawrence sits forward and fixes Blake with a stare. “You’re our only gay couple on board, and the last thing we want to do is been seen perpetuating a stereotype.”


  “Stereotype?”


  “That gay men can’t be monogamous.”


  I internally groan. They’re going that route? “I’m not some kind of gay figurehead.”


  “No, but our representation needs to stay within the guidelines of a family rating.”


  “Jesus Christ,” I mutter, and Blake squeezes my hand again. “It was a kiss.”


  “With someone who wasn’t your boyfriend.”


  Oh yeah. That part.


  “He didn’t have a boyfriend then,” Blake says, and I’m stunned silent. Is he really going to tell them the truth?


  Rosie leans forward. “What do you mean?”


  “We had a little time apart, it’s personal, but we had some things to consider first. That’s all it was.”


  Rosie’s mouth presses thin as Lawrence shakes his head. “And you’re okay with this video?”


  “I don’t like it,” Blake says. “But Jace already told me everything. This isn’t a surprise to me.”


  They exchange glances, clearly not expecting that. I mean, I wasn’t either. Blake’s handling it, just like he’s always handled everything, and I wish I could thank him properly. But I can’t see a blow job being as appreciated as it once was.


  “So you guys are fine then?” Rosie asks, glancing between us. “Because you’re contractually obligated—”


  “We’re good.” Blake releases my hand as he shifts forward in his seat, then rests it on my thigh. The touch is more than we ever would have done even when we were dating for real. Blake was standoffish about PDA. “We know our contracts and we know each other. We’ve renovated before, the only difference is the timeline. Maybe you need to be talking with the other couples.”


  “The other couples don’t have a video circulating about them,” Lawrence reminds him.


  “We weren’t under contract when the video was taken, and since being under contract we’ve followed it perfectly. Is something beyond our control going to be an issue?”


  Rosie and Lawrence share another one of those looks, before Rosie folds her hands on the table. “We’re in a bad position right now. Do we let the video air and address the conversations people are already having? Or do we cover it?”


  Lawrence shakes his head and jumps in before either of us can. “Like you said, Rosie, people have already begun to talk. We have to air it. Not only does addressing it mitigate risk, it allows us to control the narrative and makes for good fucking viewing.”


  Rosie looks like she’s appealing to a higher deity, but sorry, honey, you’re in the US, I swear the gods or whoever abandoned us a long time ago.


  “Okay, we can fix this. What we need is for the two of you to be seen around more, doing relationship type things—you are still together right?”


  “Right.” Blake’s answer is automatic and I can only nod.


  “Good. Okay, we’ll organize some dinners, local media outlets can easily be given the nudge. If you two need to have words, it’ll be behind closed doors. From this moment forward, you are not going to give anyone a single reason to doubt your sincerity.”


  “No problem with me,” Blake says, squeezing my thigh when I don’t automatically chime in.


  “Yeah, me too.” But can he blame me for being distracted? His big calloused hand is approximately a palm-width away from my cock and all I can think about is if he slid it a little higher … I hurry to clear my throat. “Is that all?”


  Lawrence shakes his head. “I’m still not sure this is the right course of action.” He rubs his eyes. “In this political climate we have to be very careful about—”


  “Yes, Lawrence.” Rosie sighs. “I think that’s enough. You guys can go, but I’m serious. Keep your heads down from here on out.”


  Blake thanks them and we leave. But as soon as we get out of the site office, instead of walking away from me, he loops his arm around my shoulders and tugs me closer.


  “Hi, babe.”


  I cringe at the nickname. “Hi, Honey-Bee.”


  He chuckles. “Good one. I almost threw up in my mouth.”


  His lips are far too close to my ear. His breath too warm. I love that feeling, but I’m determined to ignore it. We’re stuck here together for almost two more months, and after that video, I won’t be taking any chances on finding someone else to hook up with.


  Not that I’d be able to.


  It’s a fact I wish I could blame on this show, but even before we got here, I hadn’t been able to either.


  Sure, there was that one kiss. That one kiss that I used to try and distract myself from Blake. It hadn’t worked.


  And I haven’t tried again.


  Blake’s the only person I want.
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  No matter how many days pass between seeing that video and now, it doesn’t get easier. Every time I close my eyes and picture it, I feel sick. All I ever wanted was to make Jace happy, and I guess I’ve finally done that.


  Knowing that doesn’t make the week any easier. I’m onsite trying to get this room built, and Jace is off buying whatever we need to style the thing. Normally we stick to being all coupley whenever the cameras are around—kind of—but given how little we’re together, at the end of the week I know we need to put in the extra effort.


  I try tapping into the way I acted with him when we were actually dating.


  When he drops off lunch, I give him a kiss on the cheek.


  When he looks like he’s ready to drop from the stress of it all, I pull him into my arms and hold him until he relaxes.


  And the other day, when he walked by me in those tight workman shorts, I slapped him on the ass and hauled him up against me.


  I’m conscious of not smothering him again, but the more I touch him, the more I can’t help myself. And Jace is just as bad. He amps up his flirting so much I could be fooled into thinking it’s just like old times.


  Somehow, with all the shit going on, we still manage to pull off a winning room. Barely. Jace’s design is flawless, but the tight timeline meant some of the tiling needs work, and some of the gap filler has gone all chunky and needs a sand back. I have to pick up my game.


  So when the scores are revealed, I’m so relieved, I almost drop Jace when he jumps into my arms. I stagger for a second, and my laugh covers the awkwardness I’m sure only we can feel. The show expects the winners to really go overboard, so before I can overthink it, I seal my lips on his for the shortest and most underwhelming kiss we’ve ever had.


  As I let his feet drop to the ground, I can’t look him in the eye. Lea and Russ both come over to congratulate us, but Chloe and Tiffany just stand there clapping, forced smiles on their faces. I can’t really blame them, I’d be disappointed if I lost by half a point too.


  We take off outta there pretty quick, keen to get away from the cameras and back to an actual bed. Jace drives and because there’s a camera on us, I reach over and rest my hand on his thigh. The muscle tenses up under my palm, but I don’t draw attention to it. His body warmth is seeping through his shorts and for one insane moment I picture getting into bed and pulling him close and feeling that body heat pressed against me.


  I let go of his leg.


  “Want to get takeout?”


  “Yeah, sure.”


  “What do you feel like?”


  I purse my lips at the simple question, knowing my indecision was a sticking point when we were dating. “Umm … want to order pizza?”


  He wrinkles his nose, and this, this is why I hate making fucking decisions.


  “Okay …” I breathe, trying to keep my voice even. “What are you thinking?”


  “No, pizza’s fine.”


  I can’t tell if he’s picked up on his slip, or he’s just trying to avoid an argument. But an argument, over pizza? Far out, it’s no wonder things went to hell. I need to remember that every time he draws me in with his sexy smiles and tight muscles and the adorable concentration lines that take over his forehead.


  “You did amazing on the room, babe.”


  Jace’s pink lips twitch into a smile. “Yeah it turned out pretty good.”


  “Better than good. They were drooling over how you set up the dressing room.” I lick my suddenly dry lips. “I’m always in awe of you when things come together.”


  Instead of smiling, Jace frowns. “Umm … thanks,” he whispers.


  There’s a tense beat of silence that falls over us.


  “But it was all you. All I did was buy some pretty shit to put out.”


  I shake my head because we both know it was way more than that. I don’t know how to say it though. Don’t know how to tell him I could never think the way he does, not in a million years. Seeing his visions come together just reminds me that my decision to break up was for a reason.


  And when we win this thing, Pratt Institute will have to accept Jace.


  We’ll go our separate ways, for real this time.


  I know Jace, I know he’ll never look back.


  But remembering our time together is all I seem to do.
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  Something’s gotten into Blake. His gorgeous face is usually clear of emotion, chill, relaxed, the most easy going guy I know. But more and more lately he’s turned introspective, which makes him way too hard to read.


  I’m not used to it.


  I don’t like it.


  We pull up out the front of the three story row house, the façade still weeks away from being anything worth looking at. The scaffolding obscures everything but the front door, yet even with the metal frame and green cloth, I can already picture how amazing this place is going to turn out.


  The three row houses are classic Victorian, on a rare almost flat street just a few blocks away from San Francisco Pier. These babies are going to go for a fortune, and while Blake and I have done renos before, this is the biggest project we’ve worked on yet. Portland just isn’t in the same ballpark.


  Blake orders the pizza as we walk inside, and fucking hell pizza. We’re in San Fran-god damn-cisco and we’re eating the same shit we could be back home. I keep those thoughts to myself though, oddly surprised dinner wasn’t left up to me.


  We did a decent clean up of the site earlier, but all the front entrance and entertaining spaces are still empty shells littered with power tools and caked in a layer of dust that never seems to go away.


  But finally we have a bedroom. Just opening the door and looking around at the pristine, homey space relaxes me. No more sleeping on the couch, no more feeling bad that Blake insisted on taking the floor every night.


  My muscles are already sobbing at the thought of a proper night’s sleep.


  “Should be twenty minutes,” Blake says. “You want first shower, or …?”


  “You go, I had one before we left.”


  Blake shrugs and grabs his stuff before heading into the en suite. I know he showered earlier too, but he’s always been over the top about hygiene.


