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SOUL BONDS

 


Book one in the 

Common Powers series

It’s not how big the power, it’s how you use it.

 

Mitchell’s tired of one-night stands and casual encounters. 

 

Sammi is a runaway sex slave who’ll do anything to stay free.

 

When they meet in a bar, Mitchell can’t believe his luck. Sammi is sex on two legs and seems to know just what Mitchell wants from a lover. But Sammi’s owner Donovan isn’t going to let him go so easily. He’s prepared to destroy anyone who stands in his way to get back his prized slave.

 

Is the bond between Mitchell and Sammi strong enough to stand up against the damage Donovan inflicts on their lives, or will it shatter?
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Chapter One

Sammi slipped between the shadows of the houses that bordered the avenue. His heart thudded as he pressed his back against the rough brick, and with a quick movement he swiped away the hair that fell over his eyes. There was no way he was going to return to Donovan.

Enough was enough.

With his teeth clenched so tightly they ached, Sammi watched for the black Town Car. Donovan and his thugs would be searching for him again tonight. Sammi doubted he could survive much longer on the streets of Houston before Donovan picked him up and dragged him back to the penthouse. For someone with no money, no identity and no friends, being homeless could be deadly.

The bar was just half a block away.

If he ran, he could be inside before the traffic light at the corner changed. He bent, coiled to spring from his position, when Donovan’s black Lincoln slid around the corner and, like a shark hunting for prey, cruised toward him.

With a quick gasp he straightened back against the wall and disappeared into the shadows.

The car slowed, pulled to the curb, and stopped in front of the bar.

Sammi exhaled. Three breaths later the passenger door opened. Donovan’s muscle Moretti pried his massive body from the seat then disappeared inside the nightclub. Moretti would be getting some odd stares, but it wouldn’t be the first time the big goon had cruised gay bars looking for boys for his boss. That was how he’d found Sammi.

Edging closer to the corner of the house, Sammi dared to peek around it. Moretti had been in there for several minutes. Probably scanning the place. Maybe even barging in on the back rooms to see if Sammi was giving some pick-up head or a hand job.

Fifteen minutes later, and Moretti would have caught Sammi.

Moretti’s timing sucked tonight.

The club’s door opened and Moretti exited. With a shake of his cue ball head, he wedged himself back in the car and slammed the door shut. The Town Car pulled away from the curb and headed toward Sammi, hidden in the shadows. Holding his breath, terrified he’d give away his hiding place, he slipped the small folding knife from his pocket and flipped it open. He’d rather die than go back to Donovan.

His only hope for safety lay inside the bar. Once there, he’d open his mind, find a willing partner, and get off the streets for the night.

The car stopped at the light. Sammi let out a slow breath. The light changed and the traffic began moving. With another four deep breaths, he watched as the Town Car disappeared in the heavy traffic of Montrose. He closed the knife with a click and shoved it back into his jeans.

Sammi broke from the shadows and raced to the bar’s entry.

 

* * * *

 

Mitchell sat at the bar and nursed his scotch. All around him, music pulsed and men moved in and out of the shadows. The dance floor seethed with bodies. Couples danced, some with tentative touches and gentle caresses, while others gyrated, their hips in sync with the rhythm of the pounding bass. Still, some danced alone, feeling the freedom of movement and no necessity for a partner or a shirt.

What the hell am I doing here?

He wasn’t going to pick up anyone. Not tonight. Not any night. He’d sworn off the fast life.

Who was he kidding? He was the king of denial.

Crown me.

Mitchell scanned the men.

Even if he saw someone he liked, and he hadn’t in a very long time, he wouldn’t break his rule and take anyone home. It wasn’t safe. There was no telling whom he might bring to his house. Time was he only worried about serial killers, but these days, he had to deal with gay bashers.

Besides, he really hated that awkward parting in the morning. Should he serve breakfast or just put the guy out? A kiss goodbye, or lie and tell him he’d call?

A quick blow job in the back rooms of the bar would avoid all that trouble.

If he was looking. And he wasn’t.

His gaze raked over several younger men standing at the end of the bar. Tight leather snugged over tight asses, dark liner around their hungry eyes.

He liked younger, but tonight there wasn’t a flicker of arousal from between his legs. Not even half-mast, much less fully flying the colors. What was wrong with him? There were some very handsome men here tonight and if he put forth the effort, he could pick up one of them and head to the back.

His heart and soul just couldn’t stand another empty fuck.

 

Sammi leaned against the wall of the bar and closed his eyes. Opening his mind, he listened. The music faded away and indistinct voices floated in blackness, pieces of soft conversations, snips of laughter, a few suggestive words—all faint whispers in the night. All he had to do was pick one out, focus on it, and make his move.

“What the hell am I doing here?”

Sammi jumped as the words shouted in his mind. His eyes flew open and Sammi scanned the darkened room for the man who’d thought them. Like the wicked, sharp blade of his knife, the voice had sliced through all the chatter as if it were butter, set his body quivering and brought his cock to rigid attention.

“I’m better off alone.”

With minimal effort, he locked onto a man sitting at the bar. It had never been that easy before. Usually, he had to strain out the chatter, using his mind like a sieve. Sammi’s heart hammered at the chance he’d found him.

The one the old crazy woman Lizzy had told him about when he’d lived under the overpass with a few other homeless people. Sammi had told her of his secret talent and she’d nodded, as if she understood. “Never you mind, child. You’ll find him. And he’ll hear you and you’ll hear him. When you do, your souls will bond.”

His soul bond. 

He’d laughed at her. In his entire life, he’d never found anyone who heard his thoughts. No one he’d even consider creating a bond with, a connection so deep they would feel it in their souls, like Lizzy had said as she’d poked her bony finger into Sammi’s chest.

This man would be like the others. Sammi would hear his thoughts, then talk him into taking him home and off the streets. Nothing more.

Because after all this time and everything that had happened to Sammi, he no longer believed in finding his soul bond. Lizzy had just been a crazy old lady, too long off her meds.

He shook his head, took a deep breath to quell his growing excitement, and stared across the dark club at the man whose voice had risen above all the others, pushing them into nothing more than background noise, mere static on the constant radio playing in Sammi’s head.

Long legs clad in faded blue jeans. A white T-shirt peeked from under a brown leather jacket. Loafers, no socks. Dark wavy hair, broad shoulders. Early thirties.

Sammi drew closer, weaving in and out of the gyrating dancers as he crossed the dance floor. Unable, unwilling, to take his eyes off his mark.

 

A young man slid onto the chair next to Mitchell. Male musk enveloped him as if the guy were shooting off pheromones meant for him alone. Nice.

The bartender walked over. “What can I get you?”

“I’ll have what he’s drinking and put it on his tab.” A soft, yet damned sexy, voice filled Mitchell’s ears, shot through his body, and landed in his cock.

He turned to look at guy who’d given him an instant hard-on.

The bartender reached for a glass. “That okay?”

“Yeah. It’s fine.” Mitchell didn’t take his eyes off the stranger.

The young man faced him, pushed the long forelock of straight dark hair from his eyes, and their gazes locked. As if he’d leaned too far over the top rail of a skyscraper, Mitchell plummeted into endless dark eyes. Aware of the sudden pounding of his heart and the tightness of his jeans, he swallowed, afraid to speak. Afraid he’d chase away this remarkable creature.

He was the sweetest thing Mitchell had seen in a long time.

“You think I’m the best thing you’ve seen in a while.” He offered a soft smile and placed his hand on Mitchell’s thigh. The gentle touch seared him and he caught fire.

“Yeah.” Mitchell gave a grunt as his gaze raked over the dude’s body. Young, maybe mid-twenties, lean but muscled. Despite the dead-sexy mop of bangs that fell over his face, his hair was cut short on the sides and back. What did Mitchell’s rules have to say about this?

Damn, he couldn’t recall a single one, but he knew he’d be breaking most of them before the sun rose. “What else am I thinking?”

“That you want to break all your rules with me.”

Mitchell’s foot slipped on the rung. Almost falling off the chair, he reached for the edge of the bar to hold himself upright. How the hell did this guy know what he was thinking? Was this some kind of parlor trick?

“Look, I don’t know what game you’re playing, but…” Mitchell growled, his body tensing along with his fists.

“No game.” He shook his head and the bangs swayed, giving Mitchell a peek at those eyes again. “Are you always such a hard ass?” A touch of a smile teased the corners of the man’s lips.

Placing his knees between Mitchell’s, he leaned closer. He laid his smaller hand over Mitchell’s tight fist, and it relaxed beneath the touch like butter on a summer day. The guy’s other hand slid along Mitchell’s thigh, trailing fire.

Stopping where thigh met hip, he glanced down between Mitchell’s legs. “This is the only thing that should be hard.” His thumb brushed over the lump in Mitchell’s too-tight jeans.

Mitchell’s cock twitched in happy greeting to the hand that touched it and his balls pulled in so tightly he thought they’d disappear. Not in a bad way. But in a way that said oh yeah, this would be a fuck he’d never forget. A fuck he wanted more than anything on earth. More than his next breath. And he wanted it right now.

“I know you want me. You know it’s going to be good. Let’s go to your place.” That voice sent delighted shivers down Mitchell’s spine. Damn, he was fucking helpless against it.

“What’s your name?” He didn’t know what else to say.

“Sammi, with an ‘I’. What’s yours?”

“Mitchell.”

Sammi purred as he slid off the chair and into the space directly in front of Mitchell. Mitchell stood, rising a head taller than Sammi. Gazing down into liquid brown eyes, Mitchell grabbed the young man’s narrow hips, pulled him to his body, and ground his hard-on against Sammi’s belly. 

“Well, Mitchell, I think we’re on the same wavelength.” Sammi tilted his head back and offered his lips.

“Fuck yes.” Mitchell leaned down, took the kiss and broke his rule about not kissing strange men he met at bars. Soft at first, then as Sammi flicked his tongue against Mitchell’s lips to ask for admittance, Mitchell opened to him. They deepened the kiss.

Damn, Sammi was sinfully delicious, a blend of vanilla and sugar cookies with a chocolate aftertaste. What would his skin taste like? Or his cock? A firestorm erupted inside Mitchell. He didn’t want to wait until he got Sammi home to find out. He’d do him against the bar right now if he could.

This was insane.

He had rules, didn’t he? Where were they now?

Gone.

He wanted Sammi and Sammi wanted him. That message came through to Mitchell loud and clear, as if Sammi had spoken the words, whispered in his ear. Of all the men the guy could have, and Mitchell knew Sammi could take his pick, he’d picked him. Why was he so damned lucky?

“You’re the only man in this place worth a damn.” 

Wait. Did he really hear that? Hear Sammi’s voice in his head? No way. He was just so horny and hot, so excited, he’d closed his eyes. Right. But his eyes were open now.

Sammi’s eyes grew wide and he cocked his head to the side as he stared into Mitchell’s face. “Did you just—?”

Mitchell shook his head, not wanting to believe what he’d heard. “That’s a great trick, Sammi. You’ll have to show me how you do it.”

“Later. Let’s get out of here.” There. Sammi’s lips moved as he spoke. 

“Oh, yeah.”

Fuck. There went the rule about bringing strangers home. What the hell was going on? What was wrong with him? Who the hell was this guy and why did Mitchell respond so aggressively to him?

“Because you’ve never met anyone like me before, Mitchell. And you never will again.”

How the hell did he do that? Know what he was thinking?

The bartender returned with the two shots of whiskey. Sammi picked his up and downed it, throwing his head back, then shuddered as he put the empty glass on the bar. Mitchell did the same, placing his glass next to Sammi’s. He wrapped his hand around Sammi’s neck and dragged him in for a deep kiss, just so he could taste the whiskey on Sammi’s tongue.

Fuck. Delicious. 

“More.” Fuck, was that Sammi in his head?

“So much more.” There it was again.

How the hell? Their lips were locked together, tongues searching mouths.

Sammi broke the kiss, his unblinking gaze boring straight into Mitchell. They clung to each other, and Mitchell swore Sammi was as shaken as he was.

“Take me home.” Sammi rested his forehead against Mitchell’s chest, holding on to his jacket as if were the only thing to keep him on his feet.

Mitchell dug into his pocket, peeled off some bills and tossed thirty bucks on the bar. The bartender grinned and scooped up the money and the glasses.

He took Sammi’s hand and led the way to the door, pushing past sweaty men dancing to the thumping beat. All he wanted was to get out of here and go home with Sammi. They reached the door and Mitchell jerked it open and stepped out, towing Sammi behind him into the cool night air.

“I live just up the street and around the corner.”

 

Like a dog follows its master, like summer follows spring, Sammi followed Mitchell. If Sammi had had a tail, it would have been wagging. He was definitely panting in anticipation.

He couldn’t believe it, but this just might be the man, the one. He didn’t want to let his heart hope, because he’d been disappointed before. Hope meant waiting for the letdown. It always had before, why would this be any different?

But it was different.

Mitchell’s voice had captured his heart the first time he’d heard it in his mind, and it had gone straight to his soul and to his dick. And when he’d touched Mitchell, he’d burned with a desire he’d often faked but had never known in his short, tormented life.

But he couldn’t stop thinking this guy was the one. Another soul like his.

He’d gone into the bar in hopes of swapping his body for a night’s brief protection from the bastard who owned him, just as he’d done the last five nights. No expectations, only to spend the night, stay safe, maybe eat. Instead, had he found his destiny?

Mitchell. He’d heard Sammi’s voice, but he’d denied it. No surprise there. Not many had Sammi’s gift, or curse, and Sammi was lucky Mitchell hadn’t freaked out.

Finally, the one person who could hear Sammi as well as Sammi heard him. No words would be needed between them, only thoughts and emotions. If they made love, gave themselves to each other, the connection between them would be forged. Lizzy had said so.

Strong. Lasting. Unbreakable.

A bonding of souls. Of men with the same gift.

They hurried through the night. By the time they’d turned the corner, they were running, hand-in-hand, down the street to Mitchell’s fourplex. They flew up the stairs to the second-floor apartment and Mitchell slammed into the front door.

Sammi giggled, nearly out of breath from their run.

“Fuck! My keys.” Chest heaving, Mitchell dug them out of his pocket, fumbled with the lock, then pushed the door open. He stepped inside, then reached out, grabbed Sammi by the shirt and pulled him in.

Sammi tumbled against Mitchell in a lust-driven rush to get to his body. Mitchell kicked the door shut and stripped off his jacket. Frenzied, two sets of hands pulled on belts, unsnapped buttons, slid zippers down, and jerked jeans open as lips kissed, teeth nipped, and tongues sparred, trying to get there first.

Sammi won.

He pushed Mitchell against the door. His head thudded and he groaned.

“Sorry.”

After falling to his knees, Sammi pulled Mitchell’s cock free. He wanted Mitchell to fuck him, but first, he wanted Mitchell in his mouth.

Every pleasure zone in Sammi’s body tingled at the glorious sight of it, thick and long. Velvet-headed, brown-sheathed, his heavy balls pulled tight to his body, Mitchell’s cock was every fantasy Sammi had ever closed his eyes and jerked off to.

Sammi laved the engorged head, digging into the slit with his tongue.

“Oh, fuck!” Mitchell cried out and fell back against the door, burying his hands in Sammi’s hair as Sammi wrapped his hand around the base of Mitchell’s dick.

This was the other part of his curse.

Sammi didn’t need any words, he felt Mitchell’s pleasure, pouring off him like a fountain. Sammi opened himself to it and drank it in. It filled Sammi’s cock as he licked, sucked, teased and taunted Mitchell’s magnificent cock and swamped his pleasure centers. Near madness, Sammi gathered Mitchell’s pleasure and folded it into his own.

Mitchell held nothing back and Sammi took everything he was given.

“Fuck, I’m coming.”

“Not yet.” Still on his knees, Sammi ringed the head of Mitchell’s cock with his thumb and forefinger and squeezed, cutting off the impending orgasm.

“Shit,” Mitchell groaned.

Mitchell’s pain, pleasure, and frustration at not coming filled Sammi. Using all his talent, all his experience, all his passion, he’d give Mitchell the best orgasm of his life.

It would rock both of them.

It would bond them together forever.

It would free Sammi from Donovan.

“Fuck me,” Sammi begged.

“Oh, yeah,” Mitchell rasped.

 

Sammi had been doing the most incredible things with his tongue to Mitchell’s cock and having to stop nearly killed him, but the pain was fucking delicious.

Damn, he wanted more of Sammi. He pulled Sammi to his feet and kissed him, driving him across the hall. They thudded against the wall and sent a picture crashing to the floor.

Sammi climbed Mitchell as if he were a mountain, legs wrapped around his waist, arms looped around his shoulders, his smaller body easily held in Mitchell’s arms.

Still rigid, his cock stood painfully trapped between Sammi’s body and his own belly. Raining kisses on Sammi’s face, Mitchell carried him down the short hall to his bedroom.

Once in the room, Mitchell peeled Sammi from him. “Take off your clothes or I’ll rip them off.”

“No, wait! They’re the only ones I have.” Sammi broke away long enough to undress, while Mitchell kicked off his shoes, shucked the rest of the way out of his jeans, and pulled his T-shirt over his head.

He scooped Sammi into his arms, then tossed him on the bed. Sammi rolled and came up on his knees. “I know what you want.”

“Good.” Mitchell climbed onto the bed and pushed Sammi down onto his back. Stretching over Sammi as if he were about to do a set of pushups, Mitchell held himself suspended in air.

Their gazes locked. Mitchell lowered himself. Skin met skin. Desire caught and ignited. Heat scorched them. Both men gasped as the flames of their pleasure danced over their skin, raising the fine hairs on both their bodies.

“Do you feel that?” Sammi stroked Mitchell’s back.

Mitchell pulled Sammi on top of him. “Oh, God, yeah. Like nothing I’ve ever felt.” Mitchell cupped Sammi’s firm ass and tugged it against him. Sammi’s cock ground into Mitchell’s belly.

“How the hell do you do that? It’s so fucking intense with you.”

“With us.”

“What?” Mitchell paused in his attack. 

“This is how it could be forever, with us.” Sammi turned his head and, not breaking his gaze, licked Mitchell’s arm. Mitchell shuddered.

“It’s so good.” And it was. Better than anything Mitchell had ever felt, or dreamed of feeling. How could it be? What the hell was happening?

“Don’t worry. It gets better.”

Now Mitchell knew Sammi hadn’t spoken, despite his eyes being open. A pinprick of fear ran down his spine, but not enough to extinguish the fire burning him.

Sammi wrapped his arms around Mitchell and rolled over, bringing Mitchell back on top. His legs spread open, and Mitchell’s hips and legs fell in between them. Pushing up on one arm as he reached down, Mitchell guided his straining cock to Sammi’s sweet opening, then froze.

“Fuck, no lube and no condoms.” Mitchell rolled to the side, yanked open the nightstand drawer, snatched up the bottle of lube and tossed it on the bed. He scrambled in the drawer searching for a condom.

“Fuck.” His hand came up empty.

“Forget it. Just use the lube and fuck me.” Sammi pleaded.

Mitchell was on the edge of breaking the gay man’s golden rule. No glove, no love. Not to use a condom was insane. It was playing with death. His last test had been negative, but Sammi? Wracking his brain, he remembered seeing some in the bathroom.

“No, wait.” He lurched off the bed and stumbled into the bathroom. After searching the second drawer he opened, he found the condoms. He rushed back into the room with the box raised as if he’d discovered something marvelous and precious then jumped back into bed.

Kneeling beside Sammi, he watched as Sammi pumped his beautiful cock with one hand and stroked the skin behind his balls with the fingertips of the other. Sammi’s pubes had been trimmed short into a neat dark patch and his balls were smooth, free of any hair.

Damn, it turned Mitchell on. Sucking on those hairless globes would be a treat.

“You like watching me touch myself, don’t you?” Sammi purred as he squeezed a dab of lube onto his fingertips, reached lower then bathed his tunnel with it. Slipping a finger into his own ass, Sammi groaned, his stare never leaving Mitchell’s.

Mitchell groaned back. “Yeah.” Could his cock get any harder? As Sammi’s finger slipped in and out of his ass, he had a fuck-me smile on his face, eyes slitted, lips parted, his pink tongue just visible, driving Mitchell wild.

Unable to stand it another second, Mitchell ripped open the condom, rolled it on and grabbed the base of his dick. “Take your finger out, Sammi. I have something better to fuck you with.”

“Oh God, yes.” Sammi pulled out his finger.

Mitchell caught Sammi’s knee in the crook of his arm, leaned forward and opened him wider. He found Sammi’s tight entrance with the head of his cock, pressed against it and sank in. Both men cried out as Mitchell filled Sammi.

Mitchell covered Sammi as he shuddered beneath him, and it reverberated through both of them. They hung onto the edge of a cliff, eternity stretching out before them.

Sammi clung to Mitchell, fingers digging into Mitchell’s ass, kneading each cheek as he pulled him closer, deeper.

Mitchell began to pump.

He couldn’t take his gaze off Sammi as his lean, sculpted body writhed on the bed, the sheets now fisted in his hands. Damn, he was achingly beautiful in the throes of pleasure, yet with a vulnerability that tore into Mitchell’s heart.

Sammi’s chest was well-defined and smooth, his belly rippled as if he’d spent time in the gym. Two dark, small, rigid nipples tempted Mitchell, and that wild forelock of dark hair fell over Sammi’s face, cloaking his eyes. His full lips parted as he panted and his pink tongue darted out to moisten them in a slow swipe.

Everything about Sammi drove Mitchell insane with desire and lust, as if this creature had been created solely for Mitchell’s pleasure.

“I was, just for you.”

The voice echoed in his head again. Sammi’s?

As Mitchell pounded into him, Sammi rocked with each thrust. Wrapped in the hot velvet of Sammi’s tight tunnel, Mitchell stroked in and out, sending pleasure shooting straight to Mitchell’s balls.

And something else. Something crazy, yet…

Lost in a haze of arousal, Mitchell experienced both their pleasures, as if he could feel what Sammi felt as well as his own. How was that even possible?

“Do you feel that? It’s wild.” Mitchell gasped.

“Oh God, yes, it’s so good. This is it, Mitch. This is you and me together. You belong to me and I belong to you. Can’t you feel it?” Sammi cried out, his hands clutching Mitchell’s shoulders.

“Shit. This is crazy.” He’d just met Sammi, he didn’t even know him. Mitch shook his head. Had he lost his mind?

“None of that matters. Only this.” “Only us.”

Mitchell held Sammi’s hips and thrust harder and deeper, as if he wanted to bury himself inside Sammi and never come out. Yeah, only us.

Sammi keened deep in his throat as Mitchell fucked him. “Say it. You’re mine. You belong to me and I belong to you.”

“I belong to you.” Mitchell closed his eyes and let all their combined feelings fill him up, pushing him to the brink of coming. You are mine. He growled, his fingers digging into Sammi’s hips as he slammed into Sammi’s ass like a pile driver.

Mitchell lost reason. Lost all sense and, in that moment, broke his ultimate rule.

He fell in love.

 

Together, they rode a tidal wave that swelled, built momentum, climbed upward, higher than either of them had ever been before. Poised on the crest of that sweet wave, they opened their eyes and locked gazes.

Together.

The moment Sammi had waited, dreamed, hoped for.

The bonding.

Without knowing why or how, Sammi opened his soul and stripped his heart bare as he poured his love into Mitchell. Mitchell’s heart answered him as a vortex of emotion whirled around them like a blinding white tornado, sweeping the lovers up in its maelstrom as their souls blended, bonded.

“Sammi? What’s happening?”

“It’s okay, Mitchell. I promised it would be wonderful.”

Burying his hands in Mitchell’s hair, Sammi pulled him down into a soul-bonding kiss. Eyes open, they clung to each other as if their lives depended on it.

From this point on, their lives would be entwined. Bonded together. Feeling each other’s emotions, knowing what each needed from the other, hearing each other’s thoughts.

Building in intensity, their bodies seemed to melt into each other and their hearts beat in perfect synchronization. Sammi’s breath was Mitchell’s breath. They rode the rising crest of a mutual orgasm that promised to open a new world for both of them.

With a final surge, the tidal wave broke over them and they shattered on the rocks.

 

 


Chapter Two

The alarm went off. Mitchell awoke, rolled over and reached for Sammi, but the bed was cold and empty.

Shit. He’d left.

Mitchell’s heart stopped. Then, as if it had been jump-started, it thudded hard and fast in his chest. Bolting upright, he searched around the room. Sammi’s clothes were gone and so were his.

Mitchell had been so naïve to think that after their amazing night together Sammi wouldn’t leave. He closed his eyes, fell back on the bed and sighed.

“Sammi?”

“Mitchell.”

Mitchell’s eyes flew open and he gave a half-laugh of relief as he ran his hand over his face. Sammi had stayed, not run away, not left him. And in a way Mitchell couldn’t understand, they were still connected, even beyond the incredible sex of last night. 

Last night? Fuck, it had been the most incredible sex of his life.

As he lay in bed, he could still smell Sammi, could smell their lovemaking caught up in the sheets of his bed, and his cock began a slow, steady rise. Mitchell reached down and stroked it, dwelling on thoughts of his lover’s amazing body.

He sure as hell didn’t want to think about why or how he could hear Sammi in his head.

The alarm rang again, warning him that this time, he really needed to get his ass out of bed. He slapped it off. Shit. He had to go to work today. He’d rather stay home and make love to Sammi all day, but he had responsibilities and a bastard of a boss who was just waiting for a reason to fire him.

The bedroom door opened and Sammi entered, carrying a tray. He wore only a pair of black boxer briefs. Mitchell groaned, recognizing them as a pair of his. Sammi looked better in them than he did. They snugged just right, cupping Sammi’s package and emphasizing the muscles of his thighs.

“You like me in these?”

“Yeah. You can wear my briefs anytime.”

Sammi grinned and held out the tray. “I made breakfast. I hope you don’t mind.” He placed the tray on the side table and sat on the bed. He stroked Mitchell’s leg as it stuck out of the covers and his fingers played in the dark hairs that covered Mitchell’s calf.

“Are you kidding? Breakfast in bed. It doesn’t get any better.” Mitchell grinned and, along with Sammi, took a piece of bacon and ate. “How long have you been up?”

“For a while. I watched you sleep for about thirty minutes. You know you have this soft snore?”

“Do not.” Mitchell grimaced.

“Do too. It’s cute.” Sammi peeked at him from under his bangs.

“I do not snore ‘cute’.” Mitchell acted as if he’d been insulted.

“Do too.”

“Do not. What did you do after that?”

“I fixed breakfast and used your washer and dryer. My clothes were beginning to smell.” He wrinkled his nose. “They’re in the dryer. I hope that’s okay.”

“It’s fine.” Mitchell reached for Sammi. “Come here, babe.”

Sammi slid into his arms. They kissed. Sammi tasted of bacon, with an underlying sweetness. Mitchell’s cock stiffened against his thigh. He broke the kiss and sat back.

“I have to go to work. In fact, if I don’t get going, I’ll be late.”

“Can’t you stay home?” Sammi pouted, his bottom lip pushed out, begging for Mitchell to give it a quick nip.

Mitchell gave in and nibbled it, then pulled back. “No, not today. I have to do the monthly production reports.”

Sammi took another piece of bacon. “What do you do?”

“I work for a small oil company downtown. I’m in the commercial division, and we handle all the produced oil and gas, estimate how much and what it costs.”

“Sounds like a good job. Lots of numbers?” Sammi made a face.

“Yeah, lots of numbers.”

“Did you go to college?” Sammi looked almost wistful.

“I have a degree in Business Administration from the University of Texas at Austin.”

“Wow. You must be very smart.” Sammi stared at Mitchell’s leg as he petted it.

“No, just persistent.” Mitchell shrugged. “Look, I don’t care if you didn’t go to college, babe.”

“I never finished high school.” From under his mop of bangs, Sammi’s gaze caught Mitchell’s, seeking reassurance.

“I told you, I don’t care. What happened? Do you want to tell me?”

Sammi shrugged. “I was in foster care. Moved around a lot. I ran away when I was sixteen and I’ve been on my own since then.”

“Sounds like a rough time.” Mitchell reached out and cupped Sammi’s chin. “No more rough times, babe.”

Sammi smiled and his face lit up. He leaned in to kiss Mitchell. Soft, full lips pillowed Mitchell’s mouth. Damn, he wanted Sammi, but there was work.

“I have to go.” Mitchell sighed against Sammi’s kiss.

“I know.”

Mitchell rose out of bed and padded to the bathroom. “Listen, I have extra toothbrushes and stuff. Help yourself to whatever you need.”

“Okay. Thanks.” Sammi crawled back into the bed as Mitchell started the shower.

Fifteen minutes later, Mitchell came out of the bathroom, clean and shaved, and began to dress.

“You want to help me pick out something?” Mitchell stood in the walk-in closet and pointed to his clothing.

Sammi’s eyes widened and he shook his head. “I’m not good at that.”

Mitchell shrugged. He slipped on a pair of charcoal grey dress slacks and a soft grey dress shirt.

“Which tie?” He held up two ties for Sammi to pick out.

“The blue one.” Sammi pointed to the left one.

“Blue it is.” Mitchell tossed the loser back into the closet and placed the winning tie over his head. Coming back into the room, he began to tie it.

“Let me.” Sammi got out of bed and came to him. He concentrated on knotting the tie, then adjusted it and stepped back. “You look handsome.”

Mitchell laughed. “Glad you think so. I have to dress up every day, but I’d rather wear jeans.” He slipped on his shoes and headed to the door.

Okay, here was the part he hated. Mitchell didn’t want Sammi to leave this morning, maybe not ever. But should he ask him to stay, just expect him to be here at the end of the day or tell him he was free to go? It hadn’t sounded as if Sammi had anywhere to go.

“I’ll be here when you get back,” Sammi answered his unspoken question.

“Good.” Mitchell stood with his hand on the doorknob. “I’ll return at six.”

“If someone phones, should I answer it?” Sammi ran his hand over Mitchell’s tie, straightening it.

“Sure. Just take a message or tell them to call back after six.”

“What should I say if they ask who I am?” Sammi’s questioning dark eyes locked with his.

Mitchell slipped his hand around Sammi’s neck, tilted his head up, and ran his thumb along Sammi’s jaw. “Tell them you’re my lover and that you’re staying with me.” Mitchell took Sammi’s mouth in a heated kiss. Sammi’s body melted against him, and his purr of pleasure rumbled through Mitchell’s body.

They balanced on the verge of igniting, and if that happened Mitchell was going to fuck Sammi right there against the wall. His cock stiffened as he pulled Sammi to him with his other hand.

“God, I want you.” He growled against Sammi’s hair. “Fuck work.”

“No, go. You need to. Go.” Sammi pushed away and opened the door.

Mitchell grinned and gave Sammi’s firm ass a gentle slap on his way out. “I’ll call you later. Make yourself at home, babe.”

“Okay.”

 

* * * *

 

Mitchell rubbed his eyes and refocused on the spreadsheet. He’d arrived thirty minutes late, and as he’d walked to his cube, James White, his boss, had noted it with a raised eyebrow. Mitchell was convinced White suspected Mitchell was gay. Despite all the corporation’s stands on diversity, Mitchell believed James was homophobic.

Mitchell didn’t have to explain anything, and he didn’t intend on doing so. His private life was just that, private. The rules about supervisors asking about an employee’s sexual orientation were clear it was none of anyone’s business and no decisions should factor it in.

James didn’t ask, and Mitchell didn’t tell.

The rest of the day dragged past and now, a few hours after lunch, Mitchell needed a break. He slipped on his hands-free headset and dialed home. He’d fought his urge to call Sammi all morning, telling himself to chill, take it slow, although slow could never be used to describe what had happened between them last night.

“Hello.” Sammi’s sexy voice shot through Mitchell like an arrow.

“Hi, babe.” Mitchell dipped his voice soft and low. Cubicles offered little privacy and he did not intend to let James or anyone else know about his private life.

“I miss you,” Sammi said, a sexy pout in his voice.

“Me, too.”

“What are you doing?”

“Working on a spreadsheet.”

“Numbers?”

“Yeah,” he said with a chuckle. “Numbers. What are you doing?”

“Right now, I’m sitting in your recliner.” Sammi’s voice dropped lower. “I can smell your scent, Mitchell. It’s so strong here. Delicious.”

“Really?”

“Um-hmm. I’m still wearing your black briefs, but they’re very tight.”

“How come?” Mitchell licked his lips and hoped Sammi would tell him in detail.

“Because my cock is hard as a rock, just talking to you.”

“Take them off.” Mitchell heard a rustling, and waited for Sammi to speak.

“They’re gone. It’s just my skin against your leather chair. Feels fantastic. Cool on my ass at first, but it’s warming up.”

“Yeah. I can’t talk much, you know.”

“That’s okay. I’ll talk, you listen.”

“Okay.” Mitchell’s cock grew into a long, thick rod that throbbed and strained against his pants.

“I’m cupping my balls. You like them, I can tell. So smooth and firm.”

Mitchell made a small noise in his throat.

“Would you let me make yours just as smooth?”

“How do you do that?”

“Hot wax. First, I would spread your legs wide and trim your pubes short, like mine. While the wax was warming, I’d suck your balls to make them tight and firm. That helps. Then, when the wax is just right, I’d brush it on with my fingers.”

Mitchell dropped his hand to his lap under the desk and rubbed against his cock. The thought of Sammi sucking him then applying the wax with his fingers only made him harder.

“I’d place the sheets over them and then…rrriipp. I’d do that until they were smooth as silk. You want that, don’t you?”

“Yes.”

Mitchell’s hand kept a steady rhythm as it rubbed along his shaft. Damn, he wanted to hurt, to feel just that right amount of pain mixed with pleasure. It was something he hadn’t shared with any of his former lovers. It took a lot of trust to allow someone to hurt you just right and he’d never trusted the others enough.

“Doesn’t that hurt?” Mitchell might never understand how Sammi knew him, what he was thinking, or what he liked—he only knew he’d never had a lover like him. Mitchell couldn’t imagine anyone else even coming close to Sammi.

“So fucking bad you think you’re going to cry. But, so good, you know, Mitch? Will you let me hurt you, just a little? I know you want me to.”

“Yeah, I want you to.” Mitchell shuttered his eyes just thinking about it.

“Then, to soothe your aching balls, I’m going to massage oil into them with my tongue. My finger is going to rub the skin beneath your balls, moving closer to your back door.” Sammi sighed.

“Mmm.” Mitchell tried to control his breathing, but his heart was beating hard.

“Unbuckle your pants. I want you to touch yourself.”

“I’m not sure that would be wise.” If anyone caught him, goodbye job.

“Can anyone see you?”

“Not unless they come into my cube.”

“Then do it. Are you behind a desk?”

“Yeah.” Why was he even considering this? More insanity. He’d lost his fucking mind over this man.

“Do it,” Sammi urged. “For me.”

Mitchell slipped his belt open, popped the button on his pants, then eased his zipper down just enough for his fingers to touch the head of his cock. “Okay.”

“Good. So, my finger is rubbing you, and I move it lower, circling your hole. I can feel where it’s all puckered and tight, so I press harder, making you ache for it. You ache for it, don’t you?” Sammi’s breathing huffed through the phone.

“Yeah.” Mitchell ran his fingers along the ridge of his swollen cock head, rough friction against it making his balls tighten. Just doing this, the taboo of being in his cubicle, was enough to set him off.

“Then, I’m going to slip my finger inside you. Plunge it in, no lube. Just my finger reaming your ass.” Sammi gasped. “I’m going to rub your sweet spot until you explode.”

Mitchell swallowed his groan but couldn’t stop the shudder that shot through him. He wanted to know if Sammi was touching himself. “What are you doing?”

“I’m stroking my cock, hard and fast. I’m using a little lube, you know, so it glides, but I still get a little skin-on-skin friction. Do you know what I mean?”

“Yeah, I know. That’s good.”

“My balls are tight and I’m almost ready to pop.”

“What are you doing?”

“Squeezing them, pulling them up so I can reach the skin under them. What are you doing now?”

“Rubbing the head.”

“I wish I were there, kneeling between your legs, tucked under your desk.”

“What would you do?”

“Oh, I’d suck you until you came. You’d come so hard you’d have to bite a pencil to keep from screaming.”

Mitchell groaned soft and low. “I can’t stand this.”

“Then come. Come for me, for your Sammi.”

Mitchell squeezed his hand and his zipper slid farther down. He pushed his hips forward to give himself room and a better grip on his dick He jerked open a drawer, pulled out a napkin to shoot into, and like a piston, kept pumping with one hand.

“Are you coming?” Sammi asked breathlessly. “I’m almost there, Mitch.”

“Yeah.” Mitchell closed his eyes, lost in the vision of Sammi stretched naked on the leather recliner, stroking himself, his glorious cock full and blood engorged, just ripe and ready to explode.

“Oh, God, Mitch. You make me cream like a bitch. Here it comes. Oh baby, yes I’m coming for you Mitch…fuck, here it… Oh God.” Sammi’s cry sounded strangled as he came.

Mitchell came right after Sammi’s last gasp. Clamping his lips shut, Mitchell shot his load into the napkin. Shudders ran through his body as each wave of pleasure crashed over him.

“What the hell are you doing?”

Mitchell’s eyes flew open and he twisted his head around, but he knew that voice. James stood behind him, legs planted wide apart, hands on hips, and his face in a grimace of disgust. 

Fuck, how was he going to get out of this? Maybe James hadn’t known what was going on.

Mitchell pushed his cock down and out of sight as rolled closer to the desk. “Nothing.”

James placed his arms on the back of Mitchell’s chair and leaned over to speak in Mitchell’s ear. “See me in my office as soon as you’ve zipped up.” Then, he was gone.

“Mitch? Who was that?” Sammi’s voice wavered.

“My boss. Got to go.” He hung up.

Crap, this was it. James would fire him, no doubt about that. Son of a bitch. How fucking stupid had that been? He’d lost his mind doing that stunt. Ten years into the company and his career had just slid down the toilet, slick as shit.

Maybe he could do some damage control.

Maybe James would understand about a new lover. He was a man, after all.

Maybe monkeys could fly out his ass.

Mitchell arranged himself, zipped up, and rolled his chair back. Then he removed his headset, stood and went to face his fate.

“Close the door and sit down, Mitchell.” James motioned to the chair in front of his desk.

Mitchell sat and rested his hands on the arms of the chair. He waited for James to talk first—no point in jumping in until he saw how it would go down.

James leaned back in his large leather executive chair and stared at Mitchell. His blue eyes glinted in what Mitchell could only guess was anticipation of the kill. The silence stretched as each man waited for the other to speak.

James broke first. “Just what did you think you were doing, jerking off in your cube?”

“I know. It was incredibly stupid.”

“What was going through your head?

“Obviously not much.” Mitchell grimaced. “Truthfully, I have this hot, new lover and…” Mitchell shrugged. “You remember how it was.” James was married, with kids.

“Yes, I do. Nevertheless, that doesn’t excuse what you did. What if one of the women in the department had come by and seen that?”

“I know.” His only recourse was to be contrite and throw himself at James’s mercy. “I’m very sorry. It was stupid. It won’t happen again.”

“No, it won’t. I’m going to have to send this on to H.R., Mitchell. Because of what you are, this has to be handled through proper channels. If it were up to me, I’d fire you right now.”

“What do you mean, ‘what I am’?” Mitchell’s hackles rose. He knew just where James was going with this, and it wouldn’t be good.

“Mitchell, let’s be honest. I’ve suspected for some time you were gay. All the signs were there.”

“Suspected? All the signs?” Was it a crime? Did James have gaydar?

“No wife, no girlfriends, no pictures on your desk.” James shrugged as if that was enough to convict.

“There are lots of unmarried men in this department. What does that have to do with anything? And even if I were gay, it’s no one’s business. That’s the company policy.” Thank God, most major corporations were heavy into diversity and inclusion. Still, that wouldn’t dismiss what he’d done, gay or not, and Mitchell knew it.

“And it’s because of company policy that I’m giving you a break. I’m going to let H.R. handle this. But, for now, why don’t you take the rest of the day off. When you come in tomorrow, we’ll see what they have to say about it. If you’re lucky, it will just go down in your file and not lead to a dismissal.”

“Right. Thanks, James.” Mitchell stood. James had cut him more slack than he’d expected.

Mitchell left the office and returned to his cubicle. He saved his worksheet, shut down his computer and locked his cabinets. As he headed for the elevator, he couldn’t figure out what had come over him. Had he lost his mind?

His desire for his lover had blinded him to common sense and decorum, placing his entire career in jeopardy. He’d known it was wrong, but in a moment of weakness, he’d allowed Sammi to talk him into it. It was Mitchell’s own fault, plain and simple.

In less than twenty-four hours, Sammi had come into his life like a tornado of passion and sex, and had blown Mitchell away, along with his good sense and most of the rules he’d lived by.

He felt out of control, wild and beyond reckless. This behavior just wasn’t him. And there was only one person to blame, well, besides himself. Sammi.

If he were a stronger man, he’d put Sammi out of his life, but just the thought of living without him made Mitchell’s stomach hurt as if someone had driven their fist into it.

Oh God, he had it so bad. The question was, what did he intend to do about it?

 

 


Chapter Three

Sammi paced and bit his thumbnail. This was bad. Oh God, he’d gotten Mitchell into trouble, maybe even fired. Shit. He hadn’t mean any harm. He’d just been so turned on by Mitchell’s voice over the phone it had him rigid and needing release.

He should have taken a cold shower.

He should have just jerked off.

What was Mitchell going to do when he got home? Fear cramped his belly at what Donovan would have done if Sammi had still been at the penthouse and pulled a stunt like that. Pain might be a game for some, but for Donovan it was an art form.

What would it be like to feel Mitchell’s wrath?

Sammi wrapped his arms around his body and started to shake. He tried to stop, get control, but the waves of fear shook him. This terror was worse than all the times at Donovan’s penthouse. Knees knocking, he struggled to make it to the couch and collapsed.

He certainly deserved a beating. Maybe even more. Sammi glanced toward the bedroom, thinking of Mitchell’s closet, and hugged himself. He’d take a beating over that, any day of the week.

What if Mitchell put him out, cast him aside, where would he go? It wouldn’t matter where he went, because he wouldn’t live long separated from his soul bond. He might not know much about this whole bonding thing, but he did know he’d never survive. Wouldn’t want to survive without Mitchell.

The thought of being back on the street, unprotected, hiding from Donovan and his thugs brought Sammi to tears. He knocked them back with a swipe of the back of his hand across his eyes.

The key scratched in the lock, the front door opened and Mitchell walked into the room. Their gazes met. Sammi sucked in his breath and reached for control. The shakes increased and the building terror overwhelmed him.

“I’m so sorry. I swear it will never happen again. Please.” Sammi lurched toward Mitchell. He fell to his knees, clutched Mitchell’s hands as he begged him. “Don’t hurt me. Don’t throw me out.”

Mitchell didn’t push him away or strike him. Without a word, Mitchell pulled Sammi up, gathered him into his arms and held him tightly. Mitchell played his lips against Sammi’s temple. Mitchell brushed aside Sammi’s bangs, tilting his head upward.

“Shh.” Mitchell crooned as if he comforted a child.

Mitchell kissed him so sweetly.

Dear God, how could he treat him like this, after what Sammi had done? Such a tender kiss, so filled with love. Sammi opened his soul and pulled in Mitchell’s emotions, letting them wash over him. Love, not hate or anger, filled Mitchell. Calming Sammi. Reassuring him.

Sammi let out his breath in a shudder, easing his arms around Mitchell’s waist.

“I’m so sorry.”

“It’s okay, Sammi. Everything is going to be okay.”

“Are you sure?” Sammi burrowed his face into Mitchell’s chest.

“It’s all right. I just have to talk to H.R. tomorrow morning.” Mitchell held him away and smiled at him. “Come on, it’s fine. Really.”

“Are you sure?” Sammi couldn’t believe it would be so easy, so simple.

“Sure.” Something about the edge on that word set Sammi’s senses off. He closed his eyes and let Mitchell’s emotions inside. Among the tenderness and love, fear and doubt lurked like shadows.

Mitchell was lying. Sammi also recognized concern and worry. “We’re together, remember? I can feel your emotions, and you can feel mine. That means you can’t lie to me. Ever.”

“I’m not sure what the hell is going on between us, but I do believe you can hear my thoughts, feel what I’m feeling. I just find it hard to accept I can do the same with you.”

“That’s why we’re perfect for each other.” Sammi smiled up at him, then frowned. “And that’s why I know you’re worried about this. About losing your job.”

Mitchell gazed over Sammi’s head, off into the distance. Time stretched as Sammi waited for his lover to speak. At last, he exhaled.

“Look, whatever happens tomorrow will happen for a reason. Let’s deal with it when it does. Okay?” Mitchell cupped Sammi’s chin, raised it, and gazed into his eyes.

“Okay.” Sammi gave him a tentative smile, then slid back into Mitchell’s arms.

Mitchell led him to the recliner, sat, and pulled him into his lap. Sammi tucked perfectly into the bends of Mitchell’s body as if they were two halves of a whole.

“Did you really think I’d hurt you?” Mitchell cupped Sammi’s face with the palm of his hand.

“I wasn’t sure.” Sammi didn’t meet Mitchell’s eyes.

“Has someone hurt you?” Mitchell’s soft voice drew him out. Made Sammi want to tell Mitchell everything. About the foster homes, living on the streets, his curse, Lizzy, and even Donovan.

“Yeah. This guy I was with. He used to…beat me if I screwed up.” To say Donovan had beaten him was wrong. A beating was simple, straightforward—you took your licks and it was over. Sammi had been beaten in all of his foster homes.

Until he’d met Donovan, Sammi had never known real evil. Those other people were only mean and petty. Donovan was on his own level, a true virtuoso. He used torture, but it was the kind that didn’t leave marks on your body. Bodies were important—Donovan’s customers paid for beautiful bodies like Sammi’s. Instead, Donovan had fucked with Sammi’s head, made him wonder if he was dead or alive, if it was night or day, or how many days had passed since he’d been fed or had water.

Made Sammi wish he were dead.

In the closet.

In the blackness.

No lights, no sounds.

Sammi choked and shook, unable to control his body. He let out a high keen and buried his face in his hands.

“Don’t put me in there.”

Mitchell jerked back as images filled his mind, of being dragged. Fighting it until the last moment. A door opening. Then, blackness all around.

“It was dark where you were. Small and quiet.” Mitchell’s voice trembled as he rode the wave of despair and fear Sammi couldn’t stop. “Shit, babe.”

“Yes. In the closet.” He sighed as he scrubbed his face with his hands.

“This guy used to lock you in a closet? In the dark?” Mitchell growled. “The son of a bitch. You must have been terrified.”

Sammi nodded.

“I’ll never do that, Sammi. Do you believe me?”

“Yes.”

Mitchell pulled him closer. “Is that why you didn’t want to pick out my clothes?”

“Yes, they were in the closet.”

“Don’t worry. That closet doesn’t have a lock, babe.”

They sat huddled together until Sammi stopped shaking and his breathing went back to normal.

“Sorry. I don’t usually break down like that. I’m a grown man, for God’s sake.” He shook his head and gave a half-hearted laugh.

“Everyone has fears, Sammi. Even me.”

“You? What fears do you have?” Sammi leaned up and stared into Mitchell’s eyes.

“Well, for one thing, I’m terrified that I might lose you.” Mitchell smiled.

Sammi cocked his head to the side. “You are!” He gasped. “Don’t be, Mitch. I’m yours, like I said last night. I’m never going to leave you.” Sammi could no more leave Mitch than Mitch could leave him, but did Mitchell understand what that meant?

“Good. Makes me feel better.” He gave Sammi a quick kiss. “Now, let’s go get some dinner.”

“Dinner?” Sammi frowned. Mitchell wanted to go out, but it was still too soon since Sammi’s escape. He was far too valuable for Donovan just to forget about.

“Yes, dinner. That’s where you and I go to a restaurant and eat food.” Mitchell chuckled.

“How about we order pizza? I’m still a little upset. I think I’d rather spend the time here with you alone.” Sammi gave him a wicked smile.

Mitchell wiggled his eyebrows. “Pizza it is.”

 

* * * *

 

Mitchell’s fingers tingled as Sammi licked the last of the pizza sauce from them.

“That was better than going out, wasn’t it?” Sammi ran his tongue around his mouth.

“Maybe.” Mitchell pulled Sammi close. “Now, time for dessert.” He licked Sammi’s mouth with the tip of his tongue.

Sammi moaned and parted his lips. Mitchell thrust inside. Sammi tasted of garlic, pepperoni and that odd sweetness. Damn, every time he tasted Sammi it was more delicious than the last. He was addicted. A junkie for sin, sex and Sammi.

Mitchell clasped Sammi’s firm, tight ass and his cock stiffened as he pulled Sammi closer. He wanted to pound Sammi from behind. Bend him over and slam into that tight, sweet ass.

“I want to fuck you, babe.” He groaned.

“You want me on my knees. Bent over the couch.” Sammi stood and pulled his shirt over his head. He dug a condom and a tube of lube out of his pants, then kicked them off. He tossed the supplies onto the couch for later. Mitchell rose to his feet, undressed and stood behind him. Bending over Sammi’s shoulder, Mitchell wrapped his arms around Sammi and found his cock, already at attention. Sammi’s thick flesh felt so good in Mitchell’s hand.

“God, babe, I love your cock.” He stroked it slowly, from the base upward. He squeezed the very end, coaxing a pearl from its tip. He nibbled on Sammi’s neck as he thumbed the droplet over the velvet head of Sammi’s cock.

Sammi’s head fell back, exposing his throat and his swath of bangs fell to the side, revealing his eyes. They shuttered with pleasure as he moaned.

“I want to feel what I felt last night. Both of us. How do I do that?” Mitchell nipped Sammi’s shoulder.

“Close your eyes and just let yourself float. Take down the barriers between us. Let me in,” Sammi coached him.

Mitchell wasn’t sure how to do it, exactly, but he opened himself to Sammi’s pleasure and it raced through him. Mitchell gasped as it landed in his balls, making them pull up hard.

“How the hell do we do that?” Knees bent, Mitchell nestled his cock in the cleft between Sammi’s perfect ass cheeks as he rubbed it up and down. As he gave himself pleasure, he knew Sammi felt it as well.

“Because we’re soul mates.”

“Soul mates. Right.” If this was what that meant, Mitchell knew he’d never had one before. Sammi was the man meant for him and he was meant for Sammi.

“On your knees,” Mitchell ordered.

Sammi knelt on the couch, leaned over the back of it and pushed his ass into the air. “Fuck me, Mitch.”

Mitchell stood behind Sammi and ran his hands over his lean body, feeling the muscles in his lower back, the tautness of Sammi’s buttocks, the silky-soft hairs in his cleft He stroked the sensitive skin from Sammi’s hole to his balls, and Sammi shivered with delight.

“You know what I want,” Sammi crooned.

“I know what you want.” And he did. Mitchell knew what Sammi wanted as if they were his own desires. He leaned down and licked from the space behind Sammi’s bare balls to the top of the cleft in his ass. Sammi swore.

Mitchell did it again, but this time, he paused at Sammi’s tight entrance and teased it with his tongue, feeling the ridges of the pucker, tasting the most private part of him, learning that taste, the texture of his skin.

“Oh, fuck, Mitch! Yes. So good.” Sammi shook, his grip on the back of the couch turning his knuckles white.

Mitchell bent over and kissed his hip, working his way with nips and licks to the furrow between Sammi’s round cheeks He’d never rimmed anyone before, but now he that he’d tasted Sammi, all he wanted was to flick his tongue against his sweet, pink rose. 

Sammi cried out as Mitchell danced his tongue around it, then darted in to try to push into that tight hole. Sammi thrust back, whimpering.

Both men felt the rise of their arousal, of sensual feelings so encompassing that the lovers became lost in each other.

“I want you now.” Mitchell scooped up the condom and tore it open, then slipped it on. He opened the lube, paused to spread it over Sammi, then pressed in. Sammi’s back door opened for Mitchell as if he had a key.

“Oh God, it’s good. You go so deep in me.” Sammi gasped as he arched his back to make it easier for Mitchell to fuck him.

“That’s right. So fucking good.” Mitchell gripped Sammi’s hips tighter as he moved in and out, delving deeper with each stroke. Letting go, his body took over and he no longer concentrated on moving his hips or keeping his balance.

Mitchell, lost in primal lust, in the fuck, hammered Sammi’s ass. The cries and whimpers Sammi made, the sounds of their flesh meeting, of their balls slapping together, and the taste of the salty sweat on his upper lip as he worked to bring them both to orgasm, drove Mitchell on.

Mitchell watched as his cock slid in and out of that marvelous, tight, velvet tunnel. Damn, he loved watching—it was so fucking erotic. As he gipped Sammi with one hand, he traced the stretched ring of Sammi’s hole with the middle finger of his other hand, teasing the sensitive flesh.

Sammi howled like an animal and he squeezed his channel so hard on Mitchell’s dick, lights danced behind his eyelids.

His balls tightened and the pressure built. In a few moments, he’d feel the surge fight against the wall, then the sweetness of that wall as it crumbled.

“Harder, Mitch!”

Harder it was. Mitchell leaned over Sammi, pounding in a frenzy, his hips moving like a dynamo, as if he were powered by the electricity arcing between them.

“Oh God, babe, here it comes. Take it. Take my load.” Mitchell was relentless as he fucked Sammi, and Sammi met every ramming thrust with a thrust of his own, taking Mitchell deep inside him.

“Give it to me…fuck me now…oh shit, I’m coming!” Sammi shouted something Mitchell couldn’t understand, but he rode the tidal wave of pleasure flowing from his lover.

Mitchell exploded, shooting hot and hard, taking Sammi with him over the cliff. Their passions merged as they fell in an endless tumble. White spots blossomed behind his eyelids and his and Sammi’s bodies quaked until they both collapsed.

Sammi lay beneath Mitchell on the couch. Mitchell gathered him into his arms and nuzzled his lover’s neck. No way could he form any words other than a few moans or get off the sofa. Sammi clung to him, eyes closed and a sweet smile on his lips, content and satisfied, and made no effort to move. Mitchell reached up, pulled the knit throw off the arm of the couch and wrapped it around them like a cocoon.

He could swear their hearts beat in time with each other, or that could just be some romantic notion. He closed his eyes, making a mental note to ask Sammi more about this joining Sammi called a soul bond. But now was not the time for questions.

Mitchell was lost, a drowning man who’d given up on being saved. He floated to the bottom of an endless sea where Sammi waited for him.

Sammi had exploded into his life like a tsunami, that was true, but the fire that burned in his heart for Sammi was something he knew he couldn’t extinguish. Not with all the water in the seas.

This was utter madness.

He’d deal with work in the morning. He could always find another job, but a man like Sammi was a rarity. A precious pearl in a crazy world.

A jewel he’d do anything to possess and anything to keep.

 

* * * *

 

Donovan glared at Moretti. “What do you mean you can’t find him?”

“I’ve been all over the Montrose, boss. Last time he was spotted was four nights ago. The fag who took him home said he was gone before he woke up in the morning.”

“What makes you think he’s still in Montrose?”

“Easy pickings. Lots of possible marks.” Moretti shrugged. “If he leaves the gay district, it’s going to be hard for him to find shelter with anyone. But, once lost in the city, he could be one face in four million and we might never get him back.”

That was not what Donovan wanted to hear. He hated being told he couldn’t have what he wanted, and he wanted Sammi. That young man was worth his weight in gold and that was just what Donovan had planned to charge for him.

The intermediary from Rome had a very special buyer, someone very highly placed. Donovan never asked who the buyers were and he didn’t really care as long as they paid, but this time, he suspected the order for a very special young man had come from Vatican City. Still, it could be anyone.

Sammi was the most gifted sex slave Donovan had ever owned, and he’d sparked a bidding war that had resulted in the largest bid Donovan had ever seen. Losing that amount of money was unacceptable.

“You have to find him before he leaves Montrose.” Donovan closed his eyes and steadied his breathing. Getting upset and losing control wouldn’t get him anywhere. Striking out at Moretti would be pointless too. The man had his uses, and with the money he paid Moretti, he ensured the man’s loyalty.

But Sammi had been the crown jewel in Donovan’s harem of sex slaves. Despite Donovan’s pampering, letting him live here in the penthouse, the little fool hadn’t been able to see the benefits of being Donovan’s favorite. But, Sammi had been rebellious, and had needed to be taught to mind his master. A slave who couldn’t mind his master was a detriment, not a plus. Seemed Donovan’s corrections hadn’t worked. He regretted that now, and hoped he wouldn’t regret it even more if he lost out on this sale.

Too many visits to the closet had nearly destroyed Sammi. Donovan admitted to himself that he’d been foolish, reckless even, to push his prize so hard. Donovan had never thought Sammi would find a way to escape the penthouse and Donovan’s guards.

“I’ve had my men out every night.” Moretti grimaced. “No luck so far.”

“This time, lose the Town Car. You can see that thing coming from blocks away. Take the new Mercedes—it blends better. Do the bars again, and the tattoo shops, the head shops, have your men check anywhere he might have gone. Try the all-night diners. I want every stone turned over.”

Moretti nodded. “Every stone. Right.” He lumbered to the door of the penthouse, gave the guard there a nod, and exited.

Donovan walked into his study, to his desk, and sat. He turned on his computer, opened the folder marked Horses and searched his stable. There was an order for a blonde girl, a Britney look-a-like, for an Arab prince.

Twelve photos filled the screen. He found two girls in his possession who could work. Donovan closed the other photos and stared at the two left. He’d have his stylist work on Kathy’s hair, get it just the right shade. Shauna needed a nose job. That would cost. However, with the amount the prince was paying, it would be nothing. Donovan’s reputation as the go-to man would remain intact and his rep for delivering was like money in the bank.

Just to be sure, he’d prepare both of the girls. No matter which one he sold to the Arab, he’d sell the other soon enough. Blondes were always in demand. He emailed his contacts and made all the arrangements. 

A new message from Rome popped up.

He opened the email, read it through, then hit delete.

They’d moved up the date for delivery. Which wouldn’t have been a problem if he still had Sammi in his possession.

Fuck. He needed to find Sammi and fast. If he wasn’t found by the end of the week, the deal would be off and the half-million-dollar fee would slip through his fingers. His gut tightened at the thought of the damage to his reputation and the loss of the half million.

No matter. If Rome wanted Sammi, they would wait. If not, there were the other high bidders who’d love a second chance. Money could still be made. Maybe not as much, but close enough.

Sammi wasn’t on the streets, so that meant he’d found someone to help him go to ground. Some poor fag had probably picked him up, taken in by Sammi’s talent. Whoever was hiding his property was going to regret he’d ever laid eyes on Sammi.

 

 

 


Chapter Four

Mitchell sat across from the H.R. representative, Ms. Jane Walker, and gave her a tentative smile. She did not smile back. Not good.

“Mr. Collins, I’ve read your supervisor’s report.” She tapped a folder on her desk with her finger. “It’s most…disturbing.”

He didn’t speak. After ten years in the corporate world, he knew enough to keep his mouth shut, not to admit or deny anything, and let the others dig their own holes. Much safer that way. He didn’t plan on making this easy on her.

Ms. Walker’s mouth twisted. “Do you do this all the time?”

“Do what?” Okay, if she was so uptight she couldn’t even say the word masturbate, he was sure she’d never ask if he was homosexual.

“What you were caught doing.”

“And that was?” Mitchell raised his eyebrow. Maybe her reluctance to say what he’d done would get him out of this. His hopes rose.

Her lips quirked and he could see her tongue rolling around behind her thin cheeks as if she had a bad taste in her mouth. “Masturbating,” she whispered.

Well, she could say the word after all. Brave girl.

“What was the original question?”

“Do you do that all the time?”

“That depends.”

“On what?” She leaned forward in her chair.

“If you mean at home or at work.” He really should stop being a smartass—he was going to get into more trouble, if that was possible.

“At work. What you do at home is none of our business. However, your recent lack of judgment is our business.” She gave him a stare any grammar school teacher would have been proud to give.

She was right. He’d really screwed up. He waited for her to go on, but this time she waited for his answer. She won.

“I’m really sorry. I don’t know what came over me. It won’t happen again.”

“Well, I’m very surprised. I’ve gone through your personnel records, and I can’t find anything to say you haven’t been a model employee.” She leaned closer, her hands clasped on the desk. “Something had to have spurred this display.” She flipped open the folder.

Mitchell went with honesty. “I have a new lover. We were speaking on the phone and one thing led to another and before I knew it…” He gave a shrug. “And it wasn’t exactly a ‘display.’ I was seated in my cube with my back to the doorway. No one who wasn’t standing directly behind me in my cube could have seen or heard what I was doing. If my boss had knocked, and not just entered my space, he never would have known anything was going on. Nevertheless, it was wrong, inappropriate for the office, and I admit that.”

She sat back and stared down at her papers. “I’ve discussed this with some others here in H.R.” 

Crap, she’d probably told everyone she knew about this. Sure, it was supposed to be confidential, but people talked.

Mitchell wanted to slide out of the chair and dig a hole to crawl into. He’d be the butt of jokes for weeks, if he still had a job. He wasn’t sure what was worse—losing his job, or losing the respect he’d spent years building among his co-workers. Mitchell had worked hard to keep his personal life private and to avoid any suggestion of inappropriate behavior.

One day in his life and Sammi had nearly destroyed everything Mitchell had built here at work.

“And?” He braced himself for the worst. “Are you going to fire me?”

“No.” She glanced down at the file, flipping a page as if checking what it read. “The company would like you to attend counseling. We feel, as does your supervisor, that you are a valuable employee, and that this was just a lapse of judgment. However, there must be steps taken to legally satisfy the corporation.”

“Counseling?” He let out his breath. That was a new one. “Why would I need counseling?”

“Well, you’d only have to go a few times. Just to talk to the company psychologist.” She smiled at him. “About your problem.”

“But I don’t have a problem.” Well, he did, but it wasn’t something he could talk about to a shrink. What could he say about Sammi and their incredible relationship? Would anyone ever believe it? He’d appear crazier than just jerking off at work, that was for sure.

She shrugged. “It’s that or dismissal.”

Mitchell nodded. “All right. Counseling it is.”

“And, you will be on probation for ninety days.”

Mitchell slumped in his chair. “What does that mean exactly?”

She leaned forward, slapped his folder shut. “It means, one wrong step and your employment with us will be terminated.”

“I understand.” He nodded and stood. She remained seated, pulled out another folder and flipped it open. He left her office, confused, embarrassed, but so glad he hadn’t been fired.

Shit. Probation. One small screw-up before dismissal.

Taking a deep breath, he pressed the call button for the elevator. He’d toe the line, show up on time for work, put in his forty hours, turn in flawless reports, see the psychologist, and even restrain himself from jerking off at his desk if it meant keeping his job.

But, counselling? He’d always thought of himself as steady, even-tempered, and perhaps the sanest of his friends. Right. All he had to do was go, just show up. No one could make him talk if he didn’t want to talk. And he didn’t want to talk, not when he wasn’t sure if he really wanted to dissect his relationship, his odd connection, with Sammi.

No matter what the shrink said, he wasn’t giving up Sammi.

 

* * * *

 

Mitchell could hear the music before he even put his key in the lock. He opened the front door of his apartment and classical music blasted him.

“Sammi!” Mitchell tossed his keys on the hall table.

No answer. Down the hall, the door to the bedroom was shut. Mitchell did a quick sweep of the living room, dining room, and kitchen, but no Sammi. Quirking an eyebrow, Mitchell headed for the bedroom, dying to know what waited for him behind the door.

His anticipation grew as he turned the knob and pushed open the door. The bedroom was empty, but he could hear the shower running in the bathroom. An image of Sammi—soapy, hot and wet—filled Mitchell’s mind and his cock twitched. Even though he couldn’t wait to get his hands on Sammi, Mitchell took his time undressing, relishing the wait, letting the arousal build to achingly sweet heights. By the time he slipped out of his briefs, his cock was a rod of steel standing against his belly.

God. Sammi was like crack. And Mitchell was hooked.

He opened the drawer, found the lube and a condom, and headed for the bathroom.

Steam filled the room. The mirror had fogged over and obscured any reflections. The sound of water hitting Sammi’s body charged the atmosphere of the small room. Through the glass blocks of the double shower a vague shape moved as if swaying to some internal rhythm, a ghostly image sent to drive Mitchell wild. Underneath the patter of the shower, Mitchell heard Sammi’s purr. Closing his eyes, Mitchell opened himself up to his lover. A jolt of desire shot through him as Sammi’s pleasure filled him. Sammi was touching himself.

“Join me.”

Mitchell didn’t need to be asked twice. After the day he’d had, all he’d wanted as he sat at his desk for the remainder of the day, as he drove home, and as he hunted through the house, was Sammi. Just a touch of the man he’d fallen in love with would make everything better.

Stepping around the opening of the glass blocks, Mitchell’s feet hit the warmed tiles of the shower floor and he caught his first glimpse of his soul mate.

Sammi’s back was to Mitchell. Water streamed over him, plastering his black hair to his head, running down his skin, hugging the curves in the small of his back, dripping off the round globes of his tight ass and coursing down his legs. Muscles flexed and bunched as Sammi ran the soap over his skin, leaving foamy paths quickly washed away by the constant flow of water.

Mitchell wanted to bathe Sammi with his tongue. Every inch. Every sweet spot. He wanted to hear Sammi moan and feel all the pleasure their mating could produce.

Stepping up, Mitchell placed his arms on either side of Sammi, trapping him. Sammi leaned out of the water’s spray, pressing his back into Mitchell’s chest. His wet, heated skin made contact with Mitchell’s flesh, trapping his now-hard cock between them.

Sammi writhed against him. Damn, it was sweet. The connection between them strengthened and soared. Sammi’s arousal fed into Mitchell and he nearly lost his load when Sammi began a slow, sudsy shimmy down Mitchell’s body, then just as slowly, Sammi rose. The lather from Sammi’s body transferred to Mitchell’s, covering his cock in the suds. It was sweet torture, and Mitchell dropped his head back as he soaked up the feelings that washed over him like the water from the shower.

He leaned forward, pressing Sammi against the wall of glass. Sammi’s hands, fingers splayed, left soft smears on the blocks, erasing the fog of the hot water, allowing small glimpses of the bathroom beyond. Then the spaces fogged again and were lost.

As he knelt on the tiled floor, Mitchell ran his hands down the sides of Sammi’s body, along his lean flanks, over his muscled thighs, then up again, at last discovering the pulsing erection he wore like a proud staff, straight and thick. Sammi cried out and a jolt of sexual arousal shot through Mitchell. Sammi rubbed the soap, gathered more lather then put the bar on the shelf. He placed his hands on top of Mitchell’s and together they spread the warm, soapy lather over Sammi’s smooth balls and along the length of his glorious cock.

“Turn around.”

Sammi obeyed. Mitchell loved that about him. He could ask and Sammi would obey him, as if all he lived for was to please Mitchell. And he did please Mitchell, more than anyone had ever pleased him.

Sammi reached up and angled the shower head to wash water over his body, rinsing his cock clean. Mitchell held Sammi’s cock by the base of the shaft. He darted his tongue out, and in a long, leisurely swipe, licked the perfect heart-shaped head of Sammi’s erection.

Groaning, Sammi buried his hand into Mitchell’s wet hair, working through it as he guided Mitchell’s head. Mitchell licked up and down the shaft, then moved to Sammi’s smooth balls. Even clean, Mitchell could taste the musk of his sex. He sucked one ball into his mouth and Sammi cried out as he fell back against the wall of the shower, his knees bent to keep himself upright while Mitchell switched from left to right, pleasuring him.

Unable to stand it any longer, Mitchell plunged deep to cover as much of Sammi’s cock as he could take in his throat. Mitchell sucked hard as he pulled back. Sammi gasped. His legs quivered as his muscles strained to keep him upright while Mitchell gave him head.

Working like a demon on Sammi’s cock, Mitchell flicked his tongue along the underside and drove Sammi’s pleasure through the roof. As he kneaded Sammi’s ass with one hand, he probed the cleft between Sammi’s firm cheeks with the strong fingers of his other hand, running in a hard, demanding touch up and down the sensitive skin.

Sammi’s knees failed, and with a cry he did a slow slide to the floor. Mitchell kept his mouth on Sammi’s cock, following it down. Relentless, Mitchell, on his hands and knees, pushed Sammi and himself toward orgasm.

Together, they gathered the ecstasy building in each of them and blended it into an incredible orb of power, only to pass it back and forth between them. Mitchell’s balls tightened, his cock strained and throbbed as muscles sent jism moving through his shaft, and he felt Sammi’s building orgasm as it traveled down the length of his cock.

Mitchell grabbed his cock and gave a few strokes, just enough to make the last push.

They exploded together. Sammi’s cum filled Mitchell’s mouth as he hungrily swallowed. Hot, musky and salty, it washed down his throat. Mitchell’s grip on his cock moved to the base, and he shot his load, spilling on the floor of the shower. He slid to the floor and they lay there, chests heaving as the water rained on them, Mitchell’s head on Sammi’s chest and Sammi’s hand still tangled in Mitchell’s hair.

Damn, this uncontrollable desire for Sammi was going to kill Mitchell.

 

* * * *

 

“We’re going out tonight. No arguments,” Mitchell said as he dressed. Sammi sat on the bed, a towel draped over his shoulders. The last thing he wanted was to go, but he’d put Mitchell off too long. And Mitchell seemed as if he really needed a night away from the house. 

“All right.” Sammi started getting dressed. “But I don’t have any money.”

“You don’t need any,” Mitchell said. “Not with me, babe.”

No one had ever been so generous to Sammi, not without expecting something in return. Sammi knew Mitchell expected nothing that Sammi didn’t already want to give.

In less than ten minutes, they were out of the door and climbing into Mitchell’s black Jetta.

“Nice car.” Sammi sank into the seat, slouching low so no one could see him.

“It’s okay. I’d really love a two-seater convertible. Something classic.” Mitchell grinned as he pulled away. “How about some Mexican?”

“Sounds good.” Sammi watched the neon lights of Montrose as they drove. The farther they drove the better he felt.

He imagined him and Mitchell driving, traveling far away from Houston, in the convertible Mitchell dreamed of, the wind in their hair and the sun on their bare shoulders. Maybe Mitchell would take him on a trip. Sammi had never taken a vacation like the ones he’d seen on television.