  I strip out of my clothes and walk into the dressing room to grab a shirt and pair of sweats. So far our clothes have been dumped unceremoniously on the floor, but over the next few days, I’ll get them all hung up properly. Finally.


  Damn, it’s so good to have the luxury of a bedroom.


  The shower cuts off and Blake yells out to me. I walk out to find the bathroom door cracked a little, his blue eyes peering out.


  “What’s up?”


  “I accidentally picked up your pants.” He tosses a pair of sleep pants through the crack. “Can you grab mine?”


  No babe, barely any eye contact. The cameras aren’t on us now, and it shows. Looking down at the material, I recognize my half of our matching pajama set. “How did you mix that up? You’re two sizes bigger than me, you oaf.”


  “I wasn’t thinking.” He relaxes his hold on the door and it creaks open a little, revealing a sliver of his chest. All I can make out is smooth skin, and a hint of the dark hair that lightly covers his pecs. My mouth goes dry as my cock tries to perk up.


  I quickly turn my back and go in search of his pants.


  Even months later, my body still reacts to him. And when Blake looks like that, I can’t exactly tell my cock down boy because it’d be as useless as a pig on lipstick. Or lipstick on a pig?


  Whatever. Useless. It’d be useless.


  When I pass his pants over, I refuse to look again, not that my memories are getting the message to let it go. All I can picture is him stripping off his towel, rubbing it over his heavy cock and balls, then bending forward to pull on his pants, that sexy ass sticking out and tempting me.


  The knock on the front door thankfully jerks me away from that line of thinking.


  We settle in the living room with our pizza, and I make a conscious effort to focus on the TV and nothing else.


  Not the way Blake didn’t need to ask what I wanted—cheese with extra basil and oregano.


  Or the way Blake smells after his shower—apple shampoo and cedar body wash.


  Not the way his thick thighs are spread wide, or the way he leans forward and folds the pizza slice before shoving it into his mouth, or the way he breathes heavier through his nose as he chews.


  And I definitely don’t notice the way his lips pout as he sucks the grease from each of his fingertips.


  Who am I kidding? I don’t even know what goddamn show is playing.


  He eventually folds the pizza box closed and falls back in the couch, rubbing a hand over his stuffed stomach. I know from experience he can put away a whole pizza and I can still trace the lines of his abs with my tongue.


  The memory comes with a ting of longing.


  Why wasn’t I good enough? Why didn’t we talk about our shit and move on from arguments like fully functioning adults?


  Maybe our break up was for the best.


  But as he yawns wide, muscle jumping in his cheek from his stretched jaw, I realize I don’t want it to be for the best.


  I want the arguments and the mess and having to make every decision over every little thing. Sure, I could do without all those things.


  But I can’t do without him.


  I love him more now than I ever did.


  And he seems more distant than ever.
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  I’m wrecked. It’s been a big week with little sleep. Jace is leaning back against the couch, eyes heavy-lidded, making me think he feels the same.


  “Bed time?”


  Even saying those words sends a ripple through my stomach. The last time we shared a bed, I’d fucked him into the mattress. If I’d known that was going to be our last time together, I would have taken it slower, made it count.


  He hums. “I guess.”


  His cheeks color slightly and I wonder if he’s reliving what I am, or if it’s only just hitting him now that we’re going to be sharing a bed together. Sure, I could always sleep on the couch, but I’m not interested in having to explain our separate sleeping situations when the guys get here to wake us up tomorrow.


  “Alright, up you get.” I grab his forearm and Jace pouts out his pink bottom lip like he always used to.


  “But I’m tired.”


  I shrug. “Fine. You sleep on the couch, I’ll take that massive bed all to myself. Good talk.”


  “You’re an asshole.” He groans.


  I tighten my grip on his arm and yank him to his feet. “Or you can stop being a lazy shit for a hot second and get your ass to bed.”


  Something flickers across his face, and hell, that’s not the first time I’ve said that to him.


  The amount of times I’ve told him to get his ass to bed is ridiculous, and I’m willing to bet not one of those times was to sleep.


  Which I refuse to think about right now.


  I immediately step back.


  “You’re hot when you’re bossy,” Jace teases and when he slinks past me, I’m about a second away from swatting his ass. I rein it in though, because when I did it the other day, I just barely held back from squeezing it, and that was only because there were other people around.


  Alone? I wouldn’t stand a chance.


  After switching the TV off, I combine the leftover pizzas into one box, which I put in the fridge that’s currently sitting in an empty room that will end up being the kitchen. And even though I know what it’s supposed to look like, I’m not able to visualize it until it’s done.


  Yet again, I wonder what I’m going to do after this.


  Jace and I have flipped a few houses so we both have enough money in our bank accounts to live pretty comfortably for a while, but I’m not someone who can willinglyr be unproductive.


  With a steadying breath, I turn and make my way to the bedroom.


  The first thing I notice when I enter is the small amount of light from Jace’s bedside lamp, and the soft sounds coming from his phone. It’s a storm tonight, but I prefer the ocean, and after we broke up, I missed the soothing noises so much I downloaded the same app he uses.


  Which I will never, ever tell him given how much I’ve teased him about the sounds.


  He’s in bed, back to the door, and as I cross the room to take the place beside him, my blood is pounding. The pulse hits my wrists, behind my ears, my chest, in such a solid way I’m surprised he can’t hear it.


  When I slide into bed, Jace reaches over and turns off the lamp, but hell, that doesn’t make things any better. Instead, all I’m able to think about is how warm his leg felt in the car, and how I used to love splaying my fingers out over his back and rubbing them over his skin.


  Jace shifts a little, sighing softly against his pillow, and I have to clench my fists to stop from reaching for him.


  He needs this breakup, I remind myself for the thousandth time. Staying with Jace wouldn’t be fair to him, or me, when, further down the road he realizes everything he’s given up for me.


  That doesn’t stop me from wanting him though. Jace is the sexiest guy I know. Light brown hair, hazel eyes, light scruff covering his face. All slim, smooth muscles. And once he gets going in bed … a shiver ripples down my spine.


  I’m half hard, and I know rolling toward him is a bad idea. There’s a little light coming through the window from the street lamps outside, which makes his face almost visible. He’s sleeping, I’d know that expression anywhere. I’ve missed it. His parted lips, relaxed forehead, that beautifully creative brain switched off just for a moment.


  Each breath is sleep drenched and steady so, as I’ve done every night once he falls asleep, I let my hand trail down my stomach to grip my cock. Most nights I have to rush through my jerk off session, but it’s still early, the bed is soft, and Jace’s warm body is stretched out beside me.


  And damn it, I won’t think of him. I slip my fingers under the waistband of my pants, pulling them down to hook beneath my balls and the second I wrap my hands around my dick, it’s instant relief, and yet nowhere near enough.


  I roll onto my back and prop my knees up, keeping all the action under the sheets. Just in case.


  My hand slides up and down the shaft and as I tighten my grip, I start to picture snippets of porn I’ve spent the last three months jerking off over, and not Jace. Not his smooth ass and perfect cock, the way it bounces and his thighs pull tight as he rides me …


  Oh, fuck.


  Tingles race through my balls and I try to keep my rapid breathing quiet but I’m in such a haze of lust I have no clue if I’m successful. Maybe I should feel bad for jerking off over the guy I left, but hell if my brain is stopping to catch up with that thought. Instead I’m bombarded with memories of his blissed out face, the needy little breaths as I plough into him.


  “Are you jerking off? Seriously?”


  My eyes fly open as I snatch my hand away from my dick. Jace hasn’t moved, just opened his eyes, and as I meet his stare there’s no way I can deny it. Not with my flushed cheeks and panting, not with the way all I can picture is him reaching over and taking me in hand.


  He narrows his eyes. “Not going to deny it?”


  “No.”


  His eyebrows shoot up. “I haven’t gotten off in weeks and you can’t even wait until I’m asleep?”


  “I thought—”


  “At least in the living room, you were over the other side. I couldn’t hear … everything.”


  This time it’s my turn to be surprised. “You were awake then too?”


  I swear Jace’s cheeks get a little darker but I can’t be sure in this lighting. “Hard not to be, you grunt like a rhino.”


  I let out a shaky breath as my hand strays back to my cock. It’s aching and the way Jace’s voice hitches makes it throb with need. “So how long did you lay there listening this time?”


  “What?”


  “You just said I didn’t wait for you to fall asleep. Therefore you’ve been awake the whole time. Were you watching me, Jace?” And damn it, why is that thought so hot? I give my cock a solid stroke, and then another. My voice drops. “Do you want to?” I don’t try to hide the way my hand speeds up.


  He doesn’t answer, just lets his gaze fall on my arm, watching the way the bicep works up and down. Slowly, he props himself up on his elbow, focus slipping from my arm to my chest to my stomach, then flicking up to hold my eyes as he reaches for the sheets.


  I nod a little as he throws them back, exposing the tight grip I’ve got on my dick. He breaks eye contact as he turns to watch and it’s almost too much. I work my hand faster and faster, the occasional grunt taking over my shallow breathing. Jace’s face is heavy with lust as he watches, and it’s him lightly sweeping his tongue over his bottom lip that sets me off.