At last, they pulled into a restaurant parking lot. Sammi had no idea where he was, but he knew they’d left Montrose behind. No chance he’d be spotted here. Relief surged through him and he got out of the car with a smile on his face. Mitchell smiled back.

“Where are we?”

“Inside the loop. This neighborhood is called the Heights. This restaurant is a hole in the wall, but it’s great and they make killer margaritas.” Mitchell seemed so sure of himself, so confident. It really turned Sammi on, and his cock began to rise, but they were in the restaurant and he didn’t want to embarrass Mitchell.

They were seated, given menus, and Sammi scanned his. Everything looked great. He followed Mitchell’s lead, and both of them ordered frozen margaritas and beef enchiladas.

Even though Mitchell tried to smile, Sammi felt the man’s sadness. Mitchell hadn’t said a word about what had happened at work today. Sammi wasn’t stupid. He knew whatever occurred must have been nothing good.

“What happened at work?” Sammi asked after the waiter had left. He was worried about Mitchell, worried he’d gotten into even more trouble and even worse, blamed Sammi. Because, it had all been Sammi’s fault, no matter what Mitchell said.

“Not much. I’m on probation.” Mitchell popped a salsa-laden chip into his mouth.

“Probation? What’s that mean?” 

“I have to keep my nose clean and see a shrink.” 

The waiter arrived with their food and their conversation stopped as he placed the hot plates in front of them. Mitchell dug in, but Sammi just played with his food, his stomach still in knots.

“A shrink? Really? What about?” Sammi took a bite of enchilada, not even tasting it.

“Well, it seems I have a problem that I can’t control.” Mitchell seemed so serious that Sammi’s belly clenched harder.

Sammi leaned forward. “What is it?” He’d never seen any sign of drug use or alcohol on Mitchell. If he had, he’d have steered clear of him that first night. Maybe. Maybe not.

Mitchell lowered his voice so nearby diners couldn’t hear him. “I keep getting a hard-on every time I think of you.”

Sammi’s cheeks burned, but he loved the compliment and the wickedness in Mitchell’s eyes. Just like that, his belly unknotted and his shoulders eased down. Maybe Mitchell really was okay at work.

“Me, too. I can barely keep my hands off you right now.” He let a wicked grin spread over his face and he tossed his head, throwing his bangs back. His appetite returned and he scooped up another forkful of cheesy enchiladas. It really was delicious and he hadn’t had such a good meal in days.

The hungry look in Mitchell’s eyes told him everything. Through the rest of the meal glances passed between them that promised each other their hunger would be satisfied once they got back to Mitchell’s apartment.

They continued to chat. Sammi shared his day with Mitchell, who acted as if it were the most fascinating thing he’d ever heard. Sammi had done nothing, really. He’d cleaned up the apartment, fixed some lunch and watched television. The whole day had been his with no one to answer to, no one watching his every move or following him around. In Mitchell’s apartment, he’d felt freer than he had in years.

Although Donovan had never put physical chains on Sammi, he’d kept him prisoner for a long time nonetheless. At first, Sammi had been happy to play the young lover to the older man who’d rescued him from the streets. Donovan had even spoiled Sammi. In the beginning.

They’d met in a gay bar a year ago. Donovan was big, handsome and spent money like he had an endless supply. Sammi had focused in on Donovan and the rest was history. He’d gone home with Donovan that night, leaving the streets behind. Donovan had given Sammi free run of the penthouse and use of the Town Car, with Moretti driving. Money was no problem either, and for Sammi, who’d never had anything, that had been seductive and intoxicating. Then a month in, Donovan had changed the rules and Sammi’s freedom had disappeared in a single day. He’d been locked in the penthouse, no more shopping trips to the Galleria, no lunches or dinners out at fancy restaurants with Donovan. Under the watchful eyes of an armed guard who stood at the door day and night, Sammi’s good life had become a living hell.

Donovan had started a portfolio of photographs of Sammi. He’d pose Sammi on what had once been their bed and snap shot after shot, each more graphic than the next. Sammi understood that he was being used, but he didn’t understand why. Donovan had told him they were his private photos of Sammi. At first, Sammi had believed him. But one day, he’d gotten a peek at the photos on the computer.

His were mixed in with other young men.

Although Sammi was uneducated, he wasn’t stupid. He had enough street smarts to realize what was going on. 

The first time that Donovan had brought several older men to the penthouse, Sammi had thought it was just a party.

And Sammi was the party favor.

When he’d tried to protest, Donovan had dragged him into the bedroom, thrown him against the wall and explained it to him, with a tight grip around Sammi’s throat. “Time to earn your keep.”

That night, each of the men had taken turns fucking Sammi, and when they hadn’t been fucking him, they’d been watching someone else fuck him. At least Donovan had insisted they wear condoms. Sammi had never seen it, but he was sure money had changed hands. He’d been a whore before, on the dark streets near the park, but at least he’d made some money then and had been able to come and go as he pleased.

After the men left, Sammi had asked Donovan about his share of the money. That was the first time Donovan had put Sammi in the closet. Whether during some intimate bed talk or in conversation, Donovan had found out about his fear of small places, and used it to punish and control him.

The closet was so small. And there was no light. The bulb had been removed and the doorframe weather-stripped so that no light shone around the edges. Sammi could stand or sit, but not lie down.

The sides of the closet had been too close around him. Walls had brushed his arms as he’d sat with his knees against his chest and his head resting on them. He’d tried shutting his eyes, pretending he was somewhere else, but that had only lasted so long before the walls had closed in on him.

Tears had flowed and his mouth had contorted in a wasted scream as his lungs had struggled to get enough air—his chest had tightened and his heart had pounded as if it would explode. Unable to keep control, he’d beaten his fists on the wooden door until they’d been bruised and aching, but Donovan had never released him.

Not until Donovan had been ready and Sammi had been beaten into a pliant, obedient creature, begging to be good. To let Donovan do whatever he wanted with Sammi. He’d never complain or ask for money again. Pleasepleaseplease.

Donovan’s creature.

Then the next customers would arrive.

 


Chapter Five

As they drove back to Mitchell’s, Sammi rolled his window down. The warm night breeze blew through his hair and he could see glimpses of stars. Mitchell rested his hand on Sammi’s leg, and the weight of it felt so solid, warm and comforting. An incredible man loved him. Just for being him. It was a beautiful night.

Then a Mercedes pulled alongside. Sammi glanced at it briefly, then over at Mitchell. “How soon before we get home?”

“Not long. Why?”

“Just wondering.” Sammi shrugged and slouched lower in his seat.

An odd feeling came over him, as if someone had run a sharp fingernail down his spine. He glanced out of the window, but the Mercedes had dropped back. They couldn’t get home fast enough for Sammi.

He glanced in the side mirror.

The Mercedes was two cars behind them now.

“I can’t wait to get you home where we can have some privacy.” Mitchell gave Sammi’s thigh a gentle squeeze.

“I know.” Sammi turned and smiled at him.

Mitchell’s profile was strong and handsome. His hair tossed in the wind and the slight shadow of his beard made him look sexier than sin. Sammi wanted to feel that stubble on his skin as it rubbed across his chest or on the tender skin of his cock. Sammi reached over and caressed the crease in Mitchell’s leg where it met his hip. The beginning of Mitchell’s erection was a lump under his trousers.

“That feels good.” Mitchell groaned. Sammi continued to rub and Mitchell continued to harden.

Sammi glanced at the side mirror again.

The Mercedes had moved to only one car behind.

The fingernail ran down his spine again, but he pushed it away. What was he worrying about? Donovan had a Town Car, not a Mercedes. Sammi relaxed and smiled at Mitchell.

“You feel good to me.” Sammi rubbed harder.

“I’m going to have an accident if you keep that up.”

“Oh, sorry.” Sammi snatched his hand away as if he’d been burned.

“I didn’t mean for you to stop, just not be so intense.” Mitchell chuckled.

“Okay.” Sammi returned his hand to its place. Trying to stay on Mitchell’s good side was like second nature to him. He’d spent the last year walking on eggshells and trying to please Donovan had become a habit.

They passed the bar he’d met Mitchell in. Sammi recognized the name of the street and knew Mitchell would be turning the corner. He focused on the mirror and the Mercedes that loomed in it, now right behind them. 

Mitchell signaled, slowed and made the turn. Sammi held his breath, his grip on the door tightening, ready to throw it open and run, if that’s what it took to escape.

The Mercedes glided past the street without turning.

Sammi let out his breath and relaxed his grip on the door. After pulling up outside the house, Mitchell parked, and they got out and went upstairs.

Once inside, Mitchell pulled Sammi into his arms. “Come here, babe.”

Sammi slid into his embrace. A perfect fit. Lifting his face to Mitchell, he opened his lips and took the kiss. Mitchell tasted of heaven, pure and warm and like spring rain in his mouth.

Another finger ran down his spine. Sammi pulled away.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Sammi went to the window and peeked out of the curtain.

The Mercedes pulled up outside.

Fuckfuckfuckfuck.

Swallowing down his terror, Sammi turned to Mitchell. “Does this place have a back door?”

“Yeah. Why?”

“Because we need to get out of here. Now.” Sammi tried to keep his voice calm, but by the widening of Mitchell’s eyes, he hadn’t succeeded.

“What are you talking about?” Mitchell’s arms flew to his hips.

“Remember that guy I told you about? The one who beat me?”

Mitchell nodded.

“Well, he’s been hunting for me and if he finds me…” Sammi lost his words. He wasn’t ready to tell the truth, not yet.

“Don’t worry. I won’t let him hurt you.”

Sammi shook his head. “Mitchell, he’s really big and strong. And he carries a gun. We need to go. Now.” Sammi grabbed Mitchell’s hand and started for the kitchen.

Mitchell followed, pulled along by the sudden strength in Sammi’s grip. “Easy, babe, easy.” 

Sammi found the door and tried to open it but it wouldn’t budge.

A loud pounding on the front door began.

“Now! Open the door, Mitchell!” Sammi tugged on the knob in a near panic. They had to get out of there or Moretti would find them. Sammi would be returned to Donovan and he refused to think about what Moretti would do to Mitchell.

 

Sammi’s ramped-up fear flooded Mitchell, triggering a primal flight-or-fight response. He flung himself forward and flipped the top deadbolt. The door flew open and Sammi lunged down the stairs in the dark. Mitchell clambered down the stairs, as his front door exploded open with the shriek of splintered wood.

“Shit, what the hell is going on?” Mitchell clambered down the stairs.

Sammi didn’t answer. At the bottom of the stairs, he opened the door and as Mitchell hit the bottom steps, they tumbled outside. Mitchell shut it and stood in the dark of the backyard staring at Sammi.

Sammi’s eyes were white-rimmed, his pupils huge.

“What’s over that fence?” Sammi pointed to the rear fence. “Any dogs?”

“Dogs?” Mitchell filled with his confusion and Sammi’s panic. “No.” He shook his head.

“Come on.” Sammi he ran for the fence.

Mitchell bolted. They reached the wooden fence and Sammi leaped, caught the top of the laths and vaulted over. Mitchell did the same. His heart hammered as he cleared the boards, landing on his feet. He squatted on the ground in the darkness. Sammi knelt beside him and put his finger to his lips. Mitchell nodded. In a running crouch, Sammi made his way to the back gate as Mitchell followed. They were through the gate and onto the sidewalk of the next street before Mitchell even had time to catch his breath.

“What now?” Mitchell darted his gaze up and down the street.

“We need to get away from here. Is there any place around here we can go? Someplace safe. Private?” Sammi’s soft voice still trembled. This guy must be a big son of a bitch to have Sammi so scared. Mitchell caught his breath and looked around.

Brian.

“Come on—I have a friend who lives about six blocks away.” Mitchell started running down the tree-lined street with Sammi on his heels.

Mitchell set an easy pace and Sammi jogged alongside him. They stuck to the sidewalks, but Sammi kept glancing over his shoulder, despite tripping a few times.

“Get down!” Sammi grabbed him and pulled him to the side.

Mitchell veered off and crouched behind a minivan parked in a driveway. Sammi clung to his side as if seeking shelter. Mitchell wrapped his arm around Sammi’s shoulders and hugged the trembling man to him.

What the hell was going on? As soon as they got to Brian’s, Sammi was going to have to answer some questions.

Headlights flashed and a pickup truck passed them. They exhaled, stood and continued their jog through the neighborhood. At last, Mitchell turned down a street and slowed to a walk. They strolled the last block and climbed the short steps to a bungalow with the porch light on and an SUV parked in the drive.

“Are you sure we’ll be safe?” Sammi hung back.

“Yes. It’s going to be fine. Come on, babe.” He held out his hand, Sammi took it and they walked up to the front door.

Mitchell glanced at his watch, then knocked. It was late, but Brian rarely went to bed before midnight.

The door opened and light poured out onto the porch. “Mitchell? What are you doing here?” Brian stood in the doorway, his broad shoulders taking up most of its width.

“Glad to see you too.” Mitchell grinned at his best friend.

“Sorry. You usually call. Come in.” Brian stepped aside and Mitchell entered, clasping Sammi’s hand in a tight grip.

“I know it’s late, but I think I need some help.” Mitchell grimaced.

Brian nodded at Sammi. “Introduce me.”

“Sorry. Brian, this is Sammi. This is my best friend, Brian Russell.”

Brian’s eyes flicked to Mitchell and Sammi’s entwined hands and smirked. “And Sammi is what to you?” He shut the door and followed them into the living room. Plopping onto a brown leather couch, he motioned for them to sit.

“Sammi is my lover. He’s living with me.” Mitchell fell onto the loveseat opposite the couch and dragged Sammi down with him. Sammi slid under his arm and snuggled against Mitchell’s side.

“Your lover? When did this happen?” Brian raised his eyebrows and cocked his head at Mitchell. Brian was the first person Mitchell would have told about Sammi, but there hadn’t been any time before tonight. He’d been so lost in Sammi for the last—oh God, had it only been two days?

“We met two nights ago. At a bar.” Mitchell gave Brian a wry grin. “I know, I know, I swore off bars and everything, but…” He glanced at Sammi and shrugged.

“Wow. This is kind of sudden, isn’t it?” Brian sat back and crossed his leg over his knee.

“Yeah, I know, but it just feels so right. I never thought I’d feel like this again.” Mitchell flashed Sammi a smile.

“I’m glad, Mitchell. It’s been too long.” They exchanged a glance that said too much. It had been five years since Steve had died, leaving a hole in Mitchell that had never healed.

“It’s wild.” Mitchell raked his hand through his hair. “Anyway, someone broke into my house tonight.” He didn’t want to go into the entire mess because it sounded so sordid, and there would be enough time in the morning to go into it all. “We need a place to spend the night. I have to go to work in the morning.”

“Sure. Not a problem. You two can take the back bedroom.” Brian stood. “Looks like you could use something to drink. Coffee or wine? Or do you need a shot of whiskey?”

Mitchell checked Sammi. He was still on edge, but calming down. “Make it two glasses of wine. The good stuff, too, nothing with a screw top.”

“You insult me, Mitchell. I thought you knew me better than that.” Brian laughed and went to an antique painted cupboard that had been converted into a bar. He pulled out a bottle from the small wine cooler fitted inside. Like an expert, he pulled the cork and poured two glasses. Then, he reached for the whiskey and poured a drink for himself.

Sammi reached for his and took a tentative sip. “It’s good.”

Mitchell sipped, letting the dark red liquid dance over his tongue. “Thanks.”

“Now.” Brian settled back on the couch. “Tell me everything.”

“Not much to tell.” Mitchell shrugged.

Brian nodded at Sammi. “Is that so?”

Sammi peeked up from over the lip of the wine glass, a smile just touching his full lips. His bangs obscured one side of his face. “Do you want the details or just the gist?”

Brian laughed and Mitchell joined him. “Just the gist. Spare me the details.”

“We met at a bar two nights ago.” Sammi’s eyes flicked to Mitchell. “We’ve been fucking ever since.” He grinned.

Mitchell groaned and rolled his eyes.

Brian barked out a laugh. “Well, it’s good to know you’re back in the game.”

“He’s not back in the game. He’s off the market.” Sammi held up his hand clasped firmly in Mitchell’s. “He’s mine.”

Mitchell took a quick gulp of his wine. “You tell him, babe.” He chuckled.

Sammi leaned back and lifted his face to Mitchell. Mitchell sank into the kiss. Delicious. He sighed.

“Get a room, you two!” Brian laughed and stood. “You know where it is, the bath’s down the hall. Help yourself to whatever. I’m going to bed.” He tossed down the rest of his whiskey, gave them a nod and disappeared.

“I like him,” Sammi said.

“Me, too.”

“He’s your best friend?” Sammi’s brow furrowed.

“Yeah, but we never slept together. We’re strictly friends. I’m not his type.”

“What is his type?” Sammi frowned.

“Brian prefers big blonds with more muscles than brains.”

“Oh.” Sammi nodded. “Does he have someone?”

“Not right now. But I sure hope he finds the right guy, like I did.”

“A soul mate?”

“Yeah, babe. A soul mate.” Mitchell took Sammi’s mouth in a deep kiss and let Sammi’s arousal wash over him. “Let’s hit the sack. And by that I mean just sleep. I’ll be worth nothing if I don’t get eight hours.” And with the night’s excitement, he had no idea how long it would take to relax enough to fall asleep.

“Right. Probation.” Sammi stood and pulled Mitchell to his feet. “But, after work, you’re mine.”

“Absolutely. Wild horses couldn’t keep me away from you.”

Mitchell led them down the hall to the back bedroom. After showering separately, they slid under the covers and held each other. Sammi fit so perfectly tucked against his body. Mitchell felt the rise and fall of Sammi’s chest, his soft breathing, the steady pounding of his heartbeat. Contentment filled Mitchell.

This was too good to be true.

When would the bubble burst and reality surge over them? More than anything, he wanted forever with Sammi, but even he had to admit their situation was odd.

What would the shrink have to say about it?

And who the hell had kicked open his front door?

Being with Sammi might just prove…fatal.

 

 


Chapter Six

In the morning, Mitchell sat with the guys at the breakfast table, sipping coffee. Sammi wore the same clothes he’d worn since they met. Mitchell, unshaven, wore only briefs and a T-shirt he’d been lucky to find in a drawer. Brian, dressed in jeans with a white dress shirt over them, totally handsome, as always. Mitchell envied Brian’s knack of knowing how to put himself together.

“I need to borrow some of your clothes, man.” Mitchell gave Brian a shrug.

“No problem. Take what you need. Won’t be the first time.”

Mitchell smiled at him in thanks. “Now, I have a huge favor to ask.”

“Ask away. Doesn’t mean I’ll do it.” Brian took a sip from a mug that said ‘Cowboy Butts Drive Me Nuts’.

Mitchell opened his wallet, pulled out two hundred dollar bills and handed them to Brian. “If your schedule is clear, would you take Sammi and buy him some clothes? Jeans, shirts, briefs, socks, the whole works.”

“Where are your clothes?” Brian turned to Sammi.

“I don’t have any. I left them when I left the jerk.” Sammi took a sip.

“You must have really wanted out.” Brian’s eyes narrowed.

“You have no idea.” Sammi grimaced.

“You need my car?” Brian asked Mitchell.

“No, I’m calling a cab. Back in a few.” Mitchell stood and headed off to find some clothes. He planned to have the cab stop by his apartment to check it out. At least secure the busted door, that was, if there was anything left to secure. The thought of his place open all night long made him sick. No telling who had been in there.

He showered, shaved and picked out clean slacks and a shirt, but reused his tie. His socks and briefs could stay. He’d grab some fresh ones at the house. Dressed, he rejoined the men in the kitchen.

“Okay, I’m ready.”

“I called the cab for you,” Brian said.

“Thanks, man. I mean it. I don’t know what I’d have done without you.” Mitchell shook his head.

“You’d have gone to a hotel.”

“I didn’t even think of that.” Mitchell rolled his eyes.

“That break-in must have really shaken you up last night.”

Mitchell glanced at Sammi, silently listening to their conversation.

“I guess it did.” He hadn’t been thinking clearly since he’d met Sammi, but he wasn’t going to admit that to Brian.

“I’m hoping you’ll tell me everything when you get back here, Mitchell.” Brian’s stern gaze told him that he’d have to explain a lot more than he’d shared last night.

“Promise.” Brian deserved the truth for taking them in. And maybe he could help Mitchell figure what the hell was going on with him and Sammi.

Sammi stood and followed Mitchell to the door. “I’ll miss you. But, I promise I won’t call.” Sammi smiled up at him. “You’re sure Brian’s okay?”

“Of course. He’s my best friend. He’d never hurt you, babe. I trust him completely.”

Mitchell cupped Sammi’s chin and raised it. His lips pressed against Sammi’s and he sighed into them. “I’ll miss you.”

He opened the door and left.

Sammi turned around and went back to the kitchen. He slipped into the chair as Brian refilled his cup.

“Well, where do you want to go shopping?” Brian watched him as if he were waiting for some answers. Sammi wasn’t sure if he trusted Brian, even though Mitchell did. Trust came hard for him.

“I don’t.” Sammi shook his head. “I don’t want Mitchell to spend his money on me.”

“Do you have any money?” Brian sat and wrapped his arm over the back of his chair.

“No.” Sammi frowned. There was only one way he’d ever known how to earn money and he’d never sell himself again, he’d made that promise to himself the night he’d left Donovan.

“Then, for now, let Mitchell take care of you. It seems you need it.”

“I’ll pay him back. Every dime.” He would, even though he had no idea how.

“I don’t think he cares if you do. Mitchell is a very generous, loving person.”

“Your best friend.” Sammi smiled.

“That’s right. I don’t want to see him hurt, Sammi. He’s had enough of that.” Brian stared into this mug.

Sammi brushed his bangs back. “How?” Sammi had felt the sadness in Mitchell the first time he’d heard Mitchell’s thoughts. His loneliness and pain had been so close to the surface, so very raw.

“Did he tell you about Steve?”

“No.” Sammi leaned forward.

“Seven years ago, Mitchell met Steve. They were together for two and a half years. Then Steve died.”

Sammi’s heart ached for Mitchell. “What happened?”

“He was killed by a drunk driver. Steve had stopped to change a flat tire on the interstate. The car ran into the back of his car and he was caught between them.” Brian’s voice had lowered to a near whisper. Sammi didn’t have to try hard to feel Brian’s pain, still so fresh and aching, and it shocked him. That kind of pain meant deep feelings.

Sammi frowned. “Did you know Steve?”

“Yes.” Brian stared at his feet.

“Did you love him?” Sammi touched Brian’s hand.

Brian peered up into Sammi’s face. “Yes. Don’t tell Mitchell. He doesn’t know and I never said anything. Steve belonged with Mitchell. Please. I shouldn’t have told you.” He shook his head. “I don’t know how you figured that out.”

“It’s a cur—gift.” Sammi gave Brian’s hand a hard squeeze. “I won’t tell Mitchell. Promise.” That sort of thing was best left unsaid—even Sammi knew that much.

“Thanks.” Brian stood. “Let’s go shopping.”

The last thing Sammi wanted was to go out again and risk the chance of being found by Moretti or Donovan. He grabbed the edge of his chair to anchor himself.

“Can’t you just pick some things out for me? I’m terrible at that stuff and I really don’t like going out. Large crowds bother me,” Sammi pleaded.

For a minute it seemed as if Brian would refuse, then he sighed. “Okay. Write down your sizes.” Brian gave Sammi a slip of paper and a pen. “Jeans okay?”

“That’s fine.” Sammi scribbled his information and handed the paper to Brian. “Thanks.”

“I understand about the phobia stuff. For me, it’s snakes. I hate snakes.” Brian shuddered. “Make yourself at home. I’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

Sammi stood. “You’re a really good friend, Brian. Thanks for taking us in.”

“I took Mitchell in. You were with him. I trust him. You, not so much.” Brian leaned forward, his hands on the back of the chair. “But he loves you. I can see the attraction. You’re just his type.”

“What type is that?” Sammi glanced up from under his bangs.

“Sexy as hell and nothing but trouble,” Brain drawled, shook his head and left.

Sammi grinned. Brian had nailed it. That was Sammi’s life story.

Sex and trouble.

 

* * * *

 

Mitchell stepped out of the cab and stared at the two flat tires on his car. Shit. Someone hadn’t wanted them to use it to get away. His gaze tracked up the stairs to his front door. It was shut, or appeared to be shut.

“Wait for me,” he told the driver. “I’ll only be a few minutes.”

He trotted up the stairs to the door. The frame had split, but the door had been pulled closed. Thank God for small favors. He pushed it open and waited. Silence.

Surely whoever did this was gone by now.

Stepping inside, he saw what was left of the ceramic bowl he kept his keys and loose change in. Shards of it were strewn across the floor, scattered among the coins. Stepping over the pieces, he moved farther inside and surveyed the damage, as he held his breath.

With a deep exhale, Mitchell let his shoulders droop. Not as bad as he’d thought, but bad enough. Nothing was gone, but everything that could be thrown and smashed, had been trashed. Debris littered the living room floor.

Someone had been really pissed off.

He moved into the kitchen. The back door stood open. He’d closed it, so whoever had done this had figured out where he and Sammi had fled. In the hall, he checked out his study. The computer appeared untouched, thank God.

The taxi was waiting so Mitchell hurried to his bedroom. The bed had been tossed, and his clothes lay strewn on the floor. He stomped over to his chest, pulled out a handful of briefs and socks, then grabbed a pair of jeans from the floor and a few shirts.

When he entered the bathroom, he froze.

‘I want him back’ was scrawled on his mirror with black marker. Beneath it was ‘Donovan’. Its starkness and the implied threat sent fear knifing through him.

Donovan wanted Sammi back. What an odd way to say ‘I love you, come home.’ It sounded as if Sammi had been stolen property Mitchell should return instead of a runaway lover.

What the hell was going on? Sammi’s old lover was either crazy or…

After gathering the last of his things and a duffle bag to stuff them into, Mitchell headed out of the house and climbed into the cab. He’d come back this afternoon and call the cops to report the break-in, then call his insurance agent. Right now, he needed to get to work on time.

 

* * * *

 

Sammi pulled a denim shirt from the back of Brian’s chair and slipped it on. He’d found a blue bandana in the dresser and, with a quick swipe, he pushed back his bangs and tied the cloth around his head, pulling it low over his eyes.

On his way out, he snagged Brian’s sunglasses and put them on. Disguise complete. After shutting the door so it locked behind him, Sammi trotted down the steps and headed toward Montrose Avenue, sure he’d return after Brian, and if not, he’d just sit on the stoop and wait for him to show up.

Thirty minutes later, he stood outside a plain, squat, brick building. The last time he’d been here was before Donovan. One of the other street guys had told him about it and that it was free. Taking a deep breath, he entered. 

The waiting room was small and bare, with a dozen metal folding chairs around the walls. Several men and two women waiting their turns glanced up at him. The men checked him out—the women went back to their magazines. Ignoring the appreciative stares of the guys, Sammi walked to the counter and pressed a button near a frosted window.

It slid open and a woman in green scrubs shoved a clipboard at him.

“First name only, please.” She gave him a tired smile.

Sammi wrote his name and pushed it back at her. She took it and checked his name. “Take a seat, please. Your name will be called soon.”

Sammi doubted that. The others in the room had the look of people who’d been there for some time. He glanced at the clock. He had hoped he’d return before Brian did, but this was taking more time than he’d planned. Well, he’d just say he’d gone for a walk, that’s all.

The room emptied and filled with a new collection of people.

The door opened and another woman dressed in blue scrubs glanced at a clipboard.

“Sammi.”

He stood and followed her inside. She walked to a scale.

“Height and weight.”

He stepped onto the scale. “One hundred sixty-seven pounds.” She raised a metal staff above his head, flipped out a shorter bar, and read off the measurement. “Five feet ten inches.” She scribbled the information on the papers trapped under the clamp of the clipboard. He’d gained weight since last time. Probably all the muscle he’d built up working out at Donovan’s. He’d insisted Sammi work on his body, to be more marketable.

“This way, please.” She led him to a small room.

Sammi paused at the doorway and peeked in. Small, but not too small. Another deep breath and he stepped in.

“Up on the table.” Sammi hopped up and looked around. Ahead of him was a blank, green wall. A small counter with a sink and some medical supplies lined one side near the door. Other than a stool, the rest of the space was empty.

“Take off the shirt, please. I need your blood pressure and listen to your heart.” Sammi slipped it off. She pushed the sleeve of the T-shirt up, took his arm and wrapped a long wide strip of plastic around it, and began pumping. The cuff puffed up and tightened on his arm.

“It hurts,” he said.

“It’s supposed to.” She stopped pumping and he watched the needle on the dial go down as the cuff relaxed. “Temperature.” She held up a thermometer on a curly cord. Sammi opened his mouth and she placed it under his tongue. After a few seconds, it beeped and she pulled it out.

Then she hooked the stethoscope into her ears and placed the round part against Sammi’s chest. “Deep breath.” He inhaled and held it as she listened. She repeated it, moving to his back. Then she pulled the stethoscope out and hung it around her neck.

“I need some medical history.”

“Okay.” Sammi licked his lips, sucked the bottom one into his mouth, and chewed on it. He remembered this part.

“How old are you?”

“Twenty-three.”

“When was the last time you saw a doctor?”

“You mean, here?”

“No, I mean a real doctor.”

“A long time ago.”

“How old were you?”

“Ten, I guess.”

“Did you get shots then?”

“I think so.” Sammi scrunched up his brow.

“Why do you want to see the doctor?”

“I want to get a checkup. And a blood test.”

“We’ll do that after the doctor sees you.”

“Okay.”

She finished writing and went to the door. “Someone will be in to see you in a few minutes.” She left.

Sammi stared at the wall. It was the ugliest shade of green he’d ever seen. All the walls were cracked. His gaze climbed upward. The ceiling was made of those big white tiles and the light was a cheap florescent fixture. The shadows of the bugs that had died in it formed patterns on the yellowed plastic.

The door opened and a young woman came in. “Hello. I’m Beth. The social worker.” She sat on the stool and put her clipboard on the desk. “This is a free clinic and is funded by a variety of grants. One of those grants requires us to gather information about the patients for research. All the answers you give are anonymous. Please give the most honest answers possible. Okay?” Facing away from him, she bent over the desk to write.

“Okay.” Sammi steadied his voice by focusing on a spot on the ugly green wall.

“Do you consider yourself heterosexual, homosexual, bisexual or trans?”

“Homosexual.”

“Have you ever had sexual relations with someone of the opposite sex?”

“No.”

“How old were you when you experienced your first sexual encounter? That can mean anything from a kiss to full intercourse.”

“Ten.”

“How old were you when you first had full intercourse?”

Sammi paused. “Ten.”

“Were you sexually abused as a child?”

“Yes.”

“Was this by a family member, a trusted friend, or a stranger?”

“Family member.” If you count foster parents as family.

“Was this ever reported to the authorities?”

“No.”

“Did you ever tell your parents?”

“No. I was in foster care.”

“Are you currently sexually active?”

“Yes.”

“Are you in a monogamous relationship?”

“Yes.”

“For how long?”

Sammi paused again. Would she laugh? “Two days.”

“How long was your longest monogamous relationship?”

He couldn’t even count Donovan. “Three months.”

“How many times in the last year have you had sexual relations? Zero to ten. Ten to twenty. Twenty to fifty. Fifty to one hundred. Over one hundred.”

Sammi bit his bottom lip. “Twenty to fifty.”

“How many sexual partners have you had this year? Zero to ten. Ten to twenty. Twenty to fifty. Fifty to one hundred. Over one hundred.”

“Twenty to fifty.”

“Have you ever exchanged sex for money?”

“Yes.”

“Is this your primary source of income?”

“Yes.” I am a whore.

“What was your last year of school?”

“Eighth grade.”

“Do you have a job?”

“No.” If you don’t count fucking men for money and shelter.

“Have you used a condom every time you’ve had sexual relations?”

“No.”

“Just a few more questions. Have you ever taken drugs? That includes drugs like marijuana, cocaine, meth, and heroin.”

“Yes.”

“Did you take any drugs intravenously?”

“No.”

“What drugs did you take?”

“Marijuana and cocaine.” Donovan had all the good stuff, anything he or Donovan’s clients wanted.

“When was the last time you took either of those drugs?”

“Six months ago.”

She checked off the last box and stood. “That’s it. Thank you for participating. The doctor will be in to see you shortly.”

“Okay.” He’d just told a complete stranger more about his life than anyone else in the world knew, all condensed into a game of Twenty Questions.

After she left, Sammi chewed his lip and stared at the wall. It had a long crack that reminded him of a road going over another crack shaped like a hill. He and Mitchell might drive that road, go over hills, and maybe see some lakes or the beach. He’d never seen the beach. Or hills, for that matter.

The door opened and a man in a white coat stepped in. He wore blue plastic gloves. A nurse, also wearing gloves, followed, carrying a tray.

“Sammi? I’m Dr. Fowler.”

“Hello, Dr. Fowler.” Sammi sat up straight.

“I see from your forms that you haven’t had any shots since childhood?”

“That’s right.”

“Okay. Well, there are several that I’ll give you today.”

“What for?” Sammi didn’t like shots, that much he remembered.

“Hepatitis. Tetanus. Tuberculosis. Meningitis.”

“I can’t pay for them.”

“All our services are free, Sammi.” He smiled, very friendly.

“Okay.” Sammi shrugged.

The nurse prepared a needle and handed it to the doctor. He gave Sammi the shot in his right arm. It hurt, but no worse than a bee sting. The nurse gave one to his left arm. Then they did it again. Both arms ached.

The doctor listened to Sammi’s chest, his heart, had him breathe deeply several times, and felt his throat. Then Sammi lay back on the table and the doctor felt all over his belly.

“Stand up, face the table, and lower your pants and underwear. I need to do a rectal exam.”

Sammi did what he was told.

“Just lean over.”

He did. The doctor’s fingers spread the cheeks of his ass apart and he slipped a cold, lubed plastic-clad finger inside Sammi. He flinched as the doctor felt around, then pulled his finger out. After snapping off his glove and tossing it in the wastebasket, he slipped on a new one. Then, he cupped Sammi’s balls and asked him to cough. He did.

Sammi had never had a man touch him down there without it being sexual. The doctor’s touch was different and as matter-of-fact as the way he’d listened to his heart and lungs. It was very odd, but in a way, it made Sammi feel safe.

“Everything seems fine. You appear to be a completely healthy young man.” The same patient smile. “Of course, the blood test will tell us everything. Nurse Wells will take some blood. Do you need any condoms today?”

“No.”

“Well, then. Test results will be sent to an address you provide or you can pick them up. If there is any reason for you to return, we’ll let you know. If not, I’ll see you back here in a year.” Another smile and he left.

The nurse pulled Sammi’s arm out straight.

“Now, let’s get some blood.” She pulled a rubber tube out of her pocket and tied it around his arm. “Make a fist and pump.” Sammi gritted his teeth as the band tightened, cutting off his circulation.

She searched for a vein and Sammi braced himself.

He’d never thought going to the doctor would hurt so much and he wasn’t even sick. At least, he didn’t think he was sick.

Like the doctor said, the blood test would tell everything.

 

 

 


Chapter Seven

The phone rang and Mitchell answered. “Mitchell Collins.”

“Mr. Collins. Someone is here for you.” The receptionist’s voice wavered.

“Who is it?” No one ever came to see him at work.

“He said to tell you Donovan sent him,” she whispered, sounding more than a little scared.

Mitchell’s blood froze. Donovan? Here?

“I’ll be down shortly.” How he managed to sound normal was a miracle. 

Mitchell hung up and rolled his chair back. How the hell had this guy found him? 

He groaned. Of course. The break-in. The bastard had been in his house, searching through all of his things. The fact he knew who Mitchell was and had come to his office didn’t bode well.

Shit. He did not need this crap and certainly not at the office.

Mitchell headed to the elevator. All the way down, dread filled him as he leaned against the wall. He locked his knees to stay upright, gathering his courage.

The door slid open and Mitchell stepped into the large reception area. A round desk stood in the middle of the atrium, couches and tables arranged around it. At the window, with his back to Mitchell, stood a huge man. Light reflected off his shaved head, and his massive shoulders and arms said he could crush more than just beer cans. No wonder Sammi didn’t want this guy to catch up to him, or for Mitchell to go toe-to-toe with him, either.

“I’m Mitchell Collins.” He didn’t extend his hand, but stood with his arms at his sides. Sammi had said the man carried a gun. For a second, Mitchell wondered if he’d be shot down right here in the waiting room.

The man turned, and cold, steel gray eyes fell on Mitchell. There was nothing behind them—no emotion, no signs of humor, just coldness.

Ruthlessness.

A killer’s eyes.

No wonder the receptionist was scared. The guy scared the shit out of Mitchell.

“You have something that belongs to Donovan.” His deep bass voice rumbled. “He would like it returned.”

The receptionist was staring at both men, her head moving from one to the other, her eyes wide. Mitchell prayed she was calling security.

“I don’t think it wants to go back.” Mitchell wanted to keep this entire mess on the down low, but it seemed it was going to play out here. “Tell Donovan to forget about it.”

“Donovan wants his property returned or else.” The man took a slow walk around the perimeter of the room. He reached the desk and with a careless flick of his hand, he swept a large vase filled with flowers onto the floor. It shattered, the boom echoing, and the receptionist jumped and muffled a scream behind her hand. Hitting the keypad on the phone, she began dialing.

Mitchell hoped security or the cops would get here soon. Like before this big bastard killed him. No matter what, Mitchell wasn’t turning Sammi over to anyone. Especially not this thug.

“Tell him to call the police and report it stolen.” Where the hell all this bravery was coming from, Mitchell had no idea, but the words had just come out, as if someone else had control of his mouth.

Another flick of the hand and a lamp exploded on the marble tiles. The poor girl leaped from her chair and ran toward the elevators. Where the hell was security?

Mitchell stood his ground as the big man advanced.

“Donovan prefers to take care of these matters in private.”

“This isn’t exactly private.” Mitchell motioned around the room.

“This is a request.”

“What was last night?” He stared into the man’s eyes.

“A repossession.” Not a glimmer of a smile or any other emotion showed on his face. He was like a fucking robot. “Next time, it’ll be a takedown.”

“There won’t be a next time.”

“Donovan knows where you live, where you work, and what you are.”

At the unveiled threat, Mitchell’s eyes narrowed then darted to the half dozen other people, including Ms. Jane Walker from H.R., who had gathered at the commotion.

Shit. Double shit and crap.

She gawked at the big man, then her stare slid to Mitchell and her eyes narrowed.

“Tell Donovan to stay away from me. He can’t have it back.”

“Over your dead body?” One side of the goon’s lips curled up in a wolfish grin.

Mitchell swallowed. “Something like that.”

Security arrived, thank God. The big man grinned at the gathering crowd. The guards didn’t seem to know what to do with him.

“It would be my pleasure to ensure that happens, you fag,” he sneered.

All heads swiveled to Mitchell. Dozens of eyes widened. Fuck, he’d just been outed at work in front of a half dozen co-workers.

Could this get any worse?

Donovan’s henchman sauntered through the crowd. Everyone stepped away from him, even the guards. He pushed open the lobby doors and walked away, as if he had nothing better to do.

Mitchell, unsure of what to do, bent down to pick up the shattered pieces of the vase and the damaged blooms. Water, ceramics and glass covered the slick tiles. He’d need a towel to mop this mess up.

He waved away the receptionist who’d come over to him. Mitchell could feel everyone’s gaze burning into his back and the destroyed waiting area. How was he going to explain this?

“Here, let me take those.” The woman gathered the flowers from him, and he gave them up, still too stunned to grasp it all.

“I’m so sorry. Really. I don’t know who that man was.”

She gave him a sad smile. “It’s okay. I needed some excitement today.” She shrugged. “I’ll take care of this.” Then she motioned behind him.

Mitchell stood, inhaled, then turned to face the crowd, staring at him as if he’d grown a second head.

“Mr. Collins, come with me.” Ms. Walker found her voice and motioned him to the elevator as the receptionist kneeled down and began picking up the mess.

Mitchell sighed and followed. This definitely counted as ‘one wrong step’.

The ride up to her office was tense and silent. What she had to say to him would be done in the privacy of her office, but he knew what was coming. By now, the events that had just occurred downstairs would be making its journey along the office grapevine.

He trailed behind her as people in the cubicles they passed sat up and took notice. In her office, Mitchell didn’t wait to be asked to sit. He slumped into the chair. His hands shook and he grabbed the arms of the chairs to quiet them.

“Can you explain what just happened?” Ms. Walker rubbed the bridge of her nose as if dealing with Mitchell gave her a headache.

Ha. She should feel the pounding in his head.

“That was unfortunate.” Mitchell shook his head. “I’ve never seen or met that man before today, I swear to you. If you didn’t know before, I guess you know now. I’m gay. That thug is someone who works for my boyfriend’s ex. Seems I’m caught up in a complicated love triangle.”

“Right. You people are certainly flamboyant, if nothing else. All high drama.” She pursed her lips at him. Mitchell gritted his teeth at her comments. He’d about had it for today, and this just might be the last straw of his very thin control.

“If you mean homosexuals, that is a generalization,” Mitchell pointed out. Okay, some of the gay men he knew could be guilty of that, but he certainly wasn’t, and neither were most of his friends who were gay, like Brian. “And a bit homophobic.”

Ms. H.R. twisted her lips and rolled her eyes. Rolled her fucking eyes! Mitchell narrowed his and stared at her. Fuck this.

“Look, just say it. I’m really tired and that bastard worked on my last nerve.”

She nodded, and for a moment, regret flashed in her gaze, then it hardened.

“I’m sorry to say it, Mr. Collins, but your employment here is terminated. That type of display will not be tolerated. Bringing your sordid sex life to work will not be condoned.”

Mitchell stood. He’d had enough and he didn’t intend to listen to some speech about inappropriate behavior. This was bullshit.

He drew himself up and put his shoulders back. He didn’t want to beg for his job, but if he had a scrap of a chance to salvage his career at the company he had to try.

“Ms. Walker, in the last twenty-four hours my apartment has been vandalized, my tires slashed, I’ve been chased from my home, my life threatened, and I’ve been outed at work. Now you’re firing me. My life is going down the crapper in a flush of cosmic proportions. I’m sure somewhere inside you there is an iota of humanity, so I’m going to ask you to reconsider. I value my career and had no intention of stepping out of line.” Mitchell swallowed. “I wish you would think about this again.”

She raked her gaze over him and he could see the dislike in her expression. Maybe that regret had been about not firing him sooner. He just bet she thought ‘all the good ones are taken or gay’.

“I’m sorry. My decision is final. You have thirty minutes to clean out your desk and leave the building.”

Mitchell left her office. 

Those same people who watched him go to her office tracked him down the hall to the elevators.

It was a long ride up to his floor and the elevator seemed to stop on every floor as he endured the stares of everyone who got on or off. He had to force himself to stop wondering if each person knew he’d just been fired.

Mitchell wove his way to his cube.

On his desk sat a box of tissues and a small bottle of baby oil.

So they’d heard, at least the gay part.

Ignoring his co-workers’ high school antics, he gathered his few personal possessions, then shoved them into a plastic bag he pulled from his bottom drawer. He picked up his duffle bag and shut off his computer with his free hand. That done, he left. At the elevator, a small group of his co-workers, people he counted as his work friends, waited for him. His boss was not among them, nor was he anywhere to be found.

“It’s just wrong, Mitchell. We can’t believe they’re doing this to you.”

“You should fight it. Take them to court. It’s discrimination.”

“Hang in there. If there is anything you need, let me know.”

All the kind words and worried smiles disappeared as the door to the elevator shut and whisked Mitchell on a nonstop ride to the bottom.

 

* * * *

 

The SUV was in the drive. Sammi trudged up the stairs and knocked on the door. He felt a slight twinge from the muscles where he’d gotten his shots.

Brian answered. “Sammi. Where the hell have you been?” He didn’t appear happy to see Sammi, in fact, he’d call it pissed off.

“Sorry, I should have left a note. I went for a walk.” He shrugged as he entered. “I had a lot of stuff to think over.”

Brian nodded. “Want to see what I got you?”

Sammi smiled. “Yeah. I’m sure it’ll be great. You have such good taste.”

“How do you know that?” Brian laughed as he got the bags.

“Well, first, you’re Mitchell’s best friend. And second, your fashion sense is incredible.” Sammi folded his legs under him as he sat on the couch and began to dig through the bags.

From the first large bag, Sammi pulled out jeans, T-shirts and a couple of denim shirts. Socks and two packs of briefs were in another bag, along with aftershave, a nice razor—not one of those plastic kinds—and a deodorant stick that matched the aftershave. He spun the top on the aftershave and sniffed. It smelled like citrus with an underlying musk scent. Sammi couldn’t wait to wear it for Mitchell.

“Wow. I never expected this. Everything is so nice.” He’d had more expensive clothes, Donovan had insisted, but he’d hated wearing them, as if doing so marked his acceptance of Donovan’s ownership of him.

“Just doing what Mitchell asked.” Brian shrugged. 

Sammi wondered if he’d ever have such a good friend like Brian. Mitchell deserved the best friend ever.

“This is great. I can’t wait to get out of these clothes.” He scooped it all up and dashed down the hall before Brian could think of anything else to ask.

In the shower, Sammi began to feel odd. Just a few minutes before, he’d been happy. Now, sadness washed over him. He washed his hair and rinsed off. As he shaved, the feeling of melancholy grew more intense.

Shit. Something had happened to Mitchell, and with gut-wrenching certainty, Sammi knew it probably had to do with him. He was bad news. Sex and trouble, but mostly trouble. How much more could he screw up Mitchell’s life?

He dressed in fresh clothes and headed back to the kitchen. Brian stood at the stove, preparing lunch. It smelled wonderful and despite his emotions, Sammi’s stomach rumbled.

“What’s that? It smells delicious.” He peeked around Brian’s bulk at the pots on the stove. Water boiled in a large stock pot.

“Glad you approve. It’s lunch. Spaghetti and meat sauce.”

“I love spaghetti.” He pulled out a chair at the table and dropped into it. “How did you learn to cook?”

“I’ve been on my own for a long time.” Still facing the stove, Brian kept talking. “You just pick it up. It’s not like I went to school for it.”

“But you went to school.” He tried to keep the envy from his voice. “College, right?”

“Yeah. Up in Austin at the University of Texas. That’s where I met Mitchell. We had some classes together. Started hanging out.”

“But you never hooked up?”

“No. Sex fucks up friendships.”

Sammi didn’t have much experience with friendship, but plenty with sex. Most of it hadn’t been very good. Until Mitchell.

“What do you do?” Sammi was curious about the man who figured so prominently in Mitchell’s life.

“Well, my degree is in engineering. But, now, I’m a P.I.”

“A P.I? Like a private detective? That’s cool. How’d you learn that?”

“Took some law enforcement classes.” The big man shrugged his shoulders. “Thought for a while I’d be a cop. But, the gay thing just wasn’t happening. So, I turned it into a detective agency.”

“You and Mitchell are so smart.” Sammi bit his lip. Not like him. No education, just his street smarts, and most of those he wanted to forget.

“You seem like a pretty smart guy, Sammi. Don’t underestimate yourself.” Brian plated the spaghetti, and poured the meat sauce into a large bowl. “Hey, over in that cabinet, get us a couple of plates. The silverware is in that drawer.”

Sammi set the table, careful to place the napkins in the correct positions. At the penthouse, all the meals had been formal. Donovan had insisted. Even though the kitchen had a counter and stools to sit on, Sammi had never been allowed to eat at it, not even a sandwich.

Brian pulled out the wine from last night and poured them each a glass.

They sat, passed the food around then dug in.

After his first few bites, Sammi looked at Brian. “Something’s wrong with Mitchell.”

Brian stabbed at his food. “What are you talking about?”

“I can feel it. He’s upset about something.”

Brian put down his fork and picked up his glass. Sipping the wine, he stared at Sammi over the rim. “That gift of yours?”

Sammi squirmed in his seat. “Yeah.”

Brian put down the glass and folded his arms. “You know, in my line of work you see a lot of common things. Life. Death. Love. Hate. Greed.” His eyes bored into Sammi’s. “Sometimes, you see things you can’t explain.”

Sammi took a gulp of wine and almost choked. He wanted Brian to stop staring at him as if he could see inside him. Sammi’s gaze flicked to Brian’s face.

“Do you have a gift?” Sammi toyed with his fork, twirling it in the pasta.

A slow smile turned the corners of Brian’s mouth up, making a killer set of dimples. “Some might call it that. I get feelings sometimes. Usually when I’m on a case.”

“What kind of feelings?” Sammi leaned forward.

“Whether someone is telling the truth or lying, whether I’m on the right trail, even what might have happened. Some people call it a hunch or a gut feeling. But it’s much stronger than that. It’s as if I can see it happening.”

“Seriously?” For a moment, Sammi thought Brian was bullshitting him, but the man was so serious, so sincere. He opened his emotions and picked up traces of Brian. Curiosity. Confidence. Sincerity.

Something told Sammi he’d be safe with Brian.

“I can feel other people’s emotions. Sometimes,” Sammi said in a rush.

Brian nodded. “Thought so. Do you use it often?”

“Sometimes.” He ducked his head and took a bite of spaghetti as Brian watched.

“Sometimes, huh?” Brian didn’t appear as if he believed Sammi at all. 

Sammi didn’t want to explain how he used his gift. That was too much honesty for now.

“The food is delicious. I wish I could learn to cook.” Sammi smiled around a mouthful of food. “So I could cook for Mitchell. I cleaned the house yesterday. I want to make myself useful. I don’t want him to think I’m taking advantage of him. I want to earn my keep.”

“That’s a good idea. Well, I could show you a few things. I happen to know some of Mitchell’s favorite dishes.” Brian’s eyes twinkled.

“That would be great. Thanks.”

Sammi and Brian fell silent as they finished eating. Sammi was learning so much, about himself and about Mitchell. Even Brian. Sammi had never known so many people he felt comfortable around and trusted.

He could get used to this life.

If Donovan would ever let him go.

 


Chapter Eight

Mitchell got out of the cab, the plastic bag clutched in his fist and the duffle bag slung over his shoulder. He trudged up the stairs to his apartment. After pushing open the door, he headed straight to the kitchen. He dropped his bags, pulled open a drawer, and found his address book.

He flipped through the pages until he located the number of his insurance agent.

The room spun. He leaned on the counter and closed his eyes. Waves of nausea raced over him, his stomach clenched, and he rushed to the sink and vomited. Shaking as he leaned over the sink, he turned the tap, rinsing the meager contents of his stomach down the drain. He cupped his hands, sipped some water and washed out his mouth. Tremors started in his legs and arms, then spread to his entire body.

Unable to raise his head, Mitchell clung to the side of the sink and tried to get the shaking under control. Water running from the tap and the pounding in his head drowned out the eerie silence of what had once been a sanctuary for him.

The shivers slowed and stopped. He splashed cold water on his perspiration-drenched face. After turning off the tap, he pulled out a chair from the table and sat before his legs gave out.

Shit. Shit. Shit. Shit.

Mitchell leaned forward, elbows on the table, and cradled his head in his hands. It pounded like a son of a bitch. His life, once so calm and predictable, had become a fucking rollercoaster ride since he’d met Sammi. Long slow climbs to the summits of ecstasy, then breakneck-speed plunges to the bottom, then up again to careen around hairpin turns, and shooting him through an endless blackened tunnel. Making love with Sammi had been more wonderful than he’d ever experienced, even his times with Steve. But at what price?

Would he ever come out of the tunnel and into the light?

If he didn’t give up Sammi, Donovan’s goon would probably kill him. They had him by the balls. He’d lost his job. They knew his name, his address, his phone number. If they’d been in his computer, they probably knew his bank account.

Oh, shit.

Mitchell lurched to his feet and staggered to the study. He sat in the chair, turned on his PC and sat back to wait as it fired up. More than ever before, it felt as if it took forever to boot up. His fingers tapped the mouse pad as he waited. At last, the familiar jingle sounded and he put his hand on the mouse.

His desktop came up and icons popped into place. My Bank sat there, plain as day. Swallowing, he double-clicked it. His sign-in and password appeared already in place. He’d used the option to remember them. He hit Login to Your Account. The bank connected.

After clicking on Balance, he stared unbelieving at the screen.

Twenty-five dollars remained.

Fuck. He’d just deposited his paycheck. Even the extra cash cushion he kept for emergencies was gone. He clicked on Transaction History. His money had been transferred to another account. They’d wiped him out.

A growing fear gnawed at his belly. He closed the window and clicked on the icon for one of his two credit cards.

He’d used the saved ID and password there, too. How could he be so fucking stupid?

Mitchell clicked one open and hit the log-in.

Access Denied and Account Not Available flashed in red. They’d closed his account and fucked him royally. He didn’t bother checking out the other credit card. It would be the same.

These people were not playing with him.

“Shit!” He stood and, in a fury that swelled in him then exploded, he wiped his desk clean, sending papers, a pencil holder with all its contents, and several books crashing to the floor. “Damn that goddamned motherfucking bastard!”

Mitchell’s eyes filled with tears, but he fought them back. Sucking in a ragged breath, he straightened and let it out in a long, slow exhalation that emptied his lungs. Another deep breath and slow release.

He pulled his cell phone from his pocket, hit nine-one-one, and waited.

“I’d like to report a burglary.”

 

* * * *

 

Donovan watched as Moretti crossed the plush carpet with silent footsteps and placed a FedEx envelope on his desk. Picking it up, Donovan read the front of it. The sender’s address was a street in Rome. He smiled and ignored it. His intermediary would be too careful to put the real address on any paperwork that could be traced.

He opened it and let the contents fall out. A slip of paper and an Italian passport hit the desk. He picked up the passport and flipped to the front of it. Sammi’s face stared back at him. The paperwork couldn’t have been more perfect.

Sammi Constanza. As good a name as any for a man with no past.

As long as Sammi didn’t officially exist, Donovan held the power. Sammi’s last name had been lost in a sea of foster parents. With no birth certificate, that meant no name, and that meant no social security number, and a social security number meant everything. It meant you existed. You could work legally, you could vote, you could get a driver’s license.

Donovan tossed the passport down and picked up the paper. It was a deposit slip for two hundred and fifty thousand dollars for his offshore account.

Part one of the transaction was complete.

He double-clicked the mouse and brought up his email. Clicked on New then he typed, Papers received. Item will be shipped in three days, added the address, then clicked Send and sat back.

Donovan’s eyes flicked to Moretti, standing at ease against the wall near the door.

“We have three days to find him and get him on that plane.”

“Yes, sir.” Moretti’s eyes didn’t move.

“Mitchell Collins?”

“Taken care of. I shut him down. No money, no credit, and by now, no job.”

Donovan smiled.

Mitchell Collins would understand what it meant to take what belonged to Donovan and what it cost.

 

* * * *

 

The police cruiser pulled up. Mitchell, sitting on the steps, didn’t bother to stand as the cop got out.

“You called about the break-in?” the officer called up to him.

“Yeah.” Mitchell nodded. “I think they’re the ones who slashed my tires, too.”

The officer stopped, circled Mitchell’s car, took out a small camera, and shot a photo. He came up the steps, camera and clipboard in his hands. “I need some info first.”

“Sure.” As the cop leaned against the railing, Mitchell gave him all the details, omitting that fact he and Sammi had been there when it happened last night, not today.

The cop left him on the stairs and checked out the door. “A kick-in.”

Smart cop. Mitchell kept his tendency to be a smartass in check and his mouth shut. For once.

“That’s what I thought.”

“Did you go inside?”

“Yeah. I checked it out, then called you.”

“Did you touch anything?”

“Yeah. I checked my computer. They got to my bank account. Closed my credit cards.”

“Bad break.” The cop grimaced and went inside.

Thirty minutes later, Mitchell sat on the stairs holding the police report. He’d need it for the insurance.

Exhausted and wrung out, he got to his feet and went back inside. Sitting in the kitchen, he dialed the insurance agent and gave him all the information. Since the guy handled his renter’s and car insurance, he mentioned the car’s flat tires. The agent told him to get them fixed and send him the bill.

Mitchell hung up. How was he going to pay for anything with no money and no credit cards? He’d given the last of his cash to Brian to buy clothes for Sammi. He’d have to wait for his final paycheck to clear at the end of the month before he had any money. There were savings, but it was through the company and with all the red tape, it would be over a week before he could have some money sent to him.

Fuck. My. Life.

He gathered up the duffle bag and headed to Brian’s house.

 

* * * *

 

Sammi sat on the couch watching television and chewing the torn cuticle on his thumb. Mitchell would be here soon and Sammi dreaded finding out what had happened. Brian had disappeared into his office after lunch, leaving Sammi to occupy his time in whatever way he’d wanted.

At the penthouse, he hadn’t had much free time. Donovan had insisted he work out every day. There was a work-out room, complete with weights, treadmill, and one of those contraptions that worked your entire body. Moretti would put him through his routine like a drill sergeant until the sweat poured off Sammi.

Then he’d shower, change and go to his room. It was large, but bare. No television, no computer, no video games. Donovan controlled all of that. Sammi was rewarded when Donovan felt he’d done well, like pleasing a client. As if he were some dog doing a trick, Donovan would hold out a treat for Sammi to jump at, usually a video to watch.

And like a good dog, Sammi jumped.

The alternative was the closet. And Sammi would do whatever it took not to be put in the closet.

He stretched out on the couch, trailing his hand over his belly as he thought of Mitchell. Mitchell had offered him everything, with no strings attached, no treats to beg for, no punishments if he said no. Even Brian hadn’t demanded anything of him, but left him to his own, treating him like an adult, not a child or a pet that had to be managed.

Freedom was so much better. He didn’t care what he had to do—he was never going back to Donovan. If things got much worse, Sammi had no idea how long Mitchell would let him stay. Soul mate or not, Sammi feared Mitchell would leave him. Everyone who had ever mattered to Sammi had walked away from him without a glance back over their shoulders.

If there was one thing Sammi knew, it was that he didn’t deserve a man like Mitchell and, at some point, the rug would be pulled out from under his feet and Sammi would be left alone again.

He sat up. Maybe he should leave before that happened. More importantly, he should leave before Donovan caught up with him and made Mitchell pay for hiding him.

Getting lost would be easy in a big city like Houston. It wasn’t like he’d never lived on the streets. He knew a few places.

Sammi went to his room and gathered what Brian had bought him. He stripped a pillowcase from the bed and stuffed everything inside. Then he tied on the bandana.

He paused. Should he leave a note? Fuck, what would he say to Mitchell?

It’s been fun?

Thanks for everything?

It’s better this way?

Forgive me?

No note could hold what was in his heart.

Sammi tossed the pillowcase over his shoulder and went to the door. Peeking out, he listened, then slipped to the front of the hall. Brian was still in his study and it would be hours before Mitchell came home.

Sammi pulled the door softly closed and trotted down the steps. Striding as if he had a purpose, he made his way toward Montrose, every step taking him farther and farther from the man he loved and needed more than anything he’d ever known.

 

* * * *

 

Mitchell knocked on Brian’s front door. All he wanted was to sit down, put his feet up, and have a shot of Brian’s whiskey.

Brian opened up. “Hey, you’re home early.”

Mitchell dragged himself through the entry and to the couch. He fell onto it, he threw his feet up on the arm, and laid his head back on a pillow.

“This has been the worse fucking day of my life.” Mitchell let out a low groan.

“Whoa! What happened?” Brian sat on the coffee table next to him.

“Where’s Sammi?” He wanted to hold Sammi in his arms, feel his lips press against his, to make Mitchell believe it had all been worth it.

“Around, I guess.” Brian went to the back room. “Sammi?”

Mitchell closed his eyes and rubbed his temples. The pounding was still going strong, as if two jackhammers were busting concrete against the sides of his head.

Brian came back into the room. “He’s not here. And all the stuff I bought him is gone, along with one pillowcase.”

“What?” Mitchell raised his head and stared at Brian. “Where’d he go?”

“I don’t know, but he ruined a matching set of sheets.” Brian’s attempt at humor was met with a frown from Mitchell. “We had lunch, then I went to my office to get some work done. I left him out here watching TV.”

“Shit.” Mitchell swung his legs down and sat up. “After everything I’ve been through for him, I can’t believe he took off.” The air seemed to go from his lungs and he had to suck in a deep breath. His face twisted as he struggled to keep from falling apart like he had at his ruined apartment.

“It’s okay, man. Tell me what happened.” Brian sat down at the other end of the sofa. “From the beginning. And this time, no bullshit. Don’t leave anything out.”

Mitchell rubbed his hand over his face, sat back, and told Brian everything. About how he’d met Sammi, about their incredible connection, the break-in, Donovan, being fired, everything. When he ran out of steam and words, Mitchell closed his eyes and sighed.

Brian was silent for a long time. Mitchell waited for him to blast him about being a fool, about trusting strangers, about breaking his own rules, but it never came. What came next shouldn’t have surprised him, but it did.

“First, we’ll get your credit cards re-activated and re-issued. You’ll be able to pick them up at the bank tomorrow. I have some money I can lend you until payday. You can worry about finding a job next week.” He stood and got the phone. Then he returned, sat on the couch, and held out his hand. “Hand over your wallet.”

Mitchell passed it to him and listened as Brian dialed the number on the back, and explained what had happened. He passed the phone to Mitchell and he talked to the representative. By the time he hung up, she had guaranteed a new card would be waiting for him at the bank in the morning.

“God, I love you. Marry me.” Mitchell grinned at Brian.

“Not my type.” The big man shook his head.

“I could dye my hair.”

“Can you grow three inches and gain about twenty percent more muscle mass?”

“Maybe not.”

“Besides, what about Sammi? You know, he knew something was wrong today. He told me he could feel that you were upset.”

Mitchell blinked at his best friend. “So you believe me? About the connection?”

“Yes. ‘There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy,’” Brian quoted.

“Thanks. Just makes me love you more.” Mitchell smiled. “Can I have your baby?”

Brian grimaced. “Uh, ew. Just ew.” 

Mitchell laughed.

“Now, we need to figure out what happened to Sammi. He left this morning, you know. He was gone when I came back from shopping. Said he went for a walk, but I’m not sure I believe him.”

“It’s possible, but the way he’s been too frightened to go out, I doubt it. He’s been terrified Donovan would find him.”

“This guy Donovan. Any last name? Or is that his last name?”

“I’m not sure.” Mitchell ran his hands through his hair.

“You don’t know much about Sammi, do you?”

“No.” Mitchell held out his hand, palm out facing Brian. “No lectures, Dad.”

“Let me put in a call to some of my buddies on the force. See if they know anything about him.”

“Why would they?”

“Just a hunch. When I finish, let’s go over to your place, fix the front door and I’ll help you clean up.” Brian gave him a grin and disappeared into his office, leaving Mitchell alone.

What would he have done without Brian? Friends like him came along maybe once in a lifetime. He’d been a rock of support when Steve had died, even listened when Mitchell had called at two o’clock in the morning to cry. Brian had never made him feel like a whimpering, overly dramatic fag, but a man who’d lost the love of his life.

Now, Brian was there for Mitchell again.

If Sammi was supposed to be his soul mate, where the hell was he and why had he taken off? Mitchell closed his eyes and opened himself, like he did when they made love.

Nothing. He was alone and a part of his soul had been ripped away. Mitchell felt empty, as if he’d been hollowed out with a spoon, his insides ragged and torn. The place in his heart that held Sammi was still there, but it ached.

Mitchell stood and went to the bedroom. He lay down on the bed, pulled Sammi’s pillow to his face and inhaled. Sammi’s scent permeated it and filled his nostrils.

Sammi.

 

 


Chapter Nine

Sammi walked into the laundromat and sat. A few people were doing their laundry, sitting around watching the television, or reading newspapers or old magazines. He dropped his bag between his feet.

On the street again with no money. He knew what he could do to earn some cash, but he just couldn’t bring himself to do it. And he didn’t want to go to a bar and pick someone up. For the first time in his life, he didn’t want anyone touching his body except Mitchell and he didn’t want to touch anyone but Mitchell.

Across the street were several restaurants. Sammi stared at them through the glass window and chewed his thumb as an idea formed in his mind.

After picking up his pillowcase, he stood, walked out of the door and crossed the street. He went down an alley to the back door. It had been propped open with some boxes.

A man worked in the kitchen, moving boxes around. Sammi stuck his head in the door and cleared his throat. “Excuse me, I’m looking for work. I can wash dishes or bus tables. Got anything?”

The man stopped and shook his head. “We’re full up. Try next door.”

Sammi nodded, went back down the alley to the street, around the front of the next restaurant and down the side. The door was shut, so he knocked. No answer. He knocked again and waited. Just as he was about to leave, the door opened and a head stuck out and spoke to him. “Deliveries between two and four, buddy.”

“I’m not making a delivery, sir.”

“What do you want?”

“I’m looking for work. I can wash dishes, set and bus tables, anything.”

For a moment, Sammi thought the man would tell him to get lost, but he narrowed his gaze at Sammi, then nodded. “Come on in.”

Sammi followed him inside to a storeroom outside the kitchen.

“Take off the shirt and show me your arms.”

Sammi obeyed. 

The old man searched his arms, then nodded. “Don’t want any druggies. They steal. You steal, boy?”

“No, sir.”

“Better not. I’ll shoot you dead, you steal from me.”

Sammi nodded, his eyes wide with fear. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea.

“Can you start now?”

“Yes, sir.” Sammi’s spirits soared. He never thought it would be this easy, just walk in and ask. There had to be a catch, right?

“Good. Get that washer loaded. Rinse the dishes off first, then stack them. When you finish, I need the kitchen floor mopped.” He motioned to the equipment with a scrawny arm.

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” Sammi grinned and rushed to the washer. Stacks of dirty dishes waited for him. He began to scrape off food into the garbage can, rinse them with the hose, then load them into an industrial dishwasher.

“Hey! You didn’t ask how much I’m paying,” the man called to him.

“Don’t care.” And he didn’t. As long as he was off the streets and not selling himself, it didn’t matter.

“I pay six dollars an hour, cash. I’ll need you until we shut down at ten, maybe an hour after, for clean up.” 

On the street, before Donovan, Sammi had charged twenty for a five-minute blow job. He had no idea how much Donovan had charged his upscale clients, but it was probably more money than Sammi had ever seen.

“Sounds good,” Sammi called back as he rinsed a plate. He’d worry about where he was going to sleep later.

The man shook his head, grumbled and got back to unloading his boxes.

Sammi scraped off another dish, rinsed it, and stacked it. If Mitchell could see him now, he’d be proud of him. But that was never going to happen. Sammi paused, blinked to clear the tears, and got back to work.

 

* * * *

 

Mitchell leaned back and stretched. After a trip to the hardware store to buy the new wooden pieces of the busted doorframe and a better deadbolt, he and Brian had repaired the door. Now, his home was secure and he felt a little better.

They had bought a box of black plastic garbage bags and were going through the debris, saving what they could and throwing the rest away. Brian held the bag open as Mitchell dumped the contents of the sweeper into it.

“Think he came back to your place?” Mitchell asked for the third time.

“Maybe. If he does, he’ll see the note you left.”

“Think he’ll wait?”

“Sure. Why not?”

Mitchell shrugged. He’d gone through the motions of cleaning like a robot, following Brian’s quiet orders, not having to think about what he had to do. Brian always knew what to do.

They worked all afternoon and into the evening until the place was as clean as it had been before the break-in. Most of his stuff had to be thrown out.

“Now, let’s take a look at that computer of yours. I’ll put some protection software on it and you’re going to start using a password to log in,” Brian told him.

“Yes, sir.” Mitchell gave him a salute. “I feel like an idiot, leaving my info just sitting on the computer for anyone to look at.”

“Don’t. Lots of people do it. No one expects someone to break in and steal info off their computers.”

“But I should have known better. I did know, I just thought…”

“It would never happen to you.”

“Right.”

After an hour of Brian’s tinkering, Mitchell’s computer was password-protected and he’d gone into all the online programs Mitchell used to pay his bills and bank with and secured them.

They returned to the kitchen and sat at the table. Mitchell leaned back, pulled open the fridge, and took two Coronas from the door. At least the bastard hadn’t drunk all his beer. After handing one to Brian, he twisted off the cap of his and drank.

“Cold beer. Gotta love it after a hard day’s work.” Brian raised his in a toast.

“Hits the spot.” Mitchell stared into space and let his mind drift.

Sammi.

Just as before, no answer.

“Hey, I’m starved. Let’s go get dinner.” Brian stood, drained his bottle, and tossed it in the trash.

“Can we swing by your house?” Mitchell stood and poured the rest of his beer down the drain.

“That was my plan.” Brian slapped him on the back and they left.

 

* * * *

 

Sammi gathered his pillowcase and stood at the back door of the restaurant. The man who’d hired him turned off the last of the lights. It was eleven-thirty. Sammi—covered in sweat, dishwater and the smells from the kitchen—leaned in the doorway. He was tired, but it was a good feeling. He’d worked for honest pay for the first time in his life. It felt great.

“You did a good job, boy.”

“Thank you, sir. What time tomorrow?” Sammi hoped this would be a steady job.

The man reached into his pocket and pulled out a roll of money. After licking his thumb, he counted out fifty dollars in assorted bills, and handed it to Sammi. “Here’s your pay. Can you come in at ten a.m.?”

“Sure.” Sammi grinned as he shoved the money into his front pocket.

They exited and the man turned to lock up the door. Sammi walked to the sidewalk on Montrose and stood in the shadows between the buildings. He’d found a job. His next problem was where to sleep. He glanced across the street to the laundromat and the sign that said 24 hours. He figured that was as good a place as any.

“You need a lift anywhere?” The old man had never given his name, and Sammi hadn’t asked. For that matter, the old man had never asked for Sammi’s name, either.

“No, sir.” Sammi shook his head.

“Well, going to hang around here all night?”

“No, sir.” Sammi pushed off the wall, slung his pillowcase over his shoulder, and dashed across the street and into the laundromat.

He found a seat and put his things on the chair next to him. Exhaustion flowed through him. He began to relax as he closed his eyes.

Moments later, the chair next to him creaked as someone sat in it.

“You plan on sleeping here tonight?”

Sammi cracked open an eye. It was his boss. “Yes, sir.”

“Shit.” His boss sighed. “Come on with me. I got a place off the avenue. You can bunk there for a few nights.” He stood and waited.