  Pleasure ripples from the base of my spine and into my balls, drawing them up tight. Then, a second before I’m about to blow, Jace moves.


  He pushes up from where he’s lying next to me, leans forward, and seals his mouth over the tip.


  “Nrghh.” I groan, and my free hand threads through his hair, holding his head in place as I unload onto his tongue. My dick twitches as Jace sucks, tongue lapping against my slit and I completely check out and just feel until my orgasm subsides and he’s swallowed every last bit.


  I’m still swimming in a post-organism high and don’t release Jace’s head, even when he sits up. Instead, I pull his face towards mine, but just before our lips can make contact, he turns his head.


  “That’s not what this was,” he whispers.


  My immediate reaction is to be hurt, but he’s right. We’re not together, we don’t get to kiss—not on the mouth anyway.


  “Fine.” Lightly grabbing his shoulders, I turn and lay him back again. “But now it’s my turn.”


  Jace looks like he’s going to object so I give him a second. Something twitches across his face and I know him so well, I’m expecting rejection.


  His expression relaxes. “Get going then.”


  Fuck yes.
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  Blake doesn’t hesitate, he yanks on my sweats and dives down, taking my whole cock in one quick move. The man’s deep throating skills are incredibly, making it harder and harder to regret this decision.


  I know tomorrow this is going to hurt—and not physically because that would be okay—but I can’t bring myself to care. His mouth is on me again and no matter how conflicted I feel about that fact, I push away all the doubts and let go. Just enjoy the sensations of his throat tight around my dick.


  Blake massages my balls and works my cock, pulling off long enough for his tongue to trace every vein and groove before he dives on it again. There’s no teasing, no taking his time. His only aim right now is to get me off as quickly as possible, and damn, that might be sooner rather than later.


  My ass lifts slightly as I fuck up into his mouth, but Blake’s hands find my hips and push me back against the mattress, holding firm. I’m about to complain when his palms slide around to my ass, squeeze it painfully, and then continue up the backs of my thighs.


  “Blake …”


  With one solid push, my legs are spread, knees up around my chest, and Blake’s eyes are trained on my exposed hole.


  “Fuck …”


  I’m surprised he can even manage that word. His lips shine with spit, and I’m sure if I could see him properly, his expression would be pure lust.


  He ducks down between my legs and again there’s no hesitation as his mouth closes over me. His hand works my slick cock up and down and when his tongue flicks over my hole, it makes my eyes roll back in my head.


  He’s still wearing his shirt but has kicked his underwear and pants right off so every time I glance down I have a perfect view of his bare ass and suddenly I wish I was the one rimming him.


  He lets go of my dick and grabs both ass cheeks, spreading me wide. His tongue pushes against my opening and when he finally breeches me, I let out a low moan. My legs turn to jelly when his hand returns to my cock, this time with more purpose than before, and I try so hard to hold off the impending orgasm, but when he twists his hand over the tip exactly the way I like, I’m done.


  My whole body spasms and twitches as I spill out over his hand. He doesn’t let up as he jerks me through it, tongue spearing in and out until the shaking in my thighs stops and I left out a long sigh.


  Without a word, Blake climbs off the bed and disappears into the bathroom. The light flicks on, spilling into the bedroom, and I hear the water run for a moment before he’s back. I note the washcloth in his hand.


  “But … that’s for staging …”


  He still doesn’t speak as he cleans off my stomach and dick, then runs the warm cloth over my ass. He strips off my shirt that caught some of my cum and balls it up before dropping it to the floor. His whole expression has flattened into the indifference he wore so often towards the end, and a sliver of hurt starts to take over.


  Once he’s done cleaning me, he lobs the washcloth back into the bathroom where it lands with a wet ‘splat’. He flicks off the light, and I completely lose vision again in the sudden dark, but sense as he pulls on his pants and the bed dips as he climbs back in. Even without being able to see him, I’m sure he’s facing away from me.


  “Goodnight,” he mumbles, voice distance.


  “Yeah, umm … thanks.” What the hell else do I say? I can’t tell him it was incredible. I can’t tell him I’ve missed that. I can’t even tell him how desperately I wish I’d kissed him. It was so close, but my good sense won out just in time.


  Blake grunts in response but doesn’t say anything, and even though we’ve just done something that wasn’t supposed to happen again, the tension is thicker than ever. I feel like I’ve mis-stepped going down the stairs, and it reminds me of how often I felt like I’d disappointed him when we were together.


  It highlights that while tonight was everything I wish I still had it life, it was also a total fucking mistake.
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  I don’t know what I expected but when Jace wakes up and goes about getting ready while ignoring me, I feel the break up all over again. My reasons for ending things are getting weaker in the light of what happened, but instead of mutual kinda-blow jobs bringing us together, it’s put up another wall between us.


  Jace barely talks to me all day and he avoids the cameras like he’s allergic. He makes excuses to go out and buy shit when this early in the week, he’s usually helping clear out all the demolished room. I know I’m not being paranoid, but the distance between us is making me careless and a work site is really the last place I should be in this kind of mood.


  That night when we go to bed, he turns pointedly away from me. He kept his distance during dinner too, and I’m not sure how to talk it through with him. I don’t want to push him away, but I also know that messing around again is not a good thing for my emotions.


  Or his. Even if he’s over the idea of us by now.


  I almost choose to sleep on the couch and give him his space but that would be weird. Instead, I climb in, face away from him, and slowly drift off to the sound of waves tonight.


  The whole next week is the same, and the one after that. Jace barely talks to me, and at first I understood, figured he just needed time, but with each day passing he gets even surlier and it’s really starting to grate on me. I grit my teeth every time he snaps at me, and make excuses for the film crew, but my temper is getting thin. And I’m not the only one.


  “Jason!” I call as soon as he steps in the door. We’re well on our way to having the kitchen cabinets fitted, but with only empty shells, my voice echoes in the space.


  He actively avoids meeting my eyes as he glances around as though determined to make sure we’re installing everything in the right spot. I want flip him off and remind him how many times we’ve done this but I manage to hold back and instead step around the enormous island bench and make my way over as though I’m happy to see him.


  “Babe, Olsen has been trying to catch us for another interview.”


  His blank expression doesn’t change. “Yeah, just been busy.” He glances around again, taking in the plastic covered cabinetry. “They sent the two tone?” he asks absentmindedly.


  “Sure did. Everything you planned is coming together, as always.”


  He nods and goes to walk off, but I quickly grab his arm. “Interview, remember?”


  “Could I possibly forget something you mentioned a minute ago?” His lips curl like they’re trying to sneer, but his heart isn’t in it. “I’m going to go dump these bags and I’ll be back. Jesus.”


  He’s muttering, but I drop his arm like he’s snapped at me. Focusing on the kitchen this week has been a lot and he’s not the only one who’s stressed. It’d be easy to write his attitude off to the pressure we’re under but then I’d just be lying to myself; the tension is putting unnecessary additional strain on us.


  Time to figure this shit out. I follow him through the house into the living room and find him checking through the bags, making sure everything is still there—or avoiding me more like it. I step inside the room and close the door softly behind myself. It’s not until I clear my throat that he realizes I’m there.


  Jace jumps and swings around to see who’s followed him, quickly looking away again the second our eyes meet.


  “After something?” He keeps his voice bored, even. I want to shake him.


  I reach down and switch off my mic, gesturing for him to do the same. “Yeah, an explanation.”


  “Excuse me?” He shoots to his feet and I know that expression. He’s ready for a fight and has been for a while. “You need an explanation?”


  “Well, duh. Ever since … you know … you’ve been acting like I have some life ending disease or something.”


  His laugh is dry and bitter. “You. Are an asshole.” The extra pause gives him additional impact. I reel back.


  “I’m an asshole? You’re the one who’s been avoiding me.”


  “And you’re surprised?”


  “Yes.” Isn’t that obvious? “Things were going okay again and then after what happened—”


  “I know what happened,” Jace cuts in. “You don’t have to keep talking about it.”


  “You sure? Because it seems like you’re trying to forget.”


  “How are we having this conversation?” he explodes. “Yes, I’m trying to forget. Obviously. The last thing I need is to remember you’re the best damn lay I’ve ever had.”


  I blink. A couple times. What he’s saying sets in and I start to laugh. “You’re insulting me by … complimenting me?”


  “You don’t get it.” He shakes his head as he drops back to sit on the couch and I slowly approach.


  “Jace …”


  “You broke up with me!” And hell, when he turns his accusatory look on me, there is a slight sheen to his eyes that spells angry tears.


  “You know why.”


  “No I fucking don’t.”


  I open my mouth to respond when Jace’s attention snaps to the door. Kiara and Olsen have pushed it open, camera on us, and thank god Jace picked up on their entry because I didn’t hear a thing. The blood drains out of my face as I realize I don’t know what they did hear. Jace wasn’t exactly quiet.


  “Can you please give us a minute?” I ask as levelly as I’m able to.


  Kiara ignores me, camera propped on her shoulder, and Olsen stares like he’s ready to grab some popcorn and watch this train wreck implode. I shake my head and try really hard not to pinch my nose with frustration. My fists ball up as I turn back to Jace.


  “I know this week is stressful, babe.”