Sammi nodded, picked up his stuff and slung it over his shoulder. “Just the bed for a few nights? That’s all, right?” He hoped the man didn’t want anything else from him because he hated to walk away from a good job.

His boss grimaced at Sammi. “What you think, boy? You think I’m one of those old perverts who like young—” He stared at Sammi. Then he shook his head. “Just the bed, boy. I’m not going to touch you.”

“Thank you, sir.” Sammi gave him a curt nod.

“Come on.” His boss left and Sammi trailed after him. They walked down the avenue, side by side. “What’s your name, boy?”

“Sammi.”

“I’m Otis.” He held out his hand for Sammi to shake, so he did.

They turned after two blocks and Otis walked up to what must have once been a two-story motel. Now, it housed low-income workers. They climbed the worn metal stairs, and Otis stopped at number nine and pulled out his keys.

“It ain’t much, but it’s home.” Otis stepped aside as Sammi entered.

Inside, Sammi checked it out. One large room with a bed, dresser, couch and TV. A small counter with a double cook top and a small refrigerator underneath. The only door was to the bathroom.

“You take the couch.”

“Yes, sir.” Sammi nodded, grateful for a couch to stretch out on. This was so much better than sitting in the laundromat chair all night. Otis tossed him a pillow and a thin blanket. Sammi arranged them as Otis went into the bathroom and shut the door. The shower ran for about ten minutes, then Otis came out dressed in his boxers.

“Bathroom’s yours. Water will be hotter in the morning, but it’s still warm now.”

Sammi nodded and took his turn. As the warm water faded to tepid, he lathered up quickly, then rinsed away the stink of the kitchen and his sweat. Using one of the thin white towels, he dried off and slipped into a pair of briefs. With the towel draped over his shoulders to cover his chest, he came out and crossed the room to his bed.

Otis was already asleep and snoring.

Sammi stretched out and pulled the blanket over him. Rolling onto his side, he remembered the feel of Mitchell’s body against his. A perfect fit, unlike the couch. It poked and sagged, but it was good enough and Sammi was more than grateful to Otis for the job and the bed.

In the morning, he’d get up and go to work.

Just like a regular guy.

Sammi smiled.

 

* * * *

 

Mitchell and Brian finished dinner and left the restaurant. Getting into Brian’s SUV, Mitchell asked, “Can we cruise the avenue for a while?”

“Sure.” Brian didn’t ask why.

They drove up, then down the restaurant and bar-studded avenue, then up and down Westheimer for a few blocks. No Sammi.

Mitchell rode along, his eyes scanning the sidewalks for any sign of the man he’d known and loved. “Shit, Brian. What am I going to do?”

“Keep searching. Keep hoping he’ll come back.”

Mitchell sighed. “Maybe…” He didn’t want to finish what he was going to say. It had been in the back of his mind all night. “Maybe it’s for the best.” He slumped against the seat.

Brian didn’t say a word as he drove, making a show of watching the heavy traffic on all sides of his car.

“He’s turned my life upside down.”

“Yep.”

“I lost my job because of him.”

“Yep.”

“My house was trashed because of him.”

“Yep.”

Mitchell glanced over at his best friend. Brian stared straight ahead.

“My life was threatened.”

“Yep.”

Mitchell sighed. “I’ve had the best sex of my life and I can feel again.”

Brian didn’t say a word, just kept driving, cruising along as Mitchell scanned the people walking in the night.

“I love him.”

“I know.”

“You don’t think I’m nuts to fall for this guy in one night?” Mitchell picked at a small hole in the knee of his jeans.

“Honestly? I think you’re vulnerable.”

“But—”

“Hear me out, buddy. I think you’re not completely healed from losing Steve, and wham you meet this incredibly sexy guy. And wham again, you fall for him. It’s not hard for me to believe, I’m a romantic and believe in the love at first sight shit.” Brian chuckled. “And maybe this is just what that is. Look, for what it’s worth, I think Sammi loves you. And I think you love him. And for me, that’s good enough.”

“What the hell am I going to do?” Mitchell let his head fall against the headrest. “What if he never comes back?”

“You’ll go on. Let time heal you, just like it did with Steve.”

They turned off the avenue and down Mitchell’s street.

“Let’s check your place first, then, for tonight, I think you should stay with me.” Brian’s tone said he wouldn’t take no for an answer. Mitchell gave him a grateful smile.

Brian pulled up and parked. Mitchell hopped out of the car and jogged up the steps. No note.

He came back down and got in. Slamming the car door shut, he said, “Let’s go.”

Brian drove off.

They got to Brian’s and parked. The small porch was empty. The note Mitchell had left for Sammi was still stuck in the door where he’d left it. He pulled it out and crumpled it in his hand.

Brian unlocked the door and they entered. Mitchell walked toward his room in a trance. “Good night, Brian.”

“Night, Mitchell.”

Mitchell shut the door, undressed then lay down. After pulling the covers over him, he floated on a dark sea with no light from the stars to guide him and no land in sight.

He should give it up and forget about Sammi. It was the best thing for both of them. He just didn’t know how to let Sammi go.

Wherever Sammi was, Mitchell prayed he was safe.

 


Chapter Ten

Moretti scanned the club. Nothing but a bunch of old fags hoping to hook up with young fags. He kept a sneer of disgust from twisting his lips as he leaned over the bar and held out the photo of Sammi.

“Have you seen this guy?”

The bartender glanced at it. “No.” He took the bald man in, then sniffed. “Never seen him. He’s cute. If you find him, I’d like to meet him.” The bartender licked his lips and winked.

Moretti pulled the photo away and stuffed it back into his jacket. He’d lost track of the bars he’d been in tonight. Maybe his men were having better luck hitting the sex shops and video stores. As he moved through the packed club, his eyes darted from face to face, searching for his prey.

To his boss, the kid was money in the bank, just another body to sell on the market, funding the good life. Moretti knew Donovan had indulged himself with Sammi, just as he had with the women. Donovan swore Sammi had special abilities that made him valuable but never went into details. For the life of him, Moretti couldn’t understand what they could possibly be and he didn’t care.

But the kid had caused all sorts of trouble for him, bringing Donovan’s wrath down on him for letting him get away in the first place, and now for not being able to find the little fucker. Donovan just didn’t understand the sheer number of fags who lived and played in Houston. They were like fucking roaches, coming out at night. For Moretti, the only way to treat a roach was to squish it.

A good roach was a dead roach.

Same with fags.

As he wound his way through the crowd around the bar, he made certain not to touch any of them. He didn’t believe half of the crap on television, but AIDS was some scary shit and he wasn’t sure if he believed you only got it from butt-fucking, blood and needles.

Moretti didn’t indulge in daydreams often, but he had one where he’d beat the crap out of Sammi. He resented the fact that the little shit had escaped on his watch. It irked him, pissed him off, like a burr in his sock or an itch he needed to scratch, but couldn’t reach.

Donovan had been quite clear, as soon as he’d recognized Sammi’s talents, that Moretti not put a mark on him. And he never had, but he’d wanted to hurt him. Instead, he’d made the fag sweat. Workouts that lasted for hours, until Sammi’s arms and legs shook. But the little fag was as tough as his body had become and that had surprised Moretti.

Fags weren’t supposed to be tough. They were supposed to be wimps, weak-wristed boy-girls who cried for their mamas. Sammi had never cried until the first time Donovan put him in the closet. Moretti had realized the punk was terrified of confined spaces. What a day that had been! He smiled just thinking of it.

And just like that he knew how he could fuck with Sammi. Make him toe the line and show him who was boss around the penthouse.

He’d taken real delight in preparing the closet. Pulled out the shelves, weather-stripped the frame, and installed the dead bolt. Nothing was getting out of that box. And all the time, Sammi had watched, puzzled at first, then to watch the growing horror on his face as he understood why Moretti was fucking with the closet. It was priceless.

Once he caught Sammi, it would be straight to the closet. He didn’t care how much the bastard screamed, cried or begged, he wasn’t getting out until it was time to deliver him to his buyer. Moretti wasn’t taking any chances.

And when he finally caught Sammi, he hoped he’d find that bastard Collins who’d been hiding him. Now, Moretti could hurt him. He hoped he’d catch them together, maybe fucking. That would be sweet. Moretti reached beneath his jacket and touched the holstered gun secured under his armpit. Oh, yeah, Collins would pay for making Moretti’s life difficult.

He finished his round of the club and left. The driver waited in the Mercedes at the curb. Moretti got in the passenger side and shut the door.

“Any sign?” the driver asked.

“No.”

“Next place?”

“Let’s try over on Westheimer. He hasn’t been seen on Montrose in a week.”

The car pulled away from the bar and cruised down the street, past closed restaurants, video salons, sex shops and an all-night laundromat. Moretti wondered who the hell would be doing his fucking laundry at two in the morning.

 

* * * *

 

“Rise and shine, boy. Daylight’s burning.” Otis’s rough voice woke Sammi.

He sat up, the thin blanket rumpled around his waist, and rubbed the sleep out of his eyes. Otis had dressed and was moving around in the miniscule kitchen.

“Morning, sir.” Sammi rifled through his pillowcase and pulled out fresh clothes and the razor, but decided not to use up the aftershave. He wanted to save it for something special. Maybe if he ever got to see Mitchell again. In his mind, he imagined seeing Mitchell, letting him know he’d done good, found a job, hadn’t resorted to selling himself, but was on his way to fulfilling his dreams. 

After he gathered up his clothes and necessities in his arms, he trod to the bathroom.

“Breakfast will be ready soon,” Otis warned as he cracked an egg.

“Yes, sir,” Sammi called from behind the bathroom door. He dressed and came out. “Can I help?”

“No. There’s only room for one of us, and that’s me. Got eggs and toast.” Otis worked with a spatula, cooking the eggs in a small frying pan. The toast popped up from a two-slice toaster and he quickly pulled it out, buttered it, and put each slice on a plate. Then, he divided the eggs and slid them onto the plates.

“I know it’s not much, but I’ll fix us something better at the café for lunch and dinner. Free meals come with the job.”

“That’s nice. Thanks. I never thought about eating at work.”

Sammi took his plate and a fork and sat on the couch. Otis sat on the bed. They ate in silence with not even the TV on. When Sammi finished, he stood and took Otis’s empty plate.

“You don’t have to—” Otis began.

“I’m the dishwasher.” Sammi’s explanation seemed to satisfy Otis because he just gave a nod.

“It’s eight o’clock. You don’t have to be to work until ten.”

“Don’t have anywhere to go.” Sammi shrugged.

Otis eyed him. Sammi dried the plates and forks with a towel. As he leaned over to return them to their places under the counter, he spotted a small mismatched collection of plates, bowls and silverware all neatly stacked and organized. He carefully replaced the clean dishes.

Otis stood and made his bed. “Always believed if you live like an animal, you become like an animal.”

“Yes, sir.”

Sammi went to the couch and folded the blanket. He placed the pillow on top of it and brought it to the open area where Otis’s clothes hung. Above the pole was a shelf. Sammi stretched and placed his bedding on it.

Once they had cleaned up, they sat on the couch. Otis picked up a section of newspaper, opened it and began reading.

“Does the TV work?” Sammi pointed to the old set.

“Yep. But I only get two channels clear and they’re both Spanish. Can’t understand a damn word,” Otis grumbled. “Can you speak Spanish?”

“No, sir.”

They sat in silence for a few minutes.

“Where’d you learn to cook?” Sammi asked.

“In the service. I was a cook in the Navy.”

“Did you like being in the Navy?”

“Nope. But, at the time, it was the best I could do.” Otis shrugged. “No education.”

“I don’t have an education either.”

“I don’t mean college, boy. I never finished high school.” For reasons Sammi couldn’t understand, Otis seemed proud of it.

“Neither did I.” Unlike Otis, Sammi was ashamed of his lack of education.

“I dropped out, hung around my daddy’s house until I was eighteen, and then enlisted just to get the hell out of there. They needed cooks and I figured you never hear of cooks getting killed, so I went for it.”

“You were right. You didn’t get killed.” Sammi smiled.

“Nope. But I didn’t like the ship. Too damn big and gray metal everywhere. For such big ships, they’re small on the inside. Lots of small rooms. Lots of metal. Still don’t understand how the hell the things stay afloat.” Otis shook his head.

Brian could probably explain it since he had a college degree in engineering, but it was lost on Sammi too.

“I don’t understand how planes fly, either,” Sammi offered. “But they do, so I guess whether or not I understand doesn’t matter.”

“That’s how I felt about the ships.” Otis laughed and slapped Sammi on the back. “We got a lot in common, you and me.”

Sammi wasn’t so sure Otis would want much in common with him.

“You been on the streets before?” Otis asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“You a whore?”

“Yes, sir, I was. Not anymore.” Sammi chewed his thumb.

“Good.” The old man nodded. “There’s no future in it.”

“No, sir.”

“No future as a dishwasher, but it’s honest work.”

“No, sir. I mean yes, sir. But I don’t intend to stay a dishwasher long.”

“Well, got a little drive in you, huh?” Otis’s eyes sparkled.

“I’m going to work my way up. Maybe be a chef.” Until that moment, Sammi had never thought about what he wanted to be if he could be anything. He’d never thought about having a future that didn’t involve sex.

“A chef! Not a cook, like me?” Otis teased him.

“First I’ll have to be a cook. Then maybe I’ll move up from there to a chef.”

“Do you know the difference between a cook and a chef?” Otis leaned back and waited for Sammi’s answer.

“No, sir.”

“The size of the hat on their heads. Yes, sir, a cook has a little cap and a chef has a tall white hat, all pleated and fancy.”

Sammi stared at Otis, who seemed to be holding his breath. When a smile crept onto Sammi’s face, Otis burst out laughing. Sammi laughed along with him.

“You just wait,” Sammi said. “I’ll be wearing a fancy white hat before you know it.”

“Not in my kitchen, you won’t. Just little caps there. The boss don’t pay enough money for a proper chef,” Otis grumbled. “But I’ll just bet, boy, one day, you’ll wear one of those tall hats if you put your mind to it. You could go to one of those fancy chef schools where all they turn out is little food on big plates.” The spark returned to Otis’s eyes.

“I don’t think I could get into a school like that.” Sammi shook his head. “Will you teach me how to cook?”

“Let’s get the dishes washed first. Then I’ll see if I can get you moved up to help me in the kitchen. You got to do K.P. duty before you can swing a spatula.”

Sammi smiled and nodded. Hey, it might not be much, but it was a start. He was on the road to respectability, and wouldn’t Mitchell be proud of him? If he ever knew. Sammi’s heart ached from missing the other part of him.

For a moment he was tempted to reach out in his mind to Mitchell, but that would only lead to trouble. Mitchell would find him and with Moretti and Donovan still hunting for him, Mitchell would be in even more danger. There was no telling how desperate they’d become in the last few days.

Otis turned on the TV and, for the next hour, they watched Spanish programs that neither one of them understood, but they were so funny it kept them laughing as they tried to guess what the people were saying until it was time to go to work.

 

* * * *

 

Donovan slammed his fist on the desk as he rose to his feet. “Son. Of. A. Bitch,” he bit out. “If you tell me you can’t find him tonight, I’m going to kill you. He has to be on that plane in two days.”

Moretti stood in front of the desk and didn’t say a word. His clothes reeked of cigarette smoke and cheap aftershave. Hatred of Donovan filled him at the hollow threat. If he thought for a minute Donovan meant it, he’d kill him first. 

Fuck, he hated Sammi. Now he had to explain his failure once again.

“None of my men found anyone who’d seen him. It’s like he’s disappeared.”

“I don’t want to hear that!” Donovan shouted. “A half million dollars. A fucking half mil. That’s what I’m going to lose, all because of you.”

Moretti didn’t reply. No point.

Donovan took a deep breath and sat. Leaning back in the chair, he stared at Moretti. Who the hell did Donovan think he was? Moretti had been with him from the beginning, when they were running a string of high-class call girls out of the most expensive hotels in Houston.

Then Donovan had got this idea about providing boys to rich men. At first, Moretti didn’t think there was money in it, but he’d been surprised to find out how many old geezers wanted to fuck boys and pay very good money for it. Sammi had been Donovan’s prize possession.

“You will find him tonight. No failures. Go to Collins. Lean on him, make him tell you where the little shit is. I don’t care how many bones you have to break, but find the fucker.” Donovan’s voice had taken a dangerous tone.

“Right. It will be my pleasure.” He gave his boss a nod and left, relieved to be out of there and not having to listen to Donovan’s crap about his failures.

Once he’d signaled to one of his men in the hall outside the penthouse to join him, he pressed the button for the elevator and took his stance to the side of the doors.

No telling who could be there when the doors opened. Moretti might look dumb, but he wasn’t stupid. He’d been an enforcer for too long to make stupid mistakes.

The bell dinged and the doors slid open. The old woman who owned the other penthouse got off with a little hairless dog in her arms. It barked at him as if it was going to attack and the woman gripped it even tighter. A gem-studded collar circled its scrawny neck. It reminded Moretti of a rat. From its big rat ears down to its long rat tail.

He hated rats almost as much as he hated fags.

If he ever got the dog alone, he was going to toss it over the fucking balcony. He liked that idea. Maybe he’d toss Collins over the balcony instead. After he’d put a righteous hurt on the bastard for keeping Sammi from Donovan.

Oh, yeah. He curled his hands into fists, thinking of how he’d beat the living crap out of Collins, even after he’d told him where Sammi was hiding.

And Donovan? Maybe he’d kill him too, take over the operation. Get his share of pussy for once, like Donovan did. But he’d leave the dick to the clients. A half million? A man could do a lot with that kind of bank.

 

 


Chapter Eleven

Mitchell hadn’t slept all night. Unshaven and bleary eyed, he sat at the table in Brian’s kitchen, took a swig of coffee and glanced at his best friend. Brian was a rock, solid and dependable. And dressed to kill. How did the man do it?

“What’s your day like?” Mitchell took a sip of his coffee.

“Well, I have an appointment with a new client this morning at eight-thirty. Then I was going to catch up with some of my cop buddies and talk to them about this Donovan character.” Mitchell poured his coffee into a mug that said Firemen Are Flaming Hot.

“I’d like to get the tires fixed on my car.”

“How about after lunch? We’ll take them off and then go over to the tire place on Studemont.”

“Sounds good.”

“What are you going to do until then?” Brian watched him over his cup.

“Don’t worry. I have no plans to sit around here and mope. I’m going to take a walk.” Mitchell got to his feet, went to the counter and poured another cup of coffee.

“You’ll find him.”

“Maybe.” Mitchell didn’t hold out much hope. Sammi had been on the street for a few years, so he knew how to hide, how to survive. Who was to say he was even still in the neighborhood? But he had to keep trying. It was the only thing he held on to, the hope of finding Sammi again.

Brian stood and gave Mitchell’s shoulder a soft squeeze. “I think you will. I have a feeling.” Then he scooped up his cell phone and keys and he left.

It was seven a.m. when Mitchell left the house and walked to Montrose.

 

* * * *

 

At seven-fifteen, Moretti pulled up outside Mitchell’s apartment and parked the Mercedes behind the Jetta. Two of its tires were still flat. He chuckled at how he’d fucked up Collins’ car. Maybe he should flatten the other two while he was there, just to let the man know he wasn’t forgotten.

He got out, went up the stairs and pounded on the door. It had been fixed, so he’d been back at least. Where the hell was he? Not at work? Moretti had made pretty sure the bastard would get fired. 

He got out his cell phone, searched for Collins’ work number and dialed. He leaned against the porch column. 

“Hey, can I speak to Mitchell Collins?”

The operator paused. “I’m sorry, but he’s no longer employed here.”

Moretti laughed as he disconnected. “Fuck you, Collins!” So he wasn’t at work. Where was he? He suspected he was hiding inside.

“Come on out, Collins!” He banged again.

After waiting a few minutes and pounding once more, he tossed around the idea that either Collins wasn’t in or he wasn’t coming out to face him. 

Across the street, a woman came out of her door. She locked it, then headed down her steps to a car parked in the driveway. For a moment, she stared at him. He waved, as if nothing was wrong and she almost waved back, then got in her car and drove off.

People were stupid.

Hell, the neighborhood was waking up and people were starting to come and go. Good thing he hadn’t kicked in the door. Miss Busybody would have definitely called the cops on him.

Collins wasn’t getting away this easy, no way in fucking hell.

Frustrated, Moretti gave the door a final blow with his fist and decided to come back later.

 

* * * *

 

By nine a.m. Mitchell had walked most of the strip from the West Dallas, past Westheimer, and up to Richmond. His feet were holding up, thanks to his sneakers. Without a photograph of Sammi, he had nothing but a verbal description to go by. 

The bars, where it would be most likely Sammi would go, wouldn’t be open until later that night, so he’d started with hitting all the coffee shops, twenty-four-hour video porn stores, and diners that were open. Maybe Sammi had gone someplace to eat.

He had to eat, right? Sure, he’d probably find him sitting at a table, having lunch. Mitchell held on to that slim hope, clinging to it like a rope dangling over a cliff.

More likely Moretti had caught Sammi. 

Mitchell’s belly rolled at the thought of that goon finding Sammi. And he almost threw up thinking of whoever the hell Donovan was getting his hands on Sammi. Mitchell stopped, put his hands on his knees and swallowed down several deep breaths until he got his stomach under control.

He’d hidden his near-panic at Sammi’s disappearance from Brian, but now, on the streets, it surged through him. “I’m going to find him.” He took another deep breath, pushing the fear back down. “He’ll be safe.” He exhaled then straightened.

Mitchell walked on, to the next coffee shop on the street. He went inside and slid into a stool at the counter. A few people sat at tables, and a few seats down the counter was an older man. The breakfast rush was over. The waitress met Mitchell with a menu and a carafe of dark brew. The smell of coffee and breakfast filled the air.

“Coffee?” She handed him the menu.

“No. Iced tea, please.” Mitchell’s walking had proved thirsty work.

She put the pot away, poured him a glass of tea, and placed it in front of him. “What can I get you?”

“Nothing. But I do need some info.”

She cocked up a perfectly sketched eyebrow. “What kind of info?”

“I’m looking for a friend. He’s about five-ten or so. Black hair cut short on one side and long on the other side. Thin, but built. Wearing jeans and a black hoodie.” He couldn’t describe Sammi any better, unless he went into a detailed accounting of Sammi’s body, and he was pretty sure she wanted to hear any of that.

She rolled her eyes. “Man, you’re talking about most of the boys around here.”

Mitchell sighed. “Yeah, I know. But it’s the best I can do.”

“Honey, I came on at five. I didn’t see him this morning. But we’re open all night. Maybe you can come back tonight and catch the other waitresses?”

“Sure. Thanks.” Mitchell downed the tea, tossed out a five and got off the stool to leave.

He’d stepped outside and paused on the sidewalk as he glanced down the street and the next place.

The door to the café opened and the man who’d sat at the counter came out.

“Hey. You looking for someone?”

Mitchell turned and faced him. “Yes.”

“Heard you with the waitress.”

“Oh. Okay.”

“I seen a guy like that last night.”

“What time? Where?” Mitchell’s heart banged in his chest.

“Late. He was walking with this old dude. But it was down the street, not here.”

“Where exactly?” Mitchell wanted to grab the guy and shake it out of him.

“Over near W. Gray.”

“You sure it was him?”

He shrugged. “Lean. Black hair, cut in one of those high and tight on one side, the other covering half his face. Black hoodie. Yeah, I think that was him.”

Mitchell nodded. “Thanks.” He stuck out his hand and the other man shook it.

“Glad I can help.” He turned to walk away.

Mitchell bit his lip. “Hey.” The man turned back. “Do me a favor? If anyone else, someone like a big, bald thug, or someone like that, asks if you’ve seen him, can you say you haven’t?”

The guy shrugged. “Sure. He’s in trouble?”

“Yeah, if I don’t find him, he might be.”

The man nodded. “Okay.” He made the motions of zipping his mouth shut then he walked away.

Mitchell’s heart danced and he wanted to do a fist pump and jump up and down. His first lead and it sounded pretty good.

Sammi was still in the area, that much he now knew for sure, although he had no idea who this old man might be. Had Sammi found another ‘mark’, someone to take him in, like he’d done? Well, as long as Sammi was safe, Mitchell didn’t care.

He intended to walk the strip that night, as well.

Around ten a.m., he began canvassing the video porn stores. At the third one, he asked about Sammi and the clerk nodded.

“Yeah, man. Dude was in here last night. Had a photo of your boy, flashing it around. Told him same as you. I didn’t see him.” The guy shook his head and his dreads danced. “And I don’t want to see him with friends like that hunting for him…” He shook his head again. “They some bad-ass dudes, man.”

“Thanks. What size men are we talking about?” Mitchell wanted to confirm if Donovan’s gorilla was searching in the same area.

“Hell, man, they was all big, you know? Scary, too.” He sniffed. “You want to watch a movie with me? I got a free room in the back.” He jerked his head to a black curtain that hung in a doorway.

“No, thanks. Gotta go.” Mitchell left. If Donovan was still searching for Sammi last night that meant Sammi was still free, still out there. Or that Donovan had found him and Sammi was lost to Mitchell.

The rest of the morning, as Mitchell trudged up and down Montrose Avenue, he ran into more people who’d been asked about Sammi by what sounded like the same guys. Big, scary, and with photos of Sammi. Mitchell’s gut told him there was something more going on than just a jilted lover.

Who the fuck was Donovan? From some of the descriptions the people gave, he must have at least four guys out looking for Sammi. No way in hell they were good friends of Sammi’s. More like Donovan’s paid muscle, if the guy who’d come to his work was any indication.

What Mitchell did know was that he needed to catch up to Sammi before Donovan or his men did.

 

* * * *

 

Sammi and Otis trotted across the street and down the alley to the restaurant’s back door. Otis unlocked the door and they went inside. Sammi began setting out all the clean dishes, wiping down tables, and filling salt and pepper shakers and ketchup bottles.

Otis fired up the grill and fryer and started to prep his work area. There were fresh tomatoes to cut, lettuce to wash and tear for salads, onions to chop, and lots and lots of potatoes to cut into fries.

Sammi kept his eye on the old man as he worked, in hopes of picking up some idea of what a cook had to do before he even started to cook. At the penthouse, he’d often spent his free time in the kitchen, watching the housekeeper prepare their meals. Sammi hoped a time would come when Otis would let him do some prep work, but for now, he was content to wash dishes, clear tables and do whatever was asked of him.

He finished his work and came over to Otis. “Mind if I watch?”

“Sure. Knock yourself out, son.” Otis chuckled, then gave Sammi a side glance. “Okay, you want to learn?”

“Yes!” Sammi bounced on his heels.

“Calm down, boy. See, this is an easy chop. See how I hold the knife?”

Sammi nodded.

“Now, I curl my fingers under, like this, so I don’t add something extra to the chop.” He demonstrated for Sammi, who hung on every movement of the man’s deft fingers and the slicing of the wide blade.

“This is a coarse chop. I use it for the soups.” He brushed the cut veggies into a pot and put it to the side. “I’ll add some chicken stock to this, the shredded-up chicken, some noodles and we got our chicken soup.”

“Sounds delicious.” Sammi licked his lips.

Otis laughed. “Okay. Now, I’m doing the onions for the burgers. We grill them first, then add them to the patties.” He pulled over a peeled onion and sliced it. Sammi watched and took mental notes as Otis lectured him on the prep work.

“It’s nearly eleven, boy. Time to open up for the lunch crowd. You got the tables ready?”

“Yes, sir!” Sammi saluted.

Otis pulled out his keys. “Here. Go open the door and flip the sign on.”

Sammi took them and navigated his way through the café to the front door. His first real day of work was about to start and he was so excited.

Today, he’d work enough hours to earn seventy-five dollars. With what he’d made yesterday, he’d have one hundred twenty-five dollars. He hadn’t had so much money in his pocket since he’d worked the street. 

Hoping he’d earn enough this week to rent a room somewhere, Sammi’s spirits rose. The thought of staying at one of the shelters made him shudder. When he was younger, he’d been beaten several times at them, over stupid things like where his cot was, or that he had someone’s blanket. Most of those men were angry at the world, and Sammi had been a convenient punching bag. Never again.

He wasn’t going to be anyone’s punching bag, or anyone’s whore, ever again. He had a better plan for his life now.

Without Mitchell, his life might never be complete, never happy. But maybe, for once, he could be proud of the life he did have.

 

* * * *

 

Moretti decided to swing by Collins’s place again. Ever since he’d called the fag’s work number and had been told Mitchell Collins was no longer an employee, he knew he’d made the man’s life a disaster. He’d cancelled his credit cards, emptied his accounts and destroyed most of the idiot’s property.

Teach him to fuck with him or Donovan.

Now he wanted to catch the bastard alone, lean on him, break a few bones, knock out a few teeth, and make him tell where that little shit Sammi was hiding. Make him beg Moretti not to hurt him anymore.

Did Collins really think the kid was worth all this grief?

The car still sat on the street, tilting to one side from the two flat tires. Moretti laughed. It was a bitch to have one flat, but two? What a pain in the ass that would be to fix. This time, he didn’t bother getting out of the car—he just pulled over across the street and parked. It still appeared like no one was home. Maybe the guy was out hunting for a new job. Maybe he was wherever he had hidden the kid.

Moretti waited another fifteen minutes, the whole time grinding his teeth and beating his fist on the steering wheel. He dug out his cell and flipped it open to check in with each of his men by group text.

 

Report. 

 

Moretti’s fingers flew over the letters as he stared at the house, still hoping Collins would return while he was still there. You never knew.

One by one, his guys answered.

 

Nothing going, boss.

 

I got nothing. Not even a whiff of the fucker.

 

Sorry, boss. No one’s seen him.

 

He closed his phone with a final growl and a curse, then drove off. He’d swing back this afternoon. With a hard exhale, knowing what awaited him, he headed back to the penthouse to report in. As he drove he thought of Donovan’s ire and what form it might take. The bastard had better not try anything physical. Moretti didn’t care about yelling or cursing, he just blocked that shit out. But lay a hand on him?

No fucking way would he let that happen.

Donovan wasn’t going to like what Moretti had to report, but tough shit. It is what it is.

If he were in Donovan’s place he’d be pissed too. A half million was a shit ton of money to lose out on. And to tell the truth, Moretti would sorely miss his cut of the money.

At this point, Moretti knew it would be sheer luck if he found Sammi. What he didn’t know was if Sammi’s good luck would finally fail, or if his own luck would finally kick in.

 

* * * *

 

Mitchell had had it. His feet were aching and hot and he was drenched in sweat. Despite the cool weather, the humidity was up in the nineties. He wanted to beat his head against a wall, his fists against Moretti, or Donovan, and just scream, but he swallowed it down.

He’d been on the streets all day with only one sighting to show for it. He checked his phone. Nothing.

He hit Brian’s number. “Brian?”

“Yeah. Did you find him?”

“No. But I found someone who saw him last night.”

“Well, that’s better than nothing, right?” Always the optimist, his best friend Brian. Mitchell couldn’t help but smile.

“Yeah. Better than nothing.” Although, nothing was all he had right now.

“Look, I’m heading home. Be there in thirty.”

“Right. See you there.” Mitchell disconnected and shoved the phone back in his pocket. He straightened his shoulders and headed to Brian’s place.

Mitchell, dragging his feet, spotted Brian’s SUV in the drive. He’d have to fix his car, because he couldn’t do all this walking again tonight.

He knocked on the door and Brian let him in.

“Don’t look at it as a waste of time, man.” Brian eyed him, then slapped him on the shoulder. “Come in the kitchen before you drop.”

“Thanks.” Mitchell pulled out a chair at the table and slumped into it.

Brian opened his huge professional-grade refrigerator, pulled out two ice-cold beers and handed one to Mitchell. He twisted off the cap and tossed it in the garbage can.

Mitchell opened his beer and downed it in two long pulls. Brian watched him, that odd look on his face, as if he knew something about Mitchell, but was trying to decide whether to say something.

“What?” Mitchell tossed the bottle in the recycle bin next to the trash.

“Nothing.” Brian shrugged. “Are you ready to work on the tires?”

“Yeah, might as well. I need my car running so I can look for Sammi tonight. I can’t walk another step.” Mitchell stretched out his legs and exhaled.

“Well, let’s go. We can stop by your house and you can change clothes. I figure we can jack up one wheel, take it off and put on the spare, then take off the other one and get both fixed at the same time.”

“Good idea. Do you think one of us should stay with the car?”

“No. I don’t think anyone will bother it.”

Brian’s cell rang as they headed to the door. He unclipped it from his belt and answered. “Yep. Great. I’ll meet you there later. I have an errand that’s going to take an hour or two. Thanks.”

“Who was that?”

Brian locked the door and they got in the SUV. “One of my buddies on the force. He’s got some info for me on Donovan.”

“Great. Maybe we can figure out who this guy is and why he wants Sammi so badly.”

“I was wondering about that.” Brian started the car and pulled out.

Mitchell leaned back in the seat. “Fuck. Brian, it’s gotten worse.”

“What are you talking about?”

“This morning I found out Donovan’s had several men out looking for Sammi. They have flyers, as if he were some lost kid.” Mitchell ran his hand over his face. “They’ve been all over Montrose, flashing it and asking about him.”

“Well, makes sense he’d have a picture. Sammi was with him for a long time. He’d have pictures of him.”

“It’s just weird. Like I’m in some sort of Twilight Zone episode. I’m searching for Sammi, but only because Donovan is, you know? I think if none of that shit had happened to me, if Sammi had just spent the night with me and left, I’m not sure I’d be looking for him right now.” It took a lot to admit it, but he knew Brian would understand.

“You’d just count it as love lost, right?” Brian nodded.

“Yeah, exactly.” He sighed and stared out of the window. “I should stop.” Had this gone far enough? How much more of his life would be destroyed? How much more could he take?

“Stop looking or blaming yourself?” Brian cocked an eyebrow.

“Both, I guess. It’s time I realized it’s a lost cause. If Sammi wanted me, he’d be with me.”

Brian glanced at Mitchell as they pulled up behind Mitchell’s car. “Maybe he does, but for some reason you don’t know about, he can’t.”

“Maybe.” Mitchell got out, opened the Jetta’s trunk and retrieved the spare and the jack. He leaned the spare against the bumper and put the jack on the ground near the rear tire.

“You’re still going out tonight to search for him, right?” Brian popped the hubcap off with the crowbar and placed it to the side of where Mitchell knelt.

“Yeah.” Mitchell gave a wry laugh. Brian knew him better than anyone in the entire world. Except for Mitchell’s mom. Nobody knows you like your mother.

Mitchell’s mom had known he was gay before he knew it.

They changed the tires, brought them to the tire shop, and waited for them to get fixed. Mitchell slipped the service guy a twenty to get them done A.S.A.P. They loaded them in the back of the SUV and headed back to Mitchell’s house. 

Mitchell got the tires from the rear and leaned them against the Jetta. Together, they changed each tire. When the last one was on and the car was sitting on all fours, Mitchell felt a bit better.

He needed to change his clothes before doing anything else.

“Come up for a beer?”

Brian shook his head. “Can’t. I’ve got to make this meeting. Should take about an hour. I’ll see you at my place, okay? We’ll have an early dinner and you can get back to the search.” Brian climbed back into this car and leaned over to talk to Mitchell out of the far window.

“That would be great. It’s a date.” Mitchell gave him a wave as he drove off.

Mitchell went up the steps and into his house. The front door was still intact, thank God. If he’d found it broken again, he’d just sit down and cry. 

Once inside, he headed to his bedroom, stripping off the sweaty clothes. He tossed them into the hamper and went into the bathroom. He turned on the shower, waited for the hot water, then climbed in.

Memories of him and Sammi assaulted him. Mitchell’s legs shook and he slid to the floor. The water beat on his back and head, washing away all the sweat and tears.

“Sammi, where are you?” Mitchell opened his mind again, like Sammi had taught him, but received no answer. How could Sammi just cut him off like this? He thought they’d meant a lot to each other, thought they were something special.

Sammi didn’t answer, but Mitchell couldn’t just give up. Something inside him knew Sammi was alive and needed him. He pushed up to his feet, did a quick wash and rinse, then got out of the shower.

He dressed and felt better in clean clothes. There was some time between now and meeting Brian and he didn’t want to let a minute go to waste. Mitchell grabbed his phone and his keys from the front hall table and headed out of the door.

He trotted down the steps, hopped in the car and fired it up. He half-expected the car not to start or to explode like in the movies, but it started. No explosion.

Mitchell pulled away and drove down to the park. He spent the rest of the afternoon cruising though Hermann Park, then back and forth on Montrose. At five, he went back to Brian’s to meet him.

When six o’clock rolled around and Brian hadn’t shown, Mitchell started the car. He flipped open his cell phone, hit Brian’s number and it rolled to the answering service. “Brian, it’s me. I’m at your place. It’s six. Sorry I missed you. See you later.” He hung up and drove off.

At some point, he knew he’d have to give up the hunt for Sammi, but it wasn’t going to be tonight.

 

* * * *

 

Brian pulled into an empty parking spot in the downtown police station garage. He got out and headed inside to meet his old friend Pete Schwartz, now a detective with Vice.

At the front desk, he gave the desk sergeant his name and Pete’s and waited until the man motioned him over. The door opened and Pete appeared.

“Brian! Come on in.” He stepped aside to let Brian pass. “Let’s to my desk. I think I’ve got some info for you.”

He sat in the chair to the side of Pete’s desk and leaned forward. “You got something on Donovan?”

“Hell, yeah.” Pete shook his head. “If you’re friend is mixed up with this dude, he’s in trouble, or will be.” Pete pulled out a folder and flipped it open.

Brian edged it closer so he could read it. “Fuck! Why isn’t this guy behind bars?”

“Well, the witnesses against him keep disappearing. And his people won’t roll over on him.” Pete shook his head. “He’s got the fear of God burned into them, I guess.”

“Prostitution, huh?” Brian hadn’t wanted to tell Mitchell he’d suspected it all along.

“Worse. Sex slaves. He branched out from good old regular prostitution a few years ago. Now, he’s high end. These are not the kind of sex slaves we find huddled in houses, chained to the floors, fucking johns on mattresses. No, sir. Donovan has upscale clientele. People with money who want specialty items.”

“Like?” Brian glanced up.

“Underage kids. Boys. Little girls. We know he throws private parties, but no one will talk about it. No one wants to get their names dragged through that particular gutter.” Pete shrugged. “What we need is evidence.”

“Like someone who’s been a slave?”

“Sure. If you got someone like that, you let me know. I’ll have a warrant signed faster than you can say ‘illegal sex slaves’.” Pete closed the file. “Let me make this perfectly clear, Brian. Do not, under any circumstances, try to take this bastard on alone. He’s fucking dangerous. He’s a sociopath and he won’t think twice about killing anyone who gets in his way.”

Brian stood. “I promise. If I find out anything, I’ll let you know. Then you bring the fire power and I’ll just stand back.” He grinned and stuck out his hand for Pete to shake.

“Good man. I don’t want anyone hurt unless it’s Donovan and his men.” Pete shook hands and showed Brian back to the door of the detectives’ area.

Brian had suspected something like this, but hearing that the man Donovan was so ruthless and powerful made him sick. What the hell had Mitchell gotten into with Sammi?

But he could see Sammi as a sex slave. Sex and trouble.

But did trouble mean death for his best friend?

Not if he had anything to do with it.

 

* * * *

 

Fucking roaches.

The dance floor seethed with men. Moretti weaved through them to the bar. He’d been in this place twice in the last week, but there was still a chance he might hit pay dirt.

At the bar, he motioned to one of the bartenders he’d never seen before. Holding out the photo of Sammi, he asked, “Seen him?”

The man took the photo, stared at it, then shook his head. He handed it back to Moretti as if he were already bored. Turning around to face out into the club, Moretti steeled himself for another quick pass through the back tables, where couples sat holding hands, kissing and giggling as if they were a bunch of schoolgirls.

It made him sick.

He’d pay Rhonda a visit tonight and fuck her brains out. Of all the whores he knew, he liked Rhonda the best. She could take it rough and that’s how he liked it. Besides, it had been too long since he’d fucked and the time he spent around these fags just made him crave female companionship, if only for an hour. And with Rhonda, he didn’t need to make small talk or anything. Just wham, bam, thank you ma’am and leave his money on the dresser.

Rhonda could wait for a while longer. He needed to hit a few more bars before he called it a night. Donovan was running out of time and demanded more and more as the clock ran down.

If he didn’t find Sammi tonight, he didn’t hold out much hope for ever finding him.

 

* * * *

 

Mitchell exited the bar and stood on the sidewalk. He’d been down both sides of Montrose and, in a few blocks, he would hit Westheimer. He’d have to go back to the parking lot of the club where he’d left his car, if he wanted to drive. And he wanted to drive. He felt as if he’d been walking all night and his feet were killing him, still sore from the day’s hike.

It was too early to give up. The night was still young and most of the bars didn’t get going until after ten or eleven p.m.

He turned around and headed back to his car.

 

* * * *

 

Sammi leaned against the back door of the cafe as Otis counted out his night’s pay. The owner had given Otis the cash so he could pay his own help, since it was all under the table anyway. Which was good, because Sammi had no ID. 

After stuffing the bills into the pocket of his jeans, Sammi waited as the old cook locked up. Then they walked down the alley to the street.

As he stepped onto the sidewalk, Sammi pulled his bandana lower on his forehead, put his head down and zipped up his hoodie. Someone might still recognize him on the strip.

 

* * * *

 

Moretti exited the bar, shook himself like a dog throws off water, and stepped to the curb where the Mercedes was parked. The driver, Bert, sat behind the wheel waiting for him.

 

* * * *

 

Two men came out of an alley. For a moment, Mitchell halted, staring at the man, his tight ass clad in jeans and wearing a black hoodie, walked away from him.

His heart skipped a beat. He’d know him anywhere.

“Sammi!” he yelled.

 

Moretti’s head jerked up.

He searched for the voice and found the man across the street. He narrowed his eyes to focus, then widened them.

Shit. Mitchell Collins. At fucking last! He growled, his fists tightening.

Collins raised his arm and waved at someone down the block.

Moretti’s gaze tracked down the sidewalk. An old man stood next to a young dude with a bandana tied on his head. Son of a bitch, it was the fag.

He stepped away from the car, a smirk on his face. “Stay here, but be ready when I signal you.” Bert nodded.

Moretti’s good luck had just shown up.

 

Sammi froze. He should’ve run but he couldn’t make his feet move. Fists tight, he turned and his heart leaped into his throat cutting off his air. He let his guard down on his mind.

“Mitchell.”

“Sammi.”

Taking a few tentative steps, Mitchell moved toward Sammi. Letting Mitchell find him might be a mistake, but Sammi didn’t care. It was his Mitchell. His soul calling to him. Their gazes locked. Mitchell broke into a run.

Five feet away from Sammi, he came to a dead stop.

“Sammi. Where the hell have you been? I’ve been looking everywhere for you. Why did you leave?” Mitchell’s words poured out as he gasped for breath.

“I had to go. I’d caused you so much trouble,” Sammi’s words stumbled out. 

The old man stared from one to the other, frowned, but took a step back.

“Fuck it. I don’t care about that.” Mitchell’s eyes were fierce, as if he’d face any fire. “I thought you knew that.” Sammi loved him so much for that, but he needed to understand.

“I did, that’s why I had to go.” Sammi swallowed hard. He’d tried to stay away, tried to keep Mitchell safe, but maybe fate was stepping in.

“Oh God, Sammi.” Mitchell closed the gap between them and, this time, Sammi met him halfway. They embraced with such force, Sammi’s breath exploded out of him. 

Sammi opened to Mitchell. “I missed you so much.”

“I want you. Why did you leave?”

“To keep you safe.”

Mitchell’s warmth and love flooded in and encompassed him. Sammi melted against him. Resting his head on Mitchell’s shoulder, Sammi winked at Otis.

“Go on, Otis. I’ll catch up to you later.”

“You sure, boy?” Otis eyed Mitchell, frowning.

“I’m sure, sir. He’s my friend.” Sammi smiled.

Otis gave him a nod and took off.

“Sammi.” Mitchell stepped back into the shadowed alley, bringing Sammi with him. Sammi clung to Mitchell, unwilling to let go. He felt so safe in Mitchell’s arms. Their separation had been a hell he’d had to endure and he never wanted to be apart again.

Maybe he’d made a mistake leaving Mitchell. Inside him, Sammi’s heart leaped and danced. How could this be wrong?

Mitchell jerked the bandana off Sammi’s head. He buried his fingers in Sammi’s hair, tilted Sammi’s head back and his lips came down on Sammi’s in a kiss meant to devour him. Sammi met Mitchell’s kiss, open and eager to taste his lover again.

Mitchell shot his tongue into Sammi’s mouth searching, touching, tasting. As Mitchell withdrew, Sammi sucked his tongue, claiming it, desperate to keep that sweet taste as long as possible. Mitchell moaned and it rumbled in Sammi’s chest.

“Home.”

“Yes. Home.”

Sammi pressed his back against the wall of the building as he clutched Mitchell to him. Mitchell stroked down Sammi’s arm and their fingers entwined. Sammi grabbed Mitchell’s ass and jerked it toward him, grinding his stiff cock into Mitchell. For his part, Mitchell’s rod, like a long, hard lump, dug into Sammi’s belly.

This was where Sammi belonged. In this incredible man’s arms. 

“You’re mine. Don’t ever go again.”

“Forever.”

“Well, well, well. Looks like my lucky day. I found two fags.”

Moretti’s oily voice froze the blood in Sammi’s veins. He wobbled on his knees. Only his back pressed against the wall kept him upright. Mitchell released him, spun around, and placed his body in front of Sammi.

“Get away from us, you bastard.” Mitchell brought his hands up in a fighting stance.

“Or you’ll what? Cry?” Moretti smirked as he reached beneath his jacket and pulled a gun from under his arm.

Deep fear climbed Sammi’s spine as he pressed against the brick wall. “Get out of the way, Mitchell.” He tugged at Mitchell’s jacket, but Mitchell stood firm.

“Sammi doesn’t want Donovan, can’t you understand that?” Mitchell growled.

“Sammi doesn’t have a choice and you’re too stupid to understand that.” Moretti pushed the gun into Mitchell’s belly with one hand and grabbed the back of his neck with the other. He leaned in and lowered his voice. “If you give me any trouble, I’m going to blow a hole in you big enough to walk through.”

 

Mitchell froze as the cold metal dug into his gut. Moretti would do it, eager for any excuse to do it. Mitchell lowered his hands, holding them out in surrender.

“That’s better. I think we understand each other. Now, we’re going to get in the car and take a ride. All of us.” Moretti pulled Mitchell around, twisted his arm up and back. Pain exploded through his shoulder and arm. Moretti jammed the gun into his spine. “Sammi, if you don’t want your girlfriend to die, you’ll do as you’re told.”

“Yes, sir.” Sammi nodded like a bobblehead doll. “I’m coming. Don’t hurt him. Please.”

Moretti whistled, high and shrill. A black Mercedes pulled to the curb as Moretti manhandled Mitchell to the car. He jerked open the door, shoved Mitchell in the back seat, then opened the front door. 

Mitchell hugged his sore arm and rubbed it to get the feeling back.

Holding the gun low, Moretti pointed it at Sammi. “Get in the front, Sammi.”

Sammi obeyed and slid into the passenger seat. Moretti closed the door and got into the back seat next to Mitchell, the gun pointed again at his stomach. Mitchell moved as far away as he could until the door stopped him.

“Bert, the penthouse,” Moretti ordered. With a nod from the taciturn driver, the car pulled off and headed toward Westheimer.

All of Mitchell’s thoughts of saving Sammi flew out of the window as he realized how unprepared for any of this he was. Moretti had a gun. A level playing field didn’t exist and once they reached this penthouse, who knew what waited for him and Sammi?

 

Sammi sat in the front seat like a statue, too scared to move. His last meal rose in his stomach and he was afraid he’d puke. He swallowed and closed his eyes. The gun and the fear in Mitchell’s eyes had nearly caved Sammi in, almost had him crawling on the ground to beg Moretti not to hurt Mitchell. There wouldn’t be much time.

He concentrated on his link with Mitchell.

“It will be okay.”

“What’s going on, Sammi?”

“It’ll be okay.”

But it wouldn’t ever be okay again.

Donovan would not be happy.

Sammi would be punished.

Donovan would put him in the closet.

Tears filled Sammi’s eyes and he blinked to stop them. He jerked his chin up.

Sammi would take the closet if it meant keeping Mitchell safe.

 


Chapter Twelve

Mitchell glanced down at the gun pointed at him. He’d never felt anything so terrifying as the cold metal pressed into his stomach. Now, his brain raced through all the possibilities that could happen to him and Sammi.

They all came down to one thing. Him dead. Sammi gone. Because no way was this goon letting Mitchell go alive, even if they had Sammi. Donovan had to be some sick fucker, a sociopath or psychopath if he was this obsessed about Sammi.

And if he was, would there be any way to reason with him? How could Donovan make Sammi stay with him without doing anything short of kidnapping and holding him as a prisoner?

What was he thinking? They were already in the middle of a fucking kidnapping. Sammi being a prisoner was only a step away. As for Mitchell? A shudder ran through him.

Mitchell had felt Sammi’s fear. It had filled him in those moments when this gorilla had found them, but now the tide of that fear had receded. Mitchell wasn’t sure if that was good or not.

He didn’t know much, but he understood in perfect clarity his life was in jeopardy. He’d stumbled into something that he knew nothing about, but it involved Sammi and the man Donovan.

Drugs? He’d never seen any sign of drugs on Sammi and he didn’t have money—that was for certain.

Information? Certainly not computer info. Sammi seemed clueless about that sort of thing. But there were different types of info. Maybe Sammi knew something about Donovan that could ruin the man. Something he’d seen in the penthouse?

A murder? A surge of fear ran through Mitchell. Had Sammi been involved in a murder? Witnessed one? If it had been a murder, why keep Sammi alive? Why not just kill him and dump his body somewhere to be found later?

Questions tumbled in Mitchell’s head. The fading of Sammi’s connection bothered him.

He glanced out of the window as the car turned east on Westheimer and headed toward River Oaks, some of the most expensive real estate in Houston. Big money, big estates, big names. They turned at a high-rise glass building and followed the curving drive. With a sudden dip, the car plunged into a dark underground parking lot.

Bert parked the Mercedes in a numbered slot.

“We’re going upstairs. No sudden movements. Bert, take Sammi.” Moretti waved his gun.

“Sure, Moretti.”

“Collins. Get out. Slow and easy.”

Now, at least, Mitchell knew the gorilla’s name. Moretti. Sounded like a mafia hit man. Dressed like one, too. Mitchell slid across the seat and exited the car. Bert hopped out and trotted around, then removed Sammi, pulling him by the arm.

“Let’s go. To the elevators. If anyone makes a sound, they’re dead.” Mitchell didn’t doubt it at all.

Their small group headed toward the elevators. Mitchell led with Moretti behind him, the gun pressed into his back. Sammi and Bert walked side-by-side, Bert’s hand on Sammi’s shoulder. At the elevator, Bert pushed the button. Mitchell wondered if Bert’s only job was to drive the car and push the elevator buttons. A giggled threatened to pop out of his mouth.

God, he was going off the deep end. He clamped his lips together, his teeth too.

The doors opened. Sammi hung back as Moretti and Mitchell got in. 

“It’s going to be okay, Sammi.” Mitchell wanted to say something to comfort Sammi, not sure if even he believed it.

Sammi didn’t answer.

“Get in.” Bert pushed him forward. Sammi hesitated, then stepped over the threshold and closed his eyes.

Bert got in, turned and, of course, pushed the top button. It had a lighted capital P in the middle of the circle. They were going to the penthouse, just like Sammi had talked about.

The ride stopped and started as people got on and off. The men had moved to the rear of the elevator to give the other riders room. Moretti’s gun, a steady pressure in Mitchell’s back, was hidden from view.

Any hope of help from the passengers died as each got off and no one said a word.

After the twenty-first floor, no one else got on and they had the elevator to themselves.

“Donovan has missed you, Sammi.” Moretti snorted. “Did you miss him?”

Sammi’s eyes had been closed ever since they’d gotten into the car, as if he were too frightened to open them. He stood silent and rigid against the opposite corner from Mitchell.

“Are you all right, Sammi?” Mitchell wanted to hold Sammi, give him some comfort, but there was no way Moretti was going to allow that to happen.

Sammi didn’t answer. Not in words or in thoughts. Not good. As if in slow motion, Sammi brought his thumb to his mouth and chewed on it. At least he could move.

After a soft ding, the doors opened. Across from the elevators was a large antique table with a fresh flower arrangement on it. Mitchell and Sammi were pushed toward the far side of the foyer to a door with a brass A on it. At the other end of the foyer was another door that wore a brass B.

Moretti ran a card key through the lock. The light turned green and the lock clicked. He pushed down on the handle and opened the door.

Mitchell figured whatever happened now, at least he’d find out who Donovan was and why he wanted Sammi so badly.

 

Sammi swallowed his fear.

The burger he’d eaten for dinner rose in his throat again as his stomach rolled. He’d hoped to never come back here again, never see Donovan again. Hoped to escape being sold to another owner, forced to give his body to someone who used him like a possession, not a human being.

He’d been so stupid to think he could ever escape.

He couldn’t fight the purging of his stomach. He rushed to the garbage can in the corner, fell to his knees and puked up everything. Mitchell tried to go to him, but Moretti held him back at gun point as he laughed.

“I’ll bet you’re scared as shit.”

“Sammi, are you okay?” Mitchell’s voice wavered.

Sammi spat wiped his mouth with the sleeve of his hoodie and stood. He walked to the center of the large room and stopped. Donovan was nowhere in sight. 

“Wait here. Donovan will see you soon.”

He glanced toward the closed door to Donovan’s office, then to the partially open door of what used to be his bedroom. He forced himself to look at the closet door. It floated on a long stretch of blank wall painted the color of a pumpkin. It appeared so innocent, so harmless.

Just a door.

Sammi wondered if the door to hell was red.

His hell door was white and came with a deadbolt on the outside.

He turned his gaze to the wall of glass. When he’d first come to the penthouse, Sammi had been entranced by the view over the lights of Houston. Until it had become the only view of Houston he’d been allowed to see. His brief escape had only made his desire for freedom stronger, and the time he’d spent with Mitchell had given him only a taste of a life he’d never believed he could live. Of the man he’d never dreamed he could be.

Moretti pushed Mitchell forward to stand next to Sammi. He fought to remain calm and keep his emotions reined in. The link between him and Mitchell had grown so strong that if he’d shut it off all of a sudden, Mitchell would have known it right away. Sammi had slowly been closing it and cutting himself off from the man he loved in a desperate attempt to shield him from Donovan’s wrath. But something felt odd, a weakness grew within Sammi, sapping his strength as the link between him and Mitchell narrowed.

Life-force.

This wasn’t good. Not now. Their life-forces were entwined along with their bonded souls. He should have known, but like most of the things he knew about his power, he’d discovered them as he went. He didn’t have anyone to ask about his power. 

Otis had called that kind of learning hands-on training.

This was completely new and Sammi had no idea what was going to happen when Donovan put him on the plane to his new owner.

Would the separation kill him or Mitchell, or both of them?

“Sammi, are you all right?” Mitchell reached for Sammi’s hand.

Sammi moved it away and chewed his thumb to keep from answering. Everything would depend on what happened when Donovan appeared.

“Sammi?” Mitchell sounded as if he’d given up on reaching Sammi.

Good. Maybe Mitchell realized the danger he was in and would keep quiet and not cause any trouble. All Sammi wanted right now was for Mitchell to be safe and unhurt.

Moretti picked up the house phone and pressed the button to Donovan’s office. He smirked and Sammi hated him. Hated both him and Donovan.

“Donovan. I found him.” Moretti listened, then hung up.

There was a long moment where time and Sammi’s heart stopped.

Then the door opened.

 

Mitchell turned as a large man dressed in a charcoal grey suit, like an ordinary businessman, stepped out of the study. In an older man sort of way, he could even be called attractive. Frameless glasses highlighted icy-blue eyes that held no hint of warmth. Mitchell guessed his deep tan was sprayed on or from a tanning bed. However, Donovan’s most striking feature was his thick, silver hair worn brushed straight back and long to just below his ears.

All in all, Mitchell could see what had drawn Sammi to Donovan. His wealth must have seemed like heaven to Sammi, who’d had so little. Donovan was clearly worldly and seductive, and that must have appealed to Sammi. And the man oozed power. Sammi had been a moth to a bright light in the darkness.

How hadn’t Sammi seen the monster hidden beneath? Sammi was so young and in his own way, innocent. No, more naïve.

But Donovan couldn’t hide the hardness of his expression and coldness of his eyes from Mitchell. Mitchell could see the calculations Donovan made as the tightness around his mouth grew tighter and his cheeks tinted with the barest touch of pink.

Donovan was a very dangerous man. And he was very pissed.

“Sammi. Sweetheart. I’m so glad you’ve returned, although I’m not happy that I had to waste so much time and effort to find you.” He approached Sammi, almost in a glide, and faced him.

Sammi didn’t move a muscle, just stood still as Donovan stepped up, casting a shadow over Sammi’s smaller body. Until Donovan had stood next to Sammi, Mitchell hadn’t realized how big the man was. He wasn’t bulky, but tall, and filled in, not lanky, somewhere between Mitchell and, say, Brian.

Mitchell might have beaten Donovan in a fist fight, maybe, but Sammi, unless he knew karate or something like that, would have been outsized and outweighed against Donovan. And neither he nor Sammi could stand up against Moretti and his gun, so fighting their way out of this wasn’t an option. Mitchell doubted the odds had been any better for Sammi before he ran away.

Reaching out a finger, Donovan stroked Sammi’s cheek. Mitchell’s abs clenched as he watched Donovan touch Sammi. He fought the urge to strike out and knock his hand from Sammi.

Donovan swung around and faced Mitchell, his frown no longer restrained.

“As for you, Mr. Collins, I’m very unhappy with you. I asked for Sammi’s return and you denied me. I don’t like being denied what’s mine.”

Somehow Mitchell’s tongue unglued.

“You talk like you have some sort of right to Sammi. He’s not your property to buy and sell. He doesn’t want to stay with you any longer, don’t you get it?” 

Moretti moved to Mitchell’s side, but the gun was holstered. He didn’t stand a chance against all three men, because Bert still lounged near the elevators.

Donovan laughed. “I see Sammi has been up to his old tricks, haven’t you, sweetheart?” He walked behind Sammi. Reaching over Sammi’s shoulder, Donovan cupped Sammi’s chin. “That was very naughty of you.” He ran his tongue over Sammi’s cheek, his cold stare leveled at Mitchell. “I suppose you met in a bar. That’s usually where Sammi picks up his marks.”

Mitchell flicked his gaze to Sammi.

Donovan smiled. “Yes, well. Then, he told you what you wanted to do to him and I’m sure you wanted to do many things to my little Sammi.” Another caress of his hand on Sammi’s cheek. Mitchell couldn’t stand it, but Sammi didn’t flinch, didn’t react to it at all.

“So we met in a bar, so what?” Mitchell shrugged.

“He used you, Collins, just like he used the other men he stayed with the other nights since he’d run away from me.”

“What are you talking about?” Mitchell got a sick feeling in the pit of his gut.

“That’s what he does, Collins. He used those other men, just like he used you. To hide from me, because he knew I’d find him and make him come home.”

Mitchell faced Sammi.

Sammi swallowed. “Yes, I used you to hide from Donovan.”

“Damn it, Sammi.” Mitchell ran his hand over his face. “Why didn’t you just tell me you were in trouble? I still would have protected you, no matter what.”

Donovan laughed. “That’s so noble of you, Collins. Really. But wasted on our little boy-toy.”

Mitchell frowned and glared at Donovan. “Don’t call him that. He’s not a toy.”

“Oh, but he is. He’s a very good toy. Has the most extraordinary abilities when it comes to sex. I’m sure you’ve felt them? Did he know what you wanted or was thinking? Did he do all the right things to please you? Sammi knows how to use his powers. Did you know Sammi’s been a whore since he was sixteen? He worked the streets until I found him and brought him here when he was twenty.”

Mitchell’s glare deepened. It didn’t matter what Donovan said, even if it was the truth.

“You don’t believe me?” Donovan chuckled. “You’re a whore, aren’t you, Sammi?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Say it, Sammi.”

“I’m a whore.” No emotion came out in Sammi’s tone of voice. He spoke like a robot and it sickened Mitchell.

“And the only thing he’s good for is fucking.” Donovan twisted his lips.

“That’s not true, you son of a bitch! Sammi. It’s not true. You’re more than what he tells you.”

“Sammi belongs to me, Collins. He’s mine.”

“How can you say that? You don’t own him.” Mitchell clenched his fists and Moretti took a step closer, his hand on his gun.

“I do own him. From the top of his head to the tip of his perfect cock, I own him.” Donovan stepped behind Sammi again. Once he wrapped his arms around Sammi, he tugged Sammi’s T-shirt up to expose his belly and chest, and with the other hand, he teased Sammi’s nipple with a flick of his finger. It pebbled in response.

Sammi didn’t flinch.

“See? Sammi is trained to respond to sexual stimulation, no matter who it is. Oh, Sammi hates me, I promise you. But watch.” His hand dipped down Sammi’s belly and flicked open the button of his jeans. “He reacts. Like a trained dog.”

Donovan ran his hand over Sammi’s crotch. As Sammi’s cock hardened, Mitchell jerked his head away and swallowed. He didn’t want to see this…manipulation of Sammi and his emotions. It was so wrong, to treat a person this way.

What had Donovan done to Sammi?

Sammi closed his eyes and he moaned. Damn, it was just like the sweet sounds he’d made when they’d made love. Mitchell couldn’t stand it. The anger coiled in him and the burst out.

“Stop it! Don’t touch him!”

“He’s mine, Collins. Take my advice. Forget about him. Sammi’s nothing but trouble for you.” Donovan gave Moretti a tilt of his head and Moretti stepped up to Mitchell.

He didn’t see the gorilla swing. Moretti buried his fist deep in Mitchell’s stomach, forcing the air from his lungs. Mitchell groaned and doubled over as he clutched his belly.

Sammi echoed Mitchell’s groan, his gaze flicking to Mitchell, bent over.

“I won’t leave without Sammi.” Mitchell grunted as he struggled to drag air back in his lungs.

Moretti grabbed the back of Mitchell’s shirt and brought his knee up hard into Mitchell’s gut. Mitchell’s feet left the floor for a second, then he crumpled to the ground on one knee, bent over and gasping as pain radiated through his belly and chest. He’d been hit before in college, playing football, but this was different. The big, bald bastard had a fist of steel.

Sammi groaned again and swayed as if he were going to faint, but Donovan caught him, his big fist encircling his upper arms to steady him.

Moretti laughed. “I’ve been waiting for this, you fucking faggot.”

“I’m not a faggot,” Mitchell bit out as he tried to stand. He hated that word and he used that anger to get to his feet.

Moretti hit him again, this time a punch to the chin, as soon as he got upright, and knocked him flat onto his back. Mitchell sprawled on the floor, stars shooting behind his eyelids.

“Give it up, Collins. Sammi is mine. Would you believe him if he told you?”

Mitchell rolled on his side and blinked up at Sammi in Donovan’s arms. 

“He’d never say that.” He closed his eyes and opened himself to Sammi. There was nothing. It was gone. An emptiness unlike anything he’d ever known filled his mind. His connection, his bond with Sammi had been broken.

“Sammi. I can’t feel you.”

Sammi’s eyes closed.

“Tell me you don’t love me, Sammi. Tell me and I’ll go.” Mitchell rose to his hands and knees.

Sammi’s eyes flickered, then opened. “I’m sorry, but I don’t love you. I used you to hide from Donovan, and that was wrong. I see that now.” He turned his head and lowered his voice as he spoke to Donovan. “If you let him go, don’t hurt him, I won’t give you any trouble anymore.”

Donovan’s eyes gleamed. “That’s much better.” He snapped his fingers. “Get him up, Moretti.”

Moretti grabbed Mitchell by the front of his clothes and pulled him to his feet. Mitchell had to grab hold of Moretti’s wrist to steady himself.

“Just one more, boss.” Moretti’s arm cranked back and he slugged Mitchell in the face.

Mitchell’s nose broke. Blood gushed and poured down his chin and neck and dripped onto his shirt. He bled like a stuck pig. The pain stunned him, but not enough to keep him from shouting at his attacker. “Fuck you!” He cradled his broken nose in his hands.

Sammi screamed and clutched his nose. Moretti turned to him. “What the fuck?”

Donovan straightened. “What’s going on? Did you hit him?”

Blood streamed from Sammi’s nose. He moaned, swayed on his feet, then collapsed. 

A wave of pain hit Mitchell and he staggered as their bond returned and slammed into him like a Mack Truck with Moretti behind the wheel.

Moretti swung his head from Mitchell to Sammi and back. “Shit, no! You were right there. I never fucking touched him. He just started bleeding,”

Donovan’s gaze traveled between Mitchell and Sammi also and his eyes widened. The horror and fear in them were clear as day. Donovan understood what had happened between the two lovers.

“Son of a bitch!” He shook his head. “Moretti, whatever you do, don’t touch Collins—just get him out of here. Take him back to his house.” He turned to Mitchell. “Sammi told you he used you. Now forget about him.”

Moretti grabbed Mitchell as he started toward Sammi still lying on the floor. “Oh, no you don’t.” He swung him around, twisted his arm and marched him to the door. Sammi groaned at the same time as Mitchell. 

“Get the elevator.” Bert rushed to open the door, checked the foyer, then called the elevator, his eyes wide.

At the door to the penthouse, Mitchell twisted around to get a last glimpse of Sammi. Donovan knelt next to him, holding a blood-soaked handkerchief to Sammi’s nose. Then, the door shut and they were in the foyer. Bert pressed the bell for the elevator over and over, as if that would make it come any faster. Moretti’s grip on Mitchell’s arm squeezed him like a vise.

What the hell had just happened? Mitchell could swear he had lost his bond with Sammi. There had been nothing, then it had come back in a rush. Bam! He closed his eyes and the world around him faded.

As the elevator dropped to the garage level he leaned back against the cool wall to steady himself. Everything hurt. Especially his heart. Sammi had admitted he didn’t love Mitchell and had just used him. It went against everything Mitchell had ever felt with Sammi, and he didn’t know if he believed it or not, but damn it, Mitchell’s heart felt as if it had been ripped from his chest. He wouldn’t believe it. How could he have been fooled so easily? How could they have been so close and he not know it was all a lie?

Maybe Donovan was right and Sammi was an expert at using men like Mitchell, lonely and hungry for love, but he didn’t want to believe it. It made a lie of everything that had passed between him and Sammi, and that thought almost broke him.

The doors opened and Moretti pushed Mitchell out. Mitchell stumbled, then caught himself. Moretti put a hand under his arm and moved him forward to the car.

Something wasn’t right. That last glimpse of Sammi lying on the floor pushed through Mitchell’s pain, as if he needed to remember something he was forgetting. It was just out of his reach, floating on the edge of his mind, but he couldn’t quite grasp it.

Sammi had collapsed at almost the same time as Mitchell, and Sammi’s nose was broken and bleeding, just like his. And Donovan had ordered Moretti to stop beating Mitchell.

How could that happen? Mitchell’s stomach did a flip as the truth came into focus.

Sammi and he were not just soul mates. They were more. Somehow, in some way that he couldn’t explain, their bodies and their lives were connected. Sammi had felt every blow Moretti had given Mitchell.

And if Mitchell knew that now, Sammi had known it before and had done what he did, and said what he’d said, in an effort to save Mitchell from Donovan.

Sammi had sacrificed himself to save Mitchell.

 

 


Chapter Thirteen

“Come on, Sammi. Stand up.” Donovan pulled on Sammi’s arm and helped him sit up. 

His head spun as he righted himself, when all he wanted was to stay down on the floor. Blood dripped everywhere, including his shirt, and the handkerchief Sammi held to his nose was solid red. 

“You’ve ruined the carpet, you know.”

“Sorry, sir.” Sammi swayed on his feet. The iron-tinged smell engulfed him and his stomach turned. Donovan helped him into the kitchen and pulled out a chair. Sammi fell into it. Donovan snatched the bloody cloth from him, tossed it into the sink and gave him a wad of paper towels to use.

He held it to his face until the flow of blood had lessened. The rapid throbbing pain from his nose slowed down to a steady beat. He wondered what Mitchell was feeling right now.

Shame flooded Sammi. Shame for how he’d slipped back into the creature Donovan had turned him into, a whimpering, weak excuse for a man. Shame for how he’d acted in front of Mitchell, how he’d responded to Donovan, when all he really wanted was to fight the man, push him away. But he hadn’t done that, he’d just let Donovan handle him.

And to make matters worse, Sammi had almost told Donovan that he’d pay for cleaning the carpet, but at least he’d had the sense to clamp his lips shut. He knew Donovan would take some sort of payment from him for the damage.

Donovan cursed as he stared down at his suit. “Fuck. This suit is ruined.” He glared at Sammi. “I need to get cleaned up, but first I’ll get you some ice for your nose. I hope your eyes don’t blacken.” He moved to the sink, found a clean dish towel then went to the freezer to fill the cloth with ice cubes.

“Me, too.” Sammi knew Donovan’s concern wasn’t for him, but for his client. No one wanted damaged goods unless they were a bargain, and Sammi was sure Donovan wasn’t selling him at rock-bottom prices.

“Here. Put this on your face.” He handed the ice pack to Sammi. “And for God’s sake, clean yourself up.” Donovan sneered at him as he pulled his tie loose and strode toward his bedroom.

For a moment, Sammi held the pack to his nose and leaned his head back until he was sure the bleeding had stopped. Then he rose and pulled off his shirt. He stood in the middle of the kitchen with the bloody shirt in his hand, unsure where to dispose of it. There was a garbage can under the sink, so he went to it and threw the shirt away. It had been one Brian had bought him and the thought popped into his head that he would apologize for wasting the shirt when next he saw Brian.

But he’d never see Brian, or Mitchell, again. Sammi sighed and went to the sink to wash up. He rinsed out the bloody cloth in the sink as best he could, then splashed cool water on his face.