  His eyes dart up to mine and narrow in a spiteful glare. “You have no idea.”


  “This is the fastest renovation we’ve ever done,” I say, trying to cover why we were arguing on the off chance they didn’t hear what we were talking about.


  “I dunno. We’ve managed to rip things apart efficiently, wouldn’t you say?” he asks.


  Now it’s not just Kiara and Olsen’s presence that has me on edge. “We’re a team, Jace.” I lower my voice. “I know things are a bit shit right now, but we can talk about it tonight. We’ll finish up early and I’ll take you out somewhere.”


  Kiara squeals. “Yes, that’s perfect. We’ll be able to add a brief date night break in one of the kitchen week episodes. We can frame it like you guys are always so far ahead, you’re able to go out and do those kinds of things.”


  I turn to look at her. “Actually, I’m thinking this can just be a Jace and I thing.”


  Olsen snorts. “Yeah, that’s not what you signed on for. We’ll be there.”


  I barely manage to hold back my groan. Jace jumps up from the couch and moves toward me and I’m completely unprepared for him pulling me into a tight hug. For just one crazy moment I think maybe everything’s okay.


  Proving that yeah, I’m an idiot.


  He tilts his face up so his lips are by my ear. “I knew being here was going to be hard, but I didn’t think it would hurt this much. So fuck you for pretending everything is okay, because spoiler alert, Blake: it fucking isn’t.”


  He breaks apart from me before Kiara can get that damn camera near us and storms out the door.


  I’m still reeling.


  Tripping up over that one word Jace uttered.


  It hurts?


  It could mean any number of things but my brain grabs hold of two options of what could possibly not be okay.


  Having to be here with an ex he can’t stand …


  Or having to be here with an ex he’s not over.
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  Damn it, my head is a mess. I’m still disgustingly in love with Blake, it’s almost embarrassing. I can’t get over the other night. How I backed him into a situation where he felt like he had to reciprocate.


  When we left for dinner earlier, Blake took my hand and he’s barely let go since. While I drove, he ran his thumb up and down the back of my neck, and when we got to the table, he pulled out my chair with a mocking grin. This pretend relationship is too much. How did I think I could do this? I should have been out hooking up with anyone I could find, working him out of my system, getting the wild out before I’m hopefully accepted to Pratt Institute. I don’t feel antsy though. I feel all kinds of lost and it’s making me pouty and angry but oh damn, everything hurts. The angst is killing me.


  I need to set everything out between us, and I want to do it now, but sitting in this restaurant with the two cameras circling make that a little difficult.


  We’ve been sent to a Mexican restaurant so of course there’s a jug of sangria on the table and an appetizer of tortilla chips, salsa, and guacamole, which neither of us ordered but have to eat. Apparently we need to make sure we’re seen eating but do it quickly, so then we can make cute faces at each other and share witty conversation.


  I don’t feel cute, or witty. As the cameras circle, and the lights on their fronts shine on us, the microphones hovering somewhere over the lenses, my head spins. It’s like being in a fishbowl. And while, yes, this whole competition was my idea. And yes, I’d assumed Blake and I would kill this challenge like we’ve done with everything else we’ve been faced with, being on constant watch is something I hadn’t thought about.


  Cameras and being on TV? Cool.


  Being constantly followed and made to do random mundane things over and over again, so mean people can sit at home and flood social media with what a shit person you are? Not cool.


  But Blake is a natural. Obviously. I don’t think he’s ever encountered a situation he hasn’t been able to handle.


  “After today,” he says, mindlessly making his way through the corn chips. “We just need the countertops to go on, the tiling to be done, then the flooring can go down and we’ll paint.”


  “And style,” I add. Because while I understand it’s not important in his eyes, it is to the judges and the people who are going to buy this damn thing.


  “Of course, babe.” He scoots his chair a little closer. “But I don’t do much for that part except put things where you tell me to.”


  “You are remarkably easy to boss around.”


  His golden face lights up as a smile spreads across it. “I just know what a kick you get outta being bossy.”


  Well aware of the cameras, his obvious flirting is nothing more than an act, and I need to catch up with him if we’re going to keep doing this thing.


  “Only bossy when it comes to you.”


  “You go ahead and think that.”


  “I will. But not because you told me to.”


  Blake laughs a little. “You’re so stubborn.”


  “Thank you.”


  “I said stubborn, not determined.”


  I lift a shoulder. “They’re one and the same.”


  “Oh that’s right, they’re both synonymous with pain-in-my-ass.”


  I snort. “Since when do you know what a synonym is?”


  “Hey, I got through junior year before dropping out. We covered off those and the … what’s-you-call-it … metaphors! Yep, I definitely remember metaphors.”


  I open my mouth to say you’re too cute but quickly shut it again, cursing my brain. Then again … it’s what I’m supposed to be saying, so why should I bother holding it back? My grin comes freely.


  “Blake, you’re a dork.”


  He smiles in return. “No, I’m your dork.”


  And like that, the brief flare of I can do this dissolves, left in the wake of the real world. I quickly snatch up the red menu off the rough dark wood table.


  We order and eat, Blake somehow managing to keep snatching up my hand when I’m least expecting it, and just before the dinner can wind down, Kiara and Olsen say they’re heading out. The only highlight of the night is that dinner is covered by the show.


  Blake watches them until they leave the restaurant, then tugs his mic off and unclips the back from the waistband of his pants before taking mine, and gently tugging the mic cord back down my shirt. He shoves them in his pocket, grabs my hand again, and tugs me to my feet. He practically drags me out, back into the warm fall night, and it’s not until we’re headed along the walkway toward the stairs that I’m finally able to talk. “Where are we going?”


  “Anywhere they can’t find us.”


  “I think they’re gone.”


  He glances back over his shoulder. “You never know.”


  We don’t talk until I work out where he’s taking me. There’s a little ice cream shop on Fisherman’s Wharf that we visited the first time we stayed in San Francisco. We both said how we’d love to move here one day, but after devouring the most delicious ice cream sandwich, I’d pointed out he better be prepared to love me with a snuggly body because those things were to die for. He took me back there every visit.


  So when we walk into the shop, bright and welcoming even though it’s late, those memories of goofing off and eating until my stomach hurt, consume me. I don’t want to take another step, but Blake doesn’t release my hand, not giving me a choice.


  Without asking, he orders the same thing as last time and I’m momentarily relieved I’m not expected to have any input into this situation because my head can’t stop spinning. Does he know how weird this is for me? Is it a coincidence, or is he trying to tell me something?


  When Blake has his raspberry cheesecake cookie filled with caramel ice cream and chocolate chips, he hands mine over.


  My mouth immediately starts to water, and I’m suddenly thankful I could barely stomach dinner. The choc fudge cookie, vanilla and peanut butter swirl ice cream covered with M&Ms and sprinkles is the best combination of anything I’ve ever tasted.


  Blake snatches up a handful of napkins on the way out and he leads me back through to the Wharf to look out over the water just off Pier 45. I eye him as he sets the napkins down on the guardrail then props his elbows on them so the breeze doesn’t carry them away. He doesn’t say a thing as he starts to lick around the edges.


  I stare at my sandwich for a long moment before I finally take a disgustingly large bite.


  Blake immediately starts to laugh. “Never could wait, could you?”


  “What do you mean?” I mumble through my mouthful.


  “You. Always gotta dive right in. Every time you’ve had one of those things you’ve ended up with your face and hands a sticky mess, but never stopped to think if there was a better way to do it.”


  I’m not entirely sure he’s just talking about the ice cream. Shrugging, I try to appear nonchalant as I take another bite. “All the best things in life leave you feeling that way.”


  Blake chokes on his inhale, clearing his throat as subtly as he can. When he takes a step closer, I don’t turn to look.


  “Not all the best things.”


  Okay, now I’m looking. “Fine, I’ll play. Like what?”


  “Like … when we watch a movie together. Or go grocery shopping. That time we spent an entire day driving around looking at houses and you got more excited as we went.”


  I roll my eyes. “Those moments barely even count as moments.”


  “They count to me. Every time I start missing you so much it drives me crazy, those are the moments I think of.”


  Frowning, I turn to him, wondering what the hell that’s supposed to mean. “You don’t get to miss me. You’re the one who broke up with me.”


  He hangs his head, staring at the place a drip of ice cream has made its way onto his thumb and is slowly rolling down the side.


  “You know why I did,” he whispers. “It was never for me.”


  “Well it sure as hell wasn’t for me, so don’t start with that shit again.”


  “Of course it was. You applied for Pratt, and we both know they’d be stupid not to take you. You know that, and you applied anyway without even telling me. I broke up with you?” Blake’s face falls as he shakes his head. “It was only because I knew you were going to end things anyway and I couldn’t stand being around you any longer, knowing you would be gone.”


  I stare at him for one long, drawn out moment, where neither of us talk.


  “You. Fucking. Moron!” For the first time in over a month, I don’t give a shit who’s listening. My hand clenches the sandwich so hard, ice cream oozes out into my palm. “I was never going to break up with you.”


  “You applied for a school in New York, Jace. On the other side of the fucking country. I don’t blame you for going after your goals, but hell, you could have at least told me first.”