The first splash braced him, and he shuddered, but he did it a few more times, until the water ran clear. His knees began to shake and he grabbed the edge of the sink and held on as the shudders racked his body.

He’d never see Mitchell again. He’d never go to his little job at the café. Never learn how to cook, or be a chef.

Sammi was a whore. It was all he’d ever been and all he’d ever be.

A voice inside his head spoke to him. “Stop it. Don’t listen to what they say about you. You’re better than that.”

It was Mitchell’s voice. Mitchell believed in him. Well, at least he had until today. Until he’d found out the truth. But Mitchell had promised he loved Sammi. And if he did, then maybe, just maybe, there was a chance for them.

Sammi had let the barrier drop when he’d seen and felt Mitchell being beaten. Their reconnection had been so powerful. He shouldn’t have done it. It had been a mistake and had put them both in danger. 

If Mitchell thought there was any hope to save Sammi from Donovan, he’d come back. And if he did return, Sammi couldn’t guarantee anything he might do would save Mitchell.

Because once Donovan put Sammi in the closet, he wouldn’t even be able to save himself.

 

* * * *

 

“Bert, go back up and see to Donovan until I get back.” Moretti turned to his cohort and held out his hand so he couldn’t exit the elevator. “I got this fucker.”

Bert nodded, and as Moretti guided Mitchell out of the cabin, he disappeared as the doors slid shut.

They stood in the underground parking lot and stared at each other for a moment. Mitchell tried to look pissed-off and brave, but it was hard with his shirt rucked up and pressed against his still bleeding nose.

Moretti grabbed his elbow with one hand and tapped the other to indicate the gun under his jacket. “Don’t even think about trying to get away from me.”

Mitchell nodded. What chance did he have? His body still ached from the beating and there was no way could he run fast enough to escape the goon.

“Let’s go.” They headed toward the Mercedes.

When they got there, Moretti pushed Mitchell against the rear fender, then jerked open the front passenger door of the car. He pushed Mitchell into the seat, but Mitchell fell across it as his feet tangled together. Mitchell pulled his legs in just in time to avoid damage as Moretti slammed the door shut. He struggled to get his seat belt on.

Moretti, swearing up a blue streak, went around to the driver’s side, then got in and started the car. He threw it into gear and backed up. Then he slammed it into drive and sped through the garage, shooting out of the tunnel like a rocket. The car swerved onto Westheimer, wheels screaming. It was a wonder they didn’t hit anyone or another car.

Mitchell prayed some cop would spot the crazy driving and pull Moretti over, but no such luck. This wasn’t Mitchell’s day, for damn sure. He’d lost Sammi, gotten a beat down, and now, despite Donovan telling Moretti not to hit him again, he was pretty sure Moretti had other plans for him.

Moretti drove, but his continued swearing under his breath and his sidelong glances at Mitchell told another story. A story Mitchell really didn’t want to hear.

Closing his eyes, he leaned into the corner of the seat, a wad of his shirt held up to staunch the bleeding. The trip to his house was a painful blur as Moretti sped around traffic, hitting his brakes, and tossing Mitchell back and forth. Good thing he’d managed to get his belt on, or he’d have gone through the windshield at several points.

Mitchell opened his eyes and found himself in his neighborhood. They turned onto his street. The car pulled up to his house and parked in front. His Jetta was still sitting in the parking lot of the last bar he’d been to on Montrose. 

Moretti reached across Mitchell, flung open the door, and with a shove ordered, “Get out.” The expression on the man’s face told Mitchell he’d better get moving. He fumbled with the seat belt and, at last, it unlatched. Moretti gunned the motor, a threat to take off as soon as Mitchell was clear.

Mitchell scrambled out, bracing himself on the door to pull himself upright. Moretti leaned across the seat. “You are one lucky motherfucker, Collins. The only reason you’re not dead is because Donovan said to not do any more damage to you.” He pulled the door shut and Mitchell stumbled backward out of the way. The car sped off down the street and around the corner.

He stood staring after the Mercedes as if in a trance. The car was gone, along with Moretti. He hadn’t killed Mitchell. With a last glance to be sure the man had left, Mitchell turned back to his house.

He dug into his pocket, found his keys and, with one hand clinging to the railing, the other cradling his nose, he trudged up the stairs to his apartment. He unlocked the door, went in and shut it behind him. With an exhale he leaned against the solid wood.

“Fuck my life.” He tossed his keys onto the hall table and pushed off.

Mitchell headed to the kitchen, pulled the ruined shirt over his head and dropped it on the floor, then ran the water at the sink.

He splashed warm water on his face. Watching as his blood swirled down the sink, he was reminded of the shower scene in the movie Psycho, only this wasn’t in black and white, but in glorious Technicolor. Yeah, his life had become a horror movie, complete with crazed psychos, and him as the poor unsuspecting guy caught up in the middle of it all.

He grabbed a few paper towels from the roll, and it spun off the counter and onto the floor. “Great.” He used the ones he had ripped off to dry off his face. His nose still hurt but, thankfully, it wasn’t swollen. Maybe Moretti hadn’t broken it. His cheek throbbed, and he was pretty sure it would bruise up. He pressed on his belly and winced.

Mitchell stood there at the sink, staring out of the window. He had a decision to make and he weighed all his options. Only one made any sense at all.

First things first.

Mitchell got ice from the freezer, put it in a dishcloth, and held it to his nose and cheek. Then he pulled out a chair and sat. He reached into the pocket of his jeans, then took out his cell phone, flipped it open, and punched in Brian’s number.

This time he’d better be home.

 

* * * *

 

Donovan reappeared in new clothes with a fresh shirt and jeans for Sammi to change into. He put them on the kitchen table and leaned back against the doorframe.

“Change here.”

Sammi reached for the new shirt.

“No. Take your pants off first.”

Sammi frowned and bit his lip as he toed off his sneakers. The top button was already open, so he unzipped the jeans and shucked them off. He stood in the middle of the kitchen in his briefs, the new ones Brian had bought him with Mitchell’s money.

Donovan’s gaze roamed over his body. Sammi turned away as shame filled him. He’d seen that look so many times he didn’t have to hear Donovan’s thoughts to know what he wanted. Sammi tuned Donovan out, so he didn’t have to hear what Donovan wanted of him.

“Do you know what I want?” Donovan’s voice sent a shiver down Sammi’s spine as he approached. He was a dangerous man at the best of times and Sammi knew his mood could change in a heartbeat.

“A sandwich?” Sammi peered up at him beneath his bangs.

The slap was fast and hard. Sammi’s cheek burned with the sting, but at least his nose didn’t start bleeding.

“Don’t play the smart ass, sweetheart.”

Sammi locked his lips and refused to open himself to Donovan, to read the man’s most depraved thoughts.

“Take off your briefs.”

Sammi hesitated, then did as he was told. What was the point of fighting? Naked, fists clenched at his side, he stared back at Donovan, who unbuckled his belt. The bulge in his pants had become pronounced. Sammi turned his head away.

Sammi didn’t fear the leather belt. No, Donovan wouldn’t dare to use it so close to the sale. Any marks would lessen the money he could charge for Sammi.

“It seems you’ve picked up an attitude while you were on the streets.” Donovan slipped his belt from the loops, hung it neatly on the back of a chair, and with one hand, flicked open the button on his trousers.

“I wasn’t on the streets. I was living with Mitchell.” Sammi jerked his chin up.

“Oh right. Sorry. You were fucking Mitchell for shelter.” He lowered the zipper, pushed his pants down and stepped free of them. After folding them over the chair, Donovan stepped closer to Sammi.

“No. I love Mitchell and he loves me.” Sammi shook his head as he stared at the floor. Donovan’s eyes were cold and icy, like the eyes of a shark he’d seen on a TV nature program.

“He used to love you, sweetheart. Now you’ve broken his little heart and he’s gone home to cry about it.” Donovan’s voice was syrupy sweet, but laced with bitterness.

It was pointless to answer so Sammi kept his mouth shut. There would be no arguing with Donovan. This was all a dance for his pleasure. He loved teasing Sammi.

“You’re a whore, Sammi. It’s all you’ve ever been and all you will ever be.”

For the first time in his life, Sammi knew he could be more than what he’d been and he wasn’t going back. “Not anymore.” Sammi shook his head.

“You’re my whore. I own you, Sammi. You’re going to do what I say, and I say you’re going to give me a blow job. On your knees, sweetheart.” Donovan slammed his fist on the table and Sammi jumped.

“No.” He’d never disobeyed Donovan before. He had no idea where this ballsy attitude came from, but it sent him reeling, as if he were drunk.

Donovan’s eyes narrowed and he took a step closer, bringing him a hand span from Sammi. Anger poured off Donovan. Sammi didn’t need his powers to tell him that. He could smell it on the bastard. And the mix of Donovan’s cologne, his sweat and his anger burned Sammi’s nostrils.

He’d either try to force Sammi to his knees or put him in the closet. If Sammi struggled, Donovan might hit him, but that would damage Sammi further.

It would be the closet.

A week ago, Sammi would never have believed he’d choose the closet over giving a stupid blow job, but right now, it was more important to Sammi to stand up for himself than take the easy way out on his knees.

“Get on your knees. Now!” Donovan’s voice thundered and his face flushed red.

“No.” Sammi had no idea how he’d found the strength to keep refusing. Maybe it had been buried deep inside all along. If Donovan wanted him on his knees, he’d have to force him. Sammi locked his legs and stiffened his spine. This would not be easy. He wouldn’t let it be easy. Fuck Donovan.

The front door slammed shut. Both he and Donovan startled. Donovan grabbed his pants off the chair and slipped them on, then pulled on his shirt and stepped into his shoes.

Sammi exhaled, slow and quiet, as he relaxed his body.

“Boss?” Moretti called out from the other room.

“In here, Moretti,” Donovan tucked his shirt into his pants and zipped up.

Moretti came in the kitchen and stared at Sammi, then his steely gaze flicked to Donovan, who finished buttoning his shirt. “You need me, boss?”

“Report.”

“Dropped Collins at his place. Unharmed. Came back here.” Moretti twisted his lips as if the words tasted bad in his mouth.

“Good. Take Sammi to the closet. He needs to learn a lesson.” Donovan glared at Sammi.

“With pleasure.” Moretti grabbed Sammi’s arm and jerked him around. Sammi stumbled, nearly falling, but Moretti held him up and marched him out of the kitchen.

Through the purple dining room.

Sammi’s feet moved as if all on their own, without his telling them.

Into the ecru living room with the blood stains on the new carpet.

Sammi fixed his gaze out of the floor-to-ceiling windows and on the skyline of Houston. Thousands of shining lights filled the black expanse. How had he ever thought it pretty?

Then they going down the pumpkin hall. 

Sammi stumbled, but Moretti kept him moving. He leaned close to Sammi’s ear. “You’re going in to the dark. To the small and dark.” His breath teased the back of Sammi’s neck and Sammi shuddered, but not because of Moretti.

They stood in front of the white hell door.

Sammi whimpered, but refused to cry out or beg. Pointless.

Moretti pushed Sammi against the wall and held him in place with a beefy arm across his throat. If he struggled, Moretti would merely lean harder and cut off more of the precious air Sammi needed. Sammi held still. Moretti unlocked the door, yanked it open, grabbed Sammi by the back of the neck and pushed him toward the narrow opening.

Sammi dug his heels in as he strained backward. He’d known all along it would come down to this moment, and like a small terrified animal he struggled, knowing it was futile. Fear flooded him. Not of going in, but what would happen once the door closed, shutting out all the light and sound in that too-small space.

What would Mitchell think, if he saw Sammi so scared? He wanted for Mitchell to be proud of him, to think he was worthy of being loved by Mitchell.

Sammi knew what he had to do. He had to be braver than he’d ever been before in his short life.

It would be worth it to keep Mitchell safe.  

Sammi unlocked his knees and, with a final heave, Moretti tossed him inside.

Sammi hit the back wall of the closet and spun around in time to see the shit-eating grin on Moretti’s face as he slammed the door shut, bathing Sammi in cool darkness.

The deadbolt slid into place with a soft snick.

Sammi was alone in the dark.

 

* * * *

 

The furious banging on the front door brought Mitchell awake. He bolted up on the couch and groaning, pushed to his feet. He used his hands to steady himself as he went down the hall to open the door and let Brian in.

“What the hell is going on?” Brian, like a Texas tornado, blew past him and into the living room. “Fuck. What the hell did they do to you?”

“Like I told you on the phone. Donovan has Sammi and that bastard Moretti beat me up, then dumped me back here.” Mitchell went back to the couch and sat. “I thought he was going to kill me.”

Brian’s fists were white-knuckled as he sat on the coffee table across from Mitchell. “Let me see.”

Mitchell lowered the ice pack as Brian’s blue gaze searched his face, assessing the damage as one hand rested with a comforting weight on Mitchell’s knee.

Brian gave his decision. “He broke it.”

“I know that.”

“It’s not bad. It looks pretty straight.” Brian took the ice pack and replaced it gently against Mitchell’s nose.

Mitchell smiled. “Thanks. Are you sure you won’t marry me?”

“I told you, you’re not my type.”

“Ok, but if we get to forty and we’re still alone, then will you marry me?” Mitchell grinned.

“Okay. But I’m cooking.” Brian nodded.

“Deal.” Mitchell laughed. They both knew Mitchell couldn’t cook worth a shit and they both knew they’d never screw up their relationship by becoming partners.

“Now, tell me everything that happened at the penthouse.” Brian moved to the couch to listen as Mitchell told him in detail as much as he could remember. About finding Sammi on the street, about Moretti finding them, the car ride, the penthouse, getting beaten, about Sammi’s reaction to Mitchell’s pain, and having to leave Sammi there in Donovan’s possession.

Brian didn’t respond, just listened intently until Mitchell had finished.

“So, Sammi’s nose started to bleed when yours did?” Brian leaned closer.

“Right. And I’d swear he felt those punches.” Mitchell punched the sofa, but was so glad Brian believed him. And Mitchell trusted Brian’s experience enough to listen to his advice on what to do next.

Brian sat back, closed his eyes, and chewed the corner of his lip, then let out a breath. “Here’s what I know. I didn’t meet you yesterday because I caught up with the vice cop I know. When I mentioned Donovan’s name, Pete went berserk. Well, more ecstatic. Seems Vice has had their eye on him for years, but have never been able to prove anything and bring charges that would stick against him.”

“Vice? Like prostitution?” Mitchell’s belly churned. It fit with all that talk about Donovan owning Sammi and how Sammi was a whore.

“No. Worse.” Brian reached out and touched Mitchell’s leg. “Mitchell. Sammi is a sex slave.” 

Mitchell knew that kind expression in Brian’s eyes. The one he used to break bad news.

“Sex slave?” Mitchell stared at his best friend and the room shrank to Brian’s face. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“After talking to Pete, I’m pretty certain Sammi is a sex slave. Usually, they’re people who have fallen between the cracks, or are living illegally in the country with no resources, no families. They get picked up off the streets by sharks like Donovan. Now, they may already be into prostitution or maybe not, but once these guys get hold of them, they take control. Steal their papers, if they have any, or take all their money and lock them up. Some are sent to houses where the pimps sell them to johns for a few dollars. But some of these people, the ones who are special, are sold to the highest bidder, usually on the Internet.”

For a moment, Mitchell had to take it all in. Sammi, a sex slave. Donovan was going to sell Sammi, that’s why he wanted him back so badly.

“Holy shit. And you think that’s what happened to Sammi?”

“Yes. His history is perfect for it. Lost in the system and fallen between the cracks. Did he ever give you a last name?”

“No. But I never asked.” Mitchell stared at his feet then up into Brian’s face. “I have to go back, Brian. I have to get Sammi out of there.”

Brian shook his head. “It’s too dangerous. Moretti is an experienced gun and from what Pete told me, he and Donovan have been in the business for a long time. These men aren’t amateurs, they’re hardened criminals with extensive pasts which may include murder.”

“I don’t care what you say, I’m going back. I have to get Sammi out of there as soon as possible. The sale is happening in a day or two.” Mitchell stood and put the ice pack down. His nose felt better and had stopped bleeding. “Are you coming or do I go by myself?”

Brian got to his feet and faced him. “Do you have a gun?” The hard expression on his face was dead serious.

“You know I don’t.”

“I brought one for you in the car.” Brian gave him a half-grin.

Mitchell laughed and shook his head. “You knew it, didn’t you? You knew I’d want to go back and get Sammi.”

“It’s what I’d do if someone was holding the man I loved.”

“Thank you. For believing in me and Sammi.” Mitchell held his hand out for Brian to shake, and they gave each other the half-arm bro-hug. They embraced then slapped each other on the back and stepped away.

“What now? Should we call the cops?”

Brian pulled out his cell phone and hit a number. “Where was the penthouse?”

Mitchell told him the name of the building and the street in River Oaks.

“Pete? Brian.” He proceeded to pass on the info Mitchell gave him, then hung up. He shoved his phone back in his pocket and clapped his hands together.

“Let’s go. It’s all arranged. Pete and his men are going to join us when we pay Donovan a visit.”

“You talked the cops into helping?” Mitchell stared at him.

“Are you kidding? Couldn’t keep them out of it. Pete was practically drooling. It’s a big bust. Pete’s getting a warrant for the penthouse right now. You and I will just be there to get Sammi. We’re background, Mitchell. That gun stays in your pocket, get it?”

“Got it.” Mitchell went to his room, got his jacket and put it on. He was ready to go by the time he reached the front door where Brian waited for him.

They left and climbed into Brian’s SUV. Brian reached under his seat, brought out a small gun and handed it to Mitchell. “It’s my backup weapon. I use it in a holster that I wear at the small of my back, but you’re going to put it in the pocket of your jacket. Don’t touch it and keep it out of sight.” 

Mitchell had seen Brian’s gun a few times. They’d even gone to the shooting range once or twice. In Brian’s line of work, he had to have a weapon. Brian had never really made a big deal about it and Mitchell respected him for not being a jerk, like some men might be.

“Well, if I’m not supposed to use it, what do I have it for?”

“I didn’t say not to use it, did I? Just keep it out of sight around the cops. It’s a lot easier to ask forgiveness after than permission before.” Brian gave him a wicked grin and they pulled away from Mitchell’s house.

“Where’s your gun?” This was so weird. Mitchell felt as if he and Brian were some sort of film noir private eyes on a case.

“Shoulder holster.”

“Aren’t these concealed weapons?”

“Yes, but I’m licensed to carry. You’re not. Hence, the stealth.”

Mitchell nodded and watched through the windshield as they approached the high-rise. They pulled into the garage and parked in a visitor spot next to a large white van.

They exited and Mitchell followed as Brian walked over to the van. The door slid open and a cop dressed in SWAT gear got out and shook Brian’s hand.

“This is Pete. Pete, this is Mitchell Collins. It’s his friend who’s being held against his will upstairs.”

Pete, a man built like a tank, low to the ground but powerful, nodded to Mitchell. Mitchell wondered how much Brian had told Pete about who Sammi was and what he meant to Mitchell. He worried it might make a difference.

“Has Brian filled you in?”

“He said you have a warrant.” Mitchell nodded.

“That’s right.” He held up a paper. “Search and seize.”

“I just want Sammi free. He won’t be arrested, will he? He’s been kidnapped and held against his will.” Mitchell glanced from Pete to Brian for assurance. This would be for nothing if Sammi was arrested and jailed. The idea of Mitchell being the cause of relocating Sammi from one prison to another turned his stomach. He’d wanted to free Sammi, not send him to jail.

“Sammi should be fine. We’ll need his testimony against Donovan and Moretti. Yours too, in the assault and in the break-in at your apartment.” Pete put his hand on Mitchell’s shoulder and gave it a small squeeze. 

Brian nodded at the reassurance.

“You got it. I’ll do anything to put those two bastards where they can’t do this to anyone again. I don’t care about what they did to me, but we have to stop this sex slave business of theirs.” Mitchell frowned and touched his nose. Still tender, he winced, then dropped his hand to his jacket pocket. The gun hidden there felt very heavy and he wasn’t sure he liked carrying it at all, despite the image of ‘hard-boiled P.I.’ it evoked.

What would he do if confronted by Donovan or Moretti? If his actions were the only thing standing between them and Sammi? Mitchell set his resolve and released the gun. He’d do whatever it took to get Sammi away from those bastards.

Brian gave Pete a grimace. “Guess we should get this over with.” He glanced at Mitchell.

“Let’s do it. I want Sammi back. A.S.A.P.” Mitchell wasn’t sure he felt as sure as he sounded, but he knew whatever would happen, he would be right there in the middle.

Pete opened the back of the van, and several cops dressed in black with bulletproof vests that said ‘HPD’ filed out and joined them. After several quiet conversations, the group headed to the elevator.

Mitchell’s belly gave a roll and for a second his feet were glued to the ground. Then his world straightened and he strode forward, matching Brian step for step, bringing up the rear of the group.

Anything to free Sammi.

 

* * * *

 

Absolute darkness.

The walls touched his bare skin and he flinched as if burned. Sammi shivered and licked his lips. Telling himself that he could do this, that time would pass quickly, he inched forward to stand in the middle of the closet. That he could ride this out, just like the other times. He’d be no good to Donovan if he were reduced to a gibbering idiot, an emotional wreck of a man. Who would want that to fuck?

Sammi inhaled, counted to ten, then exhaled. He cleared his mind of those thoughts of being sold, of losing the one person he loved more than himself. He repeated the breathing exercise, using it to steady himself and to ensure he didn’t hyperventilate. Last time he’d sucked down so much air, he’d passed out, only to awaken slumped on the floor of the closet with a small gash on his forehead. His body had touched the sides, felt how very close they were to him, and he’d started to panic.

Which had started the cycle all over again.

Closing his eyes, he could pretend the walls were far away and there was plenty of room around his body. That he was in Mitchell’s car, the new one, a convertible, and they were cruising down a road, heading to the beach. The wind blew in their hair. Mitchell wore sunglasses and flip-flops. Sammi had on a garish Hawaiian shirt, open and fluttering in the wind.

The sun beat down on them, warm and happy. Sammi glanced over at Mitchell. Mitchell stared straight ahead as he drove.

No need to panic. See. Everything was fine. He could get lost in this vision of the future. Of him and Mitchell and they life they could have. They would have. Sammi smiled. He had this under control.

Donovan would let him out soon.

And with that thought, reality slammed into Sammi and his perfect imagined scene vanished with his sharp exhale. He closed his eyes tighter, tried to regain the picture of him and Mitchell and the car, but nothing came to him.

He counted to ten, taking those deep, slow breaths.

Control was necessary, but fleeting. He’d never been able to keep control, sustain the image of a larger space, of a larger world than the tiny closet. This time, he would do it. He had to do it. Had to survive, because he wanted out. He wanted Mitchell and that life. But his image dissolved like a wind-blown mist.

Instead, another image formed. Sammi gazed up into a young woman’s face. She smiled at him with pale blue eyes, then frowned. She gathered him into her thin but strong arms, and together they rocked. “Shhh, it’s okay, baby.” His hand curled around a strand of long black hair. She smelled like…cinnamon and vanilla. Like cookies.

The only memory Sammi had of the woman he thought might have been his mother teased him. He never knew if he imagined it, or if it was real. He’d been just a little kid. Too young to know anything except that she had gone and someone had come and taken him away. To a new home. One of so many homes. Why couldn’t he remember more about her or what her name was, or even his real last name?

“Mommy?” 

The weakness returned. Sammi swayed. He opened his eyes. Darkness surrounded him. The walls were closer than before and it was harder to breathe. He gulped down air. Instead of deep breaths, his became shallow and fast.

Sammi lost count of his breathing so he closed his eyes against the blackness. Trembling, he began again, inhaling, counting to ten, exhaling. Five times. Ten times.

Twenty times.

He cracked open one eye. Darkness, thick and heavy surrounded him. His heart thudded in his chest, like when the bass on Donovan’s sound system was too loud. It crept into his head and his eardrums pounded with the staccato beat.

He put his hands up over his ears to try to block the sound, but it came from within him. Hot tears burned his eyes. He blinked and they spilled and his lips quivered as he fought the urge to let it all out, his fear and his doubt and his certainty that he’d never have that perfect life with Mitchell. He tasted the salt and the bitterness and his own fear leaking out.

The walls were definitely closer. He was going to use up all the air in the closet if he kept breathing like this but, if he didn’t breathe, he’d panic. If he didn’t breathe, he’d die.

Sammi sucked in another ragged breath and wiped his face with one hand, smearing tears and snot and sweat. He struggled to pull enough air into his lungs. Dizzy, he began to fall, and without thinking, he reached out a hand to stop himself. It slammed into the wall and his fingers bent back. Sammi cried out.

“Mitchell! Help!”

His voice boomed and echoed. Sammi reeled, staggering backward. His shoulder touched the wall and he gasped. He lost track of which way was the door, which the back of the closet. He might reach out, but he cradled his hurt hand with the other. Spinning around, without using his hands, Sammi tried to get back into the center of the closet, back to the safe spot, back to breathing as if each breath were his last.

He was losing it. He would die here in the white door hell room.

Sammi opened himself.

“Mitchell.”

 

* * * *

 

In the elevator, Mitchell felt the elevator tip sideways. His throat tightened and he sucked in a deep breath. Next to him, Brian turned to him.

“Mitchell. What’s wrong?”

“I can’t breathe.” Mitchell clawed at his throat, gasping for air. The elevator was too crowded, too many men, not enough space.

Mitchell lurched forward and the cops around him stepped back as they raised their guns. He had to get out. Now.

“What the hell’s wrong with him?” Pete frowned, but he waved the men down.

“I don’t know.” Brian shook his head and grabbed Mitchell’s arm. “Mitchell, what the hell is going on?”

Fear poured into Mitchell and he broke out into a sweat, coating his forehead, upper lip, drenching his underarms. His desperate gaze darted around the elevator cabin. Too small. Too small.

“I have to get out. Let me out!” Mitchell groaned and pushed forward past the men in front of him. They stepped back as their gazes darted to each other. Mitchell fell against the control panel and he jabbed at the buttons, hitting several of them, before Brian pulled him away.

“Easy. Calm down.” Brian’s tone softened. Mitchell wanted to smash his face in. Wanted to get out. Get free.

The elevator stopped. The doors opened on floor seventeen. Mitchell broke away with Brian on his heels. Pete stood in the door, holding the elevator.

Brian grabbed Mitchell’s arm. “What’s going on?” He stared into Mitchell’s eyes.

Mitchell knew where Sammi was, and it scared the shit out of him. Sammi had re-established contact and if he’d done that, he must be in major trouble. Just the feelings swamping Mitchell told him that much.

“It’s Sammi. He’s in the closet. They put him in the closet,” Mitchell whispered to Brian, so the other men wouldn’t think he was nuts.

Brian leaned closer to hear him. “You can feel it? Sammi?”

“I’m feeling what he’s feeling. The panic. He’s scared to death. He can’t breathe.” Mitchell knew it sounded wild, but if anyone would believe him, it was Brian.

Brian took Mitchell by the arms and shook him, just once. His lips drew thin and tense as he furrowed his brow. Brian’s serious-as-shit face.

“Do you believe me?”

“I believe you. Listen to me, Mitchell. You have to help Sammi. You have to help him calm down. You’re not claustrophobic, so you can rise above this fear. Help him.” Brian stared deep into Mitchell’s eyes.

“He needs me to help him.” Mitchell nodded. 

Closing his eyes, he steadied himself and reached for a calm spot in his mind. His breathing slowed and the panic dispersed. Then, he pushed outward, searching for Sammi.

“Babe, it’s me. I’m here. Hang on. I’ll be there soon.”

“Help me.”

“Listen to me. Hold your breath and count to five, then take a slow deep breath. Hold it and let it out to a count of five.”

 

One. Two. Three. Four. Five.

Sammi’s breathing eased as well-being and calm filled him. He’d reached Mitchell, and Mitchell was giving him this gift of calm, sharing his peace of mind, pushing Sammi’s fear from the dark corners of the closet he was trapped in.

If what Mitchell said was true, then he was coming back for him.

For him. 

No one had ever come back for him. Not his mother, not any of his foster parents.

Tears welled in his eyes, but these weren’t tears of fear or sadness, but happiness. His need for Mitchell and wanting to keep the man he loved safe warred deep inside him. But locked in this closet, Sammi wasn’t much good to anyone.

“I’m with you, babe. You can do this. Just hang on.”

He had to be strong for Mitchell and for himself. The calm and peace filling him was real, not an illusion. He breathed easily now, letting the air in and out at an almost normal rate.

Now that he could breathe, he needed to give his aching body rest. Standing and straining for so long had set every muscle in his body on fire. His only relief would be to sit on the floor of the closet.

And to do that meant to touch the walls.

He swallowed, closed his eyes and reached out to touch the wall in front of him. He had no idea if it would be the door or a wall.

He touched wood. The door.

Okay. He could do this.

“I’m doing it, Mitch.”

“I knew you could, babe.”

Sammi put his other hand out to the side. Wall. Using them for balance, he crossed his legs and bent down, letting his hands slide down the wall and door.

Slowly, Sammi lowered himself to the floor, as he touched the walls he once feared as if in a caress. His butt hit the ground and he sat. He pulled his knees up, wrapped his arms around them, and rested his chin on them.

He could breathe easier now. With Mitchell’s help, he could survive.

 

“He’s good now. Under control.” Mitchell smiled at Brian. “Thank you.”

“Hey, I get it, buddy. You two got a thing.” Brian grinned. “Now, we got to get up there, okay?”

“Okay.” Mitchell turned to Pete. “I promise. No more interruptions.”

Mitchell followed Brian back onto the elevator and Pete let the doors go. They arrived at the top floor a few moments later. Pete leaned out of the open door and scouted the foyer. With his signal, the cops poured out of the cabin and spread out, flanking the door to apartment A. Brian and Mitchell stood back behind the officers.

“Remember, this is their show,” Brian whispered in Mitchell’s ear. Mitchell nodded, concentrating on sending Sammi soothing feelings. From the response he felt from Sammi, it was working. Mitchell touched the gun in his pocket, then pulled his hand away.

Pete knocked on the door and stepped to the side.

Mitchell waited and held his breath as he curled his hands into fists. He wanted them to just break it down, get in there fast. A flutter in the bond between him and Sammi brought him back. Those thoughts weren’t helping Sammi. He exhaled, cleared his mind and took up his regular breathing. The bond smoothed out.

The door opened. Moretti filled the entry.

“Police! We have a warrant to search the premises.” Pete waved the piece of paper.

Moretti took one look, swore, and threw his weight against the door to keep them out.

Pete stepped back and two cops on either side of the door took his place. They used their shoulders to force it open, throwing Moretti back. The rest of the men swarmed through.

Brian and Mitchell were the last ones to enter the penthouse.

Donovan came out of his study. “Moretti, what the fuck’s going on?” With one look at the cops, he turned and raced back through the door, but one of the officers was quicker, catching him before he could retreat into the room.

“Get his computer! Don’t let him touch it!” Pete shouted. The cop who’d caught Donovan pushed him to the floor and cuffed him, pulling his arms behind his back.

It took two cops to hold Moretti against the wall as another searched him. They found the gun immediately. “He’s carrying.” The cop held the semi-automatic pistol out to Pete.

“I got a license to carry that.” Moretti struggled, but they held him tightly.

“We’ll check into that later at the station. For now, you’ll wear these cuffs for your own safety.” With a quick twist of his arm, the cop had Moretti’s wrists bound and began to read him his rights.

“Is that everybody?” Pete swiveled his head around. “Where is your friend?”

Mitchell strode into the middle of the room.

“Where are you, Sammi?”

“The white door hell closet.”

Mitchell rushed to the hall and tried the first door. A clean, sparse bedroom. He backed out and shut it.

Another stood farther down the hall. He prayed this was the one. Mitchell took a deep breath, squared his shoulders and tried the knob. It turned, but the door wouldn’t open. Shit. He leaned back, jerking at the knob, but it didn’t budge. 

“Fuck!”

A deadbolt sat at waist height above the knob. He unlocked it and threw the door open so hard it hit the wall and bounced.

The closet was dark and empty.

Mitchell’s heart sank. He wanted to scream and beat his hands on the walls.

“Sammi?”

“I’m here.” Sammi’s soft voice came from below him.

Looking down, Mitchell found Sammi sitting on the floor of the closet, his hands over his eyes to block the blast of light from the hall.

“Thank God. You’re a sight for sore eyes.” Mitchell let out a shuddering sigh. Aware of all the cops around him, he refrained from pulling Sammi into his arms and kissing him.

“Come out of there.” Mitchell put out his hand for Sammi to take.

“I can’t. I’m naked.” Sammi blinked up at him, and rolled his eyes. “Everyone will see.”

“Okay. Wait here. I’ll get your clothes.” He disappeared.

 

“They’re in the kitchen, I think.” Sammi sat up and rubbed his eyes. He peered out of the doorway. A room full of cops stared at him. With one hand he covered his genitals and he held the other up to shade his eyes.

Brian crouched down to Sammi. “How’re you doing?”

“Brian. So good to see you. I’m fine.” Sammi lowered his voice so only Brian could hear. “Mitchell helped me stay calm.”

“I know.” Brian winked at Sammi, then stood as Mitchell returned.

Sammi took the jeans Mitchell held out, turned around and pulled them on. He stood and zipped them up, then Mitchell handed him a fresh shirt. Sammi leaned against the wall as he put it on. Then he faced them all.

With Brian leading and Mitchell at his side, Sammi walked into the front room a free man at last.

“I’m going to get you for this, you little bitch!” Donovan jerked, as two cops dragged him to his feet. Sammi flinched, but Mitchell placed his hand on the center of Sammi’s back to steady him, letting him know Donovan would never touch him again.

Moretti, hustled by a cop on each side, glared at Sammi, then disappeared out of the front door. Pete gave a few last orders to some of his men, and led his prize Donovan, shouting for his lawyer, out of the penthouse.

“Let’s go. There’s nothing for us to do.” Brian motioned to the door.

“Can I take my clothes?” Sammi pointed to his room, the first one Mitchell had opened.

“I’ll check.” Brian motioned to one of the officers. “Is it all right if he takes his clothes?”

“Sure. Just the clothes and you’ll have to give your statements before you leave.”

Mitchell sighed and Sammi nodded as the officer pulled out a pad and began asking questions. 

Sammi ducked into his room. He rushed to the dresser and pulled open the drawers. He tossed the clothes onto the narrow bed, making a small pile. He didn’t have a suitcase or duffel bag, so he did what he’d done before, stripped off the pillowcase from the pillow and stuffed his meager belongings into it.

Then he slung it over his shoulder and, without a single glance back, walked out of there.

 


Chapter Fourteen

Mitchell, Sammi and Brian finished dinner. Sammi had cooked a new recipe he’d found online, a simple pasta dish with onions and sausage, and it had been delicious. Then Sammi insisted on doing the dishes and sent the two men out of the kitchen to Brian’s living room.

Mitchell sat on the couch and Brian took the chair across from him.

“Thanks for asking us over tonight. It’s good for Sammi.”

“Hey, I got a fabulous home-cooked dinner.” Brian grinned. “How’s he settling in?” Brian’s gaze darted toward the kitchen. It had been almost two weeks since they’d freed Sammi from Donovan.

“Fine. He’s still a little skittish about going out, but he’s getting better.” Mitchell sent a shy smile toward the kitchen.

“It takes time. How are things between you two?” Brian raised an eyebrow as he lowered his voice.

“Well, if you mean our bond, it’s as strong as ever. If you mean the sex, it’s phenomenal.” Mitchell couldn’t help but grin.

 

Sammi joined them and sat on the couch next to Mitchell. Sliding under Mitchell’s arm to snuggle against his chest, Sammi was right where he belonged.

“I have a couple of things I want to discuss with you, Sammi.” Brian leaned forward and clasped his hands between his knees.

“With me?” Sammi glanced at Mitchell, but Mitchell just shrugged. “Okay.”

“I talked to Pete. The D.A. thinks Donovan’s and Moretti’s convictions are in the bag. With your testimony and with all the evidence they found on Donovan’s computer, he’s going to be locked up for a very long time. Maybe life. And Moretti will be doing a long stretch too.”

“That’s good to know.” Sammi exhaled. “It’s a big relief.” He still half-expected to see Donovan or Moretti around every corner. Hard to break old habits and let go of old fears. It would take time, but he’d do it.

“Pete’s a good friend. He understands a lot of things. So, I wasn’t surprised when he gave me this.” Brian picked up a large brown envelope from the coffee table, and handed it to Sammi. “These are yours. There are no copies. The digital files were destroyed. Pete gave me his word and I believe him.”

Sammi raised his eyebrows at Mitchell, then opened the folder and slid out a dozen photographs. The blood rushed to his face as he shuffled through them while Mitchell watched. They were Donovan’s photos of him, naked, in a series of erotic poses. In every one of them his cock was fully erect.

He shoved them back into the folder and clutched it in his hands, crushing the sides. He couldn’t meet Brian’s gaze as the burning under his skin raced down his throat.

“It’s not my business,” Brian said, “but if I were you, I’d burn those when I get home tonight.”

“Burn them?”

Brian sighed. “Sammi, you’re young. You have a new future ahead of you, one where photos like this might become a serious problem. Take my advice, burn them.”

Sammi nodded. He wasn’t sure about the future he had ahead, but he didn’t voice his doubts. He slid the envelope onto the table and sat back. 

“What do you think, Mitchell?”

“I think you should listen to Brian. This is his business.” Mitchell gave him a reassuring hug as he pulled Sammi to his side.

“Okay. I’ll burn them tonight.” Sammi nodded.

“What’s the other thing?” Mitchell asked.

“Let’s have a drink.” Brian stood and went to his bar. After taking down three short crystal glasses, he uncorked the decanter, poured three whiskeys, and returned.

Sammi took the glass and held it up. “What’s this?”

“Whiskey. Time to put some hair on your baby’s-butt-smooth chest,” Brian drawled.

Sammi frowned and took a big sip. He gasped as the amber liquid burned its way down his throat, filling his head with its vapors. Trying not to cough, he choked instead.

Mitchell and Brian laughed. “Got to sip it, babe,” Mitchell said.

Sammi nodded and tried again. A little sip wasn’t so bad. It still burned going down, but in a warm, sexy way. “It’s better.”

Mitchell caressed Sammi’s leg, offering reassurance. Sammi was safe with these two wonderful men. How had this happened to him? He didn’t deserve any of this, and yet it had happened. Mitchell had come into his life and turned it upside down, like a trailer after a Texas twister.

Upside down felt fantastic.

Brian leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. He held his glass between his hands and slowly rolled it from side to side. Sammi watched as Brian seemed to gather himself for what he had to say.

Butterflies danced in Sammi’s stomach.

“You know I’m a P.I., right?”

Sammi nodded.

“I do all sorts of work. One of the things I do is track people down, find out where they are. Sometimes, I find out who they are.” Brian’s gaze bored into Sammi’s so intently Sammi didn’t want to say a word would that might break the spell. “I believe I can find out who you are, Sammi.”

Sammi’s glass slipped from his hands and hit the wood floor. It didn’t break, but what was left of his whiskey spilled. “Sorry,” Sammi stuttered and reached for the glass.

Mitchell put out a hand to stop him and pulled Sammi back to his side. “I’ll get it. Listen to what Brian is telling you.” Mitchell got up, went to the kitchen and got a towel. He returned and wiped up the spill, picked up the glass and set it on the table.

Sammi focused on Brian. “You can find out my real name?”

“I think so. And once I have your name, we can locate your birth certificate.”

Sammi’s mouth dropped open and he spun to face Mitchell, searching for confirmation.

“Is this true? I’ll know my name? My real name?” A rush of happiness filled his chest and he wanted to get up and dance around the room. 

“With a birth certificate, you can apply for a social security card. Be a real person, with a future and countless opportunities.” Mitchell sat next to Sammi.

Sammi swallowed and tears welled in his eyes. He really wished he had that whiskey back. He reached over, snatched Mitchell’s glass and downed it.

Coughing, eyes running, Sammi jumped up and fell onto Brian. Brian caught him and held him in his arms, Sammi’s legs stretched over the side of the chair.

“Thanks, Brian. You’re the best friend I’ve ever had.” Sammi kissed him on the cheek with a loud smack. “Other than Mitchell,” he quickly added. Other than Otis, Brian was Sammi’s only other friend, but he didn’t need to point that out.

Brian struggled with Sammi in his lap. “Hey, now. Calm down. Real men don’t jump into other real men’s laps. It’s against the code.” Brian’s face took on a pink flush.

Sammi pointed at him. “You’re blushing.”

Mitchell laughed. “Sammi, not even our tougher-than-nails Brian can resist a man as beautiful as you. Even if you aren’t his type.”

Sammi frowned. He almost asked what Mitchell was talking about, when he felt Brian’s hard reaction to him sitting in his lap. “Oops!” Hopping off, he grimaced. “Sorry.”

“No need to be sorry.” Brian shook his head. “The boy is sexy as hell.”

“And nothing but trouble,” Mitchell finished.

Sammi slid next to Mitchell. “I thought you liked sexy.” He peered up from under his bangs into Mitchell’s eyes.

“I do, but I love trouble, too.” Mitchell pulled Sammi on top of his lap. Sammi straddled him, the better to rub their erections together.

Sammi wrapped his arms around Mitchell’s neck, lowered his mouth and kissed him, deep and dirty and hot. He tasted the heady whiskey on Mitchell’s sweet tongue and moaned. Mitchell joined him in that soft sound as their kiss deepened.

“Get a room!” Brian laughed as he tossed a pillow at them.

 

* * * *

 

Today, Mitchell had gone to an interview. This was his third call back for a position at another oil company. Mitchell would hear this morning if he’d got the job.

Sammi sat in the kitchen, chewing his thumb as he waited for Mitchell to come home. Over the last two weeks, Sammi had spent most mornings experimenting with breakfast and lunch recipes, cleaning the apartment, watching television and taking walks with Mitchell around the neighborhood. A small coffee shop located off the avenue had become their favorite destination.

Each time Sammi brought up money, Mitchell had assured him that his finances were good, and he would have plenty of money once his last paycheck had been deposited, but Sammi still felt bad that he wasn’t pulling his weight.

Maybe if Otis let him come back to the café, he’d contribute, but he didn’t make much money there. Not really. Not enough to really help with the bills. But when he’d paid for their coffees a few times and even a lunch or two, he’d felt like a normal man. Blow job money didn’t hold a candle to honest money. Sammi liked the pride he’d felt when Otis had paid him.

If Otis wouldn’t give him his job back, maybe he could find another? A place that would pay him under the table. He had the experience now, of cleaning, bussing tables, even though it wasn’t much. It had to count for something.

When Brian found out who he was, that would change. He could find a real job, one where he would be legitimate and on the books. However, Brian had warned him that it might take some time, maybe even a few months. Sammi knew Brian had other paying work to do, so Sammi was determined to be patient.

But his patience extended only to himself. Mitchell had been gone since eight-thirty for a nine o’clock appointment and now it was after twelve. A rapid series of mishaps rushed through Sammi’s head, but if anything bad had happened, he’d know it. His connection with Mitchell stayed strong.

The scrape of a key in the lock and the front door opened. Sammi stopped gnawing on his thumb and opened himself to Mitchell. Other than the connection between them, humming like a high-voltage wire, Sammi got nothing.

Sammi smiled. Mitchell had become good at blocking as he tested his own power these last weeks. Mitchell, unused to having this connection, had tried to explore it and its limits. 

“Sammi!” Mitchell called out from the hall. Sammi heard the clink of Mitchell’s keys in the ceramic bowl on the table by the door.

“In the kitchen,” Sammi called back. He braced his hands on the edge of the table and pushed his back against the chair to keep himself in his seat and not flying down the hall.

Mitchell came in, a large bag in his hand, which he put on a chair. Sammi searched his face for any signs of the results of his interview, but his stoic expression told Sammi that Mitchell was enjoying himself, keeping the results of the interview private.

The bastard.

“Mitchell! What happened?” Sammi couldn’t wait any longer.

“I got the job.” Mitchell broke into a magnificent grin.

Sammi jumped up and threw his arms around Mitchell. “I knew it. I’m so proud of you.” He kissed Mitchell and melted into his strong arms. Mitchell dropped his hands to caress Sammi’s ass. Mitchell kissed him, delving into Sammi’s mouth with his tongue, tasting and demanding, then he took Sammi by the arms and pushed him away.

“I have something for you.”

“A present?” Sammi’s eyes widened. He loved getting presents and Mitchell loved giving them. One day, Sammi would have enough money to give Mitchell so many fine gifts.

“Only if you accept it.” Mitchell leaned over and picked up the bag. “Sit down, babe.”

Sammi sat back in his chair, his hands clenched together on the tabletop. His knee bounced wildly beneath the table. “What is it?”

Mitchell pulled the bag away and placed a huge book in front of Sammi.

Sammi stared at it. “A book? A really big book.” It was almost three inches thick and bigger than any book he’d ever touched. He scanned the title. “What’s GED?”

“That’s G-E-D. It stands for General Education Degree. Basically, it’s like a high school diploma.” Mitchell touched the book, pointing out the words.

“What’s it for?” Sammi stared at the book, then up into Mitchell’s face.

“Sammi. If you study this book, I’ll bet in six months you could take the test, pass it, and earn your high school diploma.” Mitchell’s hopeful look made Sammi’s gut twist. The book was so big and Sammi’s faith in himself so small.

Sammi stared down at the book. “Four years of high school in this one book? And you think I can read, study and know all this in six months?” His eyes widened and he shook his head. “I’m not that smart, Mitchell.”

Mitchell’s hand slammed down on the table and Sammi jumped. “Don’t ever say that, Sammi. Don’t ever sell yourself short. You’re smarter than hell. You had to be to survive on the street and that bastard Donovan.” His voice was so strong, so adamant, Sammi couldn’t help but believe him.

“Six months?” Sammi pulled the book closer. Six months was a long time, really. Half a year.

“Maybe faster if you work hard.” Mitchell nodded.

“Faster? I’m not sure I can go faster. Would it be okay…would you still love me if I don’t finish in six months?” Or at all, Sammi wanted to say, but didn’t.

“Of course I’ll still love you, babe. Just take all the time you need, but I’ve found setting a goal helps me to stay focused on the end game.”

“So I can set a goal for six months?”

“Yes.”

“What if I don’t meet it?” Sammi bit his bottom lip and chewed on it.

“Then you can readjust your goal to meet your needs.”

Sammi nodded. “So it’s sort of a flexible goal?”

“Right. Nothing set in concrete.” Mitchell stared at him for a moment. “There will be no punishments if you don’t make the goal, babe. I swear I’ll never punish you.” He cupped Sammi’s chin and lifted it so he could lay a tender kiss on Sammi’s mouth. “Got it?”

“Got it.” Sammi smiled and gave him a quick peck on the lips.

Sammi opened the book and began to read the first page. Mitchell laughed, and reached out to lay his hand over Sammi’s. “One more thing, babe. Well, a couple, really.”

“What?” Sammi’s heart, once beating steady, staggered a bit at the wary tone in Mitchell’s voice.

“The book was one of the reasons I was late. The other is that I spoke to Otis this morning. He wants you back. He told me you’re the best worker he’s ever had and he can’t wait to start to pass on his skills as a cook to you.”

Sammi sat up. “Otis wants me back?” If that was true, maybe he could study for his test and earn money at the same time.

“Otis and I talked about you. He really likes you.” Mitchell cleared his throat. “You never told me you wanted to be a chef.” Mitchell’s voice was soft and Sammi wondered if he’d hurt Mitchell by not sharing that, but when Donovan had taken him off the street that night, he’d given up on that dream.

Sammi shrugged. “It’s silly, I know.”

Mitchell’s voice hardened. “Don’t say that. Stop putting yourself down. Those days are over. It’s not silly. It’s good. Something you can be proud of. You start with Otis on Monday. He said to be there at ten.”

Sammi’s head reeled. A high school diploma and a job. It was too much. Never had so many good things happened to him. He nodded. “I’ll be there. If you don’t mind.”

“Babe, you’ll be there even if I do mind. This is your life. I know we’re together, but you’re not my slave, for sex or anything else. Your life is yours. I’m just lucky as hell to have you in mine.”

“Really?” Tears welled again. Damn, he’d have to stop getting so emotional about every sweet word Mitchell said to him. 

“Really. I was thinking, after you get your GED, if you’d like to enroll in college in the fall, I could help you with that.”

“College!” Sammi bolted to his feet, the urge to flee overpowering. “I can’t—” At the warning in Mitchell’s eyes, Sammi cut himself off. Mitchell was right. No more negative talk.

“I never, in my wildest dreams, ever thought I’d go to college.”

“The University of Houston has an amazing culinary program. You can work at Otis’ until fall and earn money for the tuition, and I’ll help you with getting grants or student loans, or anything else you need,” Mitchell said. “But only if you want to go to college.”

Sammi stared down at the book that held his future. A future he never would have had without this man. Mitchell had given him so much more than he thought he’d ever have.

Everything rested on Brian finding out who he really was and getting that birth certificate. He could wait for that to happen, or he could get started and when it did happen, he’d be so far ahead on his dreams.

Dreams. He had dreams. Dreams that could come true.

Sammi let the tears spill down his cheeks. “I knew you loved me, Mitchell. But I never thought you believed in me. No one has ever believed in me. Ever.”

Mitchell opened his arms and Sammi went to him. Resting his head against Mitchell’s shoulder, Sammi took all the love and strength Mitchell offered him.

Sammi was a free man, but Mitchell had captured Sammi’s heart and soul.

Mitchell whispered into Sammi’s hair. “Bedroom. Now. If I can’t touch your skin soon, it’s going to kill me.”

 


Chapter Fifteen

They raced to the bedroom. Sammi made it there first, with Mitchell a close second. Mitchell won the race to get undressed and fell onto the bed. His cock, already hard, stood proudly from his body.

Sammi sighed as he just stared at Mitchell. “You are so beautiful.”

Mitchell laughed. “No way, babe. You’re the beauty.”

“But something isn’t right.” Sammi shook his head.

Mitchell’s smile fell. “What are you talking about?”

“Well, if you can wait a few minutes, I think I can improve you.” Sammi tilted his head, waiting for Mitchell’s answer.

“Improve me?” Mitchell sat up. “This perfection?” He waved his hand down his body, then he snorted. “I’ll wait. Don’t take long.” He sat back, stroking his shaft.

Sammi dove into the bathroom. He’d been preparing for this all morning. He unplugged the wax pot, then gathered the strips of cloth and a small pair of scissors, and hurried back to the bedroom.

After plugging the pot into the socket behind the night table, Sammi picked up the scissors.

“Now, the first phase of construction.” He snipped the scissors in the air and sat beside Mitchell. “You need a trim.”

“A trim?”

“It’s called man-scaping.”

Mitchell stared at the scissors. “You’re going to be careful with those, right?”

“Very careful.” Sammi leaned over, pushed Mitchell’s cock to the side and began to trim the thick patch of dark brown hair. He worked for several minutes, trimming it down to just the right length— close, but not so close that it appeared sparse or that the hair was stiff and prickly.

“Perfect,” Sammi pronounced. He ran his fingers through the short thatch and gave Mitchell a sexy grin. “Still soft and silky, but neat and trim. No spitters.” He laughed.

Mitchell touched his pubes and chuckled as he caught the hungry look in Sammi’s eyes. “Turns you on?”

“Oh yes, sir.” Sammi turned to the wax pot and dipped a finger in to test the molten wax. It was hot, but not too hot. “Perfect.”

“Sammi, what are you going to do with that?” Mitchell’s eyes widened.

Sammi held up his finger. “This is for your balls. I want them smooth.” He dipped his finger again and, taking one of Mitchell’s balls, wrapped his fingers around it to spread the skin tight.

“Hey, you said you were going to do that with your mouth.”

“So I did. Oops.” Sammi lowered his mouth to Mitchell. With a slow swipe, he licked Mitchell’s balls.

Mitchell groaned. “Damn, babe, you’re killing me.”

“Too bad.” Sammi went back to licking and Mitchell’s sac pulled tight against his balls. When Sammi thought they were perfect, he straightened. Mitchell sighed.

Another quick dip of his finger into the pot. He drew it out, waited for the wax to stop dripping, then wiped his finger all over one side of the tight sac. He picked up a piece of cloth, laid it over the thick liquid and gave it a soft rubbing to seat the hair.

“Ready?” He picked up an edge of the strip. “It’s best if you hold onto something.”

“Is this going to hurt?” Mitchell’s eyebrows were raised as he looked down at the cloth stuck to his balls. Sammi felt his fear, but Mitchell’s excitement overpowered it.

“Oh, yes, it’s going to be delicious.” And with that, Sammi ripped the strip off.

 

Mitchell screamed and his body arched off the bed. Then he shuddered. His arousal ramped up, flowing into Sammi. Sammi was right. It was fucking delicious. He wanted more.

Sammi worked in silence. Lathering on the wax, laying down the strip, pressing it in. As his eyes locked with Mitchell’s, he tore off the cloth. Mitchell caught the sheets of the bed in his fists as he twisted beneath Sammi’s ministrations.

Such sweet pain, such sweet agony. And Sammi rode it all with him. Mitchell had found the perfect partner, a man who could anticipate his needs and enjoy giving them and receiving them. Sammi was incredible. Beautiful, giving and so fucking talented as he meted out the pain Mitchell had craved for so long.

Another rip brought Mitchell’s focus on Sammi.

“That was the last one.” Sammi grinned.

“No, don’t tell me it’s over.”

“I just have to put the calming cream on so you don’t get irritated.” Sammi ran oiled fingers over Mitchell’s now-smooth balls.

Mitchell joined his fingers with Sammi’s. Together they caressed his sac and rubbed more cream in. Mitchell’s cock jerked. Sammi smiled and reached for the lube on the table. He spread it on his hands, took Mitchell’s cock and began stroking it.

Mitchell let his head fall back and his eyes shuttered as he opened himself to Sammi. Their pleasure ramped up as it traveled back and forth between them.

“God, this is so good.”

Sammi nodded. “I’m not done. Roll over.”

Mitchell obeyed.

Sammi ran his hands down Mitchell’s back to his firm ass. Dipped his fingers into the cleft. Stroked over Mitchell’s hole. Mitchell gasped. Sammi dunked his finger into the wax pot and spread the cheeks of Mitchell’s ass apart with his other hand.

“That was a sac wax. Now it’s time for the crack part.” Sammi painted the crevice with the goopy liquid. Pressed a strip onto one side, then ripped.

“Fuck!” Mitchell shouted. Sammi felt a wave of ecstasy rise up from Mitchell to hit him.

Sammi prepared the other side. Ripped. Mitchell cried out. Once more left Mitchell trembling and softly calling for Sammi.

“Now, to soothe you.” Sammi crawled between Mitchell’s legs, parted the valley wide, and lowered his mouth to that sweetest of spots. He flicked his tongue out as he licked the heated sides of each round globe. Once he’d gotten a whimper out of Mitchell, he moved lower to tease the tight pink pucker of Mitchell’s now hairless ass. The sensation of being bare, of not having a fine layer of hair to protect the skin, was so erotic. So fucking hot.

Mitchell arched his back, his hips pumped, as Sammi clutched his ass and unmercifully licked him until he begged Sammi to stop.

Gasping, Mitchell pressed his hard cock into the bed. Fuck, he wanted to come, but he’d sensed Sammi wanted more.

“I know what you want,” Mitchell whispered.

Sammi sat back on his heels. “What do I want?”

Mitchell turned to face his lover as he climbed to his hands and knees.

“Fuck me, babe.”

Sammi’s arousal pummeled Mitchell. In all the time they’d been together, Sammi had never asked to fuck him. More than anything, Mitchell wanted Sammi inside him and he’d waited long enough for Sammi to get around to it.

 

“First, I have to tell you something.” Sammi bit his lip.

“Tell me anything, babe.”

“I took a blood test. At a free clinic.”

Mitchell froze. “Oh God, Sammi, please don’t tell me…” Tears welled in Mitchell’s eyes.

“No, it’s not bad. I’m negative for everything, Mitch. You said you were negative too. So, if we’re monogamous, then we don’t have to use a condom.” Sammi gave Mitchell a shy smile.

“That’s great news! I’m so relieved.” Mitchell laughed. “Now, fuck me and forget the condom.”

Trembling with excitement, Sammi got the lube and painted Mitchell’s entry. Sammi hadn’t been inside a man in years—he’d always been the receiver. The few times he’d done it had been with a couple of the other boys on the strip, but after he’d fallen in with Donovan, all that had come to an end, so to speak. Donovan’s customers wanted to fuck Sammi, not be fucked by Sammi.

Ever since he’d met Mitchell, Sammi had wanted this from him, but had never thought he was worthy of it. Never thought a big man like Mitchell would let him inside. Mitchell was so strong, so dominant—so incredibly male. Sammi loved him for it, but still he longed to feel his cock buried deep inside the man he loved.

Now, that fantasy was going to come true. Sammi should have known Mitchell would never deny him. Sammi’s lack of self-confidence had kept him from asking.

Sammi leaned forward, guiding his cock to Mitchell’s hole. Rubbing it up and down against the tender flesh, Sammi opened himself to Mitchell’s pleasure.

As it washed over him, Sammi realized Mitchell wanted it as badly as he did.

“Go slow, babe. It’s been a long time since anyone’s had my ass.”

“Are you sure?”

“Fuck me. I want you to fuck me into the fucking mattress.”

Sammi laughed as his heart sang. He smeared the more lube onto his finger and ringed Mitchell’s entrance. Mitchell moaned. With a little pressure, Sammi’s slim digit slipped inside. Mitchell hissed and pressed back against Sammi. Deepening his penetration, Sammi felt for Mitchell’s sweet spot, rubbing up against the wall of his tunnel. When Mitchell groaned long and loud, Sammi knew he’d found it.

Mitchell shuddered as Sammi worked it, sliding his finger in and out and stroked against the spot. “Oh God, babe, that feels so fucking good.”

Sammi’s cock was like a steel rod. All his blood seemed to rush to it, just knowing he was turning Mitchell on.

“Fuck me, babe.” Mitchell’s voice was so deep, so sexy, so needy. It drove Sammi crazy.

He pulled out his finger, gave his cock a few quick strokes and guided it to Mitchell’s opening. He pushed in and Mitchell’s hole spread open, swallowing the head of Sammi’s dick. The feeling was indescribable, and to watch it? Shit, he almost lost his load just watching, it was so fucking erotic.

Mitchell was so warm, so tight, and desire flooded Sammi. He pulled out. Mitchell gasped. Sammi entered him again, just rim-deep. Pulled back. Watched as his own cock speared his lover. As Mitchell would say, damn.

Sammi shallow-fucked Mitchell, until both their desires super-heated, blended and crashed over them.

“Fuck me deep and hard!” Mitchell pushed back to impale himself on Sammi’s dick.

It was all the encouragement Sammi needed. He plunged in, sinking deep until his body touched Mitchell’s body. They both shuddered. Sammi began pumping, taking long, slow strokes, driving the both of them higher. Clutching Mitchell’s hips, he buried himself over and over in Mitchell’s tight, sweet hole as easily as if he’d always taken it.

Mitchell’s soft grunting filled Sammi’s ears as he fucked him. Sammi threw his head back and his long bangs fell to the side. “This is so damn good,” he cried. “I want to fuck you until you scream.”

Mitchell gathered his arousal and sent it to Sammi along with a single command.

“Spank me.”

Sammi jerked back with a gasp. He raised his hand high, then brought it down on Mitchell’s rump with a loud slap.

“Damn!” Mitchell shuddered. 

Oh yes, Mitchell loved this. Loved the pain in just the right amounts.

Sammi spanked him again, this time harder. A red imprint of Sammi’s hand blossomed on Mitchell’s right cheek. Mitchell’s back bowed and his hands twisted in the sheet. “Do it, babe. You know what I want. Hurt me.”

Sammi’s hand slapped Mitchell’s flank until it burned red, but Mitchell merely cried his encouragement. “Fuck, yeah, babe. Oh damn. You bastard.”

He felt Mitchell’s orgasm growing, like water rising against a dam, threatening to spill over and wash everything away. Mitchell was on the edge, but Sammi needed more from him, needed to know he was the one Mitchell wanted and needed.

“Say you’re mine.” Sammi gasped out as he pounded his cock into Mitchell.

“I’m yours.” Mitchell growled between his gritted teeth.

“Are you my bitch?” Sammi leaned forward, his hands holding Mitchell tight to him, Sammi moved his hips with all the speed and power he could muster.

“I’m your bitch. Your bitch to fuck.” Mitchell dropped down to rest his head on the pillow, his ass still in the air.

Sammi’s cock hardened beyond aching. Mitchell had submitted to him. Sammi was the dominant and he loved the way it made him feel. The power of it flooded him. This was what it felt like to take another man, to make him submit to you, to make him beg you to fuck him.

Sammi thrust forward, pushing Mitchell down even farther. Mitchell’s knees spread wider as Sammi dominated him. 

“Jerk yourself off.” 

Mitchell groaned as he reached underneath and grabbed his cock. Sammi watched as Mitchell worked his dick, moving his arm faster and faster.

Sammi rode him until Mitchell’s dam broke and he froze as he shot his load, crying out Sammi’s name.

Unrelenting, Sammi drove on. His powerful thighs pushed his cock deeper into Mitchell, who slid to his belly with Sammi riding him all the way down. Their ecstasy climbed to new heights as Sammi didn’t hold back and Mitchell gave him everything.

“You own me, Sammi. You own my heart and soul, and now you own my body.” Mitchell’s raspy voice, filled with need and desire, shook with the power of his words as Sammi fucked him.

Sammi cried out Mitchell’s name as he exploded. Frozen in the throes of his orgasm, head thrown back, muscles taut and rigid, Sammi let the ecstasy overcome him until it burst from him in long, powerful shudders.

His hot load pulsed deep into Mitchell’s tunnel as he lay stretched out beneath Sammi. With each of the five hard spurts, shudders racked their bodies. Then it was over and Sammi collapsed on top of Mitchell, wrapping his arms around his lover.

“Oh, damn, babe.” Mitchell sighed. “That was so good. I hope you liked it because I’m going to want you to fuck me again.”

“I loved it.” Sammi kissed Mitchell’s sweat-soaked back, nuzzled the nape of his neck. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.” Mitchell whispered. “Damn, Sammi. If I’d have known it was going to be that good, I would have asked for this sooner.”

“Thank you, Mitchell. For everything you’ve given me. It’s more—” Sammi’s voice caught in his throat and he buried his face against Mitchell’s body, letting his tears fall as they dropped onto Mitchell’s back.

“No, you deserve everything and more. And I’m just the man to give it to you.” Mitchell shifted to the side and Sammi rolled off him.

They lay side-by-side facing each other to kiss slowly and languidly, enjoying just being together. Touching, stroking fingertips played against skin, lips brushed over pebbled nipples, cocks stiffened and pressed against taut bellies.

Mitchell wrapped his arms around Sammi and rolled him on top. Sammi smiled down into Mitchell’s eyes. Mitchell loved him and Sammi didn’t need his power to know that. It was in Mitchell’s touch, in his voice, his sighs, the shuttering of his eyelids when Sammi touched him. It was unmistakable and even a blind man could see it.

Sammi deserved Mitchell.

They dozed for a while, caught up in each other’s arms. Sammi had sweet dreams of him and Mitchell driving in the convertible. Together. Happy. Free.

Mitchell kissed him awake. “Fuck me again, Sammi. This time, I want to watch your face when you take me.” Mitchell’s heated gaze and the hard, thick length he pressed into Sammi told him Mitchell was hungry for more. Sammi grabbed Mitchell’s hands and pulled them over Mitchell’s head, capturing him. Nothing turned Sammi on more than that look in Mitchell’s eyes that begged him Fuck me. 

 Sammi’s chest expanded as his breathing deepened and his muscles tensed in preparation for their lovemaking. “You’re mine, Mitchell.”

“I’m yours. Forever.” Mitchell kissed him, pulling Sammi down until their bodies touched. Their desire ignited and love engulfed them.

They were bonded. Body, heart and soul.

 

 


RUSH IN THE DARK

 


Book two in the 

Common Powers series

Rush is so deep in the closet he can’t find the door, but meeting Brian might give him the courage to step out of it.

 

When Brian and Rush meet in a dark alley, sparks fly. The attraction is fast and hard, but Rush is a rancher with a reputation to uphold and Brian is out and open.

 

Both men have secrets, including the small powers they each have, and a relationship means they might have to share. It would require Rush coming out of his closet and putting his ranch and his friendships with the people around him at risk.

 

For Brian, it means putting his heart on the line for a man who’s afraid of being himself. He’s been down that road before and Brian won’t go back in the closet, not even for Rush.

 

Each time they’re together, Rush and Brian set the air around them on fire. As they move closer, both are still holding back, still unsure of each other. One of them will have to take the first step or this thing between them will flounder.

 

For Rush, it’ll take a huge step and a lot of trust to risk his entire life in the small Texas town of Spring Lake. And once he’s out, there’s no going back.

 

For Brian, his heart isn’t the only thing at risk. If he keeps seeing Rush, he knows he might just lose his life.
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Chapter One

“Shit, this stinks,” Brian muttered as he crouched behind the dumpster in the back alley of the strip mall.

The bottoms of his boots were coated with the unidentifiable fluids that had leaked from the huge steel bin, and he struggled to keep from gagging. He hated these jobs, but they were the bread and butter of a private investigator, and they paid the bills.

The manager of the video game store suspected his employees were cleaning him out, and he needed proof. His corporation had refused any safeguards, like electronic sensors attached to the packages, let alone any sort of video cameras. He was losing a thousand a month in stolen merchandise, and if it didn’t stop, he’d lose his job. Desperate, he’d contacted Brian and hired him to do some surveillance, take some photos, and get the evidence to catch the thieves.

Brian figured the employees, just teenagers, were using the old trick of putting the stolen property in a garbage bag then taking out the garbage. After they closed up, they’d come back and do a little dumpster diving, retrieve their loot, and be on their way. That’s when he’d catch them.

Simple. Straightforward. Easy money.

Except the part about Brian spending his entire Friday night hiding behind the most disgusting dumpster in all of Houston. Had something died in there? Shit. He’d really have to scrub to get the stench off when he got home, maybe even burn the clothes he wore. And have the interior of his SUV cleaned, too.

On top of that, he’d been unable to shake the too-familiar feeling that something was going to happen tonight. Something important, maybe even life-changing.

Seeking a bit of comfort, he pressed his hand to the Beretta tucked in its holster under his armpit. He’d learned as a kid not to ignore his premonitions. When he got them, they always happened. Always.

A door opened at the other end of the strip. Loud music and a bass beat blared out. Not the door he was waiting for, but he ducked back into the inky blackness between the dumpster and the wall. No sense in anyone seeing him and raising some sort of alarm.

A man exited and let the door shut behind him, cutting off the music. Brian’s eyes widened, and all the blood rushed from his head straight to his cock. From the guy’s boots, up his long, black denim-clad legs and over a pair of broad shoulders that would put Brian’s to shame, this guy was every inch a cowboy. Shit, he even wore his black Stetson low on his forehead, letting Brian catch only a glimpse of a strong, rugged jaw and corded neck muscles that disappeared beneath a plaid flannel shirt and denim jacket.

As if posing just for Brian, the cowboy leaned against the building and propped the bottom of a boot flat on the wall, emphasizing a muscular thigh. From where Brian sat, he could hear the guy’s soft exhale and had to hold back his own sigh of appreciation.

The cowboy dug in his jeans for a lighter, reached in a pocket of his shirt, and pulled out a pack of cigarettes. After knocking out a smoke, he put it in his mouth and cupped his hand around the end as he flicked the lighter. After the end caught, he sucked the smoke in deep, held it, then raised his head to blow out a long stream of gray through slightly parted lips.

Shit. Brian’s cock grew another inch as he watched the way the guy moved, slow, sure, and so fucking sexy. Brian didn’t smoke, but damn, if this cowboy didn’t make it the hottest thing he’d ever seen.

As the cowboy smoked, Brian raised his digital camera and clicked off several soundless shots of him. They’d make a fine addition to the two cowboy calendars Brian kept next to his bed just in case he ever needed inspiration during the night.

Down the alley, the door opened. Shit. The video store. So caught up in watching the cowboy, Brian nearly forgot what he was there for. After he swiveled on his heels, he took a few shots of the young man who approached carrying two garbage bags, holding them as if they were really heavy. Brian bet his Justin boots they were loaded with merchandise.

The kid approached the large bin, saw the cowboy, and froze.

The cowboy nodded. “Evening,” he rumbled. Damn. He had to rumble, didn’t he? Brian loved the sound of a man’s deep voice and his shot tremors straight to his dick.

The kid nodded, then continued to the dumpster and tossed the bags in with a grunt, turned, and headed back. The cowboy’s face was hidden in the shadow of his hat, but Brian was sure he watched the kid all the way to the door.

Brian had to come out from behind the dumpster and check the bags, but the cowboy was still there. He glanced at his watch. They’d be locking up in the next few minutes, then they’d drive around to the back of the building and pick up the stash. He had to move quickly.

He stood, stepped out from behind the bin and came around to the front of it.

“Wondered if you’re going to spend all night behind that thing,” the cowboy drawled in a deep voice as he flicked the remains of his cigarette into the darkness of the night.

The guy didn’t seem very surprised, as if he’d known Brian had been hiding the whole time. But that was impossible. Brian had hidden in a spot that was absolutely black—he’d checked it from the building before he’d ever got back there.

All the witty comebacks he was so good at failed him, and he swallowed hard. He shrugged then leaned over the dumpster and looked in.

The two bags sat out of reach at the back, almost at the bottom. If he wanted them, he was going to have to go in there and get them. With a quick glance at the man still leaning against the wall, Brian boosted himself up on his arms and swung his legs over the side of the steel bin and into the midst of the garbage.

The bag he landed on burst and his boots were buried in the flotsam and jetsam of a Chinese restaurant. Between the sickening squelch of the contents and the paint-peeling stench, Brian’s vision blurred and his stomach threatened to erupt.

He’d never eat lo mein again.

Great. The only guy he’d seen in two years to pique his interest and stiffen his cock was going to watch him puke. Then dig through garbage. Just fucking great.

A soft chuckle floated on the air. Brian swallowed hard again, clamped his lips shut tight as he held his breath, and bent to the bags. He untied them, pulled a small flashlight from his back pocket, and inspected the contents.

A dozen video games nested in shredded paper. Bingo. Brian held the flashlight in his teeth as he pulled out a marker and made an X on the bag. Under florescent light, the X would show. Then he opened the other bag, checked it, and closed it. After marking it, he straightened and felt his back pop.

At thirty-three, he was getting too old for dumpster diving.

He glanced up to see the cowboy push his hat back and give Brian the sexiest lopsided smile he’d ever seen. Shit. Is that a fucking cleft in his chin? Despite standing almost knee-deep in garbage, Brian couldn’t stop his cock’s renewed stiffening.

Strong and rugged was the best description he could come up with in the dim light, but Brian didn’t need a spotlight to tell him this was one hell of a handsome man.

“Found what you’re looking for?” the cowboy drawled, clearly enjoying Brian’s odorous predicament.

“Yeah.” Brian hopped out and landed on his feet. Staring down at his own boots and the stained bottoms of his jeans, he grimaced. “Shit.” He shook his head and flicked his gaze up to catch the man’s smile turn into a wide grin. Brian stifled a groan. He wanted to explore that deep dent in the guy’s chin with his tongue.

“I hope you got a good reason to be digging in the garbage.”

“I’m a PI, and I’m trying to catch a couple of employees stealing.” Brian wiped his hands on his jeans. The stench coming off him made his eyes water. Surely, the cowboy had to smell him from where he stood.

The big man jerked his chin up. “You can hang on to the photos.”

Struggling to keep his face from showing his surprise, Brian said, “What photos?”

“Never mind,” he said with a knowing smile.

How the hell he knew Brian had taken pictures of him was beyond Brian’s understanding. The man had to have eyes that could see in the dark, like some cat.

They stared at each other in the dimness and squalor of the rear of the building. From the cowboy’s eyes, a jolt of pure lust leaped across the distance. Bypassing Brian’s brain, it swept through him and lodged deep in his loins to set his body on fire. He’d never been promiscuous, never fucked anyone in a bathroom, or in the back rooms of gay bars, much less had sex in an alley, but if given the chance with this man, he didn’t think he could stop himself from going down on his knees right here and right now.

Hell, his jeans were already ruined.

The cowboy straightened and rubbed the back of his hand across his chin, as if pondering what was going on. Had the stranger been thinking about sex against a building also? Reseating his hat on his head, he gave Brian a glimpse of thick, tawny gold hair.

The door opened. A man leaned out and frowned at the cowboy.

“There you are. We’re leaving. John’s in a snit and wants to go home. He’s pissed that you just got up and left.”

“He was boring, and I needed a smoke,” he said, his gaze locked with Brian’s. There was no apology in his deep voice.

The intensity of their gazes superheated. Brian felt an unmistakable pull toward the man on the other side of the narrow drive, his cock leading the way as it tried to burst through his jeans.

“Come on, then.” The man reached out, but before he could touch the cowboy, he’d pushed off from the wall and ambled toward Brian, whose dick was now a thick lump.

“You smell like you tangled with a skunk and lost.” His eyes, dark blue if Brian could tell right, smiled at him, but his full lips stayed in a straight line. After reaching into his back pocket, he grabbed his wallet, opened it, and pulled out a business card.

He offered it to Brian, the small white rectangle held between two long fingers like a playing card. He searched Brian’s face as if memorizing it. The moment seemed frozen in time, along with Brian’s heartbeat. Time sped up. Brian’s heart thudded as he accepted it.

“Call me.” The cowboy turned away, headed back across the alley, and went inside.

The door slammed shut, leaving Brian hard as a rock, aching and alone.

The sound of a car and headlights broke him from his daze. He shoved the card into his pocket then darted behind the dumpster when the car roared down the alley and pulled to a stop beside the bin.

Brian raised the camera and snapped off a dozen photos as the kid climbed in, retrieved the bags then climbed out and shoved them into the trunk. He snapped a few more then sneaked around to the edge of the bin to catch a final shot of the license plate before the door slammed and the car sped off.

He trotted around to the front of the strip mall and over to his car. He got in, flipped open his cell phone and dialed the police. With the images in his camera and the marked bags, they’d have enough evidence to prosecute.

Damn, he stank. He got out of the close confines of the car and waited in the humid night air for the cops to show. He’d give them his evidence and let the boys in blue track them down. He already had their names and addresses from the manager, so it shouldn’t be hard to find them.

What a night. He closed his eyes and groaned. He’d found the cowboy of his dreams while standing chest deep in a dumpster, digging through rotting garbage and stinking worse than roadkill. He’d had a feeling about tonight, and once again, he’d been correct.

Brian dug into his pocket and looked down at the business card.

 

Rush Weston

The Double T Ranch

Brangus Cattle and Quarter Horses

Spring Lake, Texas

 

He turned the card over and a phone number was printed across a faded image of horses running in an open field.

Hot damn. He really was a cowboy.

The lights of the Houston PD cruiser swept over Brian. He tucked the card carefully into his wallet then pushed off the side of his car to greet the officers.

 


Chapter Two

Rush eased his large frame into the rough-hewn log chair on the front porch of the ranch house, propped his boots on the railing and stared out into the darkness of the night. There were a million stars in the clear sky and just a sliver of a moon. He closed his eyes, switched to night vision then opened them.

The old female possum picked its way over the cattle guard five hundred feet up the road and meandered off to its home under the stand of oleanders Rush’s mother had planted over twenty years ago. An owl hooted from its perch on the limb of one of the live oaks that lined the long drive down to the highway. At the threat, the possum scurried to its den and disappeared below ground.

Rush smelled the cattle in the far pastures and the pungent aroma of manure and hay from the horse barn in the sharp night air. This was his favorite time, when the hired hands were gone for the day, everything stilled, and just the sounds of nature could be heard.

He pulled out a cigarette, lit it and inhaled. Letting the smoke out in a long exhale that was more like a sigh, he leaned back and balanced on the rear legs of the chair his daddy had made a lifetime ago. For as long as Rush could remember, it had been his dad, Travis Weston’s throne here on the porch. Now, Rush ruled the Double T from it.

When he had been young, his mother would sit in the porch swing with him and his younger brother, Robbie, nestled on either side of her. Five years had passed since her body had warmed its wooden slats. Almost fifteen since Robbie had sat beside her. Rush hated to look at it, hated to think of removing it. He dragged his gaze away, tamped down the pain of loss that still tore at his heart and looked at the sky.

It’d been nearly five days since he’d seen the man crouched behind the dumpster, and every single night Rush had lain naked in his bed and pulled up the memory of a large masculine body, full lips, deep brown eyes and wavy brown hair. That image and his hand had been all he’d needed to release his growing sexual tension.

He only ventured into Houston when necessity drove him there, and last Friday had been no exception. There weren’t any gay men out here in Spring Lake. Well, none whom he’d ever found, so Rush went to Houston to slake his forbidden appetites.

Standing in that alley, dressed completely in black, the man had oozed sensuality despite being covered in the crap and stink from that dumpster. He’d made Rush’s balls tighten, and the ache he’d come to Houston to ease had grown more insistent, more painful. More sweet.

No call again tonight.

What a fool he’d been, thinking that the guy had felt the same hot shot of sexual desire that Rush had. But he didn’t think he’d mistaken the look of hunger in the PI’s eyes. As he remembered the intensity in those dark eyes, Rush’s cock stiffened.

Fuck.

He’d been so shaken that he’d blown his opportunity, hadn’t even asked for the guy’s card or his name or his fucking number, just told him that he stank. Now, there’s a real smooth opening line sure to fire a man’s passion and sweet talk him into bed.

Rush snorted. Hell, the sexy PI was gone, and nothing Rush could do would get him back. He’d even thought about returning to the bar, but it was insane to think the object of his lust would still be hanging around in the alley.

The front legs of the chair hit the floor, along with Rush’s boots, and he stood. Leaning on the railing, he took a last drag and flicked the butt out into the night. It landed with the others in front of the hitching rail.

He whistled for the dogs, hunting around somewhere on the vast property, and listened for their barks. Beau and Bandit, two black labs, came bounding around the side of the house and onto the porch.

After giving them each a thorough ear rubbing as they danced around his legs, he opened the screen door, let them dash past him, and went inside. As he locked up, they went to their food bowls in the mudroom off the kitchen. He made his way upstairs to his room, undressed, and stretched out on the bed, His long, thick cock lay warm against his belly and its slit stared at him, as if to say, “You really fucked up this time, Weston.”

Another night of jerking off to a memory of the man who made his prick stiffen, his balls ache, and had him coming harder than he had in a long time.

Rush reached for the lube, spread it on his fingers, and closed his eyes.

 

* * * *

 

“So, there I was, covered in garbage, ready to puke from the stench, and I meet the cowboy of my dreams.” Brian sat back and took a sip of coffee from his favorite mug, the words Cowboy Butts Make Me Nuts stenciled on the side.

Across the table, his best friend, Mitchell, and Mitchell’s life partner, Sammi, glanced at each other then burst into laughter. Sammi cleared the table, gathered the dinner plates and placed them in the sink.

“Really, Brian, you couldn’t come up with a better line than, ‘What photos?’” Mitchell chuckled.

Brian gave them a sheepish grin. “I still don’t understand how he saw me in the dark. It was like a cave, pitch black.”

Sammi, his hand resting on Mitchell’s shoulder, slipped onto his chair. “Maybe he has” —he paused— “you know…powers.” His dark eyebrows rose under the curtain of straight ebony bangs that hid one side of his face.

“No way.” Brian shook his head.

“Why not? If you can tell what’s going to happen before it does, and Sammi and I can hear each other’s thoughts and feel each other’s emotions, why can’t he see in the dark?” Mitchell asked.

“It’s not the same.” Brian took another sip.

“How?” Sammi tilted his head to one side while waiting for Brian’s answer.

“I don’t know. That would make his powers more physical, I guess. Kind of…animal?” Brian struggled to put his feelings into words.

“That doesn’t make it bad, you know. Just different,” Mitchell said.

The timer binged.

“Did you call him?” Sammi stood, picked up a potholder, opened the oven and pulled out the cinnamon rolls he’d baked from scratch for their dessert.

Mitchell inhaled deeply. “Those smell great, babe.”

“Sure do. The whole meal was great, Sammi,” Brian said. “You’re really picking up a lot working with Otis at The Grill.”

Sammi transferred the rolls to a plate then brought it to the table. “Otis has been good to me.” He nodded. “I’m learning so much from him. By the time I actually go to culinary school this fall, I won’t be so clueless.”

Mitchell wrapped an arm around Sammi’s waist and pulled him close. “You’re not clueless, just inexperienced, babe.”

Sammi leaned in and kissed Mitchell. Their eyes closed, and Brian wondered what feelings and thoughts had passed between the two lovers. Their kiss deepened.

“Hey, guys, get a room!” Brian laughed, happy that his best friend had found someone to love and spend his life with. Now, if Brian could just do the same, the world would be perfect, like those rolls Sammi had just made. Brian snatched one up and placed it on his plate.

It had been almost a week since he’d met Rush Weston and every night, he’d jerked off to the memory of the man. He’d even printed out his favorite photo of Rush and left it on his night table, in case he needed it. So far, his memory had served him just fine.

“Call him,” Sammi said, not letting it drop. “I know you want to.”

“I will.” Brian couldn’t lie—at this close range, Sammi could read his thoughts.

“When?” Mitchell pressed as he bit into his roll.

“Tonight. I swear.” Brian took a gulp of coffee to wash down a bite of dessert.

How Rush could have been interested in him, smelling as bad as he did, was a wonder to Brian. Good Lord, the cowboy was Brian’s dream man, big, built and blond. At six two, Brian was taller than average, but Rush had to be six three or four. Even though Brian was a handsome man and usually immaculately dressed, he’d definitively not been at his best that night.

“You promise?” Mitchell pushed.

“I promise. What the hell? Why not? Other than my pride, I don’t have much to lose.” Brian shrugged.

“Maybe you’ll change your life.” Sammi gave Brian a knowing smile, making Brian wonder if Sammi’s powers were greater than he’d thought.

“Look, Sammi, I wanted to let you know. I have some free time now and I’m going to start working on your case.” Brian looked into the young man’s eyes and watched as hope rose in them.

“Really? You’re going to try to find out who I am? That’s great.” Sammi clutched Mitchell’s hand.

“Thanks, Brian. If we can’t get Sammi a last name and social security number, his plans for college will never get off the ground,” Mitchell said.

“I want to pay you.” Sammi sat straighter. “I’m making some money now, and I don’t want you to do this for free.”

“It’s not necessary.” Brian tried to wave him away.

“It is. I insist.” Sammi’s jaw was set, and Brian could see he meant it.

“Okay. My rate is twenty bucks an hour, plus expenses.” Brian rattled off the number, roughly one-third of his normal price, but Sammi didn’t know that. Mitchell did, and he flicked his eyes to Brian’s as one eyebrow rose.

“It’s a deal. Just let me know how much as you go, so I can budget for it.” Sammi nodded.

“I just need some info to get started with,” Brian said as he took out his BlackBerry. “Do you remember anything from any of your foster parents or where you lived?”

“I had so many I can’t remember them all, and most of them I wanted to forget. I’ve always been in Houston, as far as I know. When I ran away, they were Don and Jan Ranks, I think, because when I went to school I used their name. But it was a long time ago. Once I got on the streets, I just used Sammi. By the time I fell in with Donovan, I’d forgotten so much from when I was little. Guess I blocked most of it out.” Sammi frowned—his dark eyes seemed lost and sad, like those of a kid. At twenty-three, he was part man, part youth, but Brian couldn’t deny that Sammi was definitely all sexy.

At the mention of Donovan’s name, Mitchell growled. Brian could see the anger in his best friend’s eyes. Donovan had run a sex slave ring, and Sammi had been his prize possession until he’d escaped, met Mitchell in a bar, and they’d fallen in love.

Brian had helped Mitchell rescue Sammi and now they were helping him rebuild his life, and that included finding out his real name. Brian couldn’t imagine what it must be like not knowing who he was nor could he imagine what a horror Sammi’s life must have been, but he was determined to do whatever it took to find out the truth.

 

 


Chapter Three

Brian stepped from the shower, grabbed a towel and rubbed himself dry. With it slung over his shoulders, he brushed his teeth and gazed into his reflection.

“You’re a big coward, Russell.”

His reflection nodded back. Cowardice was new to him. This reticence about calling Rush was so unlike him. Usually, he leaped into relationships without looking, opened his heart to love that had led ultimately to the breaking of said heart.

There was something monumental about the way he felt about Rush. Something that said if he screwed this one up, he was just a loser, destined to being alone. His premonition about that night changing his life had him spooked like never before.

Even as a kid, when he’d had those flashes of insight, they hadn’t scared him. He just knew they would come true. No reason to question it, it just was…like breathing.

As Brian had grown up that nonchalance about his power had turned to uncertainty. Why him? What was he supposed to do about it, be some sort of superhero? Go around saving people?

He’d always wanted to be a cop and use this heightened perception to help people, but the sultry summer he’d turned fifteen, he’d kissed a boy his age and confirmed the whispering fear that he was gay.

At the time, gay cops weren’t de rigueur, so even though he’d taken law enforcement courses, he’d majored in civil engineering at the University of Texas and forgot about a career as a cop.

As for love, each of Brian’s two lovers had broken his heart then moved on. From the first time he’d fallen in unrequited love, to the loss of his virginity to an older man who’d wooed him, fucked him then dumped him, the pain he’d felt seemed magnified each time his heart had been broken. Undaunted, he’d kept his hopes up and his heart open and believed one day he’d find the perfect man.

And he had. He would never forget the first time he’d seen Steve. Brian had fallen for him in a single moment. Steve had been tall, blond, well-built and so sexy.

And he belonged to Brian’s best friend, Mitchell.

Mitchell loved Steve and Steve loved Mitchell. Brian loved Steve and Brian loved Mitchell more than a brother. No way on earth would he ever betray Mitchell. So Brian had never said a word for the two and a half years Steve had lived with Mitchell.

Then, one rainy night on the interstate, Steve had a flat tire. As he’d been getting the tire out of the trunk, a drunk driver slammed into the car, tearing Steve’s body in two as if he were a rag doll.

Mitchell had been devastated.

Brian had been there for him, while suffering his own numbing loss of a love he’d never known for a man who’d never touched him other than a handshake or a slap on the back.

During the years between then and now, Brian had developed a modest interest in a few men, but nothing lasting had ever come of it. At the advanced age of thirty-three, Brian had had exactly four lovers, and none of them had been The One.

Rush was The One.

Brian was as sure of it as he was the color of his own eyes, that he hated snakes, and that he’d never have to register his guns in Texas. If he blew this, it was over. There would be no more chances for a life lived and spent with one man. It was a terrifying thought, to spend his life alone and unloved.

There was no choice but to open his heart and take a chance.

He dropped his towel into the hamper then went to his dresser, opened his wallet and took out the card.

Rush Weston, The Double T Ranch.

Sitting on the edge of his bed, Brian glanced at the clock. Nine-thirty. Was it too late to call the ranch? Didn’t cowboys go to bed with the chickens and get up with the rooster? No, these days they had cable and satellite TV.

He picked up his cell phone, flipped the card over and punched the number in.

After the fourth ring, a deep voice answered, “Hello?”

Brian’s stomach did that flip thing. “Is this Rush Weston?”

“It is.”

“This is Brian Russell.” Brian took a breath. “The guy in the alley Friday night.” He winced. At least he hadn’t described himself as the man covered in garbage.

“The PI?” Rush’s voice rose just a hair.

Brian’s stomach flipped again. Shit, he needed to bring that under control. He was like a kid with a crush. “That’s me.” Great comeback, Russell.

“Did you catch the outlaws?”

“I did. Well, the cops caught them. I just got the evidence.”

There was a long stretch of silence. Brian could hear Rush breathing on the other end of the line. His rebellious stomach dropped. That was it. They’d run out of conversation in the first two minutes.

“I didn’t think you were going to call,” Rush said in a husky breath.

“I should have called sooner. Sorry.” Did he need to tell Rush what a coward he’d been and that he’d needed to work up the nerve to call him?

“Been thinkin’ ’bout you.” Rush’s voice lowered, as if it could go any deeper.

“Me, too.” Shit. That was lame. “Every night.”

He heard the cowboy’s long exhale. Was he smoking? Just the memory of Rush smoking that cigarette sent shivers down his spine.

“Same here.” Rush was not a man of many words, it seemed.

Brian would have to be the one to get things started. He settled back against the headboard of his bed, his semi-erect cock lying along his thigh and let out a breath, right into the phone.

“Are you in bed? Did I wake you?” He softened his voice.

“I’m in bed, couldn’t sleep.”

“Thinking about me?” Brian let his voice drop lower.

“Yep.” There was a hint of a smile behind that one word.

Brian took a breath, closed his eyes and jumped. “Shit. Do you know how many times I’ve jerked off thinking about you, Rush?”

Another long exhale. “’Bout as many times as I’ve whacked off thinking of you.”

Brain laughed softly. “And tonight?”

“Not yet. You?”

“Just about to. Care to join me?”

“Dang it, Brian. You sure know what to say to get a man hard.”

“I’m glad.” Brian gathered his cock in his hand and gave it a stroke. “Are you touching your cock?”

“Ever since I knew it was you.”

Shit. Brian tugged harder, his shaft thickening. “I wanted you that night. Thought about fucking you in that alley, but…”

“Not the right time, was it?”

“No. Next time we meet, I’ll make sure I smell better.”

“You’d get all cleaned up just for me?”

“Just for you. Did you want…?” Brian hated to sound needy, but he had to know if Rush had wanted him that night, too.

“If Mike hadn’t come out and got me, I might not have let a little thing like the way you smelled stop me.”

“Mike? Is he your lover?” Brian felt sick. Of course, a guy like Rush probably had a lover, maybe several.

“No, just a friend. He tried to hook me up with this friend of his that night.”

“John? The guy in a snit?”

“You remembered?”

“I spent a long night wondering what you were doing to John that you could have been doing to me.” Brian’s vivid imagination had tortured him that night.

“I was going to go home with him, but after seeing you, well, I have to admit, he paled in comparison.”

“Are you saying I’ve spoiled you for other men?” Brian felt a quiet thrill.

“Something like that.” Rush chuckled.

“You cowboys say the sweetest things.”

“Better than telling you that you smelled like a skunk,” he said. “Sorry about that, but you had me twisted up in my ropes.”

“I did smell like a skunk. Not now. Just got out the shower.”

“Naked as a jaybird and twice as sassy?”

“Definitely naked. Sassy? I’m not so sure.”

“Got a hard-on for you, Brian. Need some fucking relief, darlin’.”

“That night, I thought about doing you in my car.”

“Tell me.”

“We’d go to my car and get in the front seat. At first, we’d just stare at each other, letting the fire burn between us like it did in the alley.”

“You felt that, too?”

“I felt it, and I’m damn glad to know you did, too. So, you reach over, put your hand around my neck, and pull me in for a kiss.”

“Are you a good kisser?”

“Want to find out?”

“Can’t wait to find out how you taste on my tongue. Do you like to use your tongue?” Rush growled. 

Brian’s balls tightened, and he squeezed his shaft tighter. “Oh, yeah. I’d like to use my tongue on your dick.”

A deep breath, followed by a long exhale. “So, after we kiss, then what?”

“Then, I’d unbutton your jeans. I figure you for a button-fly man.”

“Real cowboys only wear button-flies.”

“And you’re a real cowboy?”

“Damn straight. Got the horse and the six-shooter to prove it.”

Brian loved the way the cowboy drawled his words. It sent a shiver of desire straight through him. “So, I’d flick open those buttons, one by one, slow and easy. The whole time your cock is begging to be let out. Tell me about your cock.”

“Right now, it’s long, thick and aching for you.”

“Just like I imagined it, Rush. I free it and your balls from your pants, but leave the pants tight up around them, so your package is showcased just for me.”

“What do I do?”

“You moan like a bitch when I take you in my mouth.”

“Fuck, Brian, you just made me harder.”

“I suck you, then go back and forth between licking that juicy head and licking your balls.”

Harsh breathing filled Brian’s ears as he imagined Rush pumping hard on his dick, bringing himself off while he listened.

“Then, you bury your hands in my hair and hold me down. Your hips start moving and you’re fucking my mouth, and I’m groaning and you keep driving into me, deep in my throat, but I’m taking every fucking inch of you,” Brian rasped, his hips moving as he jerked off in a near frenzy. On the edge of coming, with just a little more, he’d lose it.

“Damn it, darlin’, you got me like a pistol. Hot, loaded and ready to shoot,” Rush groaned.

“Then you’re exploding into my mouth, hitting the back of my throat, hot and salty and so fucking delicious, I know I’m going to want more of you. I’m swallowing you down, sucking on your dick, getting every last drop of your cum, and you’re moaning and calling out my name.”

Rush groaned. “Fuck, darlin’. It feels so sweet. Here it comes…” His words were lost in a strangled cry when he came.

Brian lost his load and cried out, shooting all over his belly. He slid his fingers up and down his cock, spreading his own creamy cum over his dick as he milked himself.

“Rush, oh shit, that was so hot,” Brian whispered, bathing his balls with his jism.

Their harsh panting as they recovered from their orgasms echoed in the phone line.

Brian shuddered then lowered his voice to a sexy-as-hell whisper. “Did you get my cell phone number, cowboy?”

“Yeah, it’s on my phone,” Rush breathed.

“Good. Call me.” Brian hung up.

He flopped back onto the bed and tried to steady himself. He’d just hung up on the man of his dreams, but he’d wanted to leave Rush begging for more. Brian had taken a chance on the move to do just that, to make Rush crave even more of him. He wanted Rush to want him and no one else.

The only problem was now he’d have to wait until Rush called him. Shit. Maybe Rush would make him wait five nights until he called back. Brian groaned. It would serve him right for being such a coward. If he’d gone with his heart, instead of his head, he would have called Rush the next day.

What if he’d made a mistake? What if Rush didn’t call back and tonight had been all he’d wanted from Brian? Brian wanted so much more from Rush than a jack-off session over the phone.

He wanted Rush’s body. His heart. Everything the man had to give.

 

 


Chapter Four

“Hello, gorgeous,” Brian said as he leaned against the chest-high wall of the gray cubicle. The black woman he grinned down at paused, flicked her amber eyes up at him, gave a soft humph then went back to her typing, her long purple nails clattering on the computer’s keyboard.

“Hello, yourself.” She peered at her computer over the half-glasses perched on the end of her nose. “What do you want?” She frowned at the screen.

“Now, Sheila, what makes you think I want anything? Can’t a man just drop in on his favorite woman now and then?” Brian shook his head.

“No, because every time you darken my door you need something. Are you sure I’m your favorite woman?” She batted unnaturally long lashes at him. “’Cause I don’t mess with no playas.”

“Of course you’re my favorite.”

“You mean, I’m your only,” she shot back. She took her hands off the keyboard, picked up a huge cup of water and took a sip. “So, what can the Department of Children’s Protective Services do for you today, Mr. PI?”

Brian eyed her large expanse of breasts, like two plump pillows that any man, straight or gay, would be pleased to rest his weary head upon. Sheila Mae Wilkins was his connection at the bureau and a longtime friend. When he’d first hung out his PI shingle, he’d helped her brother and she’d never forgotten it.

“Well, I’m looking for a man.”

“Aren’t we all, honey, aren’t we all. Don’t have no men here, just kids. Did you check the bars?” She laughed loudly at her joke.

“Har-dee-har-har,” Brian retorted. “You’re a card, Sheila, a card. No, he would have been in the system about eight or nine years ago. He ran away from his foster home at sixteen and fell off the grid. I have the name of his last foster parents, but I’ve searched for them and it looks like they’re not in the Houston area anymore.” They could be anywhere in the U.S. and the Internet search had come up empty. It was just the first of many dead ends Brian was sure he’d hit on this case.

She turned back to her computer, all business. “Let’s see what I can find. Not promising anything, though. Our current records only go about five years back, anything more than that, and it’s probably been archived.”

“Give it a try, anyway. Maybe we’ll be lucky.”

“What’s this ‘we’? Maybe you’ll get lucky.”

“I need some luck, that’s for sure.”

“You got a name for the kid?”

“Just a first name—Sammi. Possibly Samuel.”

“Social security number?”

“Nope. I got nothing, Sheila.” He shook his head and gave her his best ‘poor me’ look.

“Naturally.” She let out the sigh of the long-suffering government worker. Brian wondered if they had to master it to be hired on as civil servants or if there was a training course.

She typed. Brian waited. She shook her head and typed again. Brian leaned closer to watch the screen. With a soft muttered word or two not used by Christian women, she turned to him.

“Sorry, sugar. My records only go back five years.”

“What about the foster parents? Their name is Ranks, Don and Jan.”

Again, her long nails clacked over the keyboard. They waited. She sat back and shook her head. “No one by that name in the system.”

It figured. Nothing about Sammi had been easy, except how Mitchell had fallen in love with him. Sammi was sexy as hell and nothing but trouble.

“How do I get to the archives?” He had no choice but to do this the hard way. Hours of research stacked up in his imagination.

“Well, you take U.S. Highway 290 and head straight up to Austin.”

“Austin?” Brian’s shoulders slumped. Not that he minded the drive, but navigating the capital city’s red tape was a pain in the ass.

“That’s right. You can go up there, or fill in some forms here and wait a month or so.” She reached into a stack of yellow forms. “You want one?”

“No.” Brian sighed. “It’s Austin, I guess.”

“The old records are pulled off the system, then they’re either put on microfiche or optical scanners, depending on what they used at the time. Might even be on the new servers we use for backup now, I’m not sure. You can request the records and view them at our office near the capitol building.”

“Have you got a name for me in Austin? Someone who might help me once I get up there?” Brian gave her his best smile.

She laughed at his attempt. “Boy, don’t be giving me that sexy grin of yours, flashing those dimples. It may work on your boyfriends, but it won’t work on me.”

Brian added a wink.

“Aw, now I hate it when you do that. Makes me get all weak-kneed and woozy.” Her sarcastic tone wasn’t lost on him, and she looked neither weak-kneed nor woozy. She picked up a card, turned it over and wrote a name down. “When you get there, ask for Roberta. Tell her I sent you. She’ll help you find your man.”

“Thanks, Sheila, you’re a dream. If I was straight…” He gave her a kiss on her mahogany cheek and took the card from her.

“Honey, that’s what they all say.” She shook her head and went back to her typing.

Brian left. It was already mid-afternoon, and it would take three hours to get to Austin. He’d just have to drive to the capital first thing in the morning. Wanting to let Sammi know about his progress, he flipped open his cell phone, found Sammi’s number and hit Dial. Since Brian was now being paid for his time, even at a highly reduced rate, Sammi should decide if it was worth it to make the trip.

Sammi answered after a few rings, “Hello? This is Sammi.” Brian could hear the clatter of pots, pans and other cooking utensils in the background.

“It’s Brian. Can you talk?”

“Sure, hold on.” Sammi said something to someone, probably Otis, the old cook he worked for, then, after a moment, things quieted. “I’m back. What’s up?”

“Well, I struck out at CPS, but I really didn’t think I’d learn much there. Seems all the data from when you were in the system has been archived and the fastest way to get it is to go to Austin. I could fill out a form and wait for a month or so, but this way we’ll know pretty quick.”

“Austin?” Brian could hear Sammi’s hesitation. “How long will that take?” Twenty bucks an hour was a lot of money for him, who only made six bucks an hour working in the kitchen as a prep cook.

“Three hours up and back, plus the time it takes once I’m there to look through the documents.”

Silence as Sammi probably calculated how much that would cost him. Brian was sure it would never occur to him to ask Mitchell for the money. Mitchell loved Sammi and would give it to him in a heartbeat, but Sammi was fiercely independent, refusing to be beholden to anyone, and that included finances.

“All right. I need to know as soon as possible. Without that info, I can’t even take the GED test, much less think about college.” He heard Sammi take a deep breath. “Thanks, Brian. Really, thanks for everything.” His smile could be felt even through the phone line.

Grinning, Brian hung up. This was the part of his job he loved, doing something for others, helping them. It was why he’d always wanted to be a cop, and why he’d given up working as an engineer to become a private investigator.

He hoped whatever he found out in Austin would lead to discovering who Sammi really was, and perhaps reuniting him with his family, if he had any.

 

* * * *

 

Brian stepped out of the shower and heard the phone ringing.

“Crap!” He propelled himself around the shower door, slipped on the tiles, caught himself on the counter before he went down and dashed into his bedroom.

His cell phone sat on his bedside table, chirping its urgency. Naked and soaking wet, he launched himself into the air and dove over the bed. As he skimmed the bedspread, he grabbed the phone and slid right off the other side, landing with a hard smack on the wood floor in the jumble of bedspread, sheets and pillows that followed in his wake.

Flipping the phone open, he gasped, “Hello?” He could hear his own harsh breathing echoing back in his ear. Shit. How desperate did that sound?

“Brian? Are you all right? Did I catch you at a bad time?” Rush’s deep voice shot through him.

All thoughts of his embarrassment faded as the blood from his head rushed south. “Just got out of the shower. I didn’t hear the phone.” He got control of his breathing and laughed. “I’m lying on the floor wrapped up in my sheets.”

“Hot damn, darlin’, I’ll bet that’s a glorious sight to see,” Rush drawled.

“I slid across the bed to grab the phone. Guess doing that wet doesn’t work.”

“Let me get this straight. You’re soaking wet, wrapped in sheets and lying on the floor?”

“Yeah.”

“Can you stay that way until I get there?” Rush chuckled.

“Are you serious? Are you coming to town?” Brian tried not to let his excitement show, but damned if he didn’t get hard just thinking about seeing Rush.

There was a long pause, during which Brian’s stomach rolled and his hopes fell. Then Rush sighed. “There’s nothing I’d like more than to see you right now, but I can’t.”

“Right.” Brian ran his hand through his still damp hair then he gave a nervous laugh. “You shouldn’t tease me like that, get me all hard then let me down.”

“Are you hard? ’Cause, darlin’, I’ve been hard all day thinking about you. My dick’s so thick it could drive nails,” Rush rumbled, and Brian’s balls tightened.

Damn it, the cowboy knew he made Brian hard talking like that.

“Forget the nails. Would it drive my ass?” Brian realized he’d been stroking his cock since they’d started talking.

“Fuck, yeah. I’d love to drive it into your sweet hole,” Rush rasped. 

Brian could hear the big cowboy’s breathing hitch. Brian’s eyes shuttered at the thought of Rush fucking him. Of all that power, or Rush handling him, dominating his body.

“Are you naked?” Brian whispered as he lay back on the floor, shoving a pillow under his head. No sense in getting up, he could jack off right here. He reached up and pulled down the lube from his side table then spread a generous amount on his hand.

“Yeah, naked, long and hard. Just for you, darlin’. I’m stroking my prick, picturing you wrapped in those sheets like a present just for me to open.”

“Is it your birthday?” Brian slid his slick hand over his engorged shaft while he rubbed the head with his thumb.

“No, not until July.”

“Well, it’s not Christmas.”

“Hell, it’s got to be some holiday, somewhere.”

“How would you unwrap me?” Brian squeezed the tip of his cock and a drop of pre-cum pearled. He watched as it dripped down the side of his shaft and he let the erotic feeling wash over him.

“Hmm, now that’s a poser. If I go slow, layer by layer, there’s a wonderful buildup of anticipation, isn’t there?”

“Yeah, slow is good.” Brian slowed his stokes to match the mood.

“But if I just grab those sheets and rip them off you, that’s hot, too.”

“So hot, Rush, so hot.” He pistoned his rough hand and the heated friction over the tender skin of his cock was delicious.

“Which would you prefer?”

“What would you really do?” Brian prayed it was hard and rough, because that’s how he’d dreamed Rush would take him.

“Fuck, darlin’, I want you so bad I don’t think I could wait. I’d rip those sheets off, climb on top of you and ride your ass until we both screamed.”

Brian groaned, working his dick like a dynamo, his eyes shutting out everything around him, until it was just him, Rush, their raspy breathing, their pumping hands and their throbbing cocks.

“Need you, Rush. So bad,” Brian moaned into the phone.

“Want you, too. It hurts, I want you so bad.”

“Want to suck you. Want to suck the jism right out of your cock.” Brian felt the pre-cum build, the rising of his balls in eagerness of his coming. “Want to taste you in my mouth when you explode.”

“Fuck, I can’t last, just thinking of your lips on my dick, your eyes looking up at me. Here it comes, darlin’.” Rush groaned. There was no mistaking that Rush had shot his load and that sent Brian over the edge.

Brian cursed into the phone, his hot cream rhythmically splattered across his taut belly. “I’m milking the last of it, Rush, wishing you could lick me clean.” He smeared his cum all over his shaft, rubbing it into the swollen head as he came down from his high.

“I’ll just bet you’re delicious, musky and salty. Damn, I want you.” Rush exhaled long and slow.

Soft, deep breathing. Brian gave a sigh of completion.

“This is crazy, Rush. I want to see you.”

“I could come this weekend. Maybe Friday night after the ranch shuts down.”

“We could hang out at my place, maybe get some dinner. That is, if we hit it off.” Brian hoped he didn’t sound too needy.

“Hit it off? I don’t think there’s any doubt about that, do you?”

“No, not really. Just giving you an out.”

“You’re a generous man.”

Brian paused. “Are you sure you want to come?”

“I’ll be there. Give me the time and directions.”

Brian gave him the information.

“I’ll see you then,” Rush drawled, as if they’d just set up a fishing date, not to meet and make their phone fantasies come true.

“Can’t wait.” Brian hung up.

He untangled himself from the covers and headed back to the bathroom. He was so excited about seeing Rush on Friday that he had to jerk off again in the shower.

Shit. This guy had him acting like he was a horny teenager, getting hard at the drop of a dime and whacking off every chance he could get.

Friday could not get here fast enough.

 


Chapter Five

Brian left at eight a.m. for Austin and arrived at just after eleven. After searching for a place to park, then once there, being sent from one department to another, he finally found Roberta in the archive section. Technically, he found her cubicle. It was her lunch hour, and he had to wait until she returned. He sat on the chair next to her desk and tried to keep his knee from bouncing.

Sometime after one p.m., she appeared. Roberta Banks was a tall, middle-aged woman with a mass of dyed-blonde hair piled to dizzying heights atop her head. Being an engineer, he marveled at the construction of the permed pyramid and found it hard to drag his eyes from it. The amount of Aqua Net involved must have been near the legal limit for emissions.

Roberta cleared her throat and brought him back to his mission. He introduced himself and she took her seat, rolled up to her desk and put her lunch bag away in a bottom drawer.

“Sheila called and told me you’d be coming. I must admit, you’re going to have a hard time tracking this man down with only a first name.”

“Well, he would have been reported as a runaway. Does that help?”

“It might, if we kept that kind of record separate from the files.” She sat behind a computer terminal and began clacking on the keyboard. Like Sheila’s, her nails were long but painted a deep red. Possibly another requirement of civil service, along with the long-suffering sigh.

Brian waited, this time grateful for a chair to sit on because his feet ached. He should have known that he’d have to wander the halls endlessly and should have worn his running shoes instead of his boots. Where was a hunch when he needed it?

“I’m coming up with a list of children who were pulled from the system that year. These could be kids that ran away, died, or were adopted.” She tapped again on the keyboard. “I’m sorting the list by names.”

Brain leaned forward and craned his neck around her monitor. A list of names appeared in a spreadsheet. “There are so many.” No way could he get through all those by closing time today. 

“This is statewide.”

“He was in Houston, Harris County.” Brian hadn’t gotten much information from Sammi when he’d questioned him, but he had gotten the year he’d run away and where he’d been living.

“I’ll sort by the county and then delete the rest.” She worked again on the list, eating into more of his time.

Brian watched as the list shrank, but it was still long. “There must be two dozen names on that list. Are they all Sams?”

“Yes, sir. Either first, middle or last. I didn’t want to take a chance and make assumptions, so I included all possibilities.”

“That’s a good idea. Thanks, Roberta,” Brian replied. He hadn’t thought that Sammi might be a middle or last name.

She sat back. “Okay, I’ve got a final list. Twenty-one candidates, all who fell out of the system for one reason or the other, all with Sam in their names, all living in Harris County.” She hit a button and the printer next to her desk came to life.

Two sheets of white paper, holding Sammi’s hopes, slid from the machine.

Brian took them from Roberta and scanned them. “What are these?” He pointed to a string of numbers along the side of each name.

“That’s their identification code. They match the case numbers. You’ll have to use that to hunt down their records.”

Brian glanced at his watch. The place closed at five p.m., and it was already after two. “That doesn’t give me much time. Where do I start?” He stood and placed the papers in his portfolio.

“Well, that was nine years ago. Sorry, but I’m afraid you’ll have to start with microfiche. That’s down in the basement.” She gave him a rueful smile and a shrug.

“Roberta, I can’t thank you enough.” He passed her his business card. “If you ever need help, call me.”

She stared down at the card, nodded then placed it in a drawer. “You’re welcome, Mr. Russell. Anything for a friend of Sheila’s.”

Brian left, headed to the elevators and down to the basement.

 

* * * *

 

All day as Rush went about his chores, he had a growing sense of uncertainty. He hadn’t intended to go farther with Brian than the phone sex. Fuck, the guy turned him on like no one ever had, and sure, he wasn’t getting any younger, but damn it, he was fooling himself to think he could have a life with a man.

Not around here, anyway.

As he sat on his horse, looking down from the pasture to the large white house below, he knew he would never leave the ranch. The Double T was his home, his family’s homestead for over one hundred and twenty years, and he’d be damned if it went under on his watch.

Spring Lake was a small town, and Rush was sure they’d never seen a gay man, much less a gay cowboy. He’d spent the last fifteen years hiding who and what he was from everyone in Spring Lake. How would it affect his reputation and his business if he came out? Without selling his livestock, the ranch would go broke in no time.

And what about Brian? They lived worlds apart. Brian’s life was in Houston, his business as an investigator, his friends, probably his family. It would be the height of arrogance to think Brian would give all that up for him. Especially when Rush knew he wouldn’t give up the ranch for Brian.

No matter how bad he wanted a life with someone.

Rush clicked his tongue and the horse started off, heading down toward the barn. The hands were finishing the work on the fence and didn’t need him to oversee them. Tonight, he’d call Brian and tell him something came up, that he couldn’t make it.

Long-distance relationships never work, anyway.

Rush chewed his bottom lip. He’d never had a relationship with a man, just a series of one-night stands, mostly quick, nameless sex, and he made it a point never to hang around long enough to cuddle, much less have breakfast. He’d made a choice when he’d been younger, knowing his life was right here.

With Brian, he’d felt—no, he’d known—there was a man he might want to wake up to in the morning, might open up to, might let into his heart. Might change his mind about living alone.

And that terrified Rush.

 

* * * *

 

“Ten minutes until closing,” a woman said as she tapped Brian on the shoulder.

He sat back, stretched and rubbed his eyes. They felt as if they’d been buried in sand then reinserted into their sockets. Going through the microfiche on the ancient machine was going to blind him.

Checking his watch, it was almost five o’clock, and he hadn’t made a dent in the list. In order to find out if the kids were even the same age as Sammi would have been required pulling up each file, putting it in the machine, and going through it to find the necessary information. So far, there had been no clear leads, but he still had the bulk of the names to go over.

He groaned, realizing he’d have to stay in Austin overnight to finish the next day. He picked up his list and his notes then dropped the papers into his portfolio and headed to the elevators.

Sammi would just die if he knew it would take two days of his hard-earned money for Brian to check out these leads. He decided not to tell Sammi. He didn’t need the money, and what Sammi didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him. The young man had pride, even if it was newly found. Brian could understand and respect that.

As he got into his car, he turned it on, hit the onboard navigator and called up the nearest hotel. After searching through the selections, he found one that was reasonable and nearby. Brian called, booked a room then looked for somewhere to eat.

He was starving. Missing lunch had been a bad idea. Now, he scanned the listings for the closest buffet. All he could eat sounded damn fine to him. Then, back to the hotel, get clean and go over the list of names.

Maybe he’d get a hunch about one of them.

Go straight to Go. Collect two hundred dollars.

Lately, his gift had been strangely silent. And that worried him.

Then, between heartbeats, between breaths, between the blink of his eyes, it came to him. Something big was coming, and he knew when it hit, if he wasn’t careful, it might just knock him off his feet.

 

* * * *

 

Rush stared at the phone in his hand.

More than anything, he wanted to see Brian. What was the point? It would end badly. They couldn’t be together, and his heart would be broken. He’d avoided that fate for a long time, why let it happen now?

Best to call and break it off. End it before it went too far.

He flipped open the phone, hit his contact list and brought up Brian’s name. Biting his lip, he hesitated as he hovered his finger over the pad.

Maybe he shouldn’t call. Maybe he just wouldn’t show up on Friday.

Coward. That was a shitty way to dump someone. Especially a man like Brian. That sort of attraction didn’t come along every day, Rush realized that much. He should be open and honest about his feelings and his fears.

Open and honest were things he did not do well. What would he say? “Sorry, darlin’, I’m too fucking scared of being hurt to take a chance on you. Forget it, babe, you’re not worth me giving up my ranch.”

He pushed the phone against his leg and snapped it closed.

 

* * * *

 

Brian stretched out on the hotel bed farthest from the air conditioner. It was chugging along, shooting tepid air into the room. All in all, it wasn’t a horrible room. He’d checked the sheets and they looked clean enough.

He picked up the TV remote and flipped through the hotel’s offerings. Not much. A few ESPN channels and some pay-for-view. His eyebrows rose when he came across a porn channel. He dropped the remote on his stomach and watched.

Some porn star queen was giving head to some obscenely endowed dude. Guy was lying there, arms behind his head and eyes closed as if he was asleep. Brian snorted. Hell, woman or not, if anyone was sucking on his dick like this woman was doing to that guy, he’d at least open his eyes and fucking pay attention.

Frustrated, he turned it off. He didn’t want to watch anyone else. He wanted Rush. Shit. Just the thought of talking dirty to Rush got him hard.

He reached for his phone, flipped it open, found Rush’s name and hit Send.

After two rings, Rush answered, “Hello?”

“Rush.” Brian sighed. God, his cock throbbed.

“Darlin’,” Rush exhaled. “Miss you.”

“Miss you. Need you, cowboy.” Brian flicked open the button of his jeans, slid down the zipper and splayed his pants apart. His cock bulged, trying to break through his briefs.

“Fuck, Brian, this is nuts. You get me so horny.”

“My dick is weeping for you, cowboy.” Brian pushed down his briefs and pulled out his cock. The leakage dribbled from its slit. He thumbed it over the head and hissed.

“I jerked off first thing this morning. Called out your name, darlin’,” Rush drawled.

God, his voice sent shivers down Brian’s spine. “I’m so hard for you, I’m aching.”

“You know what to do.”

“Yeah. Fuck, I want you to suck me. I’m getting tired of my hand.”

“Me, too. My wrist and elbow are sore as hell. How am I going to explain it to the doctor? Been jerking off like a fifteen-year-old with raging hormones. Got a guy that keeps me hard all day and makes me come in my sleep. Can you do anything for me, Doc?” Rush laughed, deep and rich.

“That reminds me. Have you been tested recently?”

“Yep. I get tested every six months. I’m very careful,” Rush assured him. “You?”

“I test every six months also, and I always wear a condom.”

“Me, too.”

“Never found the man I trusted enough to go natural with. I’m saving it, I guess.” Brian gave a wry chuckle.

“For that special someone?”

“Yeah. Sounds silly, huh?” Brian wanted Rush to be his someone special, but if he mentioned the ‘love’ word too soon, Rush would probably bolt.

“No, sounds good.” Rush exhaled long and slow.

“You working it, cowboy?” Brian wanted to hear Rush talk to him.

“Using two hands, darlin’. One’s squeezing my balls, the other’s stroking my prick. I’m buck naked, stretched out on my bed, with a hard-on just for you.”

Brian groaned. “All six foot fucking four of you? Want to lick every inch of your body. Want to suck your nipples until they’re hard as bullets. Want to run my fingers through the hair around your cock. Cup your balls. Suck them.” Brian panted as his hand shot up and down, his thumb brushing over the tip, pumping as if he were going to die if he didn’t explode.

“Goddamn, darlin’, this is killing me. I’m so hot I’m going to blow my load. Tell me you want me,” Rush begged.

“I want you. Want you to fuck me. Ride me like a fucking horse. Slam into me—”

“That’s it! I’m coming. It’s so fucking sweet. Brian, goddamn!” Rush cried out.

“Right behind you, cowboy.” Brian’s fist flew like fury over the rim of his head, and his release shot through his cock, exploding onto his belly. “So good, Rush, so good.” He sighed.

Hard, deep panting slowed to soft, shallow breaths.

“Fuck, we’ve got to stop this.” Rush laughed.

“It’s only going to get worse. Once I have your ass, I’m going to want you all the time,” Brian confessed. “What will we do then?”

Silence.

Brian’s stomach flipped. Shit.

“You there, Rush? Did I say something wrong?”

“No.”

“Are you sure? You’re real quiet.” Brian knew not to push but he wanted to know.

“About seeing each other…” Rush hesitated.

“What about it? You’re still coming tomorrow night, aren’t you?” Brian licked his lips. His mouth had gone dry and all the moisture in his body seemed to have evaporated.

Rush inhaled over the line. His breath held for what seemed a lifetime. Brian waited for Rush to speak.

“I’ll be there.” Rush exhaled.

“Did you just light up?” Brian recognized the sounds of smoking.

“Yeah.”

“You shouldn’t, you know,” he said softly.

“I know. But it’s one of my few addictions.”

“What other addictions do you have?” God, Brian hoped there was nothing serious. He was just straight-laced enough to abhor drugs and, even though he drank, there was a big difference from that and being an alcoholic.

“Well, I never met a pair of boots I didn’t like.”

“That’s harmless enough. I feel that way about coffee mugs,” Brian admitted.

“And I find it hard to resist a newborn calf or foal.” His voice took on a teasing lilt. “It’s those big brown eyes, surrounded by thick dark lashes, sort of like yours. They get me every time.”

“Good to know. What else?”

There was a long pause and a sharp inhale. Brian held his breath, knowing something big was coming.

“You,” Rush breathed. “I can’t get enough of you, and it scares the crap out of me.”

 


Chapter Six

Brian was speechless. After he swallowed and steadied his breathing, he whispered, “I know. I’m scared, too. This is really intense. Like nothing I’ve ever experienced.”

“Yeah, that’s just it. I’ve never wanted a man as bad as I want you.”

“I’m afraid I’ll screw this up, and if I do, it’ll never come again.” Brian opened a piece of his heart to Rush. It might have been foolish, it might have been too soon, but he couldn’t help himself.

“Look, I’ll be there tomorrow, but I’m not promising anything, Brian.” Rush’s voice turned sharp and impatient. “This is hard for me.”

“I understand. Can we just try? I know we’re both frightened about this, but can we at least give it a chance?”

“I’ll see you then.” Rush hung up, leaving Brian’s question unanswered.

Brian rolled off the bed, undressed and hit the shower. He had to get a full day’s work in tomorrow and with the questions that were swimming around in his head that might just prove harder than he’d thought. 

 

* * * *

 

Rush woke with a world-class hard-on. Groaning, he knew it wasn’t a piss erection—the ache was too primal, coming straight from his balls, not his bladder.

Fuck. Brian had him so hot and horny he couldn’t stand it. And despite all his declarations of staying away, he’d agreed to go to Houston and meet Brian. Again, he ran through all the reasons he shouldn’t go. There was a long list of those and only one reason to make his date.

The chance that Brian was the man he could share his life with. If he didn’t go and find out, he’d call himself a pathetic coward for the rest of his life. And the Weston men had never been cowards. Not his grandfather, his father, not young Robbie. And until he’d met Brian in that alley, he hadn’t thought he was, either.

In truth, he was a coward. He’d been one for fifteen years, hiding what he was from the town, sneaking off to Houston for casual sex and keeping every man he’d ever met at an emotional distance.

He reached for the lube, spread some on his hand and tossed it down. Lying back, he closed his eyes and Brian’s face surged unbidden into his imagination.

Brian, stretched out beneath him, moaned softly as Rush pumped into him. Eyes closed, his tongue passed over his full lips, driving Rush crazy with the desire to kiss them. Instead, he worked the long length of his dick, stroked the oil over the engorged tip, slid his hand back down the sides of his shaft and squeezed his balls.

He was so close to coming that it took nothing more than imagining Brian’s mouth sucking in his balls, first one, then the other, the incredible tingling and sweet pain as he pulled them away from Rush’s body, to send Rush over the edge.

Crying out, he emptied onto his belly, long white streams of jism splattering warm against his skin like heavy raindrops on a window. After a shudder, he fell back and tried to catch his breath.

“I swear, I’m going to have a fuckin’ heart attack tonight.” Rush groaned.

If he knew one thing, it was that phone sex was not enough. He wanted Brian in the sweet, delicious, mouthwatering flesh. Wanted him more than he’d ever wanted anyone else. Most of the men he’d fucked had been easy to walk away from. All of them casual, most anonymous, just used to satisfy the need for physical gratification.

Because Rush could never bring a man home to the ranch. Not while his father had lived, and not while his mother had lived. Now, both of them were dead, buried next to Robbie on the hill behind the house.

Rush slung his legs over the side of the bed and put his head in his hands.

There was no one standing in the way of his happiness.

Except himself.

Fear, like some huge wall of ice, had hardened his heart all these years. Fear of exposure, fear of his parents’ disappointment and rejection, and fear of opening himself up to a man and of being hurt.

On one side stood Rush.

On the other stood Brian.

The wall separating them was immense, cold, hard as steel.

Fuck. Two big men like Brian and Rush should be able to take down that wall, shouldn’t they?

 

* * * *

 

Another day spent in the basement of the CPS building, spinning through miles of microfiche, with Brian going cross-eyed as he watched files blur past.

He was down to three possible candidates. The rest of the names had been marked off the list, but these three had stayed. Now, he opened the first one. 

A kid named Samuel James Waters. Brian pulled up his record and began going through the images of the boy’s folder. The first materials were the most recent, eventually going back until the child had first come into the system. A photograph stopped him. A dark-haired little boy stared into the camera with eyes so old, so sad, and so deep that it sucked Brian’s breath from his chest. He’d found Sammi.

He had attended high school on the north side of Houston until the day he hadn’t shown up. Reported missing by his foster parents Jason and Donna Rankle, not Don and Jan Ranks. Sammi’s memory was awful, but Brian supposed that to Sammi, they had been just more of the same. He had been with them for only six months.

Prior to that, he’d been assigned to a group home for almost two years. That would put him at about thirteen years old. Brian scanned a notation about a fight. He stopped at another entry, read it and groaned. A report about Sammi being raped had been filed by the social worker for the home. No charges had been brought against the alleged perp, one of the older boys, and he couldn’t find any record of a follow-up investigation.

Shit. Brian couldn’t imagine being raped at thirteen. No one to back him up, or to come to his defense. Nothing done about it. What a fucking nightmare.

Another form. Another set of parents. Sammi had lived with them for almost a year before they’d sent him back. Brian read their statement. Vague, they talked of Sammi’s oddness and their worry that he was dangerous.

Brian shook his head at the wrongness of that statement.

Sammi was many things.

Tender. Vulnerable. Sexy. Loving. Self-sacrificing.

But dangerous was the last thing he’d ever call Sammi.

Sammi had returned to a group home, this time only for a few months. A new set of parents. These had lasted over a year. He had been returned, yet again. Similar comments from the foster mom and dad.

Brian scrolled past more of the same. The pattern was clear as day. Sammi would be fostered out, the parents would return him after six months to about a year, and back he’d go to the group home. Lather. Rinse. Repeat as necessary.

Brian found a report of alleged sexual abuse filed by the social worker against the foster father when Sammi had been ten years old. Sammi had been removed from the foster home and sent back. Again. Nothing had been done about the bastard who’d abused him.

He’d thought being raped at thirteen must have been horrible. Sexually abused at ten by the person who was supposed to protect you?

That Sammi had survived, had grown into the incredible, giving person he was floored Brian. Mitchell had fallen in love with Sammi without knowing any of this crap. Did he know this stuff now? Had Sammi told him of his past, and if not, should Brian?

Knowing Mitchell, it wouldn’t make a difference to him anyway.

Brian scrolled farther back into Sammi’s records. More of the same. It was heartbreakingly sad.

He returned to the photograph—Sammi stood apart from the man and woman holding hands. A stranger in what should have been his home, among the people who were supposed to care for him. Instead, he’d been tossed back and forth as if he were a human hot potato, with no one wanting him.

Sammi’s life had been a tragedy. But he’d survived, and now he flourished under Mitchell’s love, his acceptance and his belief that Sammi could be so much more than what he’d been.

Leaning back, Brian closed his eyes and rubbed them. What would he have done with an odd childlike Sammi? And he had to have been strange. His power to know what people were thinking and feeling must have creeped the shit out of everyone.

Had Sammi even known what he could do? How had he dealt with it as a young child? Obviously, he’d managed it, but only just. If not for meeting Mitchell, Sammi would have been sold by Donovan to some bastard in Italy and sent overseas to serve whatever perverted needs his buyer might have possessed.

Brian got back to work. Only two hours before closing and the thought of coming back next week made him groan.

The blur spun, then stopped. Brian focused his eyes.

Sammi’s initial papers.

With his pen poised over his pad to write down the needed info, Brian leaned in as he read the transcript of the mother’s statement given when she’d abandoned her son to the state. He skipped over a long section of the social worker’s questions and began to read when he reached the part about why Sammi’s mother had given up her child.

 

Mother: “I can’t stand it anymore. Can’t deal with it. You’ve got to take him. It’s too late for me. Too late. Save Sammy.”

Social worker: “What do you mean, too late?”

Mother: “No more time left. Sammy needs to be safe. From the voices. From me.”

Social worker: “Do you want to hurt him?”

Mother: “No, no, no. The voices. I have to stop the voices.”

 

Brian sighed. Sammi’s mother must have had the same power as he, only she hadn’t known what it was or how to handle it. It was clear to him that she’d teetered on the edge of desperation and sanity. In her own way, she’d tried to save Sammi from some horrible imagined fate, unaware of the true fate she’d left him to.

Well, what would Brian think if he could hear everyone around him? All their thoughts and feelings? He’d think he was fucking crazy.

Just like Sammi’s mother.

The papers had been signed, notarized and it was done. Sammi had been made a ward of the state. And his mother? No note in the file about what had happened to her.

Brian wrote down her name. Lydia Mae Waters. Finally, a name. She had been nineteen years old, and Sammi had been only two years old, not three. Was that her married name? Chances were, at seventeen, she hadn’t been married when she’d gotten pregnant. He’d have to check the records, but with a last name to work with, it should be easy.

He scrolled to the end of the file and froze.

Bingo. Sammi’s birth certificate.

Samuel James Waters. Mother—Lydia Mae Waters. Father—none given. Born—March 13, 1984 at Hermann Hospital, Houston, Texas. Time—six-sixteen a.m. Weight—six pounds three ounces. Length—nineteen inches.

How lucky was that? Now Sammi had everything he needed to order his birth certificate online and to apply for his social security card, and with those two small pieces of paper, an entire future would open up for him.

Brian loved this part of his job. He’d actually done it, found out who Sammi was, and with this information, Sammi could have a future and a life as a ‘real’ person, not some shadow entity operating below the radar of the ‘real’ world.

As Brian gathered his papers, he stood and switched off the machine. Two long days, but it had been worth it.

Brian thanked the woman at the desk as he left. If he hurried, he’d make it back to Houston before Rush showed up at his house. Maybe he should call, let him know he was running late, so the big cowboy wouldn’t worry.

Humming, he rode the elevator to the main floor, exited the building and headed to his car.

Tonight, he was finally going to get his hands on the cowboy of his wet dreams.

 

 

 


Chapter Seven

Rush felt as nervous as a fifteen year old on his first date. Shit, if the truth were told, it was his first date. With a man. He’d only gone to bars and hooked up. Now he was going to Brian’s house for dinner and what he’d hoped would be mind-blowing sex. He wouldn’t think about having anything more with Brian than just sex. Just a glimmer of the word relationship made him want to pull off the highway, turn around and head back to the ranch.

“One step at a time, cowboy,” he told his reflection in the rearview mirror.

He took a deep breath then exhaled. His desire to see Brian, to hold him, to touch his body, outweighed all his niggling fears. He passed the next exit without getting off.

He could do this. He wanted to do this.

Good Lord, he needed to do this.

After his work at the ranch had been completed, he’d washed his truck, cleaned it out and hit it with some air freshener to kill the smell of stale smoke. Then he’d showered, shaved and stood at the closet door staring at his clothes, searching for just the right thing to wear. He’d taken his time ironing his shirt, making sure it looked cowboy crisp, and had put a sharp crease in his best black jeans. Shined his best black boots.

Now, as he passed the halfway point to Houston, his heart raced, his stomach was a huge knot of anxiety. The eager anticipation of seeing Brian had him straining against the buttons of his fly.

“No turning back now, Weston,” he muttered. Shit, he needed a cigarette, but he’d stashed them in the glove compartment. He’d forgone them once he’d brushed his teeth and used the mouthwash to freshen his breath. He wanted his first kiss with Brian to be one Brian would remember as delicious, hot and sexy.

Glancing in the mirror, he checked his hair for the third time. He used his fingers to rake through his bangs, pushing the unruly mass of waves back from his forehead. It would have to do. He’d also left his Stetson at home. A choice he’d wasted too much time pondering over and now regretted. If he couldn’t have his smokes, he wanted his hat. A cowboy without his hat was just plain naked.

He was running late and he stepped a little harder on the gas, inching his speed up but still staying under the ‘safe’ margin. A speeding ticket was not what he needed right now. He’d surely break out the cigarettes if that happened.

He tapped the steering wheel, then he reached over to turn off the radio and switch to his iPod. The station he’d been listening to had played a string of songs he didn’t like. As far as he was concerned, some of this new country music was nothing more than pop in disguise. He liked his country music ‘country’.

As George Strait filled the cabin, Rush relaxed into the seat, shook out his shoulders and eased his white-knuckled grip on the wheel.

 

* * * *

 

Brian pulled out his cell phone and hit Rush’s number. After a few rings, it connected.

His words tumbled out before Rush could say hello. “Hey, it’s Brian. Just wanted to tell you I got a late start out of Austin, and I might be just a little late getting home.”

“No problem. I think I can wait for you.” Rush chuckled into the phone and sent Brian’s arousal into overdrive. He was already semi-hard just thinking of seeing Rush.

“I haven’t changed or showered since this morning,” Brian warned.

“And I spent all this time getting gussied up for you.” Brian heard the teasing in Rush’s voice and relaxed.

“Well, I would have liked to meet you for once without stinking.”

“Should I just wait in my truck while you go in and get cleaned up?”

“I’m not sure…”

“Or maybe I should come in and help. Get you wet, soaped up, scrubbed down. You know, squeaky clean.” Rush’s voice deepened, and Brian’s cock stiffened.

“Goddamn, cowboy, you’re killing me. My jeans are too fucking tight.” Brian moaned. What was it about Rush that set Brian off? Every time they talked on the phone, it turned into phone sex.

“Mine, too. Since I got in the truck, my prick’s been like a stick. Hard, stiff and needing your lips on it.”

Brian groaned and tried not to let his eyes roll back in his head. He dropped his hand from the wheel and rubbed against his cock. It wasn’t enough. Pushing back his seat for more room, he unbuckled his belt, popped the button and slid down the zipper.

“Got my dick in my hand right now, cowboy.”

“Fuck, darlin’, I was just pulling mine out.”

“Shit, what is it with us?” Brian asked softly. This was nuts, jerking off while driving. He was Mr. Responsibility. Rush made him throw his caution to the wind, made him wild and reckless. Released the outlaw in him and in a way, he liked that.

“Just can’t get enough of you, your voice. Can’t wait to hold you in my arms, darlin’.” Rush’s husky whisper blasted through Brian’s mind and made his balls ache.

He squeezed the tip of his cock. “Damn, I’m going to come all over my jeans.”

“Use a napkin.”

“Right.” Brian fumbled around the seat and found a couple of take-out napkins.

“Darlin’, I’ve been thinking about you all fucking day. Ever ride a horse with a hard-on?” He chuckled.

“No. What’s that like?”

“Well, at first, it was a might uncomfortable. Then, I spread my legs, really settled my balls into the saddle. I dropped my hand off the pommel and rested it on my cock. Then I let the rolling motion of the horse rub my hand up and down while I thought of you riding with me.”

“Bareback?”

“Yeah, both us and the horse. I’d pull you tight against me as we rode, then slip my hand around to hold your throbbing flesh.”

“It’s throbbing right now, Rush. Can you fuck on a horse?”

“I’m not sure. Never tried it.” He laughed and it made Brian warm all over.

“We’d probably kill ourselves.”

“Yeah. They’d find us lying on the ground, dead, with my dick in your ass and my hand on your prick.” Rush’s deep laugh boomed in Brian’s ear, and he joined him.

After the laughter died down, Brian sighed. He was sure Rush could hear the longing in that sigh.

“Darlin’, I want you so bad,” the big cowboy whispered.

“Need you.”

“We’d better stop before one of us has an accident,” Rush suggested.

“You’re right. I tend to lose control when I come.”

“I’d like to see that.”

“What about you? What happens when you come?”

“Fuck. Lately, I’ve just been calling your name.”

“Oh, shit, cowboy, why’d you have to go and say that?” Brian groaned.

“Can’t help it. Just want you so fucking bad.”

“I’m hanging up. Before we crash and burn.”

“Fine. Be like that. But you better watch out when I get there.” Rush’s voice sounded dangerous. Brian loved it.

“What are you going to do, cowboy?”

“Make you scream, darlin’. Make you scream,” Rush rumbled then hung up.

 

* * * *

 

Brian turned the corner. A black Ford F-250 had parked in front of his house. His mouth went dry and his throat closed. Wiping his sweating palms on his thighs, he took a deep breath and held it.

Rush.

His cowboy.

His cock stiffened. Ignoring it, he pulled into his driveway, parked and got out.

The passenger door to the Ford opened, and Rush leaned toward him. In the fading light, Rush’s blue eyes seemed to glow from inside the darkened cab. Brian blinked, and the odd effect disappeared. Rush held the steering wheel as he moved closer, and his arm rested on the back of the bench seat. Dead fucking sexy.

“Get in, darlin’,” Rush beckoned, and Brian couldn’t resist.

After a quick glance around the street, Brian slid onto the leather seat and closed the door. He was here at last, sitting in Rush’s truck, the scene of so many of his fantasies about his cowboy.

Just like in his very first fantasy, they stared at each other, fire burning in Rush’s eyes as it must’ve burned in his. Brian had thought they’d throw themselves at each other in a rush of animalistic need, but the atmosphere in the truck was different somehow.

Slower. Sexier.

Rush reached for Brian and slipped his hand around Brian’s neck, his fingers burying themselves in Brian’s short hair. As Rush’s thumb stroked his jaw, Brian could feel the man’s calloused skin easing across his day’s growth of beard. It was heaven and his cock begged for release.

Those blue eyes held him in a grip. Nothing existed but him and Rush, the cab of the truck and this moment. Rush pulled him forward, gentle yet firm. Brian slid across the bench and reached for Rush. He placed his hand on Rush’s thigh and curled over it. Rush’s lips parted, Brian closed his eyes and they met in a tender kiss. Soft, yet firm full lips cradled his, and he sighed into them. Rush’s other hand dropped from the back of the bench to join the other in cupping Brian’s head and controlling the kiss.

Lingering, they separated, joined again, and deepened the kiss. Rush played his tongue across Brian’s lips, gathered Brian’s bottom lip with his teeth and gave it a soft tug. Brian groaned and, eager for Rush’s tongue, opened his mouth.

Rush entered, tongue searching. He stroked Brian’s tongue, circled it and withdrew. Rush tasted faintly of spearmint toothpaste and just a hint of cigarette. Delicious. Brian committed the flavor to memory.

He slipped his tongue into Rush’s mouth where it was captured and thoroughly sucked. Brian’s balls tightened and he knew just kissing Rush could make him come.

Not yet. Hell no. He needed so much more.

Gliding his hand up Rush’s leg to his crotch, Brian avoided touching Rush’s straining erection. He pulled his tongue away and they parted. Rush sighed and rested his head against Brian’s forehead.

“Darlin’, darlin’, darlin’,” he whispered. “I’ve waited so long for this.”

“I want it to be perfect.”

“Just like your fantasy?”

“Yeah. Silly, huh?”

“No. Let’s make it come true.” Rush leaned back and unbuckled his belt. 

Brian flipped open each of the cowboy’s shining metal fly buttons and opened the jeans. Rush’s breathing was harsh, hungry, and crowded out all other sound from Brian’s ears.

Rush lifted his ass off the seat as Brian tugged his jeans and briefs down to cup Rush’s cock and balls, then moved the soft cotton fabric up to showcase his package.

“Beautiful. Jesus, you’re so beautiful,” Brian moaned as he gazed down between Rush’s muscular thighs.

Rush’s long, thick cock, engorged and ready, lay against his belly. His balls, the pink skin of his sac stretched tight, were large and round and tempted Brian to taste them. Rush stroked over his shaft then slid his hand to his belly to push up his shirt.

Brian didn’t know where to start.

“Your lips on my cock would be incredible, darlin’.” Rush was certainly not shy about asking for what he wanted.

“Just couldn’t make up my mind. They both look so fucking good.” Brian took Rush’s cock in his hand and pumped it. Rush groaned and laid his head back into the corner of the cabin.

Squeezing pre-cum from the slit of the blood-infused head, Brian bent down to lick it. He swirled his tongue over the cap, bathing it with the salty droplet. As he circled the rim and slipped down the shaft, Brian felt the thick veins that supplied the cock with its power to stand upright and glorious.

“Goddamn, darlin’, you’ve got the sweetest tongue. It’s so hot. I can feel your heat on my dick.” Rush buried his hands in Brian’s hair. “But you’re killing me. I need you to take me in your mouth.”

“Not yet.” Brian smiled up at him.

“Shit.” Rush’s head fell back. “You’re going to make me suffer, aren’t you?”

“We’ll see who screams first, cowboy.”

Brian moved to Rush’s balls, laving them with the moisture from his mouth until they glistened. His lips cradled the tip of his tongue as he ran them over each hard egg then up Rush’s shaft.

Rush’s hips rose, reaching for another lick from Brian.

“You want more?” Brian asked, his voice husky and thick with arousal.

“Yes.”

“Tell me.”

“Suck me, darlin’. I need you to suck me off.” He stroked Brian’s head, and his fingers worked their way through his hair as he pressed him down.

Brian sucked one ball into his mouth, and Rush cried out. Running his tongue around the choice nut, Brian loved the taste. A little salty, a little musky, all Rush. God, what would his cum taste like? He needed to know.

Moving to the other one, he gave it proper attention as Rush bucked his hips and muffled a shout. Brian pulled it, stretching the ball away from Rush’s body.

“Goddamn!” Rush yelled. 

Brian let it go and it sprang back to nest against the cowboy’s groin. The sight turned Brian on and his cock jerked in his jeans.

“That was almost a scream,” Brian taunted.

“Darlin’, you’re going to know when I scream. Promise you.” Urging to him to take his dick again, Rush pushed down on Brian’s head.

It was time to give Rush what he wanted. Brian wanted it also, and if he didn’t move it along, he’d be coming in his jeans before he got a chance to go down on Rush.

Brian held Rush’s thick member upright and swallowed it all the way down to the root until its tip hit the back of his throat.

 

“Goddamn! You fucking bastard,” Rush cried out when Brian swallowed him. And swallowed and—oh, goddamn—took him until Brian’s lips touched his body. Eight fucking inches down Brian’s magnificent throat. Rush’s balls tightened, ready to shoot.

Then Brian swallowed and his throat massaged Rush’s dick.

“Oh shit,” he groaned. “Not yet, not yet.” His head thrashed as he struggled to stop the orgasm that was building in his balls.

Brian pulled back, slipped his lips over the soft, sensitive skin of his cock, hen swirled his tongue around the tip. “No, not yet.”