  The second his voice breaks, that’s it for me. My vision clouds over with tears and I’m trying to control the hope that tries to swallow me whole, but I’m rapidly losing the fight.


  “You didn’t want to break up with me?” I whisper.


  “Are you kidding? These last few months have been torture. Seeing you kiss that guy nearly drove me insane.”


  Hand shaking, I scramble to pull my phone out without getting melted ice cream everywhere. It’s harder to access my photos lefthanded but eventually I manage to scroll back to the one I’m looking for. I flip my cell around and show him the screen.


  Hard lines fill Blake’s forehead as he tries to figure out what he’s looking at.


  “W-what is this?”


  “The house I was going to buy for us. It’s right near the train lines into Manhattan. I wanted us to live there while we did it up and I studied. It would have been our biggest property yet, and if I’d gotten a degree from Pratt Institute, it could have taken us to that next level.”


  “But …” He looks like he’s gone numb. “You don’t need a degree, your design skills are already amazing.”


  “I do if I want to be an architect.”


  His focus finally leaves the phone as it shoots up to me. “An architect?”


  I look down. “I wanted it to be a surprise.” This time my voice breaks. “You’ve always said we were unstoppable before. This would have taken us from one off jobs, into actual development.”


  Blake falls back a step. “And the business?”


  “Rodney’s been killing it. If you offered him a management position, he’d take it in a heartbeat.”


  As my words sink in, Blake’s eyes widen like it’s all just fallen into place. “You didn’t want to leave me.”


  “Fuck no.” I’m about a breath away from actually crying and I force myself to keep my shit together. “Who the hell would be dumb enough to leave a guy like you?”


  His head bows forward and he pinches the bridge of his nose, clearly trying to hold it together as well. Both our sandwiches are almost unsalvageable by this point, so I hesitantly take his hand and walk him over to the bin. We dump the desserts and clean up. I’m not sure where we go from here when I turn to leave and Blake’s hand tightens around mine, pulling me back.


  “There you go proving you’re the smart one again.”


  I cock my head to the side.


  “Only an idiot would leave a guy like you,” he murmurs. “I was a complete fucking dumbass.”


  “So … what …” I can’t bring myself to ask. What does that all mean? Where do we go from here?


  “Do you remember what you asked me the first time we came here?”


  I nod. “Obviously. I told you to be prepared when I let myself go.”


  “And I told you it wouldn’t matter. No matter how you look, I’ll love you anyway. But I didn’t just mean that.” He steps closer, hand sliding over my hip and I’m fighting a losing battle when the first tear leaks out. “I’ll love you anyway, anywhere, no matter what. You want to go to New York? Sweetheart, I’m there.”


  I don’t give him a chance to say anything else as I slide my hand over the back of his neck and tug him down for a kiss. My mouth connects with his and pure goddamn bliss races through me; a feeling a thousand times better than our sex the other night. That had been tainted with desperation, this, now, nothing could ruin this moment.


  


  [image: Image]


  


  [image: Image]


  


  Jace and I are unstoppable. They hand out wins to the other teams, but we know who’s got the winning product. Lea and Jace have gotten pretty friendly so her and her husband come over now and then for dinner and drinking and some nights we play music and Tiffany and Chloe come over too. They’re making more of an effort to be friendly but I can’t shake the notion those sisters can’t be trusted. Jace feels it too, so while some nights it’s great to have all three teams along with some of the crew and our builders hanging out, it also sets us more on edge with those two there.


  “We could just not invite them,” Jace grumbles.


  “That’s a little passive aggressive though, right?” I give a shirt the sniff test before deciding it’s okay and throwing it on.


  He pouts. “Why should we have to pretend to be friends just to make them more comfortable about not being left out?”


  He’s definitely got a point. A good one. The number of thinly veiled insults they sling around when we gather at our house is rubbing on me. Jace has done an amazing job, and if they suggest one more time that an item he’s bought is tacky, I’ll throw it at their damn heads.


  I take a steading breath. “Only a few more weeks, sweetheart.”


  He wrinkles his nose and it’s so adorable, I want to grab him and drag him back to bed. Given how full steam ahead everything’s been, we haven’t been finishing work until well after midnight and waking up before the sun, so all opportunities to fool around have been minimal.


  There’s no denying how much I love passing out with him in my arms, but hell, it’d be so much better after fucking his brains out. My cock perks up at the mere thought, and I have to hurry to wipe my brain clear of anything remotely fun when there’s a knock at the back door and Chloe’s voice yells out to us.


  I press a quick kiss to Jace’s head. “Be nice.”


  “Always.” His innocent smile is almost believable.


  Chloe and Tiffany have brought a platter of foods I wouldn’t poke with a stick. There’s weird cheese and too hard bread sticks, and instead of dip, there’s something that looks all grainy and another that’s gelatinous and … wrong.


  “Aw, you brought dog food,” I tease, but am not actually teasing.


  Chloe giggles and bats at my shoulder. “I’ll have you know this is truffle and artichoke dip, silly.”


  “Who choked on a dick?” Jace asks.


  Chloe’s face blanches and I try not to laugh at Jace’s deadpan expression.


  “I—that’s—ah, that’s not what I said, Jason.”


  “Besides …” Tiffany sighs from beside her. “You’d be the only one around here doing that, right? Unless … I mean, unless things have cooled down since that video of you cheating.”


  I’m about to jump in when Jace answers without missing a beat. “Oh, Tiff.” She scoffs at the nickname. “When you’re doing it right, you never choke.”


  He grabs my ass as he reaches across me to grab a beer from the counter. Instead of letting him get away though, I wrap my arm around his waist and press a quick kiss to the corner of his mouth. Those full lips twitch with a smile and the look he gives me is pure love, no more pretend.


  Lea and Russ choose that moment to stumble through the open back of the house, clearly already a drink or two in. Jace heads off to meet Lea and I watch him go, barely able to wipe the smile from my face.


  “Interesting …”


  The voice pulls my attention back to Tiffany. “What is?”


  She turns her mouth down like she’s shrugging with her lips. “You guys just seem different. While the rest of us are feeling the pressure, it seems like it’s gone in reverse for you.”


  There’s something in her voice that makes me feel uneasy. “We’ve done this before. Guess it’s easier when you have a set routine.”


  Her eyes narrow a little. “Yeah. Of course.”


  I’m about to move away to join the others when she keeps talking.


  “Don’t you think it’s so weird what people have been saying about you guys since the show launched?”


  I frown, guard immediately going up. There’s a reason Jace monitors our Total Fabrication social media page. If there are people out there saying homophobic shit, I don’t want to know about it.


  Something must show on my face because she smirks. “Nothing to say about it all?”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Tiff.”


  “You haven’t seen?” She looks legitimately surprised as she hurries to pull out her phone.


  Chloe’s eyes flick between Tiffany’s cell and me. “Maybe …” Her voice is softer than I’ve heard it. “Maybe he should be talking to Jace about this.”


  I don’t like how she talks like I’m not there. “About what?”


  Tiffany hands her phone over showing where she’s searching our couple handle. There are … wow. There’s a lot. I can barely wrap my head around what I’m seeing. There are loads of comments about the show, the rooms we’ve put together, but what I’m not expecting is the sheer amount about our relationship. I expected a few, maybe. Some homophobia, sure. But this … My heart starts to pound faster as I read comment after comment of hatred directed at Jace. Turns out that kiss didn’t go away like I’d thought. Here I was burying my head in the timber and plasterboard, while Jace has been sorting through … urg. Why didn’t he tell me?


  Then I see a comment that tunnels my vision.

  Jace and Blake broke up long before this show started. They’re just in it for the money. #totalscam


  “Jason.” I practically throw Tiffany’s phone back at her as I stalk across the room, grab Jace by the forearm and drag him into the bedroom, closing the door behind us. I can make out conversation coming down the hall as a group arrive from the front, but I’m in no hurry to get back out there. “What the hell is going on? Tiffany just showed me some shit online, what’s it all about, Jace?”


  He sighs and drops down to sit on the side of the bed. “Of course she fucking did.”


  “Don’t get mad at her. You should have been the one to tell me.”


  “I just figured since you’re not big on social media we could get through all this without you having to know. I mute the assholes so miss most of the negative and just respond to the positive.”


  “Okay, and what about the people who know we were lying?”


  Jace’s light eyebrows pull together. “What?”


  I drop down beside him and bring our page up on his phone. It takes me a couple of minutes but I finally find the comment.


  His eyes bulge when he sees it. “Oh, shit.”


  “Yeah. Who is this guy?”


  His wary expression immediately sets me on edge. “A friend of a friend. We’ve been partying together—”


  “Did you sleep with him?”


  “What the fuck?” Anger flares in his eyes. “No. I told you I haven’t been with anyone.”


  I quickly hold up my hands. “Sorry. I know … argh. Sorry. Knee jerk reaction.”


  His anger seeps from him on a long sigh. He takes the phone and clicks on the link attached to the comment. “There’s a whole article about it. Fuck, some people will do anything for the most insignificant amount of attention.”


  “What do we do?”


  Jace looks up at me with big, lost eyes, no answer in sight.


  I take the phone back and answer my own question. “Ignore it. We ignore it, and if we get called into another meeting, we deny it. And it won’t be a lie, because we’re dating again. Right?”