Looking down, Rush watched Brian glance up at him, then hungrily took his cock again. Several deep swallows threatened Rush’s resolve. He knew that when he came, it would be so good he was going to scream. And at this point, he didn’t care if he lost the bet. He just wanted to come with Brian’s lips on his dick.

Rush thrust his hips, and Brian rode him, let him pump into his mouth, so warm, so wet. Fuck, what would Brian’s ass be like surrounding his cock?

Brian had his hand wrapped around the base of his shaft. Goddamn, Rush was in heaven. Jerking him off, sucking him off, Brian brought him off like no one else ever had.

All Rush knew was that he wanted Brian.

His balls slammed into him, and in that exquisite moment, he hung on the edge of release. “Brian, oh, darlin’, I can’t hold back.” With a shudder that racked his entire body, it broke over him, flooding past all his defenses. His cum fired down his cock and exploded in a mind-shattering orgasm.

Rush screamed.

Brian plunged down to catch the hot load of cum that barreled out of Rush’s cock to hit the back of his throat. He swallowed the cream. And swallowed. And swallowed until he’d sucked Rush bone dry.

Rush, shaking and eyes closed, fell back against the seat gasping for breath. Brian left his spent dick with a sweet kiss, licked his lips, and leaned in to give Rush a kiss. Their open lips met, questing tongues tasted, then Brian pulled away.

“Made you scream, cowboy.” 

Rush opened his eyes. Brian couldn’t keep the smug look from his face. Rush shook his head. In a shaky voice, he said, “Christ. You win. Uncle.”

“Don’t ever forget it, either. I’m the one that made you scream.” Brian sounded proud and possessive. “You’re my cowboy. Everyone else could just back the hell off.”

 

They locked gazes. Rush could see the all emotions Brian’s dark eyes held, fought to keep the same from showing in his.

That’s when Rush panicked.

How could he let this happen? As he looked at the man of his dreams, feelings he’d sworn to never have swelled inside him. Feelings he’d rather not name. Feelings he knew had no future.

This had been a bad idea. He never should have come, never should have agreed to meet Brian, and never should have left the ranch.

What he should do was leave.

“Rush?”

Rush gazed into Brian’s questioning eyes. What he saw in them made it impossible to swallow and his chest tight. Shit. He wasn’t ready.

Not for this.

Not yet.

Maybe not ever.

He fumbled when he buttoned his fly and as he fastened his belt, anxiety and fear ripped through him, putting urgency into his movements.

“I can’t stay, Brian.” He looked everywhere but into Brian’s beautiful brown eyes.

 

“What?” Brian sat back. “What are you talking about?”

“I only came for this. I have to be at the ranch early in the morning. A buyer is coming out to see some bulls.” He tucked his shirt back into his jeans.

“Why didn’t you say so before?” Brian tried to keep the hurt from his voice, but Rush avoided his gaze. Brian’s stomach flipped, but in a bad way.

“In the heat of the moment, it slipped my mind.” Rush shrugged and put one hand on the wheel and, with the other, started the engine.

Brian glanced at Rush’s hand on the wheel, then up to his face. “Oh. I understand.” He didn’t understand at all. How could Rush forget to mention something like that? What happened to their plans? He’d thought Rush was going to at least try.

“Great. Look, I’ll call you tomorrow.” Brian knew a brush-off when he heard one, and this one felt as if he’d been hit in the nuts with a broom handle.

“Sure. Okay.” Stunned, Brian opened the door. He hadn’t seen this coming, like a car that appeared out of nowhere and T-boned him, sending him spinning.

“Sorry I can’t stay.” Rush smiled at him.

Brian got out and held the door open. He took what in his heart he knew to be his last glimpse of the cowboy, then shut the door, and Rush’s truck pulled away.

Rush was running.

Running back to the safety of his ranch.

And running away from Brian.

 


Chapter Eight

Rush made it to the highway before the shaking stopped. Acid churned in his stomach and he was on the verge of throwing up.

“You fucking coward!” His shout echoed in the cabin. Slamming his fist on the dashboard, he cursed then wiped the back of his hand across his eyes.

This proved it. Of all the Weston men, he was the lone coward. Couldn’t face his sexuality, couldn’t face his parents, couldn’t face the town.

Couldn’t face the man he—shit, no. “Don’t go there, Weston. Don’t you dare go there,” he warned his reflection in the rearview mirror.

He didn’t know how anyone did it, got the nerve to take the plunge and just came out and said, “I’m gay. This is who I am. This is how I’m going to live my life.”

The amount of courage that took boggled Rush. It was more than he had, for damn sure. Tonight just proved it. It was one thing to go into town for some action and blow off a little sexual tension, another to have a homosexual relationship.

But, sweet Jesus, he wanted Brian.

He snorted. He’d known it would come to this if he’d continued this dangerous, delicious, flirtation with the man of his dreams. Someone was going to get hurt, and tonight it had been Brian.

Everything had been so clear in Brian’s face. The pain, the bewilderment. Shit. The hurt. Seeing it had made Rush feel lower than pond scum. He was a coward and an asshole. Great. What a combo. Hurting Brian had been the last thing he’d wanted to do, but he’d managed to do it up right.

It hit him like a fist to the gut, and his breath exploded outward. He’d never get another phone call from Brian. Never hear his deep voice, his warm laugh, his sighs of pleasure and that sweet little moan he made just after he came. Rush’s stomach caved in on itself and his eyes filled to overflowing.

He’d blown his chance with Brian. Fuck. How was he ever going to—what?

Go on? Live? No, he’d get over it. He’d been alone all this time with no intentions of spending the rest of his life with someone. What had changed?

Brian. Brian had changed everything. Brian had made Rush dream of another ending to his life story. A fool’s dream.

Rush jerked his chin up.

Good thing he’d ended it when he had.

But, goddamn, how sweet Brian’s lips had tasted. So damn good on his cock.

 

* * * *

 

Brian trudged up the stairs to Mitchell’s apartment then knocked on the door.

As soon as it swung open, Brian blurted out, “I need to talk.”

“Come in.” Mitchell stepped aside and let him in. Brian headed straight to Mitchell’s bar and poured a whiskey. With one quick toss, he downed it.

“Hell, you look like you’ve lost your best friend, but I’m right here, so it must be a man.” Mitchell sat on the couch, waiting for him to speak.

Brian slumped into the recliner, flicked the lever, and laid back. “Yeah. It’s a man.” He ran his hand through his hair then across his face.

“The cowboy?” Mitchell asked.

“I don’t know what happened. We had a date. Or at least I thought we had a date. He was supposed to come over tonight. Do dinner. Do me.” Brian gave a half-hearted laugh he didn’t feel. “He was waiting in his truck when I got home. Told me to get in and I did.” He stopped and gathered himself. “Then we… Then I…”

“Jesus, Brian, did you do him in the truck?” Mitchell sat up.

“Yeah.” Brian couldn’t help but feel guilty. He’d never even had sex in a car before. He’d always considered it trashy and low class. He was better than that. Right.

“I don’t fucking believe it. You had sex in a truck parked outside your house? Mr. I’m-Not-That-Kind-Of-Guy? Whoa, this man must be something special for you to do that.” Grinning, Mitchell shook his head. “So what went wrong?” His eyebrow cocked up.

“I don’t know.” Brian shrugged. “As soon as he came, he said he couldn’t stay. Started the engine and I got out. Said he’d call me later.” Brian grimaced and rolled his eyes. “Shit.”

“Goddamn, Brian. I’m so sorry. I know you were really looking forward to seeing him.”

“Just tell me he didn’t use me. Tell me I wasn’t just phone sex and a hookup.” Brian frowned at his best friend. If anyone would tell him the truth, it would be Mitchell. It might hurt, but it would be the truth.

Mitchell shook his head. “Sounds to me like a classic ‘booty call’.”

Brian groaned and put his hands over his face. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

Mitchell was silent. Brian knew Mitchell wouldn’t give him a hard time about it. That’s why he’d run straight to Mitchell. Just like always.

“I’ve worked so hard to not get involved in the fast life. Not to be a stereotypical queer.” He spit the word out. “No bars, no nameless hookups. Just nice men in nice relationships. They may never have worked out, but they never made me feel as low and as cheap as I do right now.”

“Don’t blame yourself. He misled you. Plain and simple. He let you believe it was a real date. It’s not your fault, Brian.” Mitchell leaned over and put his hand on Brian’s knee.

Brian smiled. Mitchell had always been there for him. He gave Mitchell’s hand a soft squeeze, then sat back. “Enough about my disaster of a life. Where’s the love of your life?”

“At work, but he’s getting off at eleven. I was just about to eat. Want to join me?”

“I’m not hungry, but thanks.”

“How about sit and keep me company? We haven’t just talked, me and you, in ages.” Mitchell smiled.

“Well, it’s been hard to pry you away from Sammi.”

Mitchell smiled that goofy grin, and Brian just knew he was thinking of Sammi. They were so lucky, so in love. Would it ever be that way for him?

“What can I say? Soulmates.” Mitchell shrugged and stood. “Come on. You can watch me eat. We’ll talk. I want to hear about your cowboy.”

Brian stood, followed Mitchell to the kitchen, dragged out a chair and sat. As Mitchell puttered about, pulling out the makings for a sandwich, Brian told him about his phone calls with Rush. Sammi’s news would wait until he could tell him in person.

“So, what do you think?” Brian asked.

“Rush is scared.”

“Of me?” Brian’s eyebrows rose.

“Of what you represent. Of commitment. A relationship, not just a casual fuck.” Mitchell finished his sandwich and took a swallow of his coffee.

“I suppose so.” Brian bit his bottom lip. “What if he calls?”

“Well, I guess you’ll have to decide whether or not to speak to him, much less see him again. I can’t tell you how to feel. You’ll have to judge that for yourself. But I will tell you one thing.”

Brian gazed up into his best friend’s brown eyes. “What?”

“Don’t ever let anyone treat you less than you deserve. And, baby, you deserve the best.” Mitchell stood, gathered his plate and cup, then leaned down and gave Brian a peck on the cheek.

“Thanks, Mitchell.” He touched the spot where he’d been bussed. “So, will you marry me?”

Mitchell burst out laughing. “Now you ask! After all the times I’ve asked you.”

“My timing sucks.” Brian shrugged and laughed.

“It’ll happen for you. I know it.”

“Yeah? How?”

“Sammi said he felt it. That night you came over.”

“What did he say?” Brian slid out of his chair and stood.

“That you’re in love.” Mitchell’s eyes twinkled.

Brian groaned and shook his head. “Tell Sammi he’s crazy.”

“It’s true, isn’t it?”

“Even if it were, what does it matter?” He sighed. “Look, I should be going, but tell Sammi I need to talk to him.”

“Did you find something?” Mitchell jumped on his words.

“That’s client-private investigator-privileged information. Strictly need to know.”

“I need to know.” Mitchell cocked his head.

“Let Sammi tell you, or if Sammi wants, you can be there when I tell him.”

“You’re right. It’s his info, his decision to tell me or not.”

“See you later. And Mitchell? Thanks for being there.” Brian walked to the door as Mitchell opened it.

“Are you kidding? Later,” Mitchell replied.

Brian headed down the steps, climbed into his Tahoe, and drove home.

 

* * * *

 

Naked, Rush lay on his bed and watched the glowing red digits on his clock change. Two-twenty-seven a.m. He hadn’t been able to sleep since he’d gotten into bed. After the long drive, and what he’d been through this evening, he should have been exhausted.

He should have passed out. His body felt drained. Lifeless.

Every time he closed his eyes, he saw Brian’s face and those deep brown eyes. So hurt. Rush had wanted Brian so badly, and that brief time with him had been better than any other time he’d been with a man. Ever.

Rush knew he’d made the biggest mistake of his life.

His phone lay next to the clock. He could see its outline on the table in the dark. He picked it up, flipped it open, hit Contacts, and scrolled three entries to Brian’s. He hovered his thumb over the Send button.

He should call and apologize. Explain what had happened.

He hit the button and held the phone to his ear.

 

* * * *

 

Brian’s phone rang. He pushed off the sofa, put down the glass of whiskey, and staggered over to the phone on the kitchen table. Leaning over, he looked at the caller ID.

Rush.

“Fuck you,” he slurred.

Brian turned around and headed back to the couch. The phone’s chirping pissed him off. Not that it took that much to push him. He spun around, snatched it up, fumbled with it, then finally got the sound turned off. He held the phone up and shouted, “Go to hell, you bastard.” Then he put the phone back on the table and went back to the living room.

He picked up his tumbler, downed the contents in one shot, then, with exaggerated care, placed it on the coaster. He lumbered off, removing his clothes on his way to his room. Once in his bedroom, he flopped face-first onto the bed and passed out.

 

* * * *

 

Rush closed the phone and placed it back on the table. Pulling his pillow to him, he curled on his side and closed his eyes. Thinking of Brian, he stroked his cock, and his head reeled as blood rushed to fill his dick.

When he finally climaxed, his ragged sob echoed in the room. He rolled onto his back, limp with exhaustion and the letdown of his release, but sleep still wouldn’t come to him.

He wanted Brian. But if there was one thing he knew, it was that he’d never have him.

 

 


Chapter Nine

Brian sat on a porch swing, his hand resting on Rush’s thigh. Rush’s arm was wrapped around his shoulder, and he was snuggled tight against the cowboy’s chest. Their boots were propped up on the rail.

It felt like home.

Darkness flooded in and the scene changed.

Brian lay on his back, the hard, cold ground beneath him. Overhead, the stars flickered as clouds moved across a dark sky.

He was terrified, unable to move, frozen to the spot, and his heart beat as if it would fly right out of his chest. At the unmistakable sound of a rifle’s bolt being slid back, he searched the blackness of the night.

Rush stood a few yards away with a rifle pointed down at him.

“Don’t!” Brian’s shout seemed to take forever coming out of his mouth, the sound of the word long and exaggerated as if time had slowed.

The flash from the muzzle was followed a nanosecond later by the crack of the shot.

Brian bolted up in bed with a shout, his arms fighting the sheets. Chest heaving, he swung his legs over the edge and cradled his head in his hands as he sucked in air.

Shit. What was that? Nightmare? Premonition?

Whatever it was, he didn’t like it. It felt just like his hunches—dead certain. How the hell would they ever get to the point where Rush would try to kill him?

After launching himself off the bed, he went to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. As he stared into the mirror, he could see the effects of last night’s drinking on his gray-tinged skin.

A moment later, his stomach rebelled and he lurched to the toilet.

 

* * * *

 

Brian stared at the name on the small display screen.

Rush. Again.

With a deep sigh, he shoved his phone back into its holder clipped to his belt. His anger of the day before had cleared like the alcohol he’d consumed to ease his pain, leaving only sadness and frustration and a hangover that was kicking his ass.

With a groan, he remembered that he should call Sammi. He needed to report what he’d learned in Austin. He searched the contacts on his cell and hit Sammy’s number.

“I have some news for you,” he told Sammi after they’d said their hellos.

“Mitchell told me.” He heard the excitement in Sammi’s response.

“I’d like to meet you, not do it over the phone. When are you free?”

“I’m off on Sunday. Can you come by for lunch?”

“Sure. What time?”

“About one.” Sammi’s breathy voice, even over the phone, was sexy. “And, Brian? Thanks.”

“No thanks necessary. You’re paying me to do a job, remember?” Brian chuckled.

“Right. See you tomorrow.”

 

* * * *

 

Nothing was working right.

That afternoon at two, Rush had reined in his horse, motioned to the two hands he rode with to go on, pulled out his cell phone, and checked the time. He hit speed dial.

Brian’s number rang. And rang. And rang.

After five rings, Rush hung up.

Brian was probably blocking his calls. And he had every right to.

He stuffed the phone back into his pocket and urged his mare to catch up with the others. The rest of the day he’d been out of sorts, grumpy and just a plain pain in the ass to his men. Everyone was glad when their work was done.

Now, Rush lay in bed and yanked the pillow over his head to block the sight of the clock marking off the minutes of the rest of his goddamned life. A life without love, without someone to share it with. The ups and downs, the good times, the simple pleasures.

A life without Brian.

This was stupid. He was pining over a man he’d treated no better than a cheap hookup. Not only was he a coward and an asshole, he was an idiot. He’d made the choice. He’d been the one who ran away.

Once again, no one to blame but himself.

His dad must be laughing in his grave.

He heard his old man’s words as if he were right there. “There’s nothing for you on the primrose path, boy. Nothing but shame.” Travis Weston had stood over Rush, his fist still clenched. “I’m going to forget you ever said those words, boy. If you make me remember them again, you’ll get another taste of my fist and feel my boot in your ass when I kick you off my ranch.”

Rush had stood, wiped the blood from his mouth, and said, “Yes, sir.” He’d picked up his hat, brushed off the seat of his jeans, and climbed back on his horse.

“Thank sweet Jesus I still have Robbie.” With those words, his father had mounted and galloped off, leaving Rush understanding exactly where he’d stood.

And as long as his father had lived, Rush had never again spoken of his unnatural nature nor acted on it.

 

* * * *

 

“Lunch was great, Sammi. If you’re not careful, Mitchell, you’re going to wind up fat.” Brian laughed.

“I’ve told him that, but he just makes me work out harder at the gym. His regimen is brutal.” Mitchell shook his head but gazed lovingly at Sammi sitting across the table from him.

“Admit it, Mitch. You love when I work you hard.” Sammi winked. 

Brian knew something had passed between them because Mitchell blushed.

“Hey, let’s not go there,” Mitchell said.

“Please. TMI, guys.” Brian held up his hands. “I don’t want to know. Really.”

Sammi sobered and asked, “So, what is the news?” His fists clenched on the tabletop. Mitchell reached out and covered the fist with his hand. Sammi relaxed, turned his palm up, and their fingers interlocked.

“First, this is your deal, Sammi. If you don’t want Mitchell to hear any of this, say so now.” Brian peered into his eyes, almost hidden behind a long swath of black bangs.

“I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for Mitchell. And you. He’s been my support, and without him, I’d have never believed I could be anything more than a whore.” He raised Mitchell’s hand to his lips and kissed it. “He stays.”

“Good.” Brian gave a short nod and a wink at Mitchell. “I found your records. Everything.” He pulled a piece of folded paper from his shirt pocket and slid it across the table to Sammi.

Sammi’s Adam’s apple bobbed and his gaze darted to Mitchell’s.

“Go on, babe. Open it. The future awaits,” Mitchell whispered and let go of Sammi’s hand.

Sammi opened it, read it, then handed it to Mitchell. “It’s all there, Mitch. Even my name.”

Mitchell scanned it and glanced up. “This is great, babe. You can get your birth certificate and social security. You’re Mr. Samuel Waters, now.”

“My driver’s license! I can’t wait!” Sammi bounced in his seat. “Can I finally drive the Jetta?”

“Yep.” Brian grinned at him. 

“Can I get a credit card?” Sammi asked, tears pooling in his dark eyes.

“If you want one. But I think a bank account should come first.” Mitchell grinned.

“He just gets tired of me stashing my pay in the dresser,” Sammi shot back as he reached for a napkin to wipe the tears from his eyes.

Mitchell laughed. Sammi got up, came around the table, and threw his arms around Brian. Then he leaned down and kissed him on the cheek.

Brian felt the heat rise in his face, but he returned the hug. “I’m glad for you, Sammi.”

Sammi straightened. “Now”—he sniffed—“how much do I owe you?”

Brian produced another folded paper. “Here’s my bill. Ninety days, same as cash.”

Sammi opened it, read it, then dashed off.

“Where’s he going?” Brian asked Mitchell.

“He wasn’t joking about the money in the drawer. He’s got it laid out nice and neat, as if he were a bank teller. My socks had to find a home in a basket in the closet.” Mitchell shrugged.

Sammi returned, laid two hundred-dollar bills and two twenties on the table, and said, “I hope you don’t mind large bills?”

“Nope. Spends the same as small.” Brian gathered the money and placed it into his wallet. “We’re settled. Give me the bill, and I’ll mark it paid in full.”

Transaction complete, Sammi opened the refrigerator and grabbed the dessert.

“Chocolate mousse.”

“Don’t forget the whipped cream, babe.” Mitchell licked his lips as Sammi placed a tall dessert glass in front of each of their seats and added a dollop of cream on top of the rich chocolate.

“Oh, man. I can see the gym in your future, my friend.” Brian picked up his spoon and dug in. “Mine, too.”

Brian’s phone chirped but he made no move to answer it.

“Aren’t you going to get that?” Mitchell asked, pointing with his spoon at the phone clipped to Brian’s belt.

“Nope. I know who it is.”

“Who?” Sammi asked.

“Rush.” Brian dropped his eyes to his dessert.

“Your cowboy?” Sammi sat up.

“He’s not my cowboy anymore. Didn’t Mitchell tell you?”

“He told me.” Sammi’s eyes narrowed as he stared at Brian. “He’s still yours. In your heart.”

Brian glanced up and met his gaze. “Damn. I keep forgetting you can hear my thoughts.” He shook his head.

“And your feelings. Not as clearly as I hear Mitchell, of course.”

“He’s right, isn’t he?” Mitchell watched Brian, the look of disappointment on his face making Brian self-conscious.

“I know I should hate him for what he did. I know it. Really I do, but…” Brian shrugged and shoved another bite of mousse into his mouth.

“You want him.” Sammi’s simple words summed it all up.

“How long are you going to let Rush twist in the wind?” Mitchell finished his dessert, stood, and put the dish in the sink. He began rinsing the lunch plates and silverware and loading the dishwasher.

“Forever.” Brian handed Mitchell his empty glass.

“But he’s the one.” Sammi frowned and reached for Brian’s hand. At his touch, Brian felt a wave of hope pass through him, sent by Sammi. Damn, but he had some awesome powers. They made his appear small in comparison. He wouldn’t mind trading for a while. He could feel thoughts and feelings of his lover and Sammi could have the freaky hunches.

“I had a…well, I think it was a dream, but it felt just like one of my hunches. Only I’ve never had one come to me while I was asleep.”

“That must mean it’s really important.” Sammi leaned his hip against the counter and stared at Brian.

“So spill it.” Mitchell stopped washing dishes.

“There were two. In the first one, I was sitting on a porch swing with Rush. I think it must have been his ranch. We were just sitting. Enjoying the view. His arm was around my shoulders. I felt at peace. Like I belonged there.”

“That’s good,” Sammi encouraged him. “Then what?”

“It all changed. It was night. I was lying on the ground somewhere. It was cold, and I was really scared, but I couldn’t move. It was like I was paralyzed.”

“Creepy.” Mitchell grimaced.

“The creepy part was that Rush was standing there pointing a rifle at me. The rifle went off, and I woke up.” He shrugged. “That’s it.”

“Goddamn, Brian. What does it mean?” Mitchell whispered.

“That Rush is going to shoot me?” Brian shrugged.

“That can’t be. You love him.” Sammi shook his head, sending his bangs swinging.

Mitchell ran his hand over his face. “You’ve only been talking to this guy for a short time and now you’re in love?”

“Maybe.” Brian shrugged. “No.” He rolled his eyes. “Maybe.”

“Christ. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’m a big boy. I’ve had my heart broken before. I’ll live.”

Sammi leaned forward. “But…he loves you.”

“How do you know he loves me?” Brian growled. “He’s never said how he feels about me, other than I turn him on.”

Sammi looked at Mitchell.

“I don’t care what you feel, Brian. Stay away from that fucking cowboy. Your life may depend on it. We both know your hunches are never wrong.” Mitchell’s face was fierce, and Brian’s hackles rose at Mitchell’s tone.

“Going to protect me? Save me from myself?” Brian’s hands curled into tight fists as he faced off with his best friend.

“Well, someone has to,” Mitchell replied.

“You forget I carry a gun?” Brian cocked his head to the side.

“Where was your gun in that dream? That bastard is going to try to kill you.” Mitchell glared at Brian, as angry and hard as his words.

Brian, ready to defend the man he loved, opened his mouth. All right. He’d said it, even if it had been only to himself. Maybe he did love Rush. And he couldn’t believe that Rush would ever try to kill him. Shutting his mouth, he swallowed the words he was about to say.

Sammi swooped in, wrapping his arms around his lover’s chest. “Mitch. Sweetheart. You need to let Brian handle this.” He kissed Mitchell’s throat, nipped at his ear in a blatant attempt to defuse the situation.

As Brian watched, Mitchell seemed to melt under the younger man’s kisses. Shit, if anyone was doing that to him, he’d melt, too. There was no telling what Sammi was telling Mitchell right now. Knowing the two of them and their inability to keep their hands off each other, Brian was sure it had to do with sex.

Mitchell relaxed and pulled Sammi in for a kiss. Mitchell moaned, and Sammi opened his mouth as the men deepened their kiss.

“All right. That’s it. I’m leaving.” Brian chuckled.

The lovers broke apart and grinned at him. “Sorry.” Mitchell shrugged.

“No, you’re not. I better get out of here before the clothes start coming off.” He walked to the front door, opened it and gave the guys a loose salute. “Later.”

“Later,” they called.

Just as Sammi jumped into Mitchell’s arms and the two lovers slid to the floor, Brian shut the door.

His cock had hardened just watching them. Brian wanted to go home and jerk off. Shit, it was the middle of the day, and he’d planned to spend the rest of the afternoon doing yard work.

God, he missed Rush. Even though they’d only spoken on the phone a few times, he missed the phone calls. And now that they’d finally been together, in the hot, aching flesh, he would miss their incredible sex.

Mitchell might be right. He might have fallen for Rush too fast and too hard. Put his heart out on the line for a man he didn’t really know much about, except how much Rush turned him on and made him long for more.

How could he be so wrong about Rush and the kind of man he was?

No. No fucking way.

He could believe Rush was scared. Believe Rush feared leaving the safety of his closet on the ranch.

But nothing would ever make him believe Rush was a danger to him.

 


Chapter Ten

The next week dragged by for Brian. Each day around two p.m., Rush phoned. On Wednesday, Brian waited in his office for the call. It was crazy, but he’d come to think of the unanswered call as sort of a love letter between them.

It told Brian, “I still care.”

Brian’s refusal to answer told Rush, “I’m still hurt.”

His phone went off and startled him from his thoughts. It was Rush. The corners of Brian’s lips turned up as he stared at the display. The phone seemed to chirp in perfect rhythm with the beating of his heart. Then, the most amazing thing happened. The message symbol popped up on the screen. Brian’s heart pumped in quick time.

Rush had left a voice mail. He’d never done that before.

Brian stared at his phone. Maybe it was important. Maybe Rush had been hurt and was lying in some hospital. Maybe he needed Brian.

After scooping up the phone, Brian brought the message up and hit Play.

“Darlin’.” A sigh. “I’m so sorry.”

Brian replayed it, just to hear the cowboy’s voice. Even on a message, it sent shivers of desire through him. Fuck, he was addicted to Rush’s voice.

He played it again, hanging on every syllable, every nuance. Taking in that soft sigh. Was Rush smoking? Brian listened to the emphasis on the word so.

Carefully, he saved the message and closed the phone.

 

* * * *

 

Rush pushed his hat back and turned his face to the sun. He’d done it. He’d left a message. Once he’d decided to do it, it had taken him the better part of the day to figure out just what he would say. He’d changed it about a hundred times until he’d gotten it just right. Then he’d practiced it, mumbling it under his breath as he’d ridden the fence. The two hired hands with him had kept looking at him as if he were crazy.

They stared at him now. He didn’t care. Tomorrow, he’d leave another message. He’d always hung up before it rolled to the message. Brian wasn’t blocking his calls after all. He might still be hurt, but he hadn’t written Rush off completely.

Maybe, just maybe, he still had a chance.

 

* * * *

 

On Thursday, Rush leaned on the fence railing as three buyers looked over a selection of bred heifers. Aware that two p.m. was approaching, he fought the urge to rush them so he could make his call. Every sale was important to the ranch.

“What about those three?” one of the men asked the older buyer. Jim Bower, a longtime customer of the Double T, was shopping for a few heifers to improve his own herd and he’d brought two men, his foreman and Jim Jr.

“I’m not sure about the one on the left,” Junior put in. 

Rush didn’t think Junior knew much about cattle from what he’d seen, but he kept his mouth shut and watched the senior Bower.

Mr. Bower squinted at the heifer in question. “She’ll do, Jimmy. I’ll take the three, Mr. Weston.”

“Right.” He called to the man inside the pen. “Manuel, cut those three out for Mr. Bower.” Turning to Bower, he said, “Sir, it was a pleasure doing business with you, as always.” Rush shook hands with the older gentleman, then with the son.

While Manuel separated the cattle and herded them to the chute to load into Bower’s trailer, Rush walked a few yards away and pulled out his phone.

A quick push of the buttons, and Brian’s number rang. Rush’s heart beat like a hammer against the walls of his chest. Today, he’d leave another message, and he’d thought all morning about what it would be. He wasn’t much on sweet talk, but he could at least put his feelings into a few simple words.

He listened to the message. The familiar generic female voice told him he’d reached the number and that no one was available, but since his call was important, he could leave a message after the tone. God, he wished that Brian had recorded his own message so he could hear Brian’s voice whenever he needed to.

“Miss you, darlin’,” Rush said then closed his phone and put it back into the pocket of his jeans. He rejoined the group of men and watched as the cattle were loaded. Bower Sr. came over to him, shook his hand once more, and handed him a check for the cattle.

Rush folded it and put it in his shirt pocket. As Bower walked away, Rush wondered if the older man would do business with a gay man. The rancher looked like he was cut from the same narrowly woven cloth as his father.

Coming out might be business suicide. It didn’t make any sense to Rush.

And without someone like Brian beside him, what was the point?

Excuses. Just excuses to keep the status quo.

Nothing had changed.

He was still a coward.

 

* * * *

 

Brian held the phone to his ear, closed his eyes and listened to Rush’s message.

“Miss you, darlin’.”

Short and so sweet. He played it again, sighed, then saved it.

“Miss you, too, cowboy,” Brian said.

Shit. He really must be in love.

Brian grinned then put his phone on his belt and went back to work on his computer.

 

* * * *

 

Brian sat at his kitchen table eating a salad for dinner when the phone rang.

“Brian? It’s Sammi.”

“Hey, Sammi. How’s it going?” Brian took a sip of coffee from a mug that said, A Hard Man is Good to Find.

“Just great. I was wondering if I could hire you again.”

Brian straightened and put his mug down. “I’m here if you need me, you know that. What’s the problem?”

There was a silence, then Sammi whispered, “I want to find my family.”

Brian had wondered how long Sammi would take to get to this place. He knew just knowing his name wouldn’t be enough for him. “Well, it may take some time, but I’m sure I can locate someone.” Brian didn’t want to say that he thought Sammi’s mother had died those years ago, and in her state of mind, it was quite probable.

“Good. Do you have enough info to get started?” Sammi’s voice was a breathy whisper.

“Sammi, why are you whispering? Does Mitchell know about this?”

“Yeah. He doesn’t want me to look for them. He says I’ll just get hurt.”

“He’s probably right. But if it’s what you want, you should do it.”

“Same rate as before?”

“That’s right. I can’t promise you much, Sammi. And, even if I do find your family, I’m going to have to ask them if they want to see you, you understand?”

“But I’m hiring you.”

“Yes, but they have rights, too. And one of them is to decide whether or not they want to meet you. I’m afraid Mitchell might be right.”

“I know. He’s just trying to protect me.”

“He loves you. It’s only natural.” Brian chuckled. “And, if I remember correctly, you’re nothing but trouble.”

“That’s the story of my life.” Sammi laughed. “Okay. See what you can find and if they want to meet me. I’ll have to settle for that.”

“Good.”

“Now, when are you meeting Rush again?” Sammi asked out of nowhere, knocking Brian off center.

“I’m not planning on meeting him.”

“Well, you should. You love him. He loves you. Just work it out.”

“Simpler said than done.” He sighed. “But you’re right. I admit it. I do love Rush. I’m just not willing to go out on a limb and get my heart stomped on. Not again.”

“Trusting is the hardest part. I should know. And if I could trust you and Mitchell, then you can trust Rush.”

“Thanks for the words of wisdom, Sammi. I’ll call you when I find out anything.”

“Okay. Bye.” Sammi hung up.

Brian finished his meal, put his dishes in the sink for later, then went to his office. He brought up the folder with Sammi’s name on it and went over the records he’d gathered.

The first place to start was with Sammi’s mother, Lydia Mae Waters, and the first step was a quick Google search. Then he’d move on to tracking down her birth certificate, driver’s license, and, if he had to, even a death certificate.

After thirty minutes, Brian had found nothing with her name in it. It was probably as he’d suspected and she’d died shortly after giving up Sammi. But he’d need a death certificate for Sammi’s closure. Until then, it was just speculation.

This would require doing research down at City Hall in the Records Division, and that would take time.

Brian pulled up his calendar and checked his schedule. The next week looked busy with two new jobs, so he might not get to Sammi until the end of the week. He opened a new appointment for next Thursday and booked the day under Sammi’s new name, Sammi Waters, then saved it.

Then, remembering how long he’d taken in Austin, he booked the following Friday.

 

* * * *

 

Two p.m. Friday came and went.

Brian had pulled his phone out and checked it a dozen times. It was on, the battery was fully charged, and he had all four bars.

At three, Brian had to admit Rush wasn’t going to call, and it hurt so bad it shocked him. A kick in the nuts would have felt better.

Fuck, he should have called back. He should have at least acknowledged Rush’s calls. Sent him a text message, maybe. What would it have hurt to send, “Miss u 2”?

Was it too late?

He flipped open his phone and summoned Rush’s number when he froze.

Sure, Rush had left messages, had called every day. But he’d never said what Brian had really wanted to hear.

Those goddamned three stupid little words.

If Rush had said them, Brian would have run to him in a New York minute. Taken him back, forgiven him all sins and trusted him with his heart.

Rush had never said, “I love you.” He’d never even said, “I care about you.” Or even an insipid “I really like you.”

The only thing he’d ever said was he missed him, he wanted him, he needed him, and it had all been about sex. Not love, not commitment, not forever.

Brian wasn’t ready to trust his cowboy, not yet. For all he knew, Rush still thought of him as a piece of ass, a booty call. A fuck buddy.

He groaned. What a fool he’d look like, calling Rush back. It would be like begging for more, asking to be used. Like saying, “I’m a doormat. Step on me. Hard.”

No fucking way. Mitchell was right. He shouldn’t be treated any less than he deserved, and he deserved a lot better than Rush Weston.

He closed his phone, put it back in its holder, and decided to go to his favorite garden shop, The Arbor, and pick out some plants to add to his backyard garden. It was his favorite pastime and should take his mind off the fact that Rush hadn’t called.

 

* * * *

 

“Shit. Shit. Goddamn. Shit.”

Rush hovered over his phone as it lay in pieces on a towel on a table in the barn. How could he have been so clumsy? He’d been mucking out the large stall he used for birthing, putting in fresh hay for the mare who was about to foal, when he realized it was just past two p.m. and he hadn’t made his call to Brian.

He’d pulled out the phone to make the call, and it’d slipped out of his hand. As he’d bobbled it from hand to hand, he’d known he wasn’t going to catch it. With a sickening plop, it’d fallen into the bucket of water he’d brought for the trough. He’d retrieved the phone, but it wouldn’t turn on.

Cursing a blue streak, he’d taken it apart to dry it. But once dry, it still wasn’t working.

He cursed his decision to take out the landline from the house. Without a cell phone, he was cut off. Come Monday, he’d order the landline again and put one in the barn.

He didn’t even wear a watch anymore because he’d become so dependent on the phone to tell the time.

“Damn it.” He danced around the table, slapping his hat on his thigh, angry at the phone and furious at himself.

What would Brian think?

“Fuck. Just fucking great.” All his plans to win Brian back down the drain. He reassembled the phone, put his hat back on, and finished prepping the stall before moving the mare into it.

Rush shut the gate to the stall and headed to his truck, sure of what he needed to do.

It cost him thirty minutes to drive into Spring Lake, to drop by the vet’s to let him know about the mare, who assured Rush he’d be on call when the time came for her to deliver her foal.

Next, Rush headed down the street to buy a new phone. That took a bit longer because the young sales guy tried to talk him into upgrading to a bigger, flashier one Rush bought one similar to his old one, the guy changed out the sim card for him, and handed it back. He put the box in a bag and handed it over to Rush with a thank you for shopping with us.

Rush got back in his truck and pulled out the new phone. He had a plan of action. He’d call Brian. Leave another voice mail. Explain everything.

Rush stared at the phone. In his heart, he knew a call just wasn’t going to cut it this time. He tossed the phone into his cup holder on the console.

The time had come for desperate measures. 

He waited for the vehicles on the main street to clear before backing out of the slanted parking space. Rush settled his hat on his head and put the truck in drive.

He could be in Houston in less than two hours.

At Brian’s house before seven p.m.

 

 


Chapter Eleven

Rush pulled up outside the neat bungalow and turned off the truck. Brian’s SUV sat in the driveway and the porch light was on. He was home.

So why was Rush just sitting there?

He rubbed his palms on the thighs of his jeans. Took off his hat and ran his fingers through his hair. Flipped down the visor, popped open the cover to the lighted mirror and checked his teeth. Cupped his hand and blew into it.

Stop stalling, Weston.

He’d thought about what he’d say and what he’d do when Brian opened the door. The entire drive had been a blur because he’d been so intent on what might happen. What he would say. How Brian would react. How he’d react to that.

Showtime.

He opened the door and got out, his throat tight and dry while he rehearsed the words he wanted to say.

Up the steps, onto the porch, to the door. Rush stood with his finger hovering above the doorbell. Taking a deep breath, he pushed the button. With his heart beating so hard he could feel it in his head, Rush exhaled as the door opened.

Lips parted, Brian stared at him. Rush needed those lips on him again. He cleared his throat just when Brian asked, “What are you doing here?”

“My phone got wet. It wouldn’t work. I had to go to town to get a new one.” Rush fumbled with his phone and held it out as if it were evidence. All the things he’d planned on saying were lost. Shit.

Brian smirked. “What? Your dog didn’t eat it?”

“Dogs. I have two dogs.” Rush licked his lips and gazed into Brian’s deep brown eyes. Damn, but they made him forget everything except how he’d looked down into them while Brian had sucked his cock.

“Two? What are their names?” Brian’s smile grew.

He rested against the doorframe as they chatted. About his fucking dogs. This is not what Rush had planned.

“Bandit and Beau.” Their gazes locked. The fire between them still burned.

“What kind?”

“Huh?” He couldn’t take his eyes from Brian’s face. Shit, just one look at the big man and he’d gone all hard with need.

Brian’s gaze slid to Rush’s crotch. Fuck, Rush’s jeans were straining. He couldn’t take much more of this.

“Aw, shit, darlin’.” He moaned, leaned forward and kissed Brian.

For a moment, Brian melted into the kiss, and Rush’s dick went rigid. He opened his mouth and ran his tongue over Brian’s lips. Goddamn, he wanted inside that mouth, to taste Brian again. He’d never felt such desire for a man, and it both scared him and excited him.

Brian pushed him away. “I don’t know what you think you’re doing.”

“Brian. Please. I’m so sorry.”

“And?” Brian tilted his head to the side, waiting.

“And I want to make it up to you,” Rush whispered.

“You told me you were going to at least try, Rush. Then you used me.”

“I know, and I regret it. I panicked.” Rush would get down on his knees and beg if Brian wanted him to. In fact, that’s just where Rush wanted to be.

Brian took a deep breath, his chest swelling, then released it. “If you ever treat me like a booty call or a cheap bar hookup again, I’m done. Understand?” The intensity of his stare did nothing to stop Rush’s reaction to the man.

“I understand, and I swear that will never happen again.” Rush reached out and touched Brian’s cheek, cupping it with his hand.

Brian leaned into it and closed his eyes. “You hurt me, cowboy.”

“Never again, darlin’,” Rush whispered, moved in for a tender kiss against Brian’s full lips. They both sighed. “What now?”

“Here are the rules.”

“Rules?” Rush straightened.

“You want to do this or not?” Brian growled. Rush nodded. “First rule is we go on some dates, get to know each other.”

Rush had never been on a single date in his life, and the thought of being out in public with a man made his stomach do flips. But if Brian wanted this, he’d do it.

“Okay.”

“Second, no leaving after sex. You spend the night or forget it.”

“This goes for you, too, right?” Rush asked.

“Right.”

“What else?”

“If we do this, it’s exclusive, Rush. No more hookups, no more bar fucks. I want a man I can trust.” Brian’s eyebrows furrowed, and he looked uncertain. He didn’t need to worry—Rush would give all that up. He didn’t want anyone else but Brian.

“Never again. I give my word and you can take that to the grave.” Rush grinned.

Brian stared at him for a moment, then continued. “Next, we keep calling during the week.” Brian grinned. “I really miss our phone calls, cowboy.”

“Me, too.” Rush groaned and ran his hand over Brian’s chest, trailing his fingers down his stomach, only stopping at the button of Brian’s jeans. He flicked his fingernail on it and made a tiny ting. “So, are you going to invite me in?”

“No.” Brian shook his head.

“What?” Rush blinked.

“Not yet. First, we’re having dinner.” Brian’s eyebrow arched.

“Here?” Rush leaned in, fingering the button of Brian’s jeans.

“At a restaurant. I’m driving.” He ducked back inside, grabbed his keys from a table in the hall, and stepped out, locking the door behind him.

“You’re the boss, darlin’.” Rush stood back as Brian walked past him. As he went down the steps, Rush admired the view. The way Brian’s jeans snuggled his ass was damn fine. Shaking his head, he followed. Lord, he had it bad for this guy.

After Brian pulled out of the drive and headed down the street, Rush asked, “Where are you taking me?”

“Actually, you’re taking me to dinner. I’m just getting us there.”

“So, where am I taking you?” He chuckled.

“Just a little Italian place I know. Nice people, good food, great atmosphere.”

“Sounds good. I love Italian. We only have a pizza place in Spring Lake. They have some pasta dishes, but I’ve never tried them. Figure, how good can it be?” Rush watched Brian as he drove. The man was so incredibly handsome it took his breath away.

“Well, I hope you’ll like this place.” Brian placed his hand over Rush’s hand as it rested on the console between them. God, it felt so good. So right. Brian’s thumb rubbed over his knuckles. “Is Spring Lake very big?”

“Well, no, not really. We have all the usual fast food, but for any serious shopping or dining, you have to come to Houston or San Antonio. We’re sort of two-thirds of the way between them.”

“But you usually come to Houston?”

“Yeah. Don’t really go to San Antonio for the bars. Might see someone from town there. But they do have good food.”

“So, Houston for hookups, San Antonio for the food?”

“Right.” Rush laughed. 

“You live on a ranch, right?”

“Yep. The Double T.”

“What’s that stand for?”

“Double Trouble. My grandfather named it that after his twin sons, Travis and Trent. I suppose they were a handful.” He grimaced.

“Which one was your father?”

“Travis.”

“So was he trouble?”

“Must have been to make an impression like that. So are you like your dad?”

“What?” Rush snapped his head toward Brian.

“You know, trouble?” Brian’s voice dropped lower and he wiggled his eyebrows.

“I’m not much like my father.” Rush looked out of the window. He didn’t want to think about his old man right now. It would bring him down off the cloud he was riding on.

Brian sobered. “Hey, if I said something wrong, I’m sorry.”

“No, it’s okay.” Rush shrugged. He reached for his pack of smokes in his pocket then sighed and dropped his hand to his lap. They were back in his truck.

“It’s okay if you need to smoke,” Brian said. “I don’t mind.”

“Thanks, but I don’t want to mess up my minty fresh breath.” He grinned.

Brian gave him a shy smile. It was so charming. “I have a confession.”

“What?”

“I think it’s sexy as hell.” Shit. Brian’s deep voice was sexy as hell.

“You do?”

“Yeah. Watching you smoke that night got me so hard I thought I was going to bust my zipper.” Brian laughed.

“So, smoking turns you on?”

“Only the way you do it, cowboy,” Brian drawled.

Rush burst into laughter. Damn, it felt good to really laugh. Good to be sitting next to Brian, enjoying each other, and just shooting the breeze. He hadn’t really talked to another man in ages, not counting talking to Manuel, telling the hands what to do, or the occasional conversation while in town or with buyers. And definitely not the pickup lines he’d used on men in bars.

The laughter died down, and they drove in a comfortable silence. Brian rubbed his thumb across Rush’s hand again.

“That feels good.” Rush smiled at him.

“Me, too. I like the way your skin feels under my hand.”

Rush groaned. It was going to be a long night if he couldn’t get his hands on Brian soon.

 

* * * *

 

They’d been seated at a table for two in the half-full restaurant and their waiter gave them menus. Brian scanned his and chose the seafood Alfredo and a glass of Chianti. Rush picked the penne and shrimp in a spicy marina and a beer.

Handing back his menu to the waiter, he watched Rush across the table. Shit, he was gorgeous. The candlelight bounced off his golden hair, making the highlights dance. And his eyes. Damn, his blue eyes looked like a summer day, clear and deep blue.

Brian’s cock twitched. He’d been fighting an erection ever since he’d opened the door and discovered the cowboy on his porch. Rush had been the last person he’d thought he’d find when the doorbell had rung.

Thank God, Rush had come to him. And how hot had it been that Rush was so contrite, so sexy standing there, uncertain whether Brian would take him back? The big cowboy had looked so fucking cute, fumbling with his phone and babbling about his dogs, that Brian couldn’t resist him.

Now, he was damned glad the red-checkered tablecloth covered his lap, and he adjusted his napkin on top of it, just in case. Brian placed his hand over Rush’s.

Rush jerked it back, darting his eyes around the room.

“Fuck, Brian,” he whispered. “What are you doing?”

Brian almost wanted to laugh at Rush’s reaction. He had no idea Rush was so paranoid. Didn’t he realize where they were?

“Rush. Chill. We’re in the middle of the gay universe in Houston. Look around. Circle the wagons, cowboy, we’re surrounded.” Brian tilted his head toward the rest of the dining room.

Rush swept the room with a glance. His eyes widened and he tightened his hand into a fist. Even though the restaurant wasn’t packed, most of the tables held men. Couples. Almost all of them were holding hands, staring into their lover’s faces. One pair even leaned over to steal a quick kiss.

“You know, gays don’t just hang out in bars.” Brian sighed. “We go to restaurants, movies, shop and go to work, just like regular people.” He couldn’t believe Rush was so unexposed to gay life. Or realized how plain and ordinary it could be.

“It’s not like this in Spring Lake,” he said, focusing back on Brian. “No couples and certainly no holding hands or kissing. That’d get you beat up or dead.”

“I imagine Spring Lake is not gay-friendly. But the Houston gay scene isn’t all bars and fucking in dark rooms, cowboy. In fact, I’ve never done that. I met most of my lovers in college, business, or through friends.”

Rush glanced around the room again. How could he have not noticed it? In Spring Lake, the diner was filled with men having lunch or dinner with other men, but they weren’t gay, just friends or doing business.

At least he didn’t think they were gay.

He chuckled at the thought of a secret underground gay brotherhood in Spring Lake. How could he get an invitation to join?

“What’s so funny?” Brian asked. This time, Rush let Brian’s hand rest on top of his and allowed himself to enjoy the weight of it, despite taking a quick peek to see who was watching. Hard habit to break.

“I was just thinking that this looks the same as the lunch crowd at the diner in my town. Only the men there aren’t gay. Then I thought, maybe they are.” He made his voice sound suspicious.

Brian laughed. “Talk about your Twilight Zone.”

Rush took a sip of his beer and nearly choked at the reference.

“So you said you had two dogs, Bandit and Beau, but you never told me what kind.”

“They’re black Labs. Brothers.”

“How old are they?”

“About five.”

“Do you hunt with them, or are they ranch dogs?”

“Those damn dogs won’t hunt.” Rush winked and Brian laughed at the joke. “No, just two big old lap dogs. They keep me company.”

“Company, huh? Are you alone? What about your parents?”

“Well, both of them passed.” Rush didn’t want to talk about them, not on a date. And he sure as hell didn’t want to talk about Robbie.

Over the candle on their table, its flickering light illuminating their faces, the two men gazed at each other.

“Want you, darlin’,” Rush said. He wove his fingers between Brian’s.

“Want you, too, but dinner and conversation first. Then I have something special planned.” Brian grinned as he sipped his wine.

The waiter arrived with their meal, but Brian didn’t let go. And the waiter didn’t say a thing or stare at them funny. Shit. If he could live his life here, with Brian, it would be a dream come true.

But he’d never leave the ranch, so there was no sense in dreaming.

 

 


Chapter Twelve

Having dinner with Brian had been more enjoyable than Rush had imagined. Brian had been charming, sexy and funny. Rush hadn’t expected funny, but he’d laughed more during the meal than he had in months. Maybe years. He couldn’t help it—the enthusiastic attitude Brian carried inside about life, love and the world around him had been contagious. Whatever Brian had, Rush wanted it.

Each time he’d been with Brian, he could almost see it. A future with a man. A life spent loving and being loved by this remarkable man. When Rush had told a few stories about the ranch, Brian had hung on his every word, as if he’d needed Rush’s voice like he needed his next breath.

He’d really listened to Rush, and that was something no one had ever done. Still, their talk hadn’t been serious. Rush hadn’t told Brian about coming out to his father, or how his brother, Robbie, died, or about his special abilities. Would he ever be that close to someone to share everything that he held locked up inside?

If he’d thought he was scared before, the prospect of telling Brian all his secrets really terrified him. What if Brian rejected him? Decided he was some sort of freak of nature? He had to push those notions out of his mind and concentrate on the moment, the here and now, that he shared with Brian.

When the check came, Rush had reached for it, expecting the usual argument about who was going to pay, but Brian let him take the check without as much as a blink. They were playing by Brian’s rules, and that meant this was a date, with him paying the bill.

Not to mention those killer looks Brian had given him all through dinner. The ones that had said, “Oh, yeah, I’m going to eat you up, swallow you down, and make you scream. Again.” Have mercy, he wanted Brian to make him scream.

He’d spent the entire dinner with a hard-on straining against his jeans, hidden under the table. Now, as they drove back to Brian’s, he could barely control himself.

Fingers entwined, Brian held Rush’s hand.

Rush never thought just holding a man’s hand would be such a turn-on, but it was the way Brian did it. His fingers would tighten then relax, giving Rush’s fingers a gentle massage as Brian’s thumb rubbed lazily over his skin, sending shivers up and down Rush’s spine. And every now and then, Brian would bring Rush’s hand to his lips and kiss it, or give his knuckles a playful nip.

He wanted to nip Brian. All over. Small, sharp love bites. Big red love bites that would leave Brian begging to be fucked. Just the thought of having Brian’s body all to himself was enough to make him fight shooting his load.

They pulled into Brian’s drive and parked. Brian switched off the engine and put his hand on the door to open it.

“Wait.” If Rush didn’t kiss Brian right now, he’d explode. He reached for Brian, hooked his hand around Brian’s neck and tugged him close. Their faces inches apart, Rush sighed.

Brian closed the distance, and their lips met in a tender touch. Rush felt the soft lick of Brian’s tongue against his bottom lip. He moaned and parted his lips, letting Brian in. That slick, soft, hot tongue explored inside, felt along the edge of his teeth, and when Brian licked the roof of Rush’s mouth, Rush couldn’t hold back the groan.

With Brian’s answering moan, Rush almost lost it. The man’s throaty sound reverberated in Rush’s chest as he swallowed it down, and it shot straight to his balls.

“Need you so bad, darlin’.” Rush ran his hand over the hard lump in Brian’s jeans.

“Not yet and not here, cowboy.” Brian opened the door and slid out. “Come on.” A wicked grin and a wink had Rush fumbling for the door and falling out of the cab. With a grunt, he shut the door and followed Brian as he walked down the drive toward the backyard.

“Wait.” Rush halted. “I need my smokes.” He trotted over to his truck, hit the remote and opened the door. Leaning in, he rifled through the glove compartment, found his pack and lighter, and shoved them into the pocket of his shirt. Then he returned to Brian’s side.

“Where are we going?” Rush didn’t know why he whispered, but the situation seemed to call for it. It felt as if they were kids, sneaking down the driveway, about to do something naughty and afraid they’d get caught. Excitement rippled through him.

Holding open the gate in the tall wooden fence, Brian let Rush in, then closed it behind them. A short alley led to the back yard. The moon was a half-circle, and Rush automatically switched to night vision. As he looked around, Brian stepped onto a brick patio surrounded by a low wall made of stones. He leaned over, and lights in the landscape came on, illuminating the trees that bordered the small patio, but the rest of the yard was in deep shadow.

Rush didn’t need the lights—he could see everything clearly—but the effect was beautiful. Small floodlights cast beams upward into the crepe myrtles, their long trunks naked until they almost reached the top of the fence, then an explosion of green growth that blocked the view of the surrounding neighbors. Lush hostas and ferns occupied the space beneath them. Camellia bushes filled the corners of the yard. When they bloomed, it would smell wonderful.

“Incredible.” Rush couldn’t think of a better word. “It’s like an oasis.”

“Thanks.” Brian grinned at him, a touch of pink tipping his ears. 

God, it was so hot to know Brian blushed from his praise.

“Did you do this yourself?” Rush stepped off the patio and onto a perfect square of green lawn. “It’s amazing.”

“Yeah. Glad you like it. It’s a work in progress. I laid the patio two years ago and last year did the beds.” Brian’s quick smile was just a flash of white teeth and a snap of chocolate brown eyes. “Wait here. I’ll be right back.” He turned and went up the steps to the back door, unlocked it, and slipped inside, leaving Rush alone.

He sat on the wall and looked at the sky. A few stars shone, far less than he would see at the ranch but, in the city, they were lucky they saw any stars at all. A few minutes later, Brian returned carrying a basket and a blanket under his arm.

“What have you got?” Rush stood.

“Just some things we might need. Here, help me spread the blanket.” Brian handed it to him, then put down the basket. Rush glanced into it. There were two bottles of beer sitting in a container of ice, a box of condoms and the lube.

Have mercy.

They spread the blanket and sat next to each other. Brian pulled off his boots and placed them at the edge of the blanket, stuffing the socks inside. Rush followed his lead and placed his scuffed work boots next to Brian’s brown Ropers. One of his fell over on its side. Brian’s boots were smaller than his size 14s, but still at least a 12.

“They look good together,” Brian said. “Like us.”

“You think we look good together?” Rush crawled over to where Brian sat, pulled him back against his chest, and stretched out his legs, bracketing Brian’s. “I think we feel good together.” He ran his hands down Brian’s arms, tracing Brian’s fingers with the tips of his own.

“That, too.” Brian leaned back. His soft hmmm told Rush that he enjoyed being touched.

Rush nuzzled Brian’s neck then licked his ear. “I want to feel all of you. Every inch.”

“With your tongue, I hope.”

“My tongue, my hands, my cock,” Rush whispered into his ear. With a sharp nip, he took Brian’s earlobe in his mouth. “Damn, darlin’, you taste so good.” With his tongue, he traced the curls of Brian’s ear, swirling tighter and tighter until he reached the hole. “I want to do this to your ass.”

“With your tongue, I hope,” Brian repeated and gave a soft chuckle. “I like your tongue, in case you didn’t notice. It’s a very talented tongue.”

Rush laid soft kisses down Brian’s neck as he unbuttoned Brian’s shirt. He slipped the shirt down, feeling the hard muscles in Brian’s arms as he went. The shirt landed next to the boots.

Brian’s broad, bare back rubbed along his chest, and his nipples became sharp points of need. He slid his hands back up to grasp Brian by his upper arms and lowered his head to taste Brian’s shoulder.

“Damn, your skin is so soft, so delicious. I love the way you smell.”

Brian let out a loud sigh and snuggled against him. “I can feel your nipples through your shirt, cowboy. They’re like small, hard bullets. Something getting you hot?”

“You, darlin’.” He wanted Brian in the moonlight, on this blanket. “Do you bring all your men here?”

Brian stiffened and he pulled away. “No, Rush, I don’t. No one has ever been here.” He twisted around to glare into Rush’s eyes. “I haven’t brought anyone home in a very long time.” Rush could see the hurt in them.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean anything. It’s just such a beautiful place, I figured… Aw hell, I don’t know what I figured.” Rush grimaced. He’d fucked it up. He’d ruined their moment in the moonlight. Brian had probably been planning it all evening. Shit.

Brian’s hand cupped his chin. “It’s okay. I’ve never had anyone here before, but I’ve fantasized about it enough.” A sly smile lifted the corner of his mouth.

“Fantasy, huh? Tell me.” He loved it when Brian talked dirty. It made him crazy hard.

“It’s just like this. We’re under the stars, the night inky, but in my fantasy the flowers are blooming and we can smell them.” Brian gazed into Rush’s eyes.

“Who’s sharing this blanket with you?”

“Different men.” Brian shrugged.

“Do you know them?”

“Sometimes. Lately, it’s just been you.” He gave Rush a soft kiss, his lips brushing, lingering then retreating.

“And before? Was it that friend of yours, Mitchell?” When Brian had told more than one story about his best friend Mitchell at dinner, Rush had felt of stab of jealousy. It was stupid, but he couldn’t help it.

“Mitchell and I are best friends, nothing more,” Brian assured him. “We decided a long time ago that sex would just ruin our friendship.”

Maybe Brian could just be friends, but no way could Rush be friends with a man he found sexy enough to have fantasies about.

“But you think about him, don’t you?” Rush whispered.

Brian swallowed, his eyes locked with Rush’s. Rush could hear Brian’s breathing deepen, his voice go all raspy with arousal. “Well, yeah. I’m a gay man. I think about having sex with strangers, why not my best friend?”

“But it’s just fantasy?”

“Yep. Fantasy.”

“What happens?” Rush licked Brian’s neck right below his ear.

Silence. Brian moistened his lips. “At first, we’re just lying here, talking, laughing. Then, Mitchell rolls over to me and begins to touch me.”

“Like this?” Rush ran his fingers over Brian’s chest in a caress, just skimming Brian’s heated skin.

“Softer.” 

Rush lightened his pressure. 

“Yeah, like that. Almost just a brushing glance. Teasing me. He doesn’t say a word, just leans over and kisses my chest. And all the time, he’s looking into my eyes. Then he licks my nipples and makes his slow way south.”

“Does that get you hard?”

“Yeah, makes me stiff and wanting it.”

“What do you want?” Rush’s warm breath tickled Brian’s ear. Fuck, his cock was going to burst through his zipper.

“His mouth on my dick.” Brian gasped. “I want him to suck me, lick my balls, make me come.” Rush’s dick jerked as Brian rubbed his hand across the front of his own jeans.

“But he’s your best friend.”

“Yeah. Sex fucks up friendships.” Brian let out a loud sigh and let his hand drop.

“Can you be friends with your sex partner?”

“That’s the ideal. Your lover is your best friend.”

“But not for you and Mitchell?” If there was something going on between them, or if Brian held some unrequited love for Mitchell, Rush wanted to know so he could figure out a way to end it. He wanted Brian all to himself.

“No. It’s not right for us. I value his friendship too much to take a chance on destroying it.” Brian shook his head. “Besides, he’s in love with Sammi, his life partner.” Relief washed over Rush.

“Is it right for us?” Rush pushed Brian to the ground and leaned over, pressing against him.

“Want to be my best friend?” Brian grinned and looked up into his eyes.

“I want to be your best friend, your lover, your everything.” Rush sighed. “I just don’t know how, darlin’.”

“This is a good start, cowboy.” Brian tugged him down into a hard kiss.

 

What was his cowboy telling him? And why had Brian revealed his deepest, darkest fantasy about Mitchell? Sure, it was hot as hell and his cock had certainly responded to it, but admitting it might have been too much.

His brain had short-circuited and left him a quivering mound of want. All he knew was that he wanted Rush right now and that their lips were a perfect fit. He moaned as he arched up into Rush’s body. The weight of the big cowboy felt so right. Heavy, but not smothering. The smell of him shot to Brian’s balls. Leather, jeans and some musky aftershave that was familiar, but he couldn’t place. Hell, was it English Leather? Did they still make that stuff?

The night sky, the stars, the moon, the outlines of the trees against the darkness above them all blended together to make Brian feel as if he were a little drunk, a little out of control, and a little wild.

“I need you to fuck me, cowboy.” Brian squeezed Rush’s ass and pulled him closer.

Rush groaned and buried his questing tongue in Brian’s mouth. “Fuck, yeah.”

“Take your jeans off.” Brian pushed Rush away. Rush rolled to the side as they stripped.

Naked, they melded together.

Hard shafts pressed to ripped bellies.

Brian knew no one could see them, but at this moment, he couldn’t care less if they did. The small chance they could be caught excited him. He’d never fucked outdoors and it’d been a fantasy of his since he’d begun putting his backyard oasis together.

Rush roved his hands over his torso, pressed his lips down on Brian’s mouth, begging him to let his tongue inside. The feel of Rush’s hard length, soft as velvet, against his belly, drove Brian wild.

He spread his legs, and Rush came up on his knees between them, nothing more than a dark shadow. Sitting back, he stared down at Brian as he stroked Brian’s thigh.

“You’re so fucking beautiful, darlin’.”

Brian laughed. “It’s so dark—how can you see anything? All I see is your silhouette against the sky.”

Rush jerked his head up and he sucked in air. “I don’t have to see. I remember.” He ran his hand down Brian’s thigh to his knee, then back up, circling his fingers around the edges of Brian’s neatly trimmed pubes. “Did you do this for me?” He swirled a finger in the nest, and the short hairs curled around it.

“Yeah. Like it?” Brian reached down, grasped his shaft and gave it a stroke. Rush’s eyes widened, and for a split second, Brian could have sworn they looked almost catlike as the pale light from the crescent moon hit them. Then Rush blinked, and the illusion was gone. Just like that time in the truck. Weird.

“Love it. I fucked a guy who’d waxed it all off once. Made eating him a delight.”

Brian grimaced. “Rush, I don’t want to hear about your fuck buddies or your one-night stands.” He tensed beneath Rush.

 

Rush had screwed up again. Shit. Why couldn’t he just think for once before he opened his big mouth and put both feet in? He sucked at all this sweet talk. He hadn’t needed it to pick up guys in bars, just a “let’s go” worked most of the time. Eventually, Brian would stop forgiving him then where would he be?

“Want me to tell you how much you turn me on?” Rush deepened his voice.

“Yeah, that’s I want to hear. Every graphic detail.” Brian nodded.

“I love watching you touch yourself.” Rush held his own dick in his hand, and together, they pumped a long and lazy rhythm.

Brian, stretched out on the blanket, and Rush, kneeling between Brian’s legs, watched their hands and cocks do a two-step, separate yet keeping time. Rush’s panting and Brian’s soft moans filled air.

“Fuck, I need to taste you.” Rush groaned and leaned down. Brian held his cock steady as Rush descended, mouth open, and devoured it.

Rush nuzzled the hair at the base of his dick. Brian whimpered.

Rush danced his tongue around the shaft. Brian gasped.

Rush grazed his teeth over Brian’s engorged flesh as he pulled back.

“Goddamn!” Brian’s shout broke the silence of the night and he sucked in air as if he could pull the word back inside his lips.

Rush smiled around Brian’s dick.

 

“Are you trying to kill me? Or get us arrested?” Brian hissed when his hips came off the ground in a move that pushed his cock back down Rush’s throat. He reached for Rush’s head and he buried his fingers in that tawny mane. Like some animal pelt, it was thick, rich, luxurious, and he wanted to bury his face in it, inhale its scent, feel Rush rub it over his body.

“Yeah, darlin’. Die for me. The sweet death, right?” He kissed the tip then swirled his tongue around the fat head, catching pearls of pre-cum. “You’re so fucking plump, so juicy, so delicious.”

“You’ll get juicy when I shoot my load down your throat,” Brian growled.

Rush didn’t answer, just went down again on Brian’s cock, sucking, licking, taking it all in, then pulling back. Down again.

“Fucking sweet, cowboy. Do it. Suck me,” Brian whispered. He couldn’t hold back much longer. Already, the sensations had built to a crescendo—his balls ached and tightened, threatening his reason. His hips rolled as he fucked Rush’s mouth.

With hands splayed across Brian’s belly, Rush held on to Brian’s hips and took him deep. Each thrust deeper than the last. When the tip of Brian’s cock reached so deep that he felt Rush choke, he lost it.

“Take it, baby, take it.” Brian exploded, biting his lip to keep his scream from waking the neighborhood.

 

Hot, creamy ribbons of cum washed down Rush’s throat with each shot from Brian’s cock. So fucking delicious, he knew he’d never get enough of this man. He swallowed the last of it and eased away, licking his lips. He gently worked Brian’s shaft, bringing him down from what looked and felt like a fantastic orgasm, if Brian’s blissed-out expression and the shudder of his entire body were any indicators.

“Made you scream,” Rush whispered. He let go of Brian’s cock and stretched out beside him.

“Technically, that wasn’t a scream.”

“The fuck it wasn’t, darlin’. It was a wonder the dogs didn’t start barking and howling at the moon. Or someone didn’t call the cops.” Rush laughed.

“Okay. Uncle. I give in,” Brian reached out and tugged Rush’s hand back to gather his limp flesh. “Hold me,” Brian whispered.

Rush shifted his hand to encompass Brian’s heated balls, cupping them, and he felt the final shudder pass through Brian. He leaned in and kissed Brian’s lips as Brian eased him close to rest his head on Rush’s chest.

Naked, they stretched out over the blanket, wrapped in each other’s arms.

“Fuck, I need a smoke,” Rush muttered.

Brian laughed and pulled the blanket over them, wrapping them in a cocoon of their body heat and the raw smell of sex.

 

 


Chapter Thirteen

“So, how was your fantasy?” Rush gazed at the night sky. They’d lain silent for a long time, just being together.

Brian rolled his eyes. “Not quite complete.”

“There’s more?” Rush’s eyebrow cocked upward.

“Oh, yeah. There’s so much more.” He slid his hand down Rush’s body, caressing, firm and smooth, until he found Rush’s still engorged cock. “Like this.”

Rush moaned. “Fuck, that’s good.” Like a cat, he stretched as he enjoyed the warmth and steadiness of Brian’s hand on his heated, throbbing flesh. Watching Brian had been such a delight, but now, he meant to fuck his ass, and that would be heaven.

“Roll over,” Rush commanded. 

Brian complied. “Are you going to fuck me?” he asked over his shoulder, a wicked grin on his lips.

“Hell, yeah.” He ran his fingertips over the globes of Brian’s ass. With his night vision, he could see clearly, the lighter skin, the faded tan line on his thighs from his swim trunks, the dark cleft that hid the entrance to what would soon be Rush’s own personal paradise. 

Brian spread his legs to accommodate Rush.

Brian reached for the basket, grabbed the lube, and passed it to him. “Here, take care of me. Get me ready for you.” He rose on his elbows and turned his head to watch.

Rush lubed his fingers and resumed his journey through the gap between Brian’s tight ass. He ran his finger over the hole, circled it, and Brian’s hole clenched as he sucked air in. The skin puckered then relaxed. Brian’s light fur gave the cleft a soft, silky feel. Rush groaned as he pushed a fingertip in, parting the taut ring and raising a needy noise from Brian.

Rush’s cock stiffened at the sounds his lover made in response to his touch.

“Goddamn, cowboy. Ride me hard.” Brian reached back, grabbed Rush’s thigh and held him. 

Rush didn’t need any more urging. If he didn’t get inside Brian soon, he’d shoot his load all over the blanket.

Brian tilted his ass to give him better access. Rush spread his legs, lowered his groin down to meet Brian’s, and guided his oiled cock to that sweet place.

“So sweet, darlin’, so fucking sweet,” Rush crooned as he eased in, parting the warmth of Brian’s ring. This was like no fuck he’d ever had. Brian was like no man he’d ever had. He’d wanted men before, but he needed Brian.

Completely. Desperately. Shamelessly.

“Fuck, yeah,” Brian answered and pushed back. His opening gave way and took Rush deep.

A shudder ripped through Rush. He was balls-deep in the ass of the man he loved. There could be no denying it anymore. His heart couldn’t lie to him—his soul couldn’t be false. He loved Brian.

Elation flooded him. Joy and completion.

Then the terror hit.

He wasn’t wearing a condom.

“Shit, Brian. I’m sorry. I forgot the rubber.” He began to pull out. Was it too late?

“Don’t care, cowboy. Fuck me.”

“But…” Rush froze, remembering what Brian had said about waiting.

“You’re the right man, Rush.” Brian pushed back against his dick and Rush’s fears careened away into the night.

Fuck it all, fuck the ranch, fuck the stupid, small-minded town. Rush drove into Brian, forgot his doubts, and let the sheer joy and ecstasy of this mating fill him.

Rush rode Brian, but Brian led the way. Each stroke was met with a squeeze that nearly killed Rush. He’d never fucked without a condom. It was so much better, so much more intense, so damn incredible. No wonder people took chances, risked death.

So tight, so secure, so hot and silky, Brian’s muscles held him in their power.

Powerless to keep from loving Brian.

Rush fell onto Brian’s back. Short, hard, desperate thrusts as his arms encircled Brian’s chest, his face rubbed along Brian’s stubbled cheek. Their breath came in deep pants, grunts and soft, whispered moans. He heard the slap of his cum-filled balls against Brian’s body, and it was too goddamn much.

“Oh, God, darlin’. I… I…” He couldn’t say the words. He kissed Brian’s cheek, licked his way to Brian’s ear, and took it between his teeth and bit down.

Brian groaned and pushed back into Rush’s hips as they rutted.

“You don’t have to say it. Not until you’re ready.” Brian’s hot breath warmed his face.

Rush buried his face in Brian’s neck, lost in their primal mating. He clung tighter as his balls prepared to unload.

“Love you, cowboy,” Brian whispered.

Rush sobbed once when he came, then bit Brian’s shoulder to stop the string of sobs that welled from inside him as his emotional walls collapsed. He’d never heard those words from anyone other than his mother. Unaware of how much he’d secretly craved them and how long he’d denied needing to hear them, the words hit him like an epiphany, and he was struck dumb.

“Shhh…shhh…cowboy. It’s okay,” Brian soothed, lying beneath Rush. 

Their bodies rocked, slowed, then stopped. Reaching out, he entwined his fingers with Rush’s and lifted them to his lips.

Unable to think, or feel anything but a welcome numbness that stole over his body, Rush pushed off, his softening cock slipping from Brian’s ass. Brian rolled onto his side and gathered Rush to him with one hand and with the other, pulled the cover over them.

Back in their cocoon, warm, sated, exhausted, they slept.

 

* * * *

 

Rush woke, ran a hand over his face, and forced open his eyes. Dawn was creeping up on them, the grass covered in dew. He turned his head and looked at Brian, asleep next to him. Rush had never spent the night in a lover’s arms, had never woken in the morning and shared the hundred little things men do to start their day.

Doing that would be the hardest thing he’d ever done.

He loved Brian. He’d known that deep inside, he just wouldn’t let the knowledge become reality. Until last night. That had been a mistake.

Brian had told him that he loved him. That had been one glorious moment.

But still a mistake. Now, both their hearts would be broken.

In the light of the new calm, sex-free day, Rush knew this was never going to be. In the heat of passion, he’d thought he could give up the ranch, give up his life and his legacy, but that had been just the sex talking.

His need to run slammed into him. Heart beating wildly, throat tight, he slipped from under the blanket, gathered his clothes from the pile and dressed without a sound, then shoved on his boots. As he stepped onto the patio, he paused, his back to Brian.

If he crossed the stones to the back gate, he’d be through it and out of Brian’s life.

Brian had set the rules and Rush had no doubt Brian had meant every word.

“Leaving so soon?” Brian’s voice was clear, not too loud. Not accusing, either. He just sounded interested, as if he’d asked if Rush took sugar with his coffee.

“Needed a smoke.” Rush reached for the pack in his shirt, dug his lighter out, and stuck a cigarette between his lips, still not facing Brian. If he gazed into Brian’s eyes, he’d break. Shatter into a million pieces.

“And you had to get dressed for that?”

 

Brian observed his cowboy. Shoulders hunched, spine stiff, head down, the cigarette dangling from those full lips. He could only see part of the big man’s face. Rush had turned away as if to shield himself from Brian.

Couldn’t face him, huh? He’d been sneaking out, no doubt about that.

Brian sighed. Rush looked like a deer, unsure whether to bolt or hunker down in its hiding place. If he moved suddenly, what would Rush do?

Bolt.

If Brian knew one thing, it was that the cowboy was scared. The first time Brian had been told “I love you” had been frightening, but wonderful, and he’d walked around for weeks with a goofy grin.

Rush was frightened, all right. But there was no goofy grin, and it hurt Brian’s heart to know it hadn’t been wonderful, for whatever fucked-up reason.

Fucked up.

That was just what this was.

Brian put on his jeans as Rush smoked, one hand stuffed into the pocket of his jeans. Tense. Mute. Ready to run.

Picking up his shirt and boots, Brian walked past Rush to the back door and climbed the steps. He turned to check out the man he’d told “I love you” last night.

Rush glanced away.

“I’m fixing breakfast. Why don’t you eat something before you go home?” Then he slipped inside the house, leaving the door open.

He placed his boots in the laundry room and tossed his shirt into the hamper. Bare-chested and barefoot, he prepared the coffeemaker, grabbed the bacon and eggs, and turned on the stove. Set the table.

Rush would come in or leave. That simple.

It had been too much, telling him. Still, he’d been sure the cowboy was on the verge of saying it himself. Too much, too soon. Shit. He’d ruined whatever chance he’d had with the cowboy.

He fried the bacon. Wondered if Rush liked it crispy.

Still no Rush.

Brian bit his lip as his shoulders sagged.

It could have been so good.

 

Rush’s gaze slid to the door. He could smell the bacon cooking and his stomach rumbled. Pulling the last draw from his cigarette, he dropped it, ground it out with the toe of his boot, and blew out a stream of gray smoke. He stooped, picked it up, and glanced around for somewhere to throw it.

The garbage can would be inside.

Brian was inside, cooking breakfast. Was he that sure Rush would come in?

Now or never. Cowardly cur or brave man?

It might work. Maybe they could make it work.

He’d never know if he didn’t try. It was already too late for his heart. If he left, it would be broken, but if he stayed?

Rush shoved the crushed butt into the pocket of his jeans, went up the steps, and opened the door.

Brian stood at the stove.

“How do you want your eggs?” he asked, as if this was a just a regular morning and Rush hadn’t almost walked out on him.

“Over easy.” Rush spotted the table. It had been set for two. His heart skipped a beat or three.

“Potatoes or grits?”

“Grits.” He barely got the word out.

“Coffee is almost ready. Help yourself.”

Without thinking, Rush came up behind Brian, wrapped his arms around him, buried his face in Brian’s neck, and inhaled. He could still smell their lovemaking, like cologne, on Brian’s skin.

“I meant to the coffee, cowboy.” Brian chuckled. His free hand rested on Rush’s arm.

“Thanks,” Rush whispered.

“For what?”

“Setting a place for me.” Rush’s eyes stung, and he blinked hard.

“Anytime, cowboy. You’re always welcome here. Now, if you’ll pour the coffee, I’ll finish the eggs. Biscuits are almost done.”

Rush released Brian. “Cups?”

Brian pointed to a cabinet. Rush opened it, took one look at the line of mugs, each one with a different logo or saying printed on them, and laughed. “You weren’t kidding about your love of coffee mugs. Which one?”

“Guess?”

Rush picked up a mug. “Cowboy Butts Make Me Nuts?”

“That would be the one.”

“I’ll take the one that says, Where’s the Light in This Fucking Closet?”

Brian snorted and handed him a plate of bacon.

“Crispy. Just like I like it. How’d you know?”

“Isn’t that how all cowboys like it?” Brian shrugged and put the biscuits on the table.

Rush poured the coffee and put the mugs next to each place setting. Brian filled the plates with eggs, spooned out some grits, and they sat.

For a few moments, they busied themselves with buttering biscuits, fixing their coffee just the right way, then silence fell.

“So, what’s going on today, back at the ranch?” Brian bit into a jam-covered biscuit.

“The hands are off on the weekends. I usually keep the place going, do the chores.”

“Chores? Like milk the cows? Gather the eggs? Feed the chickens?” Brian’s eyes twinkled and Rush knew he was being teased.

“It’s a ranch, not a farm,” Rush growled and rolled his eyes. “City boys.”

“Sorry.” Brian winced. “Bust broncos? Ride bulls? Rope doggies?”

“Something like that.” Rush grinned. Brian’s kidding felt natural. “More like shoveling manure, giving the horses their feed, spreading hay for the cattle. Mostly maintenance stuff. The real hard work is done Monday through Friday by my hands.”

“How many do you have?” Brian asked as he buttered another biscuit. “And don’t say two,” he warned.

“Right now, five. But in the spring, I usually hire on a couple extra to help with the new calves, getting them branded and such.”

“How many baby cows do you usually have?”

“Calves. Not baby cows.” Rush chuckled. “Depends. Anywhere from twenty to forty.”

“And these hands of yours.” Brian winked. “What do they do during the week?”

“Mostly ride the fences, repair them, work on maintenance around the buildings, cut and bale hay.”

“Sounds like a lot of hard work.”

“It is. But it’s good work, you know. Can’t really see myself doing anything else.”

Shit. Why’d I go and say that?

“Guess it’s in the family, right?”

“Yep. How about you? Always been a PI?”

“No. Wanted to be a cop, but I went to college for engineering.”

“Wow. You must be pretty smart.”

Brian shrugged. “Mostly dumb if you ask my friends. But I love what I’m doing now. I get to help people, and that’s a good thing.”

“It is, indeed.” Rush nodded and smiled.

They finished eating, and Brian gathered their plates. Wiping his hands on a towel, he leaned back on the counter. “So, I guess you best be moseying along.”

“Yeah. I need to get back.” An hour ago, Rush had wanted to run as far from this man as he could get. Now, he found it hard to bring himself to leave.

Brian led the way to the front door, Rush on his heels. Brian reached for the knob, but Rush took his arm and pulled him back. Pressed him to the wall. Brian wove his hands into Rush’s hair and joined their lips in a hungry kiss. 

Brian broke the kiss. “Going to miss you, cowboy.”

“Can I call you?” Rush rested his forehead against Brian’s.

“Anytime, day or night. I’ll be waiting, dick in hand.”

Rush groaned. “Why’d you have to say that? You know how talking dirty gets me hot.”

Brian laughed, gave him a soft kiss, and opened the door. “If you don’t leave now, I’m going to show you how a city boy uses his silk neckties to hog-tie a country boy.”

Rush had to be pushed out of the door. As he got into his truck, he gave Brian a quick wave goodbye.

Brian leaned in the doorway, folded his arms across his chest, and, looking sexy as hell, waved back.

A huge, goofy grin broke out across Rush’s face as he drove off.

He was a Weston man, and no coward.

 


Chapter Fourteen

Sometimes going ‘old school’ was easiest. As a PI, keeping several out-of-date phone books paid off. His first job Monday morning was to go through the oldest of his Houston phone books and search for Sammi’s mother’s name. With over four million people in the greater Houston area, the white pages were in two books, but he only had to check in the one from M to Z.

No Lydia Mae Waters. 

Time to go ‘new school’. But he struck out there, too. No reference to her on the Internet.

He sat back. Not finding her at all didn’t bode well. If that happened it might mean a few things, none of them good. A person might have dropped off the radar, like a runaway, changed their name, or died.

Next, he’d look for her family, but he needed Lydia’s birth certificate to find the names of her parents. That meant a trip to Houston’s city hall.

He locked up the house, got into the SUV, and headed downtown.

After pulling into a nearby parking lot, Brian made his way to the building. He dumped his keys and BlackBerry into the tray and stepped through the metal detectors that guarded the entrances. He gathered up his belongings, gave the guard a nod then walked to the elevators and the records department.

The line wasn’t too bad, by Houston standards. He realized this would be a big waste of time if she’d been born outside of Houston. A dozen smaller towns were circled and embedded inside Houston—all had been gobbled up by the greedy fingers of the ever-expanding metropolis. The idea of going to each of them sucked, but if that was what he had to do to get the job done, he’d do it.

Most PI work was legwork. Boring, routine, and a huge waste of time, but absolutely necessary to doing a thorough job.

An hour later, Brian’s number was called and he stepped up to the window. He presented his PI license, gave the overworked woman a smile, and asked to see Lydia Mae Water’s birth record. She gave him a yellow form, and he took it down the hall to another room with another window.

The woman there, a younger version of the woman at the last window, gave him a quick check over then disappeared to pull the records.

Fifteen minutes later, she returned and handed him a huge book. He carried it to an empty spot at a table and sat down to go through it. Birth records from the year she’d been born filled the musty-smelling and yellowed pages.

After he flipped to the month, he skimmed the names, turning page after page. A lot of people had been born in Houston every month, even in the sixties. Brian sat back, stretched, and rubbed his eyes. He’d need glasses after this. Then he returned to work.

“Bingo,” he muttered. He underlined Lydia’s name with his finger. He pulled out his BlackBerry and quickly entered the information. Mother’s name, Rose Mae, father’s name, Walter Samuel Waters. So that’s where had Sammi gotten his name. Brian included their birthdates, just to be complete, then closed the book and returned it to the woman.

She gave him a smile that he returned, then he left the office. It was past time for lunch and his stomach growled. He stopped at a Greek restaurant on Montrose, had a gyro and a beer then headed home. Tomorrow, he’d do his calling after he entered all the info into the meticulous files of all his jobs he kept on his computer.

He spent the rest of the day returning calls, talking to several new clients and turning down a job as a bodyguard. He’d done that work before, but only when his regular work was slow. Right now, business was booming. His reputation for fairness, reasonable prices and good work was getting around.

If this kept up, he might have to hire someone to help him.

He grinned and leaned back in his chair. All his hard labor was finally paying off. He had steady work and he could pick and choose the ones he wanted to and not just take anything. His business was great.

But his personal life? The smile slipped from his face. Without Rush, none of it would mean a damn thing, and right now, with Rush in Spring Lake and him in Houston, it looked as if he’d have to settle for weekends with a man who was deeply closeted.

Brian knew he could never be fully in Rush’s life, not if Rush stayed at the ranch. He understood the small-town mentality and its irrational fear of gays, but he knew he could never go back into the closet, not even for Rush. Those days were over. The thought of hiding his love for Rush made his stomach clench, but the thought of not being at Rush’s side every morning hurt worse.

Life would be easier for them in Houston. Here, in The Montrose, gay men lived openly. Brian still felt the prejudice of others, but it was a small part of his life, and he dealt with it by his actions. He refused to be a stereotype. He was merely a man who happened to find other men sexually attractive.

Spring Lake and the Double T were a hell of a long way from Montrose.

However, he’d never ask Rush to give up something he so clearly loved. That ranch was a part of Rush, of his heritage, of what made Rush, Rush. And it was part of what had made Brian fall in love with the big cowboy.

Going to the kitchen for a beer, he decided all he could do right now was to hope Rush could find the strength to come out.

Brian dropped a wedge of lime into his Corona and took a swallow.

How long could they keep their love alive across the distance that separated their worlds?

 

* * * *

 

Rush sat on the porch, his feet on the railing, and sipped his beer. He hadn’t stopped smiling for days. The memory of Brian, of what had happened between them in his backyard under the stars was too good to let go. He’d dwell in it every chance he’d get until they were together again.

Maybe this weekend, Brian could come to the ranch. He’d love to show him around. They could go riding down to the creek. Make love under the stars again. The thought of Brian’s naked body stretched out in the moonlight got his dick stiff in record time. He smiled as he imagined what his father would have said if he’d known Rush was sitting in his chair with a hard-on for another man.

The screen door opened and Manuel stepped out.

“Going to call it a day, Rush.” The Double T’s foreman wiped his lined face with a blue kerchief and tucked it back into the pocket of his jeans. “The men finished replacing the fence. I figured they could move on to that new corral behind the barn you’d been wanting. For the Quarter horses.”

“Sounds good. Tomorrow before you come out, order the supplies you’ll need at Wilson’s.” Rush took another sip and rested the bottle on his hip to hide the bulge in his jeans.

Manuel stared at him and shook his head. “I don’t know who she is, but some filly’s got you grinning like a bearcat.”

Rush shifted in his father’s chair. His chair now. “There’s no filly. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You sure? ’Cause you got that I-just-got-laid look all over your face.”

“Shit, Manuel. Who’d want an old, beat-up cowboy like me?”

“Only half the married women in this town and all the unmarried ones,” Manuel laughed.

“You’re mistaken.” His tone was sharper than it needed to be.

The older man snorted. “Fine. Keep it a secret. I’ll find out soon enough. It’ll be all over town by the end of the week, anyway.”

Rush cleared his throat and crossed his legs at the ankles. Manuel’s shot may have been close, but he hadn’t scored a bull’s-eye.

“There’s nothing to tell, nothing to find out, Manuel.” He pulled his voice back to normal. “Same old, same old.”

“Right.” Manuel walked down the steps then turned and looked at him. “Rush, whoever it is, I’m glad. In all the years I’ve known you, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you so happy.” Then he headed to his old pickup truck, got in and drove off.

Rush doubted Manuel would be happy for him if he knew the truth. The old cowboy had worked for Rush’s father for years and was one of the few hands he’d kept on after his father’s death. Rush was pretty sure his foreman had the same prejudices as his father. Telling him about his male lover was not an option.

Manuel had gotten one thing right. The whole fucking town would know he was gay once they saw him and Brian together.

There was no way in hell Brian could ever come to the ranch.

 

* * * *

 

Wednesday night the phone rang at nine sharp. Rush snatched it off the bedside table and flipped it open. He’d been waiting for the call from Brian all week and thought it would never come. He was tired of jerking off without Brian’s deep voice urging him on.

“Rush?” Brian’s voice filled him up and settled him deeper into the bed as he stroked his hardened cock.

“Darlin’. Been waiting for your call.”

“Have you? How have you been passing the time?”

“With my hand on my dick, thinking of you and me and those stars overhead as I fucked your ass last Friday. How about you?” Rush smeared the pre-cum across the tip of his cock and shuddered.

“Damn, cowboy. I’ve been jerking off every morning in the shower, and every night in bed, calling out your name.”

“I’m here now, darlin’. Talk to me. Tell me what you want me to do to you.”

Brian sighed into the phone. “I want your dick so far up my ass you’ll tickle my tonsils.”

“Fuck, yeah.” Rush pulled hard on his dick, his balls already burning in their need to unload.

“I want your big balls slapping my ass, your strong hands holding me down, making me take what you give me. I want you to do it hard and fast and angry.”

“Angry, huh? Your ass needs some pounding?” Shit, he’d explode in a minute if Brian kept this up.

“Yeah, it does. Make me scream, cowboy.”

“It’ll be my pleasure. You like that I’m bigger than you, don’t you? You want me to handle you, dominate you, huh?” That idea made Rush’s dick throb even harder.

“Fuck, yeah. I’m yours, Rush, and I want you to show me who’s boss.”

“I’m boss, darlin’. Say it, Brian. I’m the boss.”

“You’re the boss, Rush.” Brian’s words caused pre-cum to dribble from the slit in Rush’s cock, and he used the glistening droplets to glide his hand over his heated flesh. It was so delicious. He squeezed tighter, fucking his own hand. Not as good as fucking Brian, but it would do for now.

“I’ll fuck you whenever I want, right?” he rasped.

“Whenever.”

“Are you close?”

“Fuck, yeah.”

“Are you leaking?” He stroked faster as his balls pulled up to his body.

“Like a faucet.”

“Good. Is it all over your hands?”

“Coating them.”

“Lick it off, darlin’. Taste yourself and tell me what it’s like.”

“You know how it tastes.”

“I’m the boss. Do it.”

Rush could hear Brian moaning as he licked his fingers. “Fuck, it’s salty, a little bitter. Not as good as cum. I love the way your cum tastes when it’s shooting down my throat.”

Rush moaned and raised his hand to his lips. He flicked out his tongue and licked between his fingers. Salty, and thinner than real cum.

“You’re doing it, too, aren’t you? Bastard. The vision of you licking your cum from your fingers…you’re going to make me come.” Brian moaned.

“Me? If you don’t stop that sweet little moan you do, I’m going to blow my load.”

“Christ. It’s coming.” Brian panted. “I can’t stop it. Don’t want to stop it.”

“Don’t, darlin’. Say my name.”

“Rush, oh God, Rush, I love you.” Brian’s groan was joined by Rush’s as he exploded. Rush shuddered when hot, ropey cum splattered over his belly.

Hearing Brian say he loved him had made him lose control.

Rush closed his eyes. “If you ever cheat on me, Brian, I don’t know what I’d do.”

“I’ll never cheat. You’ve got my dick in the palm of your hand along with my heart.”

“I don’t know if I could take it, you know. I’m taking a big leap here.”

“I know. I feel the same. You’re the only man for me.”

“I only want you.” Rush still couldn’t say it, couldn’t manage to get those three little words out of his mouth and past his lips. They seemed to die somewhere between his heart and his tongue.

“I need you. This weekend?”

Rush froze. “Your place?”

“I was hoping I could come out to the ranch some time.”

“That’s not going to happen, Brian. I’m not out here, and you know that.” Rush ran his fingertip through the cooling cum on his belly, painting Brian’s name on his skin.

“I know. I can’t force you out, and I don’t want to. When you’re ready, you’ll do it.”

Rush fell silent. How the hell could he tell Brian there was a very good chance that would never happen? Instead, he waited for Brian to offer his place.

Brian cleared his throat. “Okay, come here. Can you at least stay the weekend?”

“No. I have to get back on Saturday.”

“Get one of the hands to do the chores.” Rush could hear the disbelief in Brian’s tone.

Rush sighed. He could get Manuel to do it, but he was already suspicious and he’d just ask too many questions. Who else did he trust? Ricky, maybe. “Okay, I’ll see what I can do, but no promises.”

“Okay. If it happens, it happens. But we have a date on Friday night, right?”

“Right.”

“You’re staying all night, right?” Brian sounded pissed off.

“Right. Those are your rules,” Rush bit out.

“If you want my ass, those are the rules. Just say the word, cowboy, and we don’t have to do this at all.” Now, Rush could hear the anger in Brian’s voice, and his own temper flared.

He almost said fuck it, but his need and desire for Brian zipped his lips shut, preventing the smart-ass remark from slipping out. For once, he wouldn’t ruin things.

Brian sighed. “I don’t want to fight, Rush. I want to make love to you, make you moan, make you cry out my name. I don’t want to cause you pain.” His voice was like gravel as his emotions came through the phone loud and clear.

“I don’t want to fight, either,” Rush relented. “Want to make you scream, darlin’.”

“You will. You always do.”

“Night, Brian. See you on Friday.”

“Night, Rush. Can’t wait.” Brian hung up.

Rush closed the phone, put it on the nightstand, then got up to take a shower. He knew he’d have to take another one in the morning, after he whacked off.

Tomorrow, he’d do it in the shower and kill two birds with his right hand.

Rush turned the knobs and needling hot water burst out. He stepped under it and rinsed the dried cum off his stomach, then from his cock and balls.

He turned around, leaned over, propped himself against the tile wall with his hand, and let the water beat on his shoulders and back.

Brian’s face appeared behind Rush’s closed eyes, and his hand went straight to his dick like a fucking homing pigeon.

It sprang to life much too quickly. Rush spilled onto the glass wall of the shower, painting it with his cream and crying out for Brian.

 


Chapter Fifteen

“Is this Rose Mae Waters?” Brian swiveled side to side in his chair, tapping his fingers on the desk pad.

“Why, yes it is. Who’s speaking?” a firm but aged voice answered.

“I’m calling about Lydia Mae Waters.”

The silence on the other end of the line was thick enough to cut.

Brian cleared his throat. “Are you her mother?”

“Who is this?”

“My name is Brian Russell, ma’am. I’m a private investigator. Lydia’s name has come up in a search I’m doing for a client.”

“Lydia’s dead.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. When did she die?” Brian moved quickly, snatching up a pen to take down the info. No surprise, he’d expected she was dead.

“Years ago.” She exhaled, sounding incredibly tired.

“Do you remember when?” Could a mother ever forget the date her child died? Brian didn’t think so.

“Back in eighty-six. She was only nineteen.” Now, a palatable sadness overcame the woman’s weariness. Nineteen, that would explain the lack of records.

“I’d like to meet with you. I have something to discuss with you, and I’d prefer not to do it over the phone.”

More silence. A sigh. “All right.” There was no mistaking her reluctance, but she’d still agreed.

“Is tomorrow fine with you, Mrs. Waters? Around ten a.m.?” He wanted to do it right now, but sometimes it was better to give folks a chance to get used to the idea of chatting. Sometimes, that backfired, and they grew reticent about speaking.

“That’s fine. You’ve got my phone number, do you have my address?” The lady was sharp enough, it seemed.

“Yes. You’re inside the 610 Loop, near Ella Boulevard, right?”

“That’s right. See you at ten.” She hung up.

Brian sat back. He’d wait until after his visit to inform Sammi of his progress. No need to get his hopes up, then dash them if this didn’t pan out.

 

* * * *

 

Brian located the small Craftsman cottage with little difficulty. It was tidy, with a well-kept front garden. Large oaks and a magnolia towered behind the house.

Brian opened the cast iron gate, walked up the sidewalk, and climbed the front steps. On the small porch, three cats, their bellies up, backs twisted, eyes closed, lounged in the late morning sun. Well, she was a cat person. Weren’t most old women?

The lace curtains at the windows confirmed that this was an old lady’s house. He wondered if the furniture would have those lace antimacassars draped over their backs and arms or if everything would smell like mothballs.

He rang the doorbell and waited.

The door opened and a small woman with Sammi’s deep brown eyes stared up at him.

“You must be Mr. Russell.”

Brian held out his opened PI license case to her. “Yes, ma’am. May I come in?”

She glanced at it, sighed and stepped back. “Might as well.”

He entered the cozy room. No doilies on the overstuffed furniture, but they were covered in a quiet, flowered chintz and the air was sweet with the smell of gingerbread.

She motioned to the couch and sat in a chair. On the low coffee table, a plate of cookies waited. “Can I offer you some iced tea?”

“That would be very nice, yes.” Brian sat on the end of the couch, sinking into the cushions. His knees bumped the coffee table. Seemed she didn’t have too many tall visitors.

The room was clean and neat. On the walls were a few scattered pictures. None of people, they were all generic landscapes and still lifes. He glanced around the room for family photos but didn’t find any.

“So, what do you want to know about Lydia?” She carried a tray with two glasses of iced tea, a bowl of sugar, and two spoons and placed it on the small table between them.

“Mrs. Waters, did you know Lydia had a child before she died?” He watched her face for her reaction.

As she lifted a glass to him, she froze. Her eyes widened in surprise. “Lydia had a child?”

He took the glass from her before she dropped it. “Yes, ma’am. A son. His name is—”

“I don’t want to know his name,” she cut him off, shaking her head.

Brian sat back and watched her. He’d have to go carefully. He’d given her an obvious shock, and from his experience, there was no telling what some people would do or say when that happened.

“All right. Can you give me some information about Lydia?”

“Why? This kid hire you to find me?” Her eyes narrowed.

“He hired me to find his family, yes.”

“What’s he want? Money?” She glanced around the modest home. “I don’t have any.”

“No, ma’am. He just wants to learn about his family. Lydia gave him up when he was two years old.”

Her head jerked up, but she remained quiet as she added a spoon of sugar to her tea and stirred it slowly.

“Mrs. Waters, Sammi was given up for adoption. That never happened, and he spent most of his life moving from one foster home to another.”

Without looking at Brian, she said, “What’s wrong with him?”

He blinked. “Probably the same thing that was wrong with your daughter, Mrs. Waters.” It was a chance, but he took it.

Mrs. Waters slumped back in her chair and ran her hand over her face. When she brought her gaze up to meet his, she appeared much older than the mid-sixties he’d placed her. He waited for her to speak.

“Lydia was a difficult child. She tested us, me and Walter, my husband.”

Brian nodded, encouraging her to continue. He decided not to pull out his BlackBerry to take notes, thinking it would hamper her in getting the story out.

“She was a lovely child, really. Small, petite like me, but with Walter’s blue eyes. A real beauty. But troubled.” She glanced at Brian and gave a quick smile.

“She heard voices?”

Her eyebrows rose, then she nodded. “Yes. From the time she could first talk, she told me about the voices. Imaginary friends, I thought at first. But it was more.” She bit her lip and halted.

“She could hear your thoughts.”

She gasped and her hand clutched at her throat. “How did you know?”

“Like mother, like son.” He shrugged.

“I’m sorry to hear that. I hope he’s getting some help.”

Brian ignored that and pushed on. “Tell me what happened.”

“She ran away from home when she was fifteen.” Her face crumpled and her eyes welled with tears. “And we let her go. Never reported it. Walter didn’t want her back.”

“She scared him,” Brian added.

“Yes.” Tears spilled. “Imagine being afraid of your own child. He thought she was evil, as if the devil himself had taken our beautiful little girl and made a monster of her.” She pulled a handkerchief out of her sleeve and dabbed at her eyes.

“They didn’t get along?”

“To put it mildly. Lord, the fights. The screaming and yelling. It made my heart hurt. I tried to get her to stop talking about it, shoving it in Walter’s face, but she wouldn’t listen.”

“So she ran away.”

She wiped away more tears. “I suppose I should have done more, but by that time we were just so relieved she was gone. That sounds horrible, I know. But…” She shrugged.

“How did you know about her death?”

“The police. They found her body. She had her driver’s license in her purse.”

“Can you tell me what happened?”

She took a long sip of her tea then wiped her thin lips on a paper napkin.

“Suicide. She drove her car onto the 610 Loop, parked, got out, and jumped over the side. Hit the concrete road below.” She’d repeated it as if reading from a newspaper, or the police report. “We had her buried in a cemetery on I-45, far from us. I had to fight Walter for that.”

“He didn’t want to claim her even after she’d died?”

She stared out of the window. “He was a hard man.”

Sammi’s life had been part of a larger tragedy going back in time to his mother. Even she had been a stranger, unwelcome in her own home.

“This young man. Sammi?”

“Yes. Samuel James Waters,” he repeated the name on the birth certificate.

“Samuel. He hears voices, too?”

“Yes, but he’s handled it well. Realized that he has a gift, not a curse. He’s not a monster. He’s…” Brian searched for a way to describe his best friend’s lover. “He’s decent, hardworking, caring, sensitive and determined.”

She shook her head. “He wants to meet me?”

“He wanted only to know about his family. I told him that it was up to you whether or not he could contact you.”

She grimaced as if she didn’t believe him.

Brian leaned forward, hands grasped together. “It’s the truth. I won’t force you into it, and I won’t give him any information about you, if you don’t want me to.”

She stood, signaling their meeting was over.

“I need to pray on this. I’ll call you with my decision, Mr. Russell. In the meantime, please don’t tell him any information about me.”

Brian stood and placed his tea on the tray. “I’m going to give him the info about his mother. He has a right to that.”

She gave him a small nod then walked him to the door.

Brian turned and extended his hand. “Thank you for seeing me, Mrs. Waters.”

“Of course.” She took his hand, clasped it briefly.

“Again, I’m sorry for your loss,” he added.

She gave him a curt nod and shut the door.

He’d just have to wait for her call. Until then, he was going to look up Lydia Mae’s death certificate.

He sat in his SUV outside Sammi’s grandmother’s house and considered his choices. He could hunt through the newspapers for a report of Lydia’s death, could go down to City Hall and repeat his earlier search, or he could go to the cemetery and check through their records.

He pulled out his BlackBerry and did a search on cemeteries on I-45. Lucky for him, there was only one. A day in a graveyard beat the hell out of an hour in City Hall. He started the engine and pulled away.

Forty minutes later, he turned into the cemetery and drove down the black asphalt road to the large funeral home that held center stage. The grounds were well kept, with low rolling hillocks dotted with stone markers in neat rows. In the near distance, an open grave waited, a large green canopy beside it, and chairs set up underneath.

There were quite a few cars in the parking lot. He found a space in the rear, parked and made his way to the front of the building. Brian opened the door and stepped into quiet darkness, his feet sinking into thick carpet. Somewhere, muffled organ music played. His eyes adjusted to the dim lighting. The place was as cold as a meat locker.

At the office, he spoke in quiet tones to a young woman in a two-piece suit, her blonde hair drawn back into a tight bun.

“I want to locate someone buried here in the eighties.”

She motioned him to take the chair in front of her desk. “If you tell me the name of the deceased, I’ll try to locate the grave for you.” She spoke slowly and sympathetically, the way one does to people who are bereaved over the loss of a loved one.

“Lydia Mae Waters. Died, nineteen eighty-six.”

“Let me see what I can find.” She swung over to her computer and typed. Her nails were short, unpolished and neat. No overworked sigh, no rapid typing. Her movements were slower, as if her typing showed the same respect for the dead as her lowered voice.

It must be hell to spend your whole day whispering. At the end of her day, did she get in her car, crank up the stereo and sing to it at the top of her lungs?

“Here we go. Lydia Mae Waters. Section thirty-four, row fifteen, marker three.” She handed him a map of the cemetery. “If you follow the main road to the back, turn at the first left and go straight. You’ll see the section markers.”

He stood, brochure in hand. “Thank you.”

“My pleasure. And my condolences.” She gave him a sad smile, probably the same one she gave everyone who came in here.

He imagined her going home, changing into something other than the plain black suit she wore, and going out to a bar, where she could dance and laugh the night away. He hoped her life was more exciting than this.

He got back in the SUV and followed her instructions. Minutes later, he parked, got out and counted off the rows, then counted the markers.

 

Lydia Mae Waters

Born August 23, 1969

Died November 2, 1986

 

That was all. No “Beloved Child of…” No “Rest in Everlasting Peace”.

Brian’s eyes teared and his throat constricted. He hoped that when his time came, there would be more on his marker than his birth and death dates. That someone would care enough about him to remark on his passing that he would be missed and was once loved.

He lowered his head, said a brief prayer for Lydia and left.

 


Chapter Sixteen

“I’m sorry, Sammi. The most I can tell you is what I’ve already told you about your mother.” Brian tapped his pencil against the keyboard of his computer.

“But this woman. My grandmother…” Sammi’s voice faded. “She doesn’t want to see me? Ever?” His voice cracked on the last word.

Brian’s heart broke for the kid. “That’s not what she said. She needs time to think about this. She didn’t know about you. It’s a lot to take in all at once.”

“I understand. I would probably remind her of my mother. It would probably dredge up a lot of bad memories.” Damn, Sammi, but he was always so sensitive about other people’s feelings. Must be due to hearing so many thoughts and feeling all those emotions.

If it had been him, Brian would have railed about the old woman’s selfishness.

But Sammi had been abandoned by the ones who were supposed to love and care for him his entire life, so he was probably used to it. Then he’d met and fallen in love with Mitchell, the only person ever to go back for him, the only one who believed Sammi was worth fighting for.

“That may be part of it, but give her time. She might surprise you and come around.”

“I have so many questions I want to ask her about my mother. Do you think she knew who my father was?”

“I don’t know. And Sammi?” Brian couldn’t let any false hopes build inside Sammi—it would be too cruel. “You may never get that sort of information.”

“I know. Thanks for everything, Brian. You did a great job. More than I dreamed of, really. Without you I wouldn’t know my last name, be able to go to college, or get my driver’s license. Which I did!” Sammi squealed. “Did Mitchell tell you I passed the test on my first try?”

“He didn’t. Congratulations!”

“Thanks. It’s all because of you. Thanks. Drop by and give me the bill for all the work you’ve done, okay?”

“Sure. Tell Mitchell hi for me.”

“Will do. Bye.” Sammi hung up.

Brian closed his phone and tossed it onto the desk. At least finding Sammi’s records had done some good for the guy. He could get on with his life. 

Damn, he’d wanted this next part to turn out good for Sammi, he really did, but it seemed as if the cards might be stacked against him.

The alarm chirped on his desktop and an alert popped up.

Dinner with Rush in two hours.

Time to get ready for his date. Brian pushed out of his chair and headed for his bedroom, whistling as he walked down the hall. He reached his room and undressed.

He stepped under the hot shower, stopped whistling and started scrubbing. After getting clean and a fresh shave, he changed the sheets on the bed and put the bottle of Spanish sparkling wine he’d bought in the wine cooler to chill.

Soon, Rush would be in his arms and in his bed. Nothing was going to ruin his plans for tonight.

 

* * * *

 

Rush checked himself in the hall mirror. His second ‘date’ with Brian was only two hours away, but this night had taken what seemed like ages to get here. His clothes were fine, and this time, he’d wear his hat. 

He stepped out on the porch, locking the door behind him. The truck was spotless, inside and out. He’d taken extra care cleaning it.

Everything was perfect.

Almost everything. This was only their second date, and already he knew he couldn’t stand being away from Brian. How could this continue, with him at the ranch and the man he craved in Houston?

His mind circled its wagons around their problem of distance.

Liar. It’s your problem, not Brian’s.

Brian was out, openly gay. Rush’s fear of discovery kept them apart, ruined all of it, and would leave him heartbroken and ultimately alone.

Rush jogged down the steps and almost made it to the truck, when Manuel came up and leaned against the side, blocking him. “Off to Houston again?”

“Yep. Can you feed the dogs in the morning?” Rush tried not to blush as he reached around Manuel and opened the door. Manuel stepped back.

“Sure. Didn’t you go last week?” Manuel lit a cigarette and blew smoke from between smiling lips.

“Yep.”

“Truck all shiny and damned if you don’t look good enough to go to church.”

“So?” Rush barked, tossing his hat on the seat next to him.

“So. Must be one hell of a woman.” He shook his gray head.

“I told you, there’s no woman.” Rush growled as he started the engine. “And besides, it’s none of your damned business what I’m doing.”

Manuel’s eyebrows shot up and he held his hands out in placation. “Okay, boss, okay.” He stepped away from the truck.

Rush slammed the door, threw the truck into reverse and shot backward, spun the wheel, then tore down the road in a haze of dust, leaving Manuel scratching and shaking his head.

“Shit!” That had been close. He’d really lost it back there, yelling at his foreman. Manuel didn’t deserve that treatment. Feeling guilty and hating it, he vowed to apologize to the old man on Monday. He hated feeling guilty about seeing Brian and it shouldn’t ever feel bad, but lying about it sucked.

Even when he’d gone to Houston all those times before, he’d never lied about it. Just told Manuel he’d be gone Friday evening and that was that. It hadn’t mattered because he hadn’t cared about those other men.

Now, he cared. He cared a whole lot and it was scary as shit.

Rush settled back in the seat, punched up some music and tried to forget about the ranch and the narrow minds of Spring Lake. He was heading to Houston to have dinner with the man of his dreams and damn it, he was going to enjoy every moment he and Brian had together.

Before they were just a memory.

 

* * * *

 

Hoping it was Rush, Brian opened the door. It was early, but he didn’t care.

“Mitchell? What brings you here?” he greeted his best friend.

Mitchell barged past him.

“Why don’t you come in?” Brian said to the air. Then he shut the door and followed Mitchell into the living room. Mitchell paced the length of the room then threw himself into a chair.

“How could you do that to Sammi?” The look on Mitchell’s face was etched agony.

“Do what?” Brian blinked.

“Tell him that he had a family and then not tell him who or where they were?” Mitchell glared at him, anger burning in his eyes.

Brian sighed. “Mitchell, you know how it goes. I can find them, but if they don’t want to be contacted, I have to respect that.”

“But it’s Sammi, damn it.” Mitchell hit his fist on his thigh.

“I know who hired me.” Brian lowered his voice as he struggled to keep it under control. No sense in both of them going off. “And by the way, that’s confidential information.” He sat on the end of the couch near Mitchell.

“Sammi told me.” Mitchell glanced up, defensiveness in his eyes.

“I’m sure he did. Is he really upset?” Brian reached out a hand and touched Mitchell’s knee. Mitchell’s hand reached out and closed over his.

“He’s devastated. He won’t talk about it, but I can tell.” He swiped his hand through his thick brown hair.

“I’ll bet. That kind of emotion must be very strong.”

Mitchell shook his head. “No, that’s not it. It’s worse. He’s cut me off.”

“What?” Brian sat up. “Cut you off, how?”

“It’s like that time with Donovan. He’s cut his emotions off. I can’t feel him anymore. I can’t hear his thoughts, his desires.” Mitchell’s expression appeared bleak, and it tore Brian’s heart to think of the pain his best friend was going through.

“He’s only trying to protect you.”

“I know. He’s so…so…” Mitchell’s words failed.

“Yeah. He loves you so much, Mitchell.”

Mitchell slumped. “He doesn’t understand how his trying to protect me hurts me.” He rubbed his chest over his heart as if there were an actual pain centered there and Brian wondered if Mitchell really did feel a physical pain.

“Then tell him,” Brian urged.

“I tried to. He just said he had to go to work and left. Damn it, Brian, just tell me the woman’s name. Maybe I can go talk to her, make her see. Make her understand how much Sammi needs her,” Mitchell begged, his hand tightening on Brian’s.

“I can’t do that and you know it.”

“You’re my best friend. Help me. Just this time.”

It was a hard decision and a bad place to be, caught between his best friend and his personal code of ethics. “Please don’t put me in this spot.” He hated being forced into a corner.

“Not even for me?” Mitchell stood, his hands in fists, and for a moment, Brian wondered if they would come to blows over this.

Fuck, this sucked, but there was no way he could give Mitchell what he wanted and not lose a piece of his own self-respect.

“No.” Brian shook his head. “Besides breaking my promise to this woman, it’s unethical in all sorts of ways.”

It seemed every muscle in Mitchell’s body tensed, and he shook with the strain of either fury or control, Brian didn’t know which. Then Mitchell collapsed back into the chair, his head in his hands.

“Goddamn, shit, crap, fuck!”

Brian kneeled beside him and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “It sucks. But I know you understand, baby.” His words were soft and soothing, trying to comfort.

Mitchell lifted his sweat-dampened face and wiped it with the sleeve of his shirt. “You don’t know how much it hurts. It’s like part of me has been torn off. He’s so far away from me, so unreachable.”

“He’ll be back. Just give him some time to work it out.” There was nothing else Brian could say without sounding patronizing. “He loves you. Adores you, actually.” He chuckled.

Mitchell smiled. “Yeah, I know he does. That’s why he’s doing it, to protect me.”

Brian stood. “Come on. Go home to your man. Even if he won’t let you feel him, he still needs you there.”

Mitchell stood. “You’re right. Damn, I should have married you ages ago. How did I let you get away?” He laughed and punched Brian playfully in the arm.

 

* * * *

 

Rush turned the corner onto Brian’s street and it felt like coming home. All he’d thought about for the last hour had been slipping into Brian’s arms. Then slipping into his body. He shuddered at the thought, and his cock stiffened in already too-tight blue jeans.

He pulled up and parked the truck on the street. A black Jetta sat in the driveway behind Brian’s Tahoe. He got out, gave it a quick once-over, and walked up the path to the porch.

The door opened and a man stepped out, with Brian right behind him.

“Thanks, Brian. I’ll see you later.” The man slipped into Brian’s arms, and they hugged.

Rush’s foot froze on the bottom stair and his stomach dropped out from under him as his world was ripped away. He wanted to shout, “Get your fucking hands of my man” but instead he barked, “What the hell?”

The men jumped apart.

Rush took another step up the stairs, fists clenched, white-hot anger boiling through his veins. What a fool he’d been. What a fucking asshole. Brian was two-timing him with this guy after he’d sworn he’d never cheat.

“Rush!” Brian grinned at him.

Did Brian think he was an idiot? Rush caught him red-handed, and he was laughing? How dare he laugh? The urge to punch Brian’s lights out surged through him. He’d beat the crap out of that smug, good-looking bastard who had his hands on Brian while he was at it.

The man stood back and eye-balled him up and down. The guy was big, but not as big as he was. Rush advanced on the men as fury poured through his body, and his heart galloped like a team of runaway horses.

Brian stepped between them. “Rush. Stop! This is Mitchell. My best friend.”

Rush froze. Shit. It was his worst nightmare. The guy from Brian’s fantasies. The man he wanted but wouldn’t touch for fear of losing his friendship. Well, they had sure as hell been touching just then. Lies. It had all been lies.

Mitchell held out his hand for Rush to shake. Was he fucking for real?

“Brian’s told me so much about you. Glad to finally meet you?”

“Yeah? What did he say? What a fool I am? How easy it was to play me? You two have a good laugh about it?” Rush growled, letting Mitchell’s hand hang in the air.

“What?” Mitchell shot a hard glare at Brian.

“It’s not like that, Rush. I told you, we’re not together, never have been,” Brian tried to reassure him, but Rush wasn’t falling for that load of bullshit.

“You looked pretty damned together just now.”

“I know it sounds clichéd, but it’s not what you think,” Mitchell said.

Rush glared at him. “You, shut up. This is between me and Brian.”

“Hey, don’t tell him to shut up. He’s right. Nothing is going on between us. I had no idea you were so jealous, Rush.” Brian shouldn’t sound so shocked. Hell, what did the man expect him to feel?

“Kind of flattering, if it wasn’t so wrong.” Mitchell chuckled.

“Yeah. Guess he hasn’t told you about the fantasies?” Rush shot back.

“Fantasies?” Mitchell’s eyebrows rose. “What fantasies, Brian?”

Brian gasped and looked as if he wanted to disappear into a hole in the ground.

“The ones about you and him and his backyard,” Rush blurted.

“Rush! I told you that in confidence.” Brian grimaced as the red in his cheeks deepened.

“A fantasy about me? Did you jerk off to it?” Mitchell asked. “Brian, I feel so cheap, so dirty. I like it.” His wicked grin and sparkling eyes just added fuel to the fray.

“Fuck, I’m so sorry.” Brian didn’t seem to know who to reach out to, Mitchell or Rush, and Rush didn’t know who he was apologizing to either.

“That’s okay. If we’re being honest, I’ve had a few about you myself.” Mitchell waggled his eyebrows at Brian.

“What?” Brian yelped and blushed even redder. “Mitchell, now is not the time for smart-ass remarks,” he pleaded.

“Look, if you two have something going on that needs to be explored, say it now, and don’t waste any more of my time.” Rush was so pissed he could spit, but he’d be damned if he’d continue to be the butt of their jokes.

Brian ignored Rush’s ire, stepped up to him and cupped his chin. “Cowboy, look at me. Look in my eyes and read my lips. I love you, Rush. You. Not Mitchell. There’s a big difference between what I feel for him and what I feel for you. And what I want to do with you. For a long, long time to come.”

God, Rush wanted to believe that more than anything in the world.

“But those fantasies?”

“Hey, can he help it? I’m a great guy,” Mitchell interjected. “So is he. We may think about it, but we’ve never done anything about it. Besides, I’m already soul bonded to another man. If I cheated, Sammi would know, and then he’d have to kill me.”

“Soul bonded?” Rush frowned. What the hell was he talking about?

Mitchell grinned. “We can hear each other’s thoughts, feel each other’s emotions.”

Rush stared at him then shot his eyes over to Brian, who seemed to be taking this just fine. “Riiiight.”

“I know it sounds crazy, but it’s true,” Brian said. “I might as well tell you. I’d have to get around to it eventually. Mitchell and Sammi have hyperdeveloped… I don’t know. Empathic abilities. They can and do share their thoughts and feelings. I’ve seen it. I believe it.”

Rush stared at Mitchell. He seemed like a regular guy. An incredibly handsome guy. His jealousy flared then died down. Hell, he could see in the dark, didn’t that make them sort of the same? The idea that there were other people with some sort of super powers had never occurred to him. He’d always thought he was the only one who was weird. A freak of nature.

Mitchell elbowed Brian. “Tell him about your powers, Brian.”

Rush held his breath as his eyes darted back to his lover. “Powers?”

“I have hunches, premonitions, I suppose. I know when something is going to happen, whether people are telling the truth, stuff like that. Not always, but when it counts, it comes to me.” Brian gazed into Rush’s eyes. “I know it sounds weird, but I’ve had this ability since I was a kid.”

“You know when things are going to happen.” He turned and pointed to Mitchell. “And you and your partner can hear and feel each other.” Rush shook his head. And he thought he was odd. He opened his mouth to say, “You ain’t seen nothing yet,” and tell of his own odd ability, but something made him snap it shut and keep the secret locked inside.

“Whether you believe it or not, I hope this won’t affect how you feel about me,” Brian said. He touched Rush’s face again. “I’m not crazy.”

“I can deal with it.” Rush nodded and Brian exhaled.

“Well, now that that’s settled, I’m off.” Mitchell headed down the steps. “Look. Don’t tell Sammi about the fantasy thing. Please.” He gave Rush a look that said, “I trust you, trust me.”

Rush gave him a nod.

Brian grinned. “Don’t tell me you’re scared of Sammi?”

“Of hurting him, yes. Of him leaving me?” Mitchell shrugged. “We’re bonded, Brian. If either of us leaves, the other dies.” Then he went to his car, got in and started it. With a final wave, he backed out of the drive and left.

“Shit. Is he for real?” Rush ran his hand through his hair and stared after the Jetta.

“Yeah, he is.” Brian frowned. “I never knew you were so jealous, cowboy.”

“Neither did I, but when I saw you with your arms around another man, I went berserk. I’m sorry.” Rush gazed deep into Brian’s brown eyes and the fire between them ignited. “Never felt that way before over any man. It sort of knocked me off my feet.”

They came together on the porch, arms wrapped around firm bodies, and hungry mouths met and fought for dominance of the kiss.

When they broke apart, both were panting.

“Fuck, darlin’, don’t ever do that again. My heart can’t stand it.” Rush leaned his head against Brian’s forehead. The depth of his anger, his boiling jealousy, his absolute terror that he’d lost Brian had rocked him to his very core. God, how would he live through this?

“Never.” Brian kissed him again. “Now, what do you want for dinner?”

“Do you have to ask?” Rush pulled him through the open door of the house and pushed Brian to the wall, pinning him with his hands around Brian’s wrists.

“Dessert first?” Brian whispered as Rush rubbed his stiff cock over his.

“Oh, yeah, darlin’. I want to eat my dessert first.”

Then he let Brian’s hands go and fell to his knees.

 

 


Chapter Seventeen

Before Brian could get the first word out of his mouth, Rush had flipped open the button of Brian’s jeans, drawn down the zipper and eased his cock out of his pants. It ached, and where Rush touched it, the ache was soothed, first by his hands then, to Brian’s mind-blowing pleasure, by Rush’s mouth.

Using the flat of his tongue, Rush laved the underside of Brian’s shaft, taking long, loving strokes up and down the length of it. Brian watched as Rush’s head dipped, and the scrape of Rush’s glorious tongue on Brian’s balls made him shudder.

“Fuck, cowboy, do that again.” He whimpered. Locking his knees, he pressed farther back into the wall to keep himself upright.

Rush captured one choice nut in his mouth, swirled his tongue around it then sucked it completely inside. Brian groaned in the sheer ecstasy of it. Nothing had ever felt so good to Brian than having Rush touch him, suck him and love him.

Moving to the other side, Rush repeated the sweet torture and Brian wrapped his fingers in that tawny mane and drew him closer.

“Suck me, cowboy.”

Rush complied, taking him deep into his mouth. Brian’s balls tightened and the urge to unload climbed from the pit of his groin and built like water rising behind a dam. He’d burst any minute. Not knowing how much more he could stand, he was more than willing to test his control.

“That’s it. Use that incredible tongue of yours.” He glanced down.

Somewhere in all of this, Rush had freed himself and was using his other hand to jerk himself off while sucking Brian.

Fuck, that just turned Brian on even more and the dam cracked.

“Shit, I’m going to come. Watching you do yourself, fuck, it’s so sexy, so hot.”

Rush pulled away, his lips still resting on the tip of Brian’s dick. “Want you now. Turn around.”

Brian obeyed. Rush parted the globes of his ass with his hands as he spit, moistened his cock then pushed it into Brian’s hole.

“Gonna fuck you against this wall, darlin’,” the cowboy growled.

Brian spread his legs and pressed his hands flat on the wall to better angle his ass upward, to give Rush’s dick access to what it sought. There was a buildup of pressure, a sharp sting, then Rush was inside him.

“Oh, goddamn, it’s so hot inside you. So fucking tight. God, I love fucking you.”

Brian’s ass was full of Rush, and the first withdrawal left him gasping. Then the pounding started. Rush was like an animal in rut, uncontrollable, passionate. His hands covered Brian’s as he held him.

This was what Brian had longed for. Being taken, being forced to take what Rush gave him. He’d always wanted a mindless, ass-banging, angry caveman fuck. Tonight, against this wall, he was getting exactly what he’d dreamed of.

And it was better than he’d ever imagined.

His cock, still erect, battered the slightly rough texture and sent waves of pleasure through his loins. His balls slapped the wall, rubbing and pressing, bringing him off. The harsh scrape and rasp of Rush plundering his ass drove him to the brink.

When Rush took his shoulder in his mouth and bit down, Brian lost it.

“Oh, God,” he cried out, shooting his load upward, smearing it on the painted surface and his belly as his ass clenched with each eruption.

Taking Rush with him.

“Sweet Jesus. Sweet Jesus.” Rush sobbed into his back.

Their hands wove together, bloodless knuckles showing the force of their grips, the nameless need each of them felt marking the wall beneath them.

Panting, they rested, leaning into each other, holding themselves upright until Rush’s cock slipped from its home and he broke their contact.

Brian shuddered at the sudden coldness then peeled himself off the wall.

Rush returned with a towel and helped clean Brian and the surface. Neither of them could speak just yet. Brian didn’t have any idea of what to say after that amazing merging. Mere words would be inadequate. Maybe, if he were a poet…

Rush looked into his eyes, cupped his chin and leaned in for a kiss. Tender, soft, gentle, it was everything their coupling hadn’t been, and it was perfect.

Brian rested his chin in that calloused hand and closed his eyes. Moments later, Rush’s lips found his and lingered, just pressing, nothing more.

After rearranging their clothes, they made it to the kitchen, and Brian pulled two beers from the fridge. The good wine would wait. They twisted off the caps and downed the beer in long, thirst-driven gulps.

“How about that dinner?” Brian asked.

“Starving. Lead the way.” Rush grinned at him.

“Steaks?”

“I’m always ready for some good beef.” Rush nodded and tossed his bottle into the trash.

Brian took the last swallow and threw his in, the glass clinking in the wastebasket.

“Let’s take the Tahoe.”

They left the house, got in the SUV and backed out of the drive. On Montrose, Brian turned toward Westheimer.

“Where to?” Rush had rolled the window down, and the fresh air tossed his blond hair around. Brian glanced over at him and felt a swell of pride in his lover. Rush was one hell of a sexy man, and he was all his.

“The Cattleman’s Club. Best aged prime beef in town.”

They drove to the restaurant, holding hands, heads bobbing to the country music on the radio. They discovered they both loved George Strait, Toby Keith, and Keith Urban.

“Guess I’m a cowboy at heart,” Brian said.

Rush had reached over and tousled his hair. “A wannabe-cowboy, city boy.”

“Maybe. But I lassoed the real thing.” Brian grinned at him.

“Yes, you did.” Rush sat back, a smile on his face that Brian was more than happy to think of as satisfied.

At the restaurant, they sat in a red leather-upholstered booth across from each other. The place had dark gleaming woodwork, white linen tablecloths and antique cowboy paraphernalia on the walls. They ordered T-bones, baked potatoes all the way, fried okra, and topped it all off with a basket of corn bread and rolls. The conversation was easy-going and relaxed as they kidded with each other and told stories.

When the bill came, Brian reached for it. “You got the last one, cowboy. This one’s mine.” 

Rush nodded.

Then they were out in the night air, back in Brian’s car and heading down Westheimer. “Ever been to the Water Wall?”

Rush shook his head. “I haven’t really seen much of the sights in Houston, to tell the truth.”

“It’s very romantic. Everyone in Houston goes there on dates.”

“Can’t be as romantic as your backyard.”

“Well, maybe not. Let me know what you think.”

In a few minutes, he’d parked the car and they walked over to the huge fountain. Between the lights that illuminated it and the roar of the water as it fell from over two stories high, it was a truly magical place.

They stood together, and Brian took his hand. Rush pulled away, but when Brian insisted, he gave in. “Hey, no one knows you here. Relax. It’s Houston, not Spring Lake.”

Rush looked around them. Couples, both straight and gay, moved in and out of the light as they admired the fountain. In one corner, a man in a tuxedo got down on his knee in front of a young woman in a beautiful gown and presented her with a ring. Everyone clapped when she’d nodded and mouthed “yes”, her words lost in the sounds of the falls.

Brian squeezed Rush’s hand and got a responding pressure.

Rush leaned down and kissed him. It was brief, but it was the first kiss they’d shared in public that Rush had instigated. Brian’s heart leaped at the thought that Rush had become so relaxed and open in showing his feelings. Maybe, just maybe, he’d want more. And he’d want it bad enough to muster the courage Brian knew it would take for Rush to come out.

But he didn’t spoil the moment with words. The gleam in Rush’s eyes was enough for him. They strolled side by side back to the Tahoe, climbed in and headed home.

When they got back to Brian’s, there was no rush, no heated hurry to get to naked. They both knew it would happen and they both seemed to want to take their time.

Brian slipped under the covers and pressed his body to Rush’s body, the soft pull of hair against hair on muscled, firm arms and legs was delicious. Rush warmed Brian, his heated flesh on Brian’s, his hands slowly caressed and teased, and his lips worshiped Brian’s forehead, throat, shoulders, even his fingertips.

That night Rush made love, slow and easy, Rush beneath Brian, Brian rocking lazy and steady into Rush as if he had all the time in the world to give his man. As if morning would never get there. As if Rush would never have to get out of Brian’s bed and leave.

At last, when Brian found sweet shuddering release in Rush’s arms, he lay with his head on Rush’s shoulder while the cowboy stroked his arm.

“Mind if I smoke?”

“Go ahead. It doesn’t bother me. Let me get you something for an ashtray.” Brian got out of bed, went to the kitchen and found an old saucer. The matching cup had broken. He returned and placed it on the stand next to Rush’s side of the bed and got back under the covers when Rush reached over and pulled a pack and a lighter out of the pocket of his shirt. He tapped one out and lit up, inhaling deeply as Brian watched.

“Tell me about your family.” Brian broke the silence.

Rush shrugged beneath him. “Not much to tell. Everyone’s dead.” A stream of gray smoke rose in a column above them. He grabbed the saucer off the stand and placed it on his belly.

Brian raised his head to gaze into Rush’s eyes. “I’m sorry. Were you an only child?”

“No, but my father wished he’d only had one son.” He gave an angry grunt then took a deep drag. “I had a brother, Robert. We called him Robbie. He was the apple of my father’s eye.” The tone was bitter and Brian didn’t have to be a detective to know there was a story in there somewhere. He’d have to be careful and tease it out of the big man. Big he may be, but he was skittish, new to all this sharing of feelings.

“Younger?”

“Yeah. By four years.” Another drag on the cigarette.

“How’d he die?”

“Like a true Weston.” Rush blew smoke rings, each one a perfect O.

Brian waited for the rest of it. It would come when Rush was ready, he knew that from interrogating others. Rush had been so talkative the entire evening Brian had hoped it would continue.

“Robbie was a bronc rider. He was nineteen. He died doing what he loved.”

“Jesus. Were you there?”

Rush flicked his ashes into the saucer then inhaled another drag. “Yep. We all were. He was going for the championship buckle.”

“Can you tell me what happened, or is it too hard?”

Rush bit his lip then blew out the smoke from the corner of his mouth.

“The horse he’d drawn was really rank. That means badass. A real kicker who’d stomp your guts out if it could. Robbie made the eight seconds but couldn’t get free of the rope. He hung on, his feet dragging in the dirt, until the horse made a huge leap, twisted and came down on its side. It crushed Robbie. He was dead before we could get to him.” He tamped his cigarette out in the saucer with an angry twist and a hard-blown plume of smoke.

“Christ, Rush, that’s awful.” Brian felt sick to his stomach. To have watched his brother be killed must have been horrific.

Rush’s eyes closed and Brian could see traces of tears trapped in his long blond lashes. He wanted to kiss them away but kept still, waiting for Rush to get it all out.

“When my dad realized Robbie was dead and he’d been left with me”—he shook his head—“I could see it in his eyes,” he whispered.

“See what?” Brian whispered back.

“He wished it had been me.” Rush’s jaw worked as he struggled with those words and God only knew what other demons plagued him.

“Son of a bitch.” Brian snuggled deeper into Rush and squeezed him tighter, trying to give him comfort and not knowing what to do or say.

“It’s okay.”

“Okay? Fuck, Rush. You’re telling me your father wished you’d been killed and you say it’s okay?”

“It’s ’cause I’m gay. He knew. I told him when I was seventeen.”

“He didn’t approve, I take it.” Brian tried to keep the bitterness out of his voice but it wasn’t easy. How could someone hate their own child for something so stupid as who they found attractive or who they fell in love with?

“He beat the crap out of me and told me if I ever gave him reason to think about what I’d told him again, he’d either kill me or kick me off the ranch. Disown me.” Rush’s grip on Brian tightened. His naked need for love and acceptance clawed at Brian’s heart.

“Shit.” Brian held Rush, and neither of them spoke again.

Rush’s breathing steadied, slowed and in a while, he snored softly. Brian moved the saucer to the stand, turned out the light and pulled the covers over Rush’s shoulders.

Brian understood now.

Rush had been in the closet his whole life, and the one time he’d tried to come out, he’d been slapped back inside so hard and so fast that he’d given up any hope of ever seeing the light on the other side of that closed door. Add to that the guilt he must feel over Robbie’s death and his father’s disappointment.

Rush’s father was dead. There was no need to for him to hide anymore.

But how in the world would Brian be able to convince Rush?

 

 


Chapter Eighteen

Rush’s phone rang. He groaned, rolled over and reached for it, slapping his hand on the bedside table. He found it, flipped it open and held it to his ear.

“Weston,” he muttered.

“Boss, it’s Ricky. That mare’s going to foal today, you better get back.” At first, Rush didn’t recognize the young man’s slight accent then his eyes snapped open.

“What’s wrong with her?”

“She’s down. I called the vet. He’s coming out as soon as he can, but he’s on another call.”

“Call Manuel, get him there.”

“Already did. He’s on his way.”

“Good. I’ll be there as soon as I can, but it won’t be for at least an hour or so.” In the time it would take him to drive back to the ranch from Houston, she could have the foal or die during a difficult birth. He had a lot of time and money wrapped up in this foal, and he didn’t want to lose either the mother or the baby.

“See you then.”

“Call me if there is any change.” Rush flipped the phone closed. “Shit.”

 

Brian got out of bed and began to separate his clothing from Rush’s. Rush rolled out of bed and headed to the bathroom.

“Got a mare going to foal. She’s having problems,” he called out.

“I got that. Can I fix you breakfast?”

“No, but some coffee to go would be great.” The shower started, and as much as Brian wanted to slip under the water with Rush, he knew it’d be best if he didn’t start anything.

“Sure thing.” Brian hurried down the hall to the kitchen and the coffeemaker.

By the time Rush came out, dressed and drying his hair with a towel, the coffee was dripping into the pot. Brian got down a travel mug, filled it up with steaming hot black coffee, then reached into the fridge and pulled out a couple of biscuits. He popped them into the microwave to heat them up.

The buzzer went off. He took them out, quickly buttered them and wrapped them in a paper towel, then shoved them into Rush’s hands.

“It’s not much, but it’s better than nothing.”

“Thanks, darlin’. You sure know how to treat a man to a good time.”

“I had a good time, too.”

Once there, Rush leaned his back against the door. “I hate for this to ruin our weekend. I’d gotten Ricky to do the chores.” His face twisted in a grimace.

“Looks like we’ll just have to try it again next weekend.”

They kissed, careful not to crush Rush’s hastily prepared breakfast between them.

“Being apart from you is killing me.” Brian cupped Rush’s face in his hand.

“Me, too. I thought we’d have more time.” Rush turned slightly and laid a kiss on Brian’s palm.

“It would never be enough, cowboy.”

Rush’s face flushed. “I can’t give you any more, darlin’. You know that.”

“I know.” Brian exhaled in acceptance and stood back.

Rush strode through the door, trotted down the steps and got into his truck before the breath returned to Brian’s lungs. With a quick wave, he was gone.

Brian leaned in the doorway long after the truck had turned the corner and disappeared. Then he pushed off, went back inside and crawled back into bed.

Inhaling, Brian could smell Rush’s scent and the remnants of their lovemaking in his sheets. God, it was heaven. He closed his eyes and relived their time together. Each touch, each kiss, each whispered cry.

There was no way he was going to wash these sheets until next Friday.

 

* * * *

 

Rush called late that evening.

“How’d it turn out?” Brian asked.

“It’s a boy!” Rush sounded happy, as if he were still on a high.

“That’s great. Is that what you wanted?”

“It didn’t matter to me, as long as it was healthy.” They both laughed.

“And is the mother okay?”

“She’s fine. The vet helped her. He had to tie a rope around the foal’s leg and pull the little guy out.”

Brian groaned. “Did you get there in time?”

“Yep. Saw it all, even helped with the delivery.”

“Really?”

“I helped. Manuel kept the mama calm. Even Ricky pitched in, running to and from the vet’s truck to get stuff.” He chuckled.

“I’m so glad. Really. And you certainly sound like a proud papa.”

“Well, he has your eyes. Big, brown and liquid,” Rush whispered.

“Now don’t you start any of that sweet talk you cowboys are so famous for.” Brian laughed. “Comparing me to your horses and cows.”

“No sweet talk?”

“No.”

“How about some dirty talk?”

Brian groaned.

“I’ll take that for a yes.”

For the rest of the call, Rush told Brian exactly what he’d wanted to do to him the next time they were alone together. It involved whipped cream, cherries and lots of licking.

When they hung up, Brian laid in bed making a mental shopping list for next weekend. A huge grin spread over his face.

Rush hadn’t said anything about chocolate. Or bananas.

 

* * * *

 

On Tuesday morning, Mrs. Waters called Brian.

“I just wanted to let you know I’ve made my decision.”

Brian’s heart pounded and he tried to keep control of his voice. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Tell that young man…”

Brian waited. Please, God, for once, do something right for Sammi.

“Tell him I’d like to meet my grandson.”

He exhaled loudly. “That’s great. He’ll be so happy.”

“I’ll leave it to you to set it up sometime this week or next.”

“I will. I’ll call as soon as I have a date and time, Mrs. Waters.”

“That’s fine, Mr. Russell. And thank you.”

“Just doing my job.”

“Well, some folks might have thought that meant pressuring me into seeing him instead of letting me make my own decision.”

“They might.”

“You’re a good man, Mr. Russell.”

“I try to be, Mrs. Waters.”

With that, she hung up.

Brian called Sammi to tell him the news.

“I can’t believe it!” Sammi shouted. “Mitchell! She’s going to see me!”

Brian could hear them laughing and rejoicing in the background. He’d been forgotten for the moment, so he just sat back and listened.

A minute later, Sammi came back on. “When?”

“She left it up to you. What’s your work schedule like? Can you take some time off during the day?”

“I’ll ask Otis today and call you as soon as I can and set it up.”

“Sounds good.”

Mitchell’s voice came over the line. “You’re the best, Brian. I love you, man!”

More whoops and hollers then a very full silence.

Brian closed his phone and left Sammi and Mitchell to their celebration.

Now to do something about his own life.

He straightened, brought up the Internet then Google. After typing in Spring Lake, Texas, he hit the Go button.

The screen filled with a page of entries. He scanned them, found the one he was looking for and clicked on it. If the mountain wouldn’t come to Mohammad, maybe he should go to the mountain.

Spring Lake, Texas—Employment Opportunities

He scrolled down the list. Maintenance workers. Cafeteria workers for the high school. He grimaced. He could cook but he looked terrible in a hair net. A librarian. Not much call for an engineer in a small town. They probably hired one on an ‘as needed’ basis.

Some openings for accountants in the tax department. That sounded mind-numbing, but all they wanted was a four-year degree, which he had.

Bingo.

Spring Lake Police Department—An equal opportunity employer

Brian sat back and took a deep breath. He copied the web address for inquiries then brought up his email.

He spent more time composing the letter than he’d thought he would. He kept checking their requirements to make sure he had what they needed. Then, finger poised on the mouse hovering above Send, he stopped for the first time since the crazy idea had hit him and thought on what he was about to do.

Being without Rush was not an option for him. This was no way to live, and he’d decided somewhere between last weekend and this moment that he couldn’t spend the rest of his life waiting on weekends.

Rush’s entire life, all he was and what he knew how to be, was wrapped up in the Double T. Brian, on the other hand, had a degree that could take him just about anywhere and do almost anything. Law enforcement was in his blood and under his skin.

There might not be enough business for a PI in Spring Lake, but they had cops.

Could he really have his dream man and his dream job at the same time?

He’d never know unless he tried.

All they could do was say no thanks. It was worth a shot.

He clicked Send.

 

* * * *

 

“I see on your application that you have the required law enforcement courses in addition to your degree in engineering.” Jack Whittaker, the Chief of Police glanced up from the papers and straight into Brian’s face. He’d been cordial but not overly so, but not cold. A tall, well-built man in his early forties, he seemed to have the small-town station under control. Brian had been impressed with the efficiency of the officers who’d come and gone while he’d sat in the patrol room waiting for the chief to arrive for the interview.

“You could make a lot more money as an engineer.”

“Yes. But it’s always been a dream of mine to be a cop.”

“You’ve been a PI for eight years. Licensed to carry concealed.”

“Yes, sir.” Brian nodded.

“Business good?”

“In Houston, yes, it’s very good.”

“So why leave?” The chief looked him in the eye.

“I’m tired of the big city. I’ll like to try a small town.” The question bordered on too personal, but to not answer might appear bad or as if he had something to hide.

Whittaker didn’t seem like he believed it but didn’t press further. Brian had thought about what to do about being gay. Not about what to do, exactly, but what to say to Whittaker.

“Is there something you’re not telling me?” Whittaker leaned forward, keen interest in his ice blue eyes. Brian was sure he’d used that same stare with the criminals he’d come into contact with. Undoubtedly, they confessed right away, as Brian was about to do.

“Well, sir, I want to be honest with you. I don’t want there to be any problems down the line because I didn’t make you aware of it so I’ll just get it out on the table.” Brian paused, swallowed and went for it. “I’m gay.”

The chief of police blinked. Several times. Then he leaned back in his chair.

“Gay.”

“I know.” Brian put up his hand to stop Whittaker. “I don’t look gay.”

“I wasn’t going to say that.” He shook his head.

Now it was Brian’s turn to blink. “What were you going to say?”

“That I understand. Ten years ago, times were different. Not so lenient, especially in law enforcement.”

“Yes, sir.” Brian nodded. “Back then, I didn’t want to live a large part of my life hiding who I am. Still don’t plan on living that way, even here.”

“As stated on the application and the website, we’re an equal opportunity employer, Mr. Russell.” Amusement flashed in Whittaker’s eyes as he spouted the city’s diversity line. “Even out here in ‘Hickland’, we have to try to be open-minded.” He gave a wry grin. “But that doesn’t mean everyone will treat you with respect.”

“I understand.”

“Actually, you’re a little older than some of our other applicants, and some of them have more training and experience.”

Brian stood. He had a sinking feeling this was it, no job offer. Whittaker had come up with an excuse not to hire him because of his age.

“Where are you going?” The chief’s eyebrows shot up.

“Just wanted to save you your breath turning me down. But”—he leaned on the desk between them—“I’m telling you I can do the job, sir. Whether I’m gay or not, whether I’m older or less experienced, I can do the job. I promise you.”

“It doesn’t.” Steepling his fingers, Whittaker leaned back in his chair.

“What?”

“I said it doesn’t matter to me. I don’t care what you are or aren’t or how old you are. As for experience, you’d make a fine detective in a few years. What I need is a good man, someone I can trust to get the job done, to handle the citizens with an even hand and temper, and to be committed to this job.”

Brian straightened.

“Sit down, Brian. Let’s talk.”

Brian sat and listened as Whittaker explained the sort of crime and duties Brian would be expected to handle and encounter. Nothing he couldn’t deal with, for sure. Patrolling, writing tickets, answering emergency calls, directing traffic. They hadn’t had a murder in years, but burglary, drag racing and traffic accidents were their biggest problems.

Whittaker told him about the men he’d be working with and assured him that he would back Brian if any issues about being gay came up, to the best of his ability. The men sounded fine, most of them married with kids, long-time residents of Spring Lake, and, in the chief’s opinion, well trained.

At the end of the interview, they stood and Whittaker walked Brian to the door where the receptionist sat.

“Kristin? Please give Mr. Russell the employment package.” She nodded. Whittaker turned to Brian. “It’ll tell you everything you need to get and what we provide and all the forms you’ll need to fill out about health insurance, etc. are in it. Have them completed and back to us next week. We’ll do the background check ASAP. You can do your physical and drug test at that time. Report to work at the beginning of the month.”

Then he turned and held out his hand. “Welcome to Spring Lake PD, Russell.”

Brian’s face split into a wide grin and he took the offered hand. “Thanks, Chief. You’re not going to regret this.”

“I’m sure I won’t. You won’t give me cause, will you?” Those icy blue eyes pinned Brian.

“No, sir.” He pumped the chief’s hand once more and went to the desk where Kristin had pulled together the packet of papers.

“Welcome to the force, Mr. Russell.” She gave him a wink and handed him the package.

“Thanks.” He nodded at her, shoved it under his arm then made his escape before Chief Whittaker changed his mind.

Once in his truck, he let out a whoop of joy. He’d done it. Taken the first step to changing his life, being with the man he loved, and doing what he’d always dreamed. He tossed the package onto the seat, fired up the engine and pulled out of the lot. Taking a quick drive around town, he wanted to see what Spring Lake was all about and see if there was a real estate office. He’d have to get a house here, but he’d deal with that later.

At a gas station-convenience store, he parked and went inside for a soda and to ask for directions to the Double T. With a cold can of cola and directions in hand, he went back to his truck and got in.

Even though their date wasn’t until tomorrow, he couldn’t wait to see Rush and tell him the good news.

 


Chapter Nineteen

Rush waved and caught Manuel’s eye as he came out of the barn. His foreman strolled over to the porch where Rush sat and climbed the stairs. He slid down the porch column, sat with a grunt then took off his hat. After he wiped his brow with his sleeve, he said, “Got that little colt bedded down in the new stall. He and his mom are sure happy. You’ve got the beginnings of a fine bloodline there, Rush.”

“I know.” He leaned back and placed his boots on the worn top rail.

Manuel stood, holding his hand over his eyes. “Expecting visitors?”

“No.” Rush shook his head.

Down the road came a dark SUV, a dust cloud following it. As soon as he recognized it, Rush felt as if a hand squeezed his heart. “Shit!” The chair fell forward and his feet hit the ground as he stood.

Manuel glanced at him. “Recognize the truck?”

“Yeah,” he muttered. What the hell was Brian doing here? Rush gave Manuel a sidelong look and wished like hell the man was somewhere else.

The vehicle stopped next to Rush’s truck and the dust settled. The door swung open and Brian, a wide smile on his face, got out.

Rush, so mad he could spit, was down the steps and stalking toward him.

“What the hell are you doing here?” Rush bellowed. 

Manuel had followed and stood next to him. This was not a conversation he wanted the old man to hear.

With his eyes wide, Brian stopped, then his eyes darted to Manuel. “I should have called. I’m sorry to have surprised you. Bad idea.”

“Obviously.” Rush wanted to shake Brian. What had he been thinking? As it was, he had to control himself from pulling Brian into a tight hold.

They stood an arm’s width from each other. His chest heaved with his effort to stay apart and from the rapid rise and fall of Brian’s chest, it seemed he was having the same problem.

Brian stared at the ground, seemed to gather himself then said, “I…” His words died on his lips. He took one long look into Rush’s eyes and the heat seared Rush to the bone. Despite being furious with him, Rush recognized his hot need to pull the man to him, to kiss him, to cup his ass and grind their cocks together.

Brian shrugged and turned away. At the truck, he stopped, one hand on the open door, and opened his mouth as if to speak, then shut it. He got in, turned the truck around and drove off.

Brian had left him. It was over.

Rush rubbed his heart and staggered. Manuel grabbed his arm and steadied him. Shit. He didn’t need any help. Jerking his arm loose, he strode back to the porch and climbed the steps. At the top, he spun around and dropped to his ass onto the top step.

“Shit.” He ran both hands through his hair. He’d sent Brian away, acted like the asshole he was, been rude and…a jerk. Fuck, he’d screwed the pooch for sure this time.

Manuel eased himself down next to Rush. “That the reason you been to Houston so much this month?”

Rush’s head jerked up as he stared at his foreman. “What? I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about.” He gazed down the road. The dust had settled back to the ground and Brian’s truck was long gone, taking Rush’s chance for happiness with it.

“Houston. Where you’ve been going every couple of months for years now.”

“So?”

“So, this month, you’ve been to Houston a couple weeks in a row. So, I figure, something’s changed. And it has. You’re smiling all the time, happy like I’ve never seen you before.” Manuel’s soft-spoken manner soothed Rush’s rattled nerves. The old man was right on all counts.

His weathered hand rested on Rush’s shoulder. “You treated him pretty rough, Rush. He didn’t deserve that.”

“No, he didn’t,” Rush whispered. He lifted his head and he frowned at Manuel.

His foreman laughed. “Son, I’ve known about you for ages. Since you told your daddy. He told me the same day.”

“You knew?”

“That you were gay? Yes.”

“But Dad…”

“Your old man was a good friend, Rush, but a shitty father. I told him so that day he beat you. He almost fired me over it.” Manuel shook his head. “Things changed between us then. I continued to work for him but our friendship had been damaged.”

“You stood up for me?” Rush’s eyes filled with tears. No one had ever stood up for him against his old man, not even his mother.

“Not that it did any good.” He nudged Rush with his shoulder. “Seems that young man of yours is giving you a clear signal. He’s standing up for you.”

“Seems like it.” Rush stared down the road.

“What are you willing to do for him?” Manuel gave Rush’s shoulder a squeeze and stood. “Not that it means much, but I’ve always been proud of you, Rush.”

Rush reached up and put his hand over Manuel’s. “That means a lot to me.”

“Now, I think you’ve got a phone call and some begging to do.” He chuckled and walked off to the barn, leaving Rush alone.

Rush groaned. Nothing he could say was going to bring Brian back this time. It was hopeless. Manuel would know better if he’d known how many ways he’d screwed up with Brian.

Coward.

If he didn’t at least try, his father had won. Even from the grave, Travis Weston had ruled his life. Now, he was letting his father destroy the one thing in the world he loved more than this stupid piece of ground.

 

* * * *

 

Brian wiped his face with his sleeve and headed for the interstate.

What had he expected? Rush had told him he didn’t want him to stay at the ranch, but he had no idea Rush didn’t want him to even show his face. Rush’s shock and embarrassment had stunned Brian.

There had been no tender gaze from him, nothing but anger and fury and outright mortification.

He’d made a terrible mistake.

Tears welled.

“I will not cry,” he gritted out, but his lips quivered, on the verge of betraying him. “Not over that bastard.”

He had to face the truth. From the very beginning, he’d been nothing to Rush but a booty call. A fuck buddy and phone sex and nothing more. Not even good enough to visit at his home.

What a fool he’d been, telling Rush he loved him. The cowboy had probably laughed his ass off over that. Never again. He’d had it.

His phone rang. Unsnapping it from his belt, he glanced at the caller ID.

“You fucking bastard!” he yelled at the phone. The temptation to throw it out of the window was powerful, but it had all his business numbers and notes on it. It’d be easier to just delete Rush’s number than replace all the other stuff.

The ringing stopped. A moment later it rolled to voice mail.

He tossed it on the seat and kept driving.

It rang again.

“Shit. Fuck. You cocksucker!” Brian shook with fury. He jerked the truck off the road and came to a stop.

He snatched up the phone then flipped it open.

“Don’t ever call me again,” he shouted.

“Brian. Please. I made a terrible mistake. I panicked.”

“That was panicking? You practically threw me off your ranch!”

“I know. I was just so shocked to see you.”

“You used me. Again!” Brian roared into the phone.

“No! I swear. It’s not like that.”

Brian got out of the car and began pacing on the side of the road. “What is it like, Rush?”

“You know how I feel about you.”

“Do I? Say it. Tell me like I told you.”

“What?”

“Say it. Tell me how you feel about me. I’ve said it to you.”

Silence hung in the air between them.

“Fuck you, cowboy.”

“I love you.” It was a whisper. A breath on the breeze. Brian almost couldn’t hear it, and for a moment, he thought he’d imagined it.

“What? I want you say it out loud, and if I don’t hear those words right now, I’m hanging up and it’s over.”

“I love you, Brian. Don’t leave me.”

Brian stood still, his breath in hard rasps in his chest, the phone held glued to his ear. He swallowed, licked his lips then exhaled. He should be happy, he should be jumping up and down, or at least have a sappy grin on his face. He didn’t feel happy, or much like jumping. But he did feel like a big sap. Did two out of three count?

“I can’t do this, Rush. I can’t keep getting hurt by you,” Brian whispered.

“I’m so sorry. I know that. Please, come back. Let’s talk about this. Please.”

Brian lowered the phone to his side and looked at the clouds. How many times would he go back? How much crap could he take, just to be with a man who was so buried in the closet, so deep in the dark that he couldn’t see his own hand in front of his face?

“I can’t live in the closet, Rush. I won’t. That’s not how I live my life.”

“I know. We’ll work something out. I swear it. Just don’t leave me. Please come back to the ranch. Please.” Rush’s angst-ridden voice choked out the words, and Brian felt the cowboy’s emotions even through the tenuous cell phone connection.

Brian closed the phone and walked in a tight circle. Every cell in his body wanted Rush, but his pride kept telling him he’d be a fool to be taken in again.

He climbed back into the truck.

 

* * * *

 

Rush stood in the yard in front of the house as Brian drove up. He parked, got out, but as he turned around to shut the door, Rush slammed into him and pinned him against the side of the truck.

“God, I’m so sorry, darlin’. I’ve been such a fool.” Rush covered his face in soft kisses, roamed his hands over his chest, along his arms and cupped his ass, pulling him in tight.

Brian brought his hands up between them and he pushed Rush off. “Slow down. I’m here to talk, not for a booty call.” His lips twisted and his jaw worked with the strain of keeping his own hands off Rush.

Rush stepped back, hands up in surrender. “Okay. Right. Let’s talk.” He turned around and led the way to the porch. Brian followed. Rush stepped around a large chair and sat on a swing suspended from the porch ceiling.

“Sit with me.”

Brian sat next to Rush, and Rush put his hand on Brian’s leg. It was warm, heavy, and Brian longed to feel those calloused hands on his bare skin.

Rush laughed, but it was hard and cold. “My father is rolling in his grave right about now.”

“I imagine so.” Brian wasn’t ready to cut Rush any slack. Not yet.

Rush looked up and swallowed. Brian watched his Adam’s apple bob and focused on the spot on Rush’s throat that he longed to lick. Tearing his gaze away, he fought for control and balled his hands into fists on his thighs.

“Manuel, that man who was with me when you showed up?”

“Yeah?”

“He’s my foreman. He worked for my father and stayed on to work for me.”

“Okay.” Brian had no idea where this was going but he wished Rush would hurry up and get there. It shouldn’t feel so good to sit here with Rush.

“He knows.”

“What?” Brian turned to look Rush in the eye.

“He knows about me. About us.”

“Did you tell him?”

“No. He’s always known I’m a faggot.” Rush spit the last word out as if it tasted bad. Personally, Brian hated that word.

“You’re not a faggot, Rush. Don’t ever call yourself that.” He shook his head.

“Okay. He knows I’m gay. Better?”

“Yeah.” Brian gave a small smile.

“My father told him all those years ago. Yet he kept working for me after Dad died.” Rush shook his head as if he couldn’t believe it.

“Well, why not?”

“I thought he was like my dad.” Rush’s head fell back.

“He accepts you?” Brian searched the area for the man, but he was nowhere to be seen.

“Yes. Can you believe it?”

“Yeah, I can. Not everyone your father’s age is homophobic.”

“I guess not.” Rush sighed. “Manuel said that since I’ve been with you, he’s never seen me happier.”

“Really?”

“I’ve never been happier. Ever. That’s God’s own truth.”

“I wish I could say that, Rush.” Brian’s voice got quiet. “But it’s not been a nonstop joyride for me, cowboy.”

“I know. I’m just so bad at this relationship thing. I warned you, remember?”

“Yeah, I remember. But I was so convinced I would be the one.”

“You are the one for me, Brian.”

“I meant the one to coax you out of the closet.”

Rush was silent. They sat next to each other on the swing, moving in a slow back and forth while their boot heels dragged on the wood planks of the porch. The day faded, the sky in the west a smear of crimson and orange.

Brian laid his hand on top of Rush’s and they locked fingers and continued to just swing. A man came out of the barn and up to the porch. Brian recognized him as the foreman, Manuel.

“Boss, I’m heading out. Be back in the morning, regular time.” Manuel nodded to Brian. “Hello.”

“Manuel, this is Brian Russell. My…” Rush stumbled.

Brian squeezed his hand. “Boyfriend sounds so high school. His lover. Pleased to meet you, Manuel.” He gave the man a smile and held out his hand to shake.

The older man took it. “Glad to meet you and so damn glad you came back. I hope you two work this out, but as you can see, Rush’s going to need some help.” Manuel chuckled. “He’s a good man, Brian. You’re going to have to cut him some slack.”

Rush groaned. “He’s done that and more, Manuel. You have no idea how patient he’s been with me.”

Brian shrugged. “I know a good thing when I see it.”

“Well, just to let you know, he can be trained.”

“Get out of here, Manuel.” Rush waved him off. “You don’t have to sell Brian on me.”

“Well, he’s doing a better job than you, cowboy.” Brian laughed, finally feeling at ease again. Rush still hadn’t let go of his hand.

“I guess you two have things to talk about, so I’ll be going. Night, boss.”

“Night, Manuel.”

“Goodnight,” Brian chimed in as the man walked off and got into a battered old truck. “He seems like a good man.”

“Sure is. Best man I know. Except you.” Rush brought their hands to his lips and kissed Brian’s. “I don’t deserve you. I know that. I just thank God you came back.”

“So, let’s talk.” Brian wanted to tell Rush about his decision to change his life.

“Okay.” They continued to swing and watch the sun set behind the low hills. Rush wrapped his arm around Brian, and Brian allowed himself to lean against him, content to enjoy the quiet moment, gazing out at the ranch, the sky, the shadows growing under the trees.

“I have to tell you something, Rush.”

“You’re not pregnant, are you?” Rush stared at him in mock horror.

Brian laughed. This was the Rush he loved. “No. I’m on the pill.” 

They snorted.

“I joined the Spring Lake PD today. I report at the beginning of the month.”

 


Chapter Twenty

Rush pulled his hand from Brian and stared at him.

“What the fuck are you talking about, Brian?” His heart thudded like a bass drum.

“I interviewed today with the chief. He hired me.” Brian seemed so elated. 

Rush should have been happy, but fear filled him instead.

“But, your business? Your house?” Rush stuttered.

“I have a few jobs I need to finish, but they’ll be done in a week or two. I’m going to keep the house, just rent it out.”

Rush didn’t speak, didn’t want to ask where Brian planned on living. If he moved to Spring Lake, Rush would be able to see him all the time, and that was good. They could sneak around, but eventually, people would find out they were lovers, and that was bad. Nothing stayed a secret around here for long.

Everyone would know.

“I’m going to find a house to rent.” Brian seemed to be waiting for Rush to say something, but Rush didn’t trust himself to say the right thing.

Brian stood and stared at him, waiting. Seemed not saying anything had been the wrong thing. Rush was damned if he did, damned if he didn’t.

 

“I’ll see you around.” Disgusted by Rush’s silence, by his refusal to come out, Brian walked to the end of the porch then halted. What had he expected? “By the way, I told Whittaker I was gay. I wanted to be upfront about it.”

Rush surged to his feet. “What the fuck? Why did you do that? Once everyone sees you with me, they’ll assume I’m gay, too.”

“You are gay.” Brian struggled to keep his voice level. “Something you keep forgetting when it’s convenient.”

“I can’t forget it. You keep reminding me.”

“Someone has to.” Brian turned away.

“Why did you have to ruin everything?” Rush yelled.

The last straw snapped and Brian whirled around. In two strides, he was at Rush, his arm jerked back then exploded forward, smashing into Rush’s mouth. The cowboy was knocked to his ass on the porch, his lip torn and bleeding.

Brian shook his hand, the knuckles scraped raw. “I ruined? You stupid, selfish bastard,” he growled as he stood over Rush. “I offered you everything. A life, my heart, forever. And you spit on it.”

Staring up at him, Rush held his hand over his mouth. Blood oozed from between his fingers.

“Shit.” Brian licked the back of his hand and grimaced at the metallic tang on his tongue. He’d lost control, and that had never happened to him before he’d met Rush. But the big man had pushed him, had driven him crazy, had hurt him so bad that he’d struck out. Leaving him breathless and wanting Rush. Brian’s cock swelled.

What was wrong with him? He wanted to fall on top of Rush, press him into the wooden floor, crush his mouth down on Rush’s swollen lips and fuck him until Rush told the world, admitted to everyone, that he was gay and Brian’s lover.

“Goddamn you.” Brian spun, fists still clenched, and headed down the steps. He needed to cool off, needed to get the smell of Rush’s blood out of his nostrils, and get the need for Rush’s body beneath his out of his mind.

Taking long, striding, furious steps, he followed a worn path in the low grass around the house, past the barn, and kept marching. Tears blurred his vision but he didn’t care. On autopilot, he headed as far from Rush as he could get, swallowing great gulps of air into his burning lungs.

 

* * * *

 

Too stunned to move, Rush lay on the porch. He pulled his hand from his mouth and stared at it.

Blood.

Testing his lip with his tongue, he felt the cut. It was already swelling. He pushed to his feet and steadied himself on the railing, his head still swimming from the blow.

He’d deserved that. And more.

Rush staggered into the ranch house and made his way to the kitchen. He turned on the water full blast, cupped his hands and splashed it on this face, washing the blood away.

Then he got ice from the freezer and wrapped it in a towel. He slumped onto a kitchen chair, held the ice pack to his mouth, leaned his head back and closed his eyes.

He had no idea how long he’d sat there, not thinking, wallowing in the pain of his busted lip and his shattered life.

“What the hell happened to you?”

He cracked open one eye. Manuel stood with his hands on his hips, head cocked like a feisty gray-haired rooster.

“It didn’t go like I planned.”

“No shit.” Manuel pulled out a chair and sat at the table. “Where’s Brian?”

Rush shrugged. “Gone.”

“His truck is still outside.”

“I didn’t see. I was lying on my ass, looking up at the stars circling the porch ceiling at the time.”

“Undoubtedly deserved.”

“What are you doing back here?”

“Forgot my list for the feed supplies.” He held up a piece of paper.

Rush sighed. “I’ve really fucked this up, Manuel.”

“Fucking is easy, Rush. Relationships are hard. Don’t guess you’ve had much practice with those.” Manuel stared at him, his gaze boring into Rush’s heart.

“Yeah, I’ve got the fucking down. And I’m a master at the fucking up part.” He tried to laugh but it pulled at his lip, so he replaced the ice pack.

Manuel peered out of the window. “It’s dark. Any idea where he might have gone?”

“No.” Rush stood, staring through the panes of glass. “He could be anywhere.”

“We’ll give him another thirty minutes or so, then we’d better go look for him.”

“You go on home. I’ll find him. Apologize, grovel…” Rush muttered. “I seem to be doing a lot of that lately.”

Manuel slapped him on the back. “You’ll get it right. If not this time, the next.”

Rush shook his head. “There’ll never be a next time. Brian was it. The one.”

Without replying, Manuel left Rush alone in the kitchen, staring out at the dark.

 

* * * *

 

Brian swore and kicked another rock, sending it flying into the night. Each one was a tiny Rush being kicked out of Brian’s life with the pointed end of his boots. He’d been walking for a while, each step taking him farther and farther from Rush, and that was just peachy damn keen with him.

The rock vanished into the blackness around him. The ping as it landed broke the night noises. It tumbled along the ground then was silent. He stopped and searched around.

Where the hell was he? The sky was moonless and the stars weren’t out yet. How did it get so dark so fast? Must be the country. No lights from the city, nor from the highway. No lights at all.

He turned in a slow circle. Not even lights from the ranch house.

Great. Just fucking great. He was lost.

If he just followed the path back, he’d be fine. If he could see it. Squinting in the darkness, he strained to find some outline of the worn path he’d followed.

He couldn’t just stand here all night.

Brian started walking back in the direction he’d figured he’d come from. Fifteen minutes later, he was still surrounded by the night.

“Fuck!” This wasn’t cool. He could barely see his way now.

He didn’t let a little thing like darkness bother him—he just kept going, marching as if he’d had orders from military command. March or die.

He stumbled, losing his footing on a scattering of loose rocks. Arms flailing as he twisted, he went down on one knee and pain shot up his leg. With a useless attempt at righting himself, he went down on his side in the dirt.

The ground beneath him was cold, hard and unyielding. Above, the sky was so dark he couldn’t tell if he was floating or not.

The pain in his knee throbbed and he tried to straighten it. He kicked a large rock with his heel and it shifted out of the way.

There were some sounds he would’ve recognized in a heartbeat. His lover’s voice. The cocking of a pistol. The warning rattle of a snake.

Snake. Primeval, irrational fear. Naked terror. 

The rattling filled the night, like someone’s radio turned up too loud, and his heart was the pounding bass. Warmth drained from Brian’s body, disappearing as if it had been sucked out of him. All that was left was cold terror.

The rattle lessened.

Brian took a tentative breath.

Silence.

He drew his good leg up and angry rattling broke the night.

He froze. The rattling stopped.

His dream came back to him. The terror, the night sky, the inability to move.

All that was missing was Rush trying to kill him.

And he’d given Rush the motive when he’d punched him.

Brian closed his eyes, got control of his runaway heart and his imagination. He swallowed but there wasn’t enough moisture left in his mouth.

He tried to move his other leg but the pain wasn’t going to allow it. Even the small movement set off the rattler. He stilled.

How long could he lie here with a snake curled up next to him?

Maybe it would move off. Get hungry and leave. Chase down some poor field mouse or a lizard. It couldn’t be interested in him, could it?

The adrenaline surged and he fought the impulse to jump up, run and never look back. His muscles tightened, ready to take flight.

No fucking way. He didn’t even know where it hid. Bringing his urge to run under control, he held still.

Somewhere near his feet was a snake. Left or right?

He raised his arm on the right and the rattler sounded.

Okay. Right side—check.

He inched his arm back down without setting off the snake.

If he just kept still, he’d be fine. The ground grew colder and a shiver ran through him. How cold did it get out here at night? Couldn’t be any colder than in the city.

Sixties, tops.

Now all he had to do was wait until Rush showed up and shot him.

 

* * * *

 

Rush stood on the porch and stared into the night. He switched to night vision and scanned the area around the ranch.

He cupped his hands around his mouth and called, “Brian!”

No answer, not even the dogs. Where were the dogs? Probably off chasing possums and raccoons in one of the outer pastures.

Thirty minutes had come and gone.

He moved off the porch onto the steps.

In the distance, a series of howls broke the quiet.

Coyotes.

Rush turned around, went inside to the gun rack and took down his rifle.

 

* * * *

 

No fucking way. Coyotes? Brian groaned.

This was too much. Really. Like some bad B movie with that second-rate action hero, Bruce somebody.

Brian laughed.

The snake rattled.

The coyotes joined in.

Are we having fun yet?

He’d take Rush with the rifle right about now.

 

* * * *

 

Rush followed the tracks of Brian’s boots past the barn. They came and went as the ground hardened into packed earth and mixed with the prints of hooves and paws. Rifle slung over his shoulder, he scanned the night and kept going.

The coyotes sounded like they were hunting. A small pack, maybe five or six. They could bring down a stray calf, or a sick steer, but a man?

If he were on the ground. Injured. Unconscious.

Rush picked up his pace, broke into a trot, his long legs eating up the distance. Breathless, he paused at the top of a rise and looked down into the wash. On his left in the distance, the coyotes were gathered, yipping and working up their courage.

There on the ground lay a body. With his heart in his throat, he slid down the slope, reached the bottom and stalked forward.

He called out, “Brian?”

 

“Rush?” Brian squinted but all he could see was a tall dark shape moving toward him.

It had to be Rush. Unarmed. He let out a sigh. “Wait, don’t come closer. There’s a snake somewhere next to me. It’s too dark for me to see it. On the right. A rattler.”

Rush froze. With a quick movement, he swung what could only be a rifle off his shoulder, leveled it at waist height and pointed it at Brian.

Brian’s heart stopped. This was it. His premonition come true.

Rush was going to kill him.

“Don’t move.”

“Rush. Don’t do this. I’m sorry. Really. I never should have punched you. You don’t have to do this.” Brian held out his hand to ward off Rush and the snake’s death song filled the air.

“Don’t fucking move.” Rush gritted out between clenched teeth.

“Rush. Don’t. Please,” Brian’s voice cracked as he begged for his life.

“Trust me.”

“What?”

“Just for once, trust me.” Rush brought the rifle to his shoulder. His actions calm, sure, steady.

Trust this man, let go of his fear. Of his vision. Brian closed his eyes for a moment, took a deep breath and nodded once. “Okay.” He held still, watched and waited for the shot.

The crack of the shot exploded and the muzzle flare blinded Brian. The ground near his calf shook. The snake blew into the air and landed across his legs in a tangle of thick, heavy loops.

Brian screamed and flinched. He tried to peddle backward, away from the snake, but his bad leg wouldn’t let him.

Rush dropped the rifle, ran to Brian, grabbed the snake and tossed it into the night.

“You’re all right, darlin’,” Rush crooned as he gathered Brian into his arms. 

Brian grabbed him hard and held on.

“How did you…? It’s pitch dark.” Brian was so cold and he couldn’t control the shaking that racked his body.

“You’re not the only one with powers. Can you stand now?”

“Not sure. I really wrenched my knee.” 

Rush pulled Brian to his feet and let him rest his weight on his shoulder. 

“How the hell did you make that shot? I couldn’t even see far enough to know where the snake was and it was next to me.” Brian shook his head as he tested putting weight on his knee. He grimaced but it wasn’t impossible.

“I can see in the dark.”

Brian shifted his grip around Rush’s waist. “You could have told me.”

“I was going to. Just wasn’t sure when or how.” They began hobbling back to the house.

“How about when Mitchell and I were talking about our powers?”

“Yeah. I was afraid you’d think I was a freak or something.”

“Christ, Weston.” Brian shook his head. “You really suck at this relationship thing.”

“I know. Let’s get you back to the ranch house.” He started back at a steady pace as Brian hobbled along next to him.

“So that’s how you saw me behind the dumpster. And in my garden.”

“Yep.”

“I can’t believe even after I told you about my abilities you didn’t say something. I trusted you, but you couldn’t trust me.” Brian didn’t want to admit how much that hurt him.

“I was afraid to lose you.”

“You’re an asshole, Weston,” Brian muttered.

“Yep. Think we’ve got that firmly established.”

They were silent the rest of the way, until they reached the front of the house.

Brian broke from Rush, limping on one leg. “I’m going home, Rush. I have a long drive.”

“You’re leaving?” Rush leaned the rifle against the porch wall.

“Yeah. Like I said, it’s a long drive back.”

“You could stay here tonight.” Rush rubbed the back of his neck.

“What would the neighbors say?” Brian shook his head. “I promised you I wouldn’t out you. I’m not going to do it. It’s your decision.”

“Brian…” Rush reached for him, but Brian took two halting steps back.

“I’ve got to go. Thank you for saving my life, cowboy.” He turned and limped over to the truck, opened the door and slid inside.

The door closed and he turned the key. The Tahoe roared to life as he hit his lights, illuminating Rush. The cowboy looked done in. His lip was about two sizes bigger and there was a dark spot, probably a bruise, on his chin.

Brian put the Tahoe into gear, backed out then headed down the road.

He glanced into the rearview mirror. Rush stood in the yard, hands in the back pockets of his jeans, watching him leave. For a split second, Brian thought Rush might run after him, call out, wave, something to signal Brian to come back. That he was ready.

That he loved Brian enough to come out of the closet. To step out of the dark and into the rest of his life.

Brian stared forward, concentrating on navigating the dark road.

He flicked his gaze to the mirror for one last look.

Rush climbed the steps of the porch and broke Brian’s heart.

 

 


Chapter Twenty-One

“I’m so nervous, Mitch. What if she doesn’t like me?” Sammi twisted his fingers as he, Mitchell and Brian headed up the sidewalk to his grandmother’s house. This was what he’d wanted ever since he’d learned he might have a chance to find his family, but now that he was here, he was terrified.

“Don’t worry, babe. She doesn’t have to love you, just meet you. And you don’t have to love her either.” Mitchell’s words reassured him but it was Mitchell’s feelings of well-being and calm washing over him that really helped settle his nerves.

Brian rang the bell. The door opened and Mrs. Waters stood there. His grandmother. His mother’s mother.

Everyone stared at each other. Mitchell stepped back, leaving Brian and Sammi on the front line. Sammi felt exposed, vulnerable as he observed her. Small, like him, she peered back at him with the same dark eyes as his.

He searched for her in the jumble of Brian’s and Mitchell’s thoughts. Brian worried that this had been a mistake. Mitchell hoped he wouldn’t be too hurt if she rejected him.

None of that mattered. He had family. Whether she wanted him of not, he belonged.

“Mrs. Rose Waters, this is Samuel Waters, your grandson.” Brian motioned to Sammi.

“Hello.” Sammi flashed a nervous smile. “Grandmother.” He gave his bangs a flick of his hand to push them out of the way.

“Come on in.” She stepped aside and they entered. After shutting the door, she led them to the living room and pointed to the couch and chairs. Sammi sat on the couch, and Mitchell and Brian sat on chairs.

Mrs. Waters sat next to her grandson.

“And who are you?” She looked at Mitchell.

“I’m Sammi’s friend. I’m here for moral support.” He gave her a smile but her mouth was a thin, tight line.

Sammi felt her uneasiness with the meeting. Unhappy and quite unsettled. Not a good beginning, but he’d work hard to prove himself to her. He could be a good grandson if she’d just give him a shot.

She stared at him then spoke, “So, Samuel, what do you want to know?” She sat back, hands folded neatly in her lap.

Sammi opened his mouth then frowned. “Why you don’t like me.”

She gasped.

“Oh, I look too much like my mother. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” He reached out to her and placed his hand over hers.

She jerked away, her eyes wide.

“Sammi can hear the thoughts of others, remember?” Brian jumped in. “I know it’s a little disconcerting but…”

“It’s all right.” She waved her hand to dismiss his words. “Lydia was just like him.” She stared into his eyes. “You look just like her, Samuel.”

Sammi smiled. “Thank you. Did she look like you or her father?”

“Like me. But she had her father’s willfulness.” She chuckled.

“Mitchell says I’m determined.”

“And stubborn,” Mitchell added.

“Do you remember your mother, Samuel?”

“Call me Sammi. With an i.”

“All right.”

“No, I was very young when she left…” He stopped. “When she put me up for adoption.”

“Where are my manners?” Rose stood, went into the kitchen and returned with a tray holding a pitcher of iced tea and four glasses. “Help yourselves. I’ll be right back.”

The guys looked at each other, shrugged, and Mitchell poured out the tea.

Rose returned, carrying a small box. She sat and took the lid off it.

“These are some of your mother’s things. I kept them hidden from her father. He would have thrown them out with the rest of her things.”

Sammi’s heart was a staccato beat in his chest. His mother’s things. Never in his dreams did he ever think he’d get to see, much less touch, something that had belonged to her.

She dug in the box, pulled out a few pieces of baby clothing, a well-loved doll and a small photo album. “Here. You should have this, I think.”

She handed it to Sammi and he accepted it with trembling hands. He placed it in his lap and opened it. As he turned the pages, taking in each photo, memorizing the face of a beautiful young girl who had never grown up, his eyes filled with tears.

“She’s so beautiful.” He blinked and the tears ran down his cheeks.

“You look just like her.” Rose leaned close and ran her finger over the image. “Same small build, same dark hair and eyes.”

“Your hair and eyes.” Sammi glanced up at her as a wave of longing and sadness poured off her. “Don’t cry.” He reached up and wiped a tear from her cheek.

“You’re a great one to tell a body not to cry.” She returned the favor.

Sammi shrugged. “You know, it doesn’t mean you’re weak if you cry. It means you have a loving heart, strong feelings and a good soul. I can tell that about a person, you know.”

She smiled at him. “Just like Lydia.”

Sammi gasped as a window to her feelings opened. She loved him, and she didn’t even know about him, what he’d done, or how low he’d sunk.

“I’ve had a troubled life, too,” he whispered.

“Do you want to tell me about it?” She placed her hand on his and gave it a squeeze.

“Yes, I do. But I’m afraid once you hear about it you won’t like me or want me.” He searched her eyes but she gave him another squeeze.

“I want you. No matter what you’ve done, Sammi. Besides, I can tell you’re a good man.”

“You can?” Sammi straightened.

“I may not be as in tune to thoughts and emotions as your mother or you, but I’ve always been a good judge of people.” She winked at Brian. “Never would have let you in if I wasn’t.”

“Well, I’ll be,” Brian muttered.

Mitchell caught Brian’s eye and jerked his head toward the kitchen. The men rose and gave Sammi and his grandmother space and privacy.

Sammi sent Mitchell his love and sent Brian his thanks.

Without these two incredible men in his life, he would still be a sex slave, a prisoner, unloved, without friends or family.

“Do you think my mother loved me?” Sammi stared into his grandmother’s dark eyes.

“I’m sure of it.” She smiled at him then turned the page and told him about the next picture in the little album.

 

* * * *

 

Moving day. Brian led the convoy in the van as Mitchell drove Brian’s Tahoe, with Sammi proudly following in Mitchell’s Jetta. They pulled up to the small house Brian had rented in Spring Lake. It was simple, but all he needed. Two bedrooms, living area, one bathroom, kitchen, a laundry room and a carport for his SUV.

More than enough for a man living alone.

He backed the truck into the drive, parked and got out.

“Wasn’t your rental agent supposed to be here?” Mitchell asked as he met Brian on the front sidewalk.

“Yeah. I’ll call her. She’s probably running late.” Brian flipped open his phone, searched his contacts and hit the number.

“Spring Lake Reality,” a chipper voice answered.

“This is Brian Russell. I’m at the house and need the keys.”

“Mr. Russell? What house?”

“The house I rented last week. Put down the eight-hundred-dollar deposit for.” Brian was getting irritated.

“I’m sorry. Hold on. Let me get someone to help you.” She put him on hold and country music came on.

“What’s going on?” Mitchell asked. 

Sammi waited next to him, his eyes darting from Brian to Mitchell to the house.

“There’s a problem with the house.” Brian shrugged.

“That’s okay. We’ve got all day to unpack.” Mitchell pulled Sammi to him and tucked him under his arm.

“Don’t worry, Brian. It’ll be all right.” Sammi grinned up at him from under that sexy mop of black bangs.

“Not worried. Not yet.”

The phone line clicked. “Mr. Russell. It’s Mrs. Hart. I’m sorry, but Mr. Weston came by my office this week and cancelled your lease. He said you’d found something else and he was handling it for you.”

“What?” Brian yelped.

“Was that wrong? Mr. Weston said he knew you and I had no reason not to believe him. He’s an upstanding member of this community. Been here all his life.”

“Fine. Never mind. I’ll get this straightened out with him and get back to you.”

Brian snapped his phone shut. “That son of a bitch.”

“What’s going on?” Mitchell’s brow furrowed.

“Rush. He canceled my lease.” Brian growled as he fisted his hands. If he ever got his hands on the bastard…

“He can’t do that, can he?” Sammi asked.

“Seems so. Seems he’s a respected member of this fair city, and people will do whatever he says.” Brian cursed and kicked the nearest tire of the truck.

He circled around and flipped open his phone. “We’ll just see about that. I have to report to work in the morning, house or no house, and he can’t stop me from doing that.”

“Are you sure?” Sammi’s question froze Brian.

“Just how much pull does this guy have, Brian?” Mitchell chimed in.

“Not enough, I hope. If he thinks he can run me off this easily, he’s mistaken.”

He punched up the police department’s number. “This is Brian Russell. Is the chief in?”

“Hold on, Brian, I’ll see.” The dispatcher put him on hold.

“Chief Whittaker. What’s up, Russell?”

“I’ve got a problem. There’s been a mix up with my lease. I’ve got to find a place to stay tonight, but I’m going to be there in the morning.”

“Hmm. Where are you?”

Brian gave him the address.

“Okay, I’ll expect you in.” The chief hung up.

“Next up. The cowboy.” Brian grimaced as he punched up the contact list.

A black Ford F-250 pulled up behind the van.

“He’s here,” Sammi said.

Brian turned around and watched Rush slide out of the truck, shut the door and walk toward him.

“You’ve got some nerve, you bastard.” Fists raised and ready to do battle, Brian advanced. He’d taken the big man down once—he’d do it again if he had to.

“Wait a second. Hold on.” Rush’s hands went up in surrender.

“You cancelled my rental. That was low, cowboy. But it won’t matter. I’ll just get a motel room until I get this straightened out.”

“I need to explain. Can you just listen to me?”

“Listen to you!” Brian surged forward and Mitchell caught him, pulling him back.

A police cruiser slid to a stop and Chief Whittaker got out.

“What’s going on here?” He looked all business in his khaki shirt, black pants and spit-shined black boots. Pushing his Stetson back from his forehead, he scanned the two men. “Russell, explain why I find my new officer in what looks like the beginning of a fight.”

“Mr. Weston cancelled my rental agreement without my authorization.” Brian pointed an accusing finger at Rush. He might have ruined this house, but not his new job.

Whittaker leveled his no-nonsense gaze at Rush. “Rush, is that right?”

 

Rush stared at Brian being restrained by Mitchell and his heart bled. He’d wanted to do this, but the growing crowd was daunting, to say the least.

Whittaker stared at him, waiting for an answer.

Brian’s eyes burned with undisguised anger, and in that instant, Rush feared that whatever he said would be wasted.

“Rush, what’s going on here?” Whittaker’s gaze shot from Brian to Rush. “I can see that you two know each other.”

No going back. He’d do what he came here to do, damn the consequences.

Rush took a deep breath, gathered that famous Weston courage and gazed into Brian’s eyes. “He doesn’t need the house. I want him to move in with me and live at the Double T.”

Whittaker straightened, pushed his hat back even higher and narrowed his eyes. “Now, why would he want to do that?”

Rush kept his gaze locked with Brian’s. “He’s my…uh, boyfriend.” It sounded so high school, but still right.

Whittaker cocked up one eyebrow. “Well.” He paused. “Russell? Is this true?”

“Are you serious?” Brian asked Rush, ignoring the chief’s questions.

“As a snake. A rattler, actually.” Rush gave him a soft smile as Brian’s searching gaze plumbed his heart. “I know I’ve screwed things up between us. Maybe for good. But if there’s even a chance, I still want you. If you’ll have me.”

Mitchell and Sammi moved away to the Tahoe.

Brian stared at him. “I don’t believe it.” He ran his hand over his face.

Whittaker cleared his throat. “Rush, you know what you’re saying, don’t you?”

“That I’m gay.” Rush nodded. “And that I’m in love with Brian.”

“Just checkin’.” He turned and faced Brian. “No matter where you wind up living, I’ll see you at seven a.m. sharp at the station.”

“Yes, sir.” Brian nodded, his gaze not leaving Rush’s face.

The chief nodded to the other men, got back in his patrol car and left.

Mitchell, his arm slung over Sammi’s shoulder, leaned against the Tahoe.

“Well, Brian. Where should we go?” Mitchell called out. “To the motel or to the ranch?”

Sammi didn’t even try to hide his grin.

Brian walked up to Rush, stood toe-to-toe with him and locked eyes. “You did it. You came out. To Jack Whittaker, the chief of police.”

“Yeah. After you left, I had to face facts. If I wanted you, wanted any kind of life, I had to accept myself.”

“And you don’t care who knows?”

“Not really.” He sighed and cupped Brian’s face. “All this time I thought I’d been ashamed of who I am, but what I was really ashamed of was my cowardice. Not standing up to my father, or to this town. But once I admitted that there was nothing wrong with how I feel about you, and about myself, it was an easy choice to make.” He exhaled. “It’s so freeing. I never thought it would feel like this.”

“You’re not afraid of what the people here in Spring Lake might think of you? Or losing business?”

“Yeah, I’m scared shitless. I won’t lie to you. But losing you terrified me more.” Rush flashed a smile then he sobered as he took Brian’s face in both hands. “Forgive me. Let me make it up to you, every day of our lives, darlin’. Let’s live together at the ranch until we’re both old, and all we can do is sit on that porch swing and watch the sunsets.”

 

Brian rested his face in Rush’s calloused hands and closed his eyes.

This was what he’d dreamed of since he’d met Rush in that dark alley. He opened his eyes and gazed into Rush’s brilliant blue eyes. God, he loved this man, despite all of Rush’s screwed-up, fumbling attempts at finding and accepting love. It would be hard, no doubt about that. Rush was going to be a handful, but Brian could handle the big cowboy.

“Mitchell? Sammi?” Brian called.

“Yes?” They stepped forward, all eyes on him.

“Follow us to the Double T. After we unload my stuff, we can come back into town and have dinner.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Mitchell replied.

Rush exhaled and pulled Brian against him.

“Careful, cowboy. Someone might see us,” Brian warned.

“Let ’em look, I don’t care.” He planted a kiss on Brian’s lips. Brian slipped his arms around his shoulders as he melted into Rush.

“Hey, guys,” Mitchell called. “Get a room.”

The two men broke apart. Rush slung his arm around Brian’s shoulder and grinned at Mitchell and Sammi.

“Let’s get going. I need a good night’s sleep tonight.” Brian headed to the truck.

Rush groaned. “I guess that means you’ll have to take the guest room tonight, because if I put my hands on you, there will not be a moment of sleep to be had.” He grinned wickedly and climbed into the driver’s seat of his Ford.

They pulled out, followed by Mitchell and Sammi in the Tahoe, and headed to the Double T ranch.

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Two

“That’s the last of the boxes.” Brian fell into the chair in the kitchen and took the cold beer Mitchell handed him.

“How can one man generate so much stuff?” Mitchell asked. “I never realized you were such a pack rat.” He grinned as he sipped from his bottle.

“I’m not a pack rat. There are important documents in those boxes.”

“You should have them scanned, then have them destroyed. There are companies that do that, you know.” Mitchell laughed.

“Destroy them?” Brian’s eyebrows shot up.

“Hey, I don’t mind, darlin’. I’ve got lots of space to store them. We can convert one of the unused bedrooms into an office.” Rush came to Brian’s rescue as he slid into a seat and placed a possessive hand on Brian’s shoulder.

“Thanks.” Brian held up his beer and the two men clinked bottles.

Sammi sat next to Mitchell. “Guys, as much as we’d love to hang around, it’s getting late and someone mentioned dinner?”

“Right.” Rush laughed. “How about the diner?”

“Are you sure you want to go into town?” Brian asked. “There’s easing into it and there’s balls to the wall.”

“You think a group of guys having dinner is balls to the walls?” Rush ran his hand through his hair.

“Well, if you can get Sammi and Mitchell to keep their hands off each other, good luck. Nothing says, ‘we’re into dick’ like those two. Just saying.” Brian shrugged.

Mitchell reared back. “What? We’re the dead giveaway?”

“Yeah. It’s us.” Sammi nodded. “But I promise to behave, if Mitchell does.”

“You got it. Let’s go. I want to be on the road before it gets dark.” Mitchell stood and pulled Sammi up. He kissed him fast and hard. “That should hold you until we head back.”

Sammi grinned. “Yep. But not for long,” he warned.

Brian groaned. “Food. Fast.”

 

* * * *

 

After a well-behaved meal, Mitchell and Sammi settled the fight over who would drive back to Houston. Mitchell won, citing the fact that it would be dark and Sammi didn’t have any experience driving at night on the interstate. 

Rush and Brian waved them goodbye from the diner. 

“Home?” Rush asked.

Damn, that sounded so good to Brian. “Yeah, home.”

 

* * * *

 

They went up the porch steps and stopped. “You going to carry me over the threshold?” Brian joked.

“Nope. But here’s your key.” Rush held out a shiny new key. “Give you the honors of opening the door.”

“Thanks.” Brian accepted the key and made a big show of adding it to his key chain.

“Come on. Freezing my nuts off out here.” Rush bumped Brian with his shoulder.

Brian unlocked the door and opened it. “After you.”

They both laughed as they stepped inside, giddy as school girls. Brian glanced around the front rooms.

“Looks good. Lucky our stuff worked well together. It’s not too much of change, is it?”

“Hell, no. It’s perfect.” Rush leaned over and kissed Brian on the cheek.

Brian smiled. “So, I wasn’t lying about getting up early for work.”

“Not as early as a rancher, darlin’. We’re all about the dawn.”

“Okay. Bed.” Brian headed off down the hall to Rush’s room.

A king-size four poster stood against the far wall between two windows. A beautiful quilt, obviously handmade, covered the bed, and four large pillows in plain white cases leaned on the dark wood headboard. On either side were Brian’s two matching nightstands.

Rush had been sleeping on the side near the bathroom, so Brian had put his belongings in the stand on the opposite side. They’d switched out Brian’s two lamps for Rush’s one, and added two pillows.

Other than those changes, Brian had fit seamlessly into Rush’s room. The rest would work out over time.

Rush stretched. “I used muscles I haven’t used in ages. Moving’s hard.”

“Tell me about it. I packed and unpacked. But I thought you were cowboy-tough.”

“Different muscles.” Rush laughed.

“I got some muscles I want to use on you, cowboy.” Brian pulled Rush to him, slipping his fingers into the back pockets of Rush’s Wranglers to grab a handful of cowboy butt.

“Those are good muscles, if they’re the ones I’m thinking of, city slicker.” Rush leaned in and nuzzled Brian’s neck, sending little frissons of arousal through him.

“Yes, they are. Now, let’s try out that bed of yours.” Brian brushed his lips across Rush’s then nibbled a bit of Rush’s lower lip.

“Damn. Want you.”

“Want you. Can’t believe I’m really here. And that you took a chance on me.”

“You’re worth it. What you offered to me, that’s worth the risks of coming out. I just had to realize it.” Rush kissed Brian soft and gentle. “Fuck the rest of the world if they can’t deal with it.”

Brian tilted his head. “I’m thinking Spring Lake is moving into the twenty-first century whether it wants to or not.”

“I reckon it is.”

“You’re not afraid?”

“Not with you beside me, no. Anyone gives me trouble, I’ll call the cops. Got an ‘in’ on the force.” Rush chuckled. “My own police protection.”

“Hey, I’m sure the chief might think that was some sort of nepotism.” Brian tugged Rush tighter. “He might not go for that.”

“Whittaker’s a good man. And I won’t do anything to ruin his faith in me by giving me this job. Just you try to stay out of trouble, okay?”

“Yes, Officer Russell.” Rush kissed him again.

“Bed?”

“Bed.” Rush pulled away and grabbed Brian’s hand. “This way.” 

Brian followed without being pulled off his feet. Rush opened the door and stepped inside. “Come on. The rodeo’s about to start. Got a seat for us down front.”

Brian laughed. “Yeehaw!”

Rush grabbed him by the front of his T-shirt and pushed him toward the bed. Brian’s calves hit the edge of the mattress and he fell back on it.

“Strip for me, cowboy.” Brian bit his bottom lip. “Want to watch you get naked.”

Rush towered over him, lust burning in his heated gaze. He kicked out of his sneakers, yanked the worn cotton shirt off over his head and tossed it to the side. Brian tracked his movements as he unbuttoned his jeans, pulled down his zipper and shucked off his briefs along with his jeans.

Rush naked was glorious. Brian sighed. “Damn, cowboy. You’re about as near to perfection as a man can get.”

“And you’ve got too many damn clothes on.” Rush grabbed Brian’s foot and flipped off one shoe, then the other. He leaned over and unsnapped Brian’s jeans, and without taking down the zipper, grabbed the legs and dragged them off Brian, leaving him in his briefs and T-shirt. “Take off the shirt while I do away with these.” He hooked his fingers into the band of the briefs, slid them off and tossed them onto the pile of clothes building on the floor.

Brian sat up and pulled his shirt over his head, flinging it to the side, missing the mound, not caring.

Rush stood back and just looked his fill. “Can’t believe you’re mine.”

“All yours. What’s your pleasure, cowboy?” Brian gave Rush his most wicked grin.

“You. Inside me.” Rush stroked his half-hard cock as he drank in the sight of Brian on the bed, his dick stiff and laying flush against Brian’s belly.

“Sounds so good. Fucking you.” Brian shuddered when he took hold of his cock and stroked it. A pearl of pre-cum appeared, grew, then Brian swiped it away with his thumb, spreading it over the tip.

“Oh, yeah. Want you in me, hard and deep.” Rush stalked over to the stand, pulled open the drawer, found the lube and pressed it into Brian’s hand. “Get me ready. Now.”

Brian got on his knees and moved over to give Rush room to lie down. He got on the bed, pushed a pillow under his head and spread his legs. 

Brian covered his fingers with the sticky goo, tossed the tube to the side and reached down between Rush’s legs. He spread it in the crack of Rush’s ass. Rush’s hunger flooded him while Brian stroked the sensitive skin between Rush’s balls and his hole. Rush moaned and arched back. Beautiful.

“Fuck me.”

The need to get inside Rush, couple with him, surged, left Brian shivering with need. He dragged Rush’s ass toward him, pushed his knees down and apart and leaned in, fitting the head of his cock against Rush’s opening. With a moan, he eased into his lover.

Rush cried out and Brian froze. “You okay?”

“So good. The stretch. You filling me.”

Brian exhaled. “Love how hot you are. How tight. God, my dick’s on fire.” He eased out then pushed in again, setting a steady rhythm.

Rush pushed back, meeting Brian’s thrusts. “Harder.”

Brian snapped his hips, his grip on Rush tightening. “Like this?” Sweat trickled down the sides of his face as he slammed into Rush.

Rush nodded, biting his bottom lip. “God, yes. Feels so good.”

“Fuck, yeah. Fucking you is as good as you fucking me.” Brian took a hard bite of Rush’s lip, tugging on it hard enough for Rush to cry out. Brian let go and shoved his tongue into Rush’s mouth.

Rush sucked on it hard. Brian groaned and slammed even harder into Rush as they struggled for dominance. But Brian had the advantage of being on top.

“This is a rodeo. I want to ride you.” Rush grabbed Brian’s shoulders and rolled them over. He resettled on top of Brian, getting on his knees to make the ride easier.

“Oh, fuck.” Brian closed his eyes and pushed deeper into Rush. He opened his eyes and gazed up into Rush’s face. “Cowboy. Gonna fuck you. Ride me hard.”

Rush braced himself on Brian’s chest with his hands and pumped up and down, sliding the length of Brian’s cock, almost leaving, then slammed back to grind against the base of Brian’s shaft. Brian hissed and thrust up. 

Rush rode Brian, getting into a push and pull, slide and scrape. This was so much more intense, now that he didn’t worry about being caught or carrying any of the baggage from before. He was free to just love Brian. The truth of his love broke over Rush.

“Dear God.” Rush sobbed and clung to Brian when he pounded ever deeper inside his hole, breaking down the walls of his past and freeing his love for Brian.

Rush grabbed his cock and stroked it. Once. Twice.

“Coming!”

His balls drew up, helpless against the onslaught. Rush came, the wild surge of his semen shooting up the length of his cock. He held it out, letting it splatter over Brian’s belly and chest. Marking him with hot white liquid lines.

 

Unable to control himself, Brian thrust, thrashed, pummeled into Rush, lost in the most primal fuck of his life. Nothing except his need for his cowboy entered his mind—all the blood in his body seemed to gather in his loins, engorging his already stiff dick.

Rush came, shooting over Brian’s chest and belly, and Brian lost it watching his release pump from Rush’s cock. The money shot undid him. Heated cum marked his skin when it fell.

Pulling Rush down tight, he buried his head in Rush’s shoulder and ceased fighting. The dam broke, rocketing him over the cliff, and from the base of his spine to the tip of his dick, he felt the orgasm take him.

He emptied into Rush’s tight, hot channel, sobbed into his neck and held on as if letting go of the man he loved meant death.

“Oh, fuck. Christ.” Brian shuddered as Rush held him just as tightly.

They rocked together, bodies locked, hands caressing each other. 

Brian whispered tender words, vowed his love. 

Rush pledged to spend his life with Brian here at the Double T.

 

* * * *

 

“Up and at ’em, Officer Russell.”

Brian rolled to his side, rubbed his eyes and looked up at Rush, already dressed in a shirt and jeans. He glanced at the clock. He had fifteen more minutes before the alarm went off.

“Why are you up so early?” Brian sat on the edge of the bed.

“Had to make sure my man got to work on time. First day is important.” Rush handed him a cup of coffee. The mug said, Cowboy Butts Make Me Nuts.

“You unpacked it for me?” Brian laughed and took a sip.

Rush grinned. “Amazing what you can do when you get up early. Your uniform is ready.” He pointed to clothes hanging from the closet door.

Brian walked over to them. “You put all the pins on for me,” Brian whispered and touched the badge before tracing it with his fingertip.

Rush came up behind him and wrapped his arms around his chest, then snuggled his nose into the space between Brian’s neck and shoulder.

“Call me later?”

“Sure. I’ll report in at two.” He gave Rush a quick kiss on the cheek and headed to the bathroom to get ready.

After his shower, he dressed and found Rush in the kitchen sipping another cup of coffee.

“I can’t believe it.” Brian shook his head.

“What? That I know how to make coffee? All cowboys are trained in the fine art of stewing grounds.” Rush twisted his mouth into a one-sided grin.

“Well, yes, but no. That I’m here. That you came out. That I’m finally a cop.”

“Me, too. For a minute there, it was touch and go.” Rush chuckled as he handed Brian a travel mug of coffee.

“I knew it, you know. The night I first saw you.”

“Knew what?”

“That my life was going to change. That something big was about to happen to me.” He put on his Stetson and adjusted it.

Rush let out a low whistle.

“Damn, you look good enough to eat in that uniform.” Rush slid into Brian’s arms.

“Turns you on?”

“Fuck, yeah. Never knew I had a thing for men in uniforms but…” He glanced down at the bulge in his jeans. “You got me hard and aching.”

Brian groaned and gave Rush a quick caress over the buttons of his fly. “We’ll take care of that when I get home.”

“Home. I like the sound of that, Officer.” Rush mmmd and kissed Brian, giving his bottom lip a gentle bite.

Brian picked up his service belt, swung it around his hips and buckled it. He checked his Beretta, snapped the guard closed then walked to the door.

He opened it and stepped through then paused. “I’ll be home at four.”

“I’ll be here.” Rush gave him a nod.

Brian got in his truck, turned it around and headed down the road to the highway.

In his rearview mirror, he watched as Rush, followed by his dogs, came out on the porch and sat in his chair. They bounded down the stairs, barked at the truck then raced off toward the pasture. Rush raised his arm and gave him a last wave.

Brian rolled down the window, stuck his arm out and waved back.

Life didn’t get better than this.

He had the job he’d always wanted and the cowboy of his dreams.

Brian drove all the way to town with a goofy grin on his face.
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Edward is on a mission to save his grandmother by using his power. Jack is on a mission to never come out of the closet. It’ll take a dog named Winston to bring them together.
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Chapter One

“Well, Winston. What do you think about Texas?” Edward drawled in his soft Georgia accent as he cast a sidelong glance at his best friend and constant companion.

Winston, a six-year-old English bulldog, didn’t answer. He was far too busy hanging over the edge of the passenger door, his face in the wind, pink tongue lolling from the side of his gaping mouth as Edward drove down the rural blacktop at sixty-five miles per hour.

“We’re definitely not in Georgia anymore.” Edward sighed. “I’ve never seen so much livestock in all my life.” He shuddered. Another field of black cows dotted the rolling hills. “Although, I’ve always wanted a brown and white cowhide Louis Quatorze chair. It would be très chic, n’est-ce pas?”

Winston eyed him sadly.

“The only good thing about Texas is the cowboys. I do love me some cowboy.” Edward gave a low “yum yum yum,” and wiggled his eyebrows at Winston.

Winston favored him with a soft woof then returned to flying his tongue in the wind.

“You like them too, huh? Maybe you’ll find a cow dog.”

Woof.

“Honestly, you’d probably have better luck out here than I would.”

Edward picked up the map he’d folded, laid it on the steering wheel of his Miata and glanced at it. Spring Lake had been circled in red and the road they were on had been highlighted in yellow.

Who’d ever heard of a Farm to Market Road? He’d exited I-10 westbound and turned south onto the two-lane road, all the while wondering where the market was or if he’d come to the farm by following the road to its end.

The idea of being on a farm gave him the heebie-jeebies. He was so not a Country Living kind of guy. More like Metropolitan Magazine. Sleek leather, minimalistic window treatments, grass-mat flooring. No livestock in the house.

Not lace curtains, tacky multicolored chintz and those god-awful oval rugs from the fifties. So ‘Lucy and Desi move to Connecticut’.

He shuddered again.

But duty called. Well, not exactly duty, but his mother, Lillian. When Lillian Rawlings Beauregard bellowed, Edward Paul Beauregard the Third answered with a controlled, if tight-lipped, “Yes, Mother.”

And if Edward valued his trust fund—and he did—he did what he was told. He gave a silent but respectful “Fuck you” to his late father for requiring Edward to reach forty before he inherited. As if at thirty, or now at thirty-five, Edward didn’t know what he wanted to do with his life or that he’d outgrow being gay. Never mind that he’d never finished college or that he’d had numerous careers, each one more exciting than the last.

Who made the stupid rule that you have to do one thing for your entire life? Or even for a few years? Life is meant to be lived, not to wallow in a rut.

He’d have been the first to admit he’d led an unconventional life. A wild life, even. Scads of parties, beaucoup champagne, madcap friends, overseas adventures and numerous lovers. For his father, that was right where it had begun and ended.

Edward’s lovers.

Like his latest debacle. No, he didn’t always pick the best men. Okay, he never picked the best men.

“Can I help it if I’m drawn like a moth to the flame whenever there’s a bad boy within reaching distance?” he asked Winston.

Woof.

Edward glanced at his dog. “You did not just roll your eyes at me.”

Woof.

“Since when have you started channeling my father?”

Woof.

Edward gave a long-suffering sigh.

With the gay half of Atlanta buzzing over Edward’s latest spectacular breakup, and oh yes, they always had to be spectacular—this time in the middle of the dance floor at the season’s gay black-tie ball—Edward needed a quiet place to lick his wounds. Hurt and embarrassed, Edward had crushed his slice of seven-layer chocolate Doberge cake in the face of that cheating bastard Derek, whom Edward had taken into his heart and into his condo.

Secretly relieved to get out of town, Edward had made his excuses for the rest of the social season, packed his matching Louis Vuitton travel bags and hopped into the convertible. Then he bee-lined it to Houston from Atlanta, with instructions from his mother to visit his grandmother and find out what was ailing her.

And heal her.

 

* * * *

 

Chief of Police Jack Whittaker had the mother of all headaches. Again.

Sitting in his white unmarked patrol car, he rubbed his forehead as he leaned back against the headrest. He’d almost run off the side of the road when his vision blurred.

“Shit.” This was the third time in the last two weeks. Whatever was kicking his ass was getting worse, not better. Now his sight was being affected.

Fear crawled into his belly and scratched at his insides. A blind man couldn’t be a cop, much less chief of police, and he was nowhere near old enough to retire. Hell, he wasn’t even forty-five yet.

Jack glanced at his reflection in the rearview mirror. Deep blue eyes. Deeper lines around them. A touch of gray at his temples.

There was no getting past it—he looked older.

“It ain’t the years, boy, it’s the miles.”

He’d seen a hell of a lot of miles, for damn sure.

Jack blinked, his vision cleared, but the headache pounded on. He opened his glove box, and pulled out a bottle of extra-strength pain relievers, popped two and chased them down with a swig of cold black coffee.

He wouldn’t have been sitting out on this road if he didn’t have so many men out with the flu. Having them come in and work their shifts had only spread it faster through the ranks. But whatever Jack had, it wasn’t the flu.

On days like today, he hated his job.

When he’d pulled over, he’d been on his way back to the station at Spring Lake from a vandalism call that had turned out to be nothing more than a high school prank. Not to mention he had a budget meeting with the mayor this afternoon.

As he’d sat there, the road had been as empty as his stomach. He put the cruiser into gear and checked for traffic in his rearview. A car appeared over the hill. His heart kicked up a notch, that familiar rush of the chase grabbing his gut. He waited, watching it eat up the road.

As the bright red Miata convertible passed him, its wind trail rocked his car. The guy had to be doing sixty—maybe sixty-five. In a forty-five.

With a growl, Jack flicked on his lights, hit his siren, slammed his foot on the gas and fishtailed onto the road in pursuit.

 

“Hell and damnation!” Edward flicked his gaze to the rearview mirror.

A large white car with blue and red flashing lights followed him and he heard the wail of a siren. For a moment, he thought about not stopping but decided Texas wasn’t the place to try to elude the cops. Don’t they use cattle prods here?

“You don’t think that’s the welcoming committee, do you?”

Woof.

“I didn’t think so.” Edward slowed down and eased off the road as far as he could without going into a ditch big enough to eat a Buick.

He reached over, picked up his jacket and fished out his wallet. After taking his proof of insurance and the registration papers from the glove box, he sat back and waited, drumming his fingers rhythmically on the wheel.

“You don’t think Barney Fife was using gaydar, do you?” Edward chuckled as he watched the cop car pull behind him.

Winston scratched at the door.

“You need to go walksies, Winston?”

Woof.

Edward grabbed Winston’s leash, dug under the red bandanna that decorated Winston’s neck and clipped the end to a leather collar. He swung open the door and got out. He pulled on the leash and Winston hopped down.

A deep, irritated voice came out of the air. “Driver. Get back in your vehicle.”

Edward waved at the cop to let him know it was all right and walked around the car with Winston. “Pay no attention to that man behind the curtain, Winston,” he intoned as the dog, head down, nose in action, sniffed his way along the grass at the side of the road.

“I said get back in your car. That’s an order.”

Good Lord, there’s no need to get pissy about it.

Edward called over his shoulder as the dog pulled him farther away, “My ID is on the seat if you need it. I just need to walk my dog.”

 

“No. No. No,” Jack muttered. This was not happening to him. He’d given that guy a direct order, and he wasn’t used to being disobeyed. Jack shook his head and the motion started the pounding again.

“Fuck!” He opened the car door, got out, slid his hat onto his head and put his hand on the butt of his semiautomatic. There was no way in hell he was going to take this crap from some… He stopped, doing a double-take at the young man and his dog.

“What the—?” 

The man and his pet wore matching red bandannas tied around their necks. Jack blinked. The dog, one of those ugly-as-hell bulldogs, waddled down the side of the road. Immense balls swung with every step as he pulled his master after him like a cowboy holding on to a stubborn cow headed for the barn.

His owner wore the tightest dark blue jeans Jack had ever seen cover a man’s behind. His ice-blue shirt was western cut but the piping had brown leather fringe. At least, Jack thought it was leather.

“Oh my God.” Jack held back a snicker. Was this guy for real?

Jack headed to the car, leaned over the door and picked up the packet of papers.

“Get over here. Now,” Jack ordered as he scanned each form. After checking the name, Jack tossed the registration on the seat. It matched the name on the insurance card, which he added to the pile.

He picked up the leather wallet. Soft, supple, it reeked of Italy and money. He had no idea how much it cost, but it was probably more than he’d spend on a good leather jacket. He watched the driver approach and come around the car with the dog pulling hard on the leash and growling.

Jack stared at the dog and frowned, then glanced up to the man’s face. Early thirties, five feet ten inches, short black hair and deep brown eyes that stopped Jack in his tracks.

The growling grew closer, louder, then white-hot pain erupted as the dog chomped down on Jack’s ankle and shook his leg like a…well, like a dog with a bone.

“What the fuck!” Jack jumped back, dropped the wallet and drew his weapon.

“No! Don’t hurt Winston!” the guy yelled, lunged forward and grabbed Jack’s weapon arm.

Jack’s mind screamed ambush and his adrenaline kicked into overdrive. He hopped backward as he jerked his arm away from the man and tried to kick the dog off his leg at the same time. Everyone was growling and everyone had a piece of him.

“Let go of me!” Jack shouted. “Stop it, or the gun might go off!”

“Don’t shoot!” The man’s grip tightened on his arm, now more frantic than before. Jack flexed his biceps and pulled the guy into him, his gun pointed at the sky.

Through gritted teeth, Jack said, “If you let me go right now and get this mutt off me, I won’t shoot you both.” They weren’t quite chest to chest—the guy was shorter than Jack by a good four inches. Jack wanted to kill the son of a bitch right then and there. Then the damned dog.

“Promise?” Breathy and soft, that one word shivered down Jack’s spine and held him in its grip.

“I promise.” He had no idea why he was making promises to this man. He didn’t have to promise a damn thing—he was the law.

The man let go and stepped away just as the dog shook Jack again, its massive head snapping from side to side. Jack hopped backward and his arms pinwheeled in the air. He lost his footing, went down on his side, hit his head on the ground, and a new wave of pain erupted as his elbow jammed down on the blacktop.

The gun went off.

The front tire on the car hissed and flattened.

Someone screamed.

The man grabbed the dog, cooed to it and the dog released his death grip on Jack’s leg.

No one was going to believe this. Thank God, his patrol car wasn’t one of the ones that had the new dash video cameras and that this moment wouldn’t be captured. And shared among all his men for them to laugh at him.

If it were up to him, no one would know about this either.

Standing over Jack with the dog in his arms, the man glared down at him. The bulldog licked around its mouth as if savoring the taste of Jack’s flesh and blood, looking very pleased with itself.

From his spot on the ground, Jack said, “You’re lucky I didn’t shoot you.”

He shoved his gun back into the holster and pushed himself up to sitting. After pulling up his leg, he rolled up his cuff, scrunched down his black sock and examined the bite. Two puncture wounds just above his ankle leaked blood, his pants were shredded and his dignity was shot to hell.

Would it be murder? First degree or manslaughter? How much time would I have to do?

“I’m going to have to impound your dog. He doesn’t have a tag.” Jack grabbed his hat and shoved it back on.

“You can’t do that!” The man clutched his dog to him and stepped back. “Winston can’t go to jail.”

“Yes, I can. I’m the fucking chief of police. I can do anything I fucking want to. And if you give me any more lip, I’ll toss you in a cell and throw away the fucking key.” Jack got to his feet. “Now, put the dog back in your car.”

Finally, the guy did what Jack told him to do. The dog hopped in and, as the man shut the Miata’s door, he murmured to the dog, “Stay right there, Winston.”

Woof.

Jack glared at the dog then said, “Now, hands on the car and spread your legs.”

“What?”

Jack grabbed the man’s arm and spun him around. “I said, spread your legs,” he growled as a flash of power and control shot through his body. Uh-uh. Not good.

“But I hardly know you. I’m really not that kind of guy,” he drawled over his shoulder.

As the bulldog kept his eyes on Jack, probably waiting for a chance to bite again, Jack slid his hands over the guy’s back, hips and down his legs, lingering on firm muscles, absorbing the heat of the younger man’s body. “Anything you want to declare?”

“Just my sexuality, Officer.”

“That’s Chief of Police.” Unfortunately, he was clean. Jack had hoped he’d find something on the dude, just to add to the list of charges. “Put your hands behind your back.” Jack pulled out his cuffs.

“What?”

“I said, ‘Put your hands behind your back.’”

“Am I under arrest?” This time the younger man did as he was told. Jack slapped the handcuffs over his wrists then walked him by the arm over to his patrol car.

“This is for your protection and mine. I’ll take them off if everything checks out.”

“Promise?”

Jack caught a flicker of fear in his brown eyes—then it was gone. Jack didn’t answer. Instead, he said, “Stay here—don’t move.” Jack leaned him against the bumper.

After he slid behind the wheel, he picked up the radio and took a deep breath. The man had made him so mad Jack had lost his professionalism, kissed goodbye to his control and had cursed. Not cool.

Christ, Jack had been so rattled, he hadn’t followed procedure. For all Jack knew, he could be wanted in three states. That shirt alone should get the guy arrested.

He stole a look at his prisoner, decided it was time to pull himself together and act like the cop he was, put down the mic, and got out of the car. He strode over to the Miata, picked up the driver’s license and wallet lying on the ground then gathered the other papers.

Jack stared at it. “Edward Paul Beauregard the Third? Are you joking?”

“No.” The man stood straighter.

“The Third?” Who puts that on their license? Senior, junior, maybe, but the little III behind the name seemed so pretentious.

“Yes. I’m Edward Beauregard, of the Atlanta Beauregards,” he drawled, as if it should mean something to Jack.

“Well, Mr. Beauregard, I’m going to call in your license and see if you need to be sitting in the back with that crazed mutt of yours.” Sitting in the car again, he picked up the mic and read off the numbers to his dispatcher. If it came back positive, he’d put the guy in the back of the car. With his damn dog.

“He’s not a crazed mutt. He’s registered.” Beauregard tilted his nose upward.

“Registered as a lethal weapon?”

“Lethal weapon. Cute. I had no idea sheriffs were so funny.”

Jack let the ‘sheriff’ comment slide. “Does he always attack people?”

The man looked Jack up and down, then purred, “Like me, I guess he can’t resist a man in uniform.”

Jack stared at Beauregard and opened his mouth to respond, but before he could put his big foot in, dispatch came back. “He’s clean. No record. No warrants.”

“See.” He gave an exasperated shrug. “I’m not a criminal escaping justice.”

How the hell am I going to explain this?

“Jesus, give me strength,” he muttered, his finger on the button.

“Come back, Chief? What’d you say?” his dispatcher replied.

“Dispatch a tow truck to mile thirteen on FM 123 and pick up a red Miata. Have them take it to Smith’s to have the tire fixed.”

“Everything all right, sir?” The voice crackled back at him.

“Just peachy-damn-keen.” He slammed the receiver on the hook, leaned back against the headrest and closed his eyes.

His head pounded, he’d been dog bit and he’d lost a fight with the gayest man he’d ever seen in his life.

Jack