  He leans in and pressed his soft lips against mine. “You’re adorable. And the fact you had to ask that just means I need to prove how much we’re really, really dating.” Jace sinks to his knees and goes to push mine open but I quickly grab him and pull him back up.


  “Gotta take a raincheck on that.” I pull him down onto my lap. “I saw what people have been saying about you.”


  Jace goes stiff in my arms.


  “Don’t keep that shit to yourself. I’m here. And the thought of anyone judging you makes me wants to rage. Especially when the disgusting things they say are so far from the truth.”


  He gives me a dry look. “They’re not that far from true.”


  “We were broken up. My fault, by the way. So no, you’re none of those things.”


  “Our fault.” He slides his fingers through my hair. “And damn, I’m glad we got over ourselves.”


  I chuckle because he’s right. I find it hard to believe we’ve lost all this time for nothing. I tug him close and let my lips brush against his, but before he can deepen it, I pull back. “Come on, it sounds like everyone’s here.”


  He whines. “They can wait.”


  “You have no idea how much I want that, but if we’re going to squash the speculation, we better get back out there.”


  Jace grumbles but climbs off me and we both head out, prepared to be the coupley-est couple who ever coupled.
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  The second Chloe finally follows everyone else out, I don’t hesitate. I launch into Blake’s arms and wrap my legs around his waist, mouth crashing against his. Blake’s hands cup my ass as he opens his mouth, tongue immediately seeking out my own. I press against him as he turns to walk toward the bedroom. He stumbles from the living area and down the hall, too busy concentrating on kissing than where we’re going but I couldn’t care less. All night I’ve been close to throwing everyone out and now they’re finally gone, I can revel in his touch.


  “Jace …” Blake moans as he kicks open the bedroom door. As soon as we reach the bed, he throws me on it, then pulls his shirt over his head in one swift move.


  My dick twitches at the sight of those broad shoulders and tight pecs, and I send a quick thank you to whichever god decided physical labor could make a body look like that.


  Blake kicks off his pants and pushes down his underwear then crawls onto the bed until his body runs the length of mine.


  “You tired?” he whispers, voice drenched in lust.


  I press my hard cock into his. “You’ve woken me up.”


  With an evil smile he ducks his head and starts to run open mouth kisses over my jaw and down my neck until he reaches the point where it meets my shoulder. I moan as my eyes fall closed and my head drops back against the sheets.


  Blake finds the bottom of my shirt, his fingers dancing across the hem before he pushes it up, over my head, then reaches down to pop the buttons on my fly. “I need you,” he pants.


  Oh, yes. My head starts nodding faster and faster. “Please.”


  Blake grunts and pushes my pants down until they’re around my thighs and my dick slaps back against my stomach. Almost working on instinct, he gives it a solid pump then lifts his fingers to my lips.


  “Suck.” It’s impossible to argue when Blake takes charge.


  I open my mouth and use my tongue to draw the digits inside. Pretending they’re his cock, I lick and suck, getting them nice and wet, until he pulls his hand away.


  “Good.” With one hand, Blake finishes yanking off my pants and then nudges my thighs open further with his knees. He reaches down and lightly circles my hole. A wave of tortuous need sweeps over me and when he starts to add pressure, then nudges one finger inside, I have to remind myself to relax. There’s a slight burn, an initial discomfort from the intrusion, then he starts to work his finger in and out, getting deeper with each thrust. I groan, and when I start to work my hips, Blake adds a second, then a third. As he works me open, Blake drops light kisses and soft licks on my thighs, the creases between my legs and groin, my perineum and my balls. He avoids my cock and the teasing is making me leak. Making my blood thrum with need as it starts to pool in my dick.


  “Blake …”


  I feel his lips turn up against my hip bone. “Patience, baby.”


  Then he pegs my prostate.


  A strangled gasp comes from me as I tense up, ass clenching tight around his fingers. It doesn’t stop Blake from nailing his target over and over. My thighs start to shake and when he finally takes my dick in his mouth, I have to physically bite down on my hand to stop from coming.


  “Enough,” I beg.


  Blake’s only answer is his wicked smile as his mouth works me over.


  “Please. I don’t want to come until you’re inside me.”


  His fingers leave my ass suddenly and the fast movement brings back a little of the discomfort for just a second before I squirm for a whole other reason. I need him. Now.


  Blake fishes over the side of the bed for where we dropped the lube and quickly uncaps it to cover his dick. I watch his long, slow strokes as he works it in before positioning himself at my entrance.


  I pull my legs up further, forcing myself to relax as I anticipate the delicious burn that comes with him entering me. Then he stops.


  My eyes fly open as I blink curiously up at him. “Everything okay?”


  “Ahh …” He looks down between us. “Do we need condoms again?” His voice is strained, like he’s barely checked back in long enough to ask the question.


  “No, I haven’t been with anyone since you.”


  And I don’t know if he didn’t believe me the first few times I said it, but this time, relief floods his expression. The tip of his cock nudges my entrance, when this time it’s me who stops him. “And you?”


  “Also haven’t been with anyone. Can I fuck you now?”


  I chuckle at his blatant neediness and pull his lips down to mine. He tastes so good, like a mixture of wine and cheese and the taste of my cock. It’s a possessive taste and only serves to make me harder.


  As we kiss, deep and needy, his cock finally breeches me. My slight cry is muffled by his mouth and slowly turns into a moan as he moves deeper and deeper, inching in until he’s fully seated.


  The burn is familiar and welcome, slightly more intense after months of going without. Our kiss is sloppy as he waits for me to adjust, and the fact that he still knows my body turns me to jelly.


  I whimper as he breaks the kiss which makes his swollen lips stretch into a smile as he smooths my hair back from my forehead. “Ready, beautiful?”


  “So ready. I’ve missed this.”


  A flicker of surprise crosses his face before his expression softens and he leans down to press his lips gently to mine. “Me too, Jace.”


  His big arms wrap around me, squeezing me tight as he starts to work his hips. I pull my legs up further, giving him deeper access as I try to tilt my hips up to meet his controlled, solid thrusts. Each one sends the headboard against the wall with a dull thud and I wrap my legs around his waist, locking my ankles together, limiting his movement as I try to bring him as close as possible.


  His pants of Jace, Jace fill my ear on every puff of air as his lips work their way along my neck. “You’re so beautiful,” he murmurs. “I love you. I love you so much. Never letting you go again …”


  I moan, drunk off words that are better than any dirty talk he could give me right now. This, feeling like his again, wholly and completely, is what I needed. Him filling me, stretching me, claiming me, it’s better than I remember.


  My cock is aching, leaking between our stomachs. Lightheaded I unlock my legs, drawing them up as I reach around to grab his ass, loving the feel of his tight muscles as he pounds into me. “Faster …” I moan as I urge his thrusts longer, faster, harder.


  It’s not enough. My head is swimming. Sweat is starting to build on his skin as it slides against mine. My trapped cock is rubbing between us but the friction isn’t enough.


  “Please, Blake. Touch me.”


  He bites down on my neck as he releases me with one hand and slips it between us. Holding my shoulder lightly between his teeth, he works my dick as his thrusts start to lose the measured control he’s worked so hard to hold onto. He angles up further, finally hitting my prostate and I call out as he pegs it over and over, hand speeding up on my cock.


  It’s too much.


  My fingers dig into his ass as I release on a long cry they can probably hear next door. It doesn’t occur to me to keep quiet as my head explodes as completely as my cock, tremors wracking through my limbs.


  Blake pulls back, pushing my legs flush against my chest as he pounds into me, grunting on each shallow thrust until his hips press flush against my ass and he groans, filling me with his cum.


  He doesn’t pull out right away, just kneels there panting, gaze sweeping over the cum slick on my stomach, my dick, and settling on where my hole is still gripping him tight. His eyes flick up to meet mine.


  “We’re back, baby.”
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  Once it sinks in that Jace and I are together, officially, I feel like nothing can stop us. We’re winning rooms and taking risks that just keep paying off. I’m flying, overawed to see the house coming together. With only one week left, the two other teams are really coming apart, and sure, the lack of sleep and long hours is catching up to Jace and I too, but even with the physical side taking a toll, I’m lighter than I’ve possibly ever been.


  I know we’re going to face some shit from our friends and families for getting back together, but overall, I think they’ll be relieved. And I’m fully expecting my brother to go the I told you so route.


  Even with that ahead of me, I don’t regret a thing.


  The final ‘room’ we’re working on is the outdoor section. We’ve planned a full entertaining area, small lawn with garden, and a lap pool that runs the length of the property from halfway down the house, through the backyard, and past the garage. Keeping the pool long leaves loads of room for everything else.


  And in the one tree down in the corner of the yard, I’m building a small treehouse. It’s low to the ground and fancier than any I’ve seen before, and I can’t help but be proud of the little thing, even though I’ve just built an entire house. When Jace gets back from shopping and I show it to him, his soft smile is the most understated reaction I’ve ever gotten from him.


  “Well? What do you think?”


  “It’s perfect.” He lifts a hand to cover his mouth and his cheeks pop like he’s smiling behind it.


  “What?”


  “Nothing.”


  I snort. “Jason. What are you thinking?”


  His shoulders shake a little as he holds in a laugh. “Is it totally crazy to tell you to build us one of these one day?”


  “A treehouse?” That’s not what I was expecting. I’d been waiting for a critique or for Jace to point out some obvious flaw I’ve missed. “You want me to build you a treehouse?”


  “Not for me!” His cheeks flood pink. “But maybe … one day, maybe, we might need one.”


  His meaning finally hits me. And while Jace is too young for any big commitment like kids, and I’m not in the realm of considering it yet either, it does sound nice. A future, way future, that we can picture together.


  I step forward and press a kiss to his temple. “Sweetheart, when that day comes, I’ll build you as many treehouses as you want.”
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  Out of all the weeks we’ve had yet, the outside requires the most preplanning. Jace and I steal little pockets of time together, but down to the pointy end, we’re both focused, determined to win this one last week.


  The trench for the pool is dug well into the night, Jace and I helping the landscapers until our muscles burn and we’re covered head to toe in soil. The dirt is carted away the next day as we set out posts for our deck and start laying the boards. Lighting is installed, turf is laid, the pool’s draining is fitted before the pool arrives. We set up a barbecue and eating area to make the most of the San Francisco summers, and a fire pit with seating to warm up the winters. There’s a music system wired up to speakers built into the ceiling and Jace styles the whole area until … well, until I kind of wish we lived here ourselves.


  It’s been a long two and a half months and the scale of what we accomplished is beyond what I’d ever be able to imagine. Jace is a genius, I swear, and the afternoon before our final night on Total Fabrication, he receives a call from home that confirms everything I already know. Jace excitedly orders his mom to open the envelop from Pratt Institute and as a loud shriek comes down the line, I don’t wait for her to read it. I pounce on him, pressing my lips hard against his.


  “Congratulations, sweetheart.”


  “You got in,” his mom cries.


  And Jace and I share a look like we’ve done many times. His mom is great, but she cries at the drop of a hat. And while New York is going to be a massive move, and we’ve barely begun to scrape the surface of what that looks like for us, when Jace tells his mom we’ll need to talk some more, I cut him off.


  “There’s nothing to think about. Jace is going.” My face feels like it will crack with the pressure from my smile. “And I’ll be right there with him.”
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  Everything moves like a dream. When we finish up filming, because the show is aired a few weeks behind, we have time to go home to try and organize things before the finale. Mom is beside herself when I tell her Blake and I are back together, and Dad just grunts and says it’s about time.


  Blake’s parents are a bit more wary, especially when we tell them our plans for New York, which even surprises his brother who seems chill about literally everything. I’m sure the video of me kissing that guy didn’t help matters.


  The weirdest thing out of it all is returning to the apartment Blake and I lived in together for almost our whole relationship. And nothing has changed since I left it, not even the large, Jace-shaped holes left by my vacated possessions.


  Moving back in makes things awkward for maybe half a day as we readjust to everything being back to normal, like I’d just gone on an extended vacation somewhere. Mom mentions that maybe it would be better if we didn’t rush into things, but I’ve just wasted three months without him, it seems stupid to waste any more.


  We don’t hesitate to send in my acceptance or look for a property to buy. There isn’t much in the areas we’re interested in but thankfully we have time.


  Even away from the constant filming and the never ending work load, we can’t get away from the show. Our contestant social media needs to be updated regularly per our contract, but the closer we get to the finale, the more vocal people become about our relationship. We’ve had calls from a few trash tabloids to set the record straight but both Blake and I agree that feels even sleazier than the people in our lives coming forward with their version of the truth.


  It’s a lot to take on, and as much as I know the hurtful comments mean next to nothing, the only times they’re not playing on my mind are when Blake is fucking me senseless. It’s almost reached a point where I don’t want to go to the finale, don’t want to see the comments based on whether we win or lose. If we win, people will be bitter. If we lose, people will rub it in. Neither of those options sound appealing, but with the impending move to New York, I can’t deny the extra money would help.


  Blake groans and rolls over in bed, blinking slowly over at me as the light from my cell phone breaks up the sleepy darkness.


  “What are you doing?” he asks, voice thick and sleep drunk.


  “Nothing.”


  “Try again.”


  I sigh, scrolling back to the top of our notifications. “Just clearing out our page.”


  He buries his face in his pillow before reappearing. “That fucking page.” Reaching over, he plucks the cell from my hands and starts to look through some of the comments on our most recent post. The shadows make his frown lines look deeper than normal. “Passionate bunch, aren’t they?”


  I hum. “They’re still not happy.”


  “Fuck ‘em.”


  “I don’t think that would help the situation,” I reply dryly.


  Blake tosses the phone on the bed and leans back, tucking his hands behind his head. “What do you think will?”


  “I don’t know.” I pause while I try to sort through how I feel. “Maybe we need to address it head on?”


  “You want to?”


  “At this point, it’s not like it will hurt.”


  “True.”


  “But how do we do it?”


  Blake glances back at my phone that’s still lit up between us. “Social media post?”


  I screw up my lips. “I’m not sure that’s the best way.”


  “At the finale?”


  “Maybe … we’d probably have to check the producers will air it though.”


  “It’s all live. They won’t have a choice.”


  I worry my lip as I consider it. “Will they be mad, do you think?”


  “Probably. But can’t be any worse than when they find out we lied the whole time.”


  “Part of the time.” I run my hand over the smooth bedding. “So that’s what we’ll say? The truth?”


  Blake sighs. “I think that’d be for the best.”


  I’m not so sure. There’s the whole honesty thing of course, which, yeah great. What I’m not looking forward to is the keyboard warriors acting like they’ve never done a thing wrong in their lives. Ethically what we did wasn’t cool, but at the same time, we were together when we submitted the audition video, were selected off that, and are together now. In the middle was more of a hiatus than anything.


  I know that excuse won’t help though.


  Stomach tight with anxiety, I close my phone, snuggle into Blake’s big arms, and try to go to sleep.
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  God, Jace is gorgeous. In normal clothes, in construction clothes, but tonight, in his midnight blue jacket and maroon chinos, polka dot bow tie around his neck, he takes my breath away. Even with his tan face paler than usual and his brown styled hair sticking straight up from the amount of times he’s run his hand through it.


  He could be covered in shit and I still wouldn’t be able to get enough.


  We hold hands as we take the stage for the finale and his is clammy with sweat, though I’m sure mine isn’t much better. The set has been erected in the street outside the row houses we renovated and thousands of people pack the area tight. Tiffany and Chloe are dressed like they’re going to a gala or something, and Lea and Russ have been done up way nicer than I’ve ever seen them. The crowd thankfully are high on the atmosphere because there hasn’t been anything negative hurled at us yet, making me think that all those people online are loud, but few.


  As people inspect the houses and vote on the tablets set up outside, we’re asked questions throughout the day between rounds of signing things that will no doubt be forgotten about in a month. The producers must have prescreened the questions because there’s nothing awkward or remotely uncomfortable and Jace starts to relax. Only a little though, because we both know what still has to come.


  Once the finale day starts to wind to a close, my nerves double over. The votes have to be verified and there’s a cocktail hour for the contestants and crew while that happens. This is the live part that Jace and I need to take advantage of.


  “You sure we shouldn’t give anyone the head’s up?” Jace murmurs to me as we wave goodbye to the crowd and make our way inside Lea and Russ’s middle house to wait for the final results. Considering ten long weeks come down to this moment is almost surreal.


  The PR team are huddled together on the couches, posting tally updates and polls, and making a last minute attempt to get as much interaction as possible to guarantee another season. Chloe is flirting with Grant, our builder, and Tiffany is trying to pull the host into a conversation. Lea and Russ are getting steadily drunker with each passing minute, if the sound of their laughter is anything to go by, but I feel like the alcohol is doing the opposite to me. The light buzz I wanted hasn’t hit, so the cameras are bothering me even more than usual. I watch as Jace downs one glass of wine then quickly chases it with a second.


  Sliding up behind him, I wrap my arms around his waist. “Doing okay?”


  “Peachy.” His cheeks certainly are, if nothing else. The alcohol has flushed them a pretty pink. “I think it’s time.”


  My stomach instantly tightens but I push it down, knowing that nerves won’t help the situation. “We’ve got this, sweetheart.”


  He nods and before I’m ready, he lifts his hand. “Umm … hey. Hi. Everyone. Can we … can Blake and I say something really quick?”


  My mouth is dry and I’m not even the one talking. Because I’m hopeless with things like this, because I hate any kind of attention, I let Jace talk, but I take his hand and move in to stand closer beside him so I’m not totally leaving this all up to him.


  “I know there’s been … a lot of talk. About the video of me, about rumors of Blake and I …” He stops to take a breath and I squeeze his hand tighter. Jace gives mine a quick pump back and it’s all he seems to need to keep going. “I can’t deny any of it. Blake and I were dating for two years but right before we were accepted onto Total Fabrication, we broke up. There was …” He turns slightly to give me a sweet smile. “A miscommunication, big time. But while we were here, we got the chance to talk it out and realize what idiots we were both being.”


  “I was being,” I say, finally finding my voice. “People have been so hard on Jace, and for some reason there’s nothing but love for me. I don’t get it.” I shake my head. “I’m the one who ended it all because I jumped to assumptions. Jace didn’t want that. He didn’t want to come on this show either, but I convinced him. It’s all on me yet he’s the one taking the fall.”


  “But I’m glad we did this now,” he cuts in. “Otherwise we never would have worked things out, and no matter what happens from here, I don’t regret it for a second. We were both accepted on this show, we both worked our asses off, and even if we umm … fabricated things a little”—Lea snorts a drunken laugh—“I had the best time.” He sighs. “But … sorry. And I’m glad we got the chance to set things straight.”


  Silence follows Jace’s words and for the first time, I chance a look at the others. Lea and Russ are just staring at us vaguely and I can’t work out if they even know what’s happening. Chloe looks confused, but Tiffany’s face is twisted as she holds back her glee.


  Fuck them all though. The only one who matters is Jace.


  And the producers, I guess. Will they kick us off this late in the game? Would they disregard all the work we’ve put in and ask us to leave?


  Rosie signals to us from behind the cameras and I turn to share a look with Jace, but instead of the worry I’m expecting, he looks relieved. Holding his hand tight, we walk over to where Rosie and Lawrence hold open the door to the media room and follow them inside. No one says anything, and I’m not sure if it’s an intimidation tactic or they genuinely don’t know where to go from here.


  “Jace, Blake.” Rosie nods at each of us. “This is … not wholly unexpected.”


  My hope jumps at that statement and I struggle to squash it down. “What do you mean?”


  “The video, the interviews, we’ve read them all.”


  “So you knew?” Jace asks.


  She shrugs. “We assumed something was going on and were beginning to think this entire thing was made up on your side. Turns out it only partially was. I’m relieved.”


  Jace looks over at me, eyebrows high on his forehead. “Relieved?”


  “Well my current guesses were, you weren’t ever together, or you had an open relationship, or you were exes whose drama was going to blow up before the build was even finished. So far, this is the best case scenario.”


  “Not to mention the ratings,” Lawrence grunts.

  “Ratings?” If anything, I thought this would have made them take a hit.


  “They’ve exploded. It’s drama. You two are the most talked about couple by far. Anyone would have thought we wrote the whole thing, and that’s definitely one of the theories going around.”


  “So …” Jace glances at me. “We’re not in any trouble?”


  Just as Lawrence is about to answer, the door flies open and Lea stumbles into the room. “There’s nothing in the rules!”


  “Come again?” I ask as she blinks around, looking confused to find herself here.


  “The rules. There’s nothing in the rules that said they had to be dating. Just like there was nothing in the rules that said Russ and I had to stay married. So there. You can’t kick them off.”


  Jace tries and fails to muffle his snigger.


  Lawrence takes a deep breath. “No one is getting kicked off.”


  She blinks once. Twice. “Oh. Carry on then.”


  Rosie shakes her head and stands. “Actually, I think we’re done here. Jace, Blake, all we wanted to say was, well, thanks for the good season, and while we don’t like how it all went down, we all kinda do. Because, y’know, ratings equal money.”


  “That they do,” I answer, still a little blindsided at their response.


  “Okay.” She claps her hands once. “The result should be almost ready. Let’s go see who won.”


  As we leave, I want to draw Jace back and take a moment for the two of us, but Lea intercepts me and throws her arms around our shoulders. “I can’t believe this is over,” she moans.


  Jace smiles warmly. “I’m glad it is.”


  I nod, because me too. This whole show has been way too much pressure.


  “You guys are totally going to win.” There’s a slight slur to her words.


  Jace and I exchange a look over Lea’s head. If it was based on actual professional opinion, maybe, but we both had way too much controversy to warrant a popular vote.


  When we get back out to the living room, our host, Tayla is ready to announce. The six of us group together, and as Chloe smiles over at me and wishes us luck, I feel a little warmer towards them all. It’s such a big thing to go through and yeah, maybe just a little, I’ll miss the late nights and shared stress and ducking next door in the middle of the night because our spray gun was playing up or something.


  Tayla clears her throat. “Tens of thousands of people voted today, and the results are so close, there were only one hundred votes between second and third places.” She scrolls down the tablet. “So in third place, winning twenty-five thousand dollars, is … Chloe and Tiffany Reyolds!”


  My stomach jumps, hardly able to believe we didn’t come last.


  Chloe squeals and claps, putting on a show just like she’s expected to. Tiffany’s face looks painful as she smiles and tries to look grateful. They’re asked a few more questions and then it’s just Lea, Russ, Jace, and me.


  Jace huddles in closer to me, turning sweet eyes up to meet mine and I smile. “Good luck,” he whispers.


  “I don’t need to win.” I lean down to his ear. “I’ve got you.”


  He snorts burying his face briefly into my chest. “You’re so gay.”


  “You can bet your ass I am.”


  I tune back into what Tayla is saying. It sounds like a running list of all the good qualities the winners possess. “… worked hard and it shows with this amazing property they’ve produced. The winner today will walk away with one hundred thousand dollars, with second place taking home fifty.” She turns to Lea and Russ. “If you won, what would you spend the money on?”


  “A holiday—”


  “The mortgage,” they both an answer at the same time.


  Lea grins and her and Russ seemingly have a silent conversation. “A little holiday with the kids, then the rest on the mortgage,” she says.


  They high five and then it’s our turn.


  “Jace? Blake?”


  I look at Jace, cutely rumpling his brow as he thinks. But to me, the answer seems obvious. “College for Jace. The less he ends up with in student loans, the better.”


  “What?” He spins to me, clearly shocked. “We’re not doing that.”


  “Too late I already decided.”


  “Blake—”


  “Jason.” My tone leaves no room for argument and it seems Tayla agrees with me.


  “I take it that’s settled then,” she says, raising her eyebrows at the camera. Kiara is trying to disguise her smirk behind the bright lights shining at us. I pull Jace closer, and nothing’s ever felt more right than him next to me.


  “So without any more delays, the winner of this year’s Total Fabrication is …” She looks up from the tablet and smiles warmly at the camera. “Lea and Russ.”


  Lea screams and launches into Russ’s arms. Confetti explodes, bursting a kaleidoscope of colored paper into the room. Jace starts to laugh and catcall as he claps for them, genuinely happy, and I loop an arm around his waist, pulling him back against my chest as second place sinks in.


  Fifty thousand dollars.


  With that amount of money, how the hell am I supposed to be disappointed? A smile splits my face and I bring my hands together down near Jace’s hip, while Lea and Russ are presented with a fuck off sized novelty cheque. Lea starts to sob and Russ pulls her in tight, and as much as it would have been nice to win, looking at them calms everything inside me.


  They deserve this.


  Tayla starts to wrap up the finale, talking to the camera as Jace breaks free of me and jumps on Lea, squeezing her in a hug as he trades a high five with Russ. Chloe hesitantly joins them, wishing her congratulations, and Jace scoops her up in a hug too.


  The happiness is fricken contagious.


  We end up staying there, drinking long into the night. Jace passes out around two and I’m not far behind him. Neither of us wakes up until midday and by that time Chloe and Tiffany are long gone. I’m a bit torn, because after all this time, it seems like a waste to carry around that kind of bad attitude.


  By the time we eat our body weight in greasy foods and hit the road, it’s already one, so we don’t get back to our apartment until close to midnight. With Jace’s clothes back in the wardrobe, it makes me not want to leave again, but then he flops back on the bed, rumpled after a long day and night, and the melancholy leaves me.


  I crawl across the bed to hover over him. “Two months.”


  He pouts out his bottom lip. “I don’t wanna leave again.”


  “I know, sweetheart, but you’re not doing it alone this time.” I lean down and gently brush his lips with mine.


  “I still can’t believe how stupid we were.” His soft smile makes me weak.


  “How stupid you were, you mean. I’m known for doing dumb shit, you’re supposed to be the smart one.”


  “So you’re saying, if you ever try to break up with me again, I shouldn’t let you?”


  “Ever. If you need to use handcuffs, I’ll support that decision.”


  Jace cocks an eyebrow. “Well, now you’re just giving me ideas.”


  I snigger and lean down further to press a kiss to his neck. I stop and breathe him in. “I love you. So much.”


  “I love you too.” He smirks. “Babe.”


  I pinch his side and Jace squirms beneath me. “You know how much I hate that label.”


  “And yet I had to listen to you call me it for weeks.”


  “It was the only way.”


  “Only way to …” Jace prompts.


  “Keep my distance. Keep things impersonal.”


  “Hate to tell you this.” He threads his fingers through my hair. “Didn’t work.”


  “And thank fuck for that.”


  Jace’s beautiful smile warms me from the inside out. He’s addictive, the only person in the world I’d do anything for. I reach over to grab my phone.


  “I did a thing,” I say, scrolling to the right email.


  Jace takes the phone, lips pursued in concentration. The exact moment he realizes what he’s seeing, his hazel eyes spark to life and his attention shifts from the phone to me.


  “You bought a house?”


  I nod. “For us. It’s a shithole, but look what we just did. It might take us the entire time you’re studying, but for once, I don’t want to buy and flip. This time, I want to make it specifically for us, knowing we’re going to live there together for a long time.”


  “A long time?”


  I rub my nose along his. “For as long as you’ll have me.”
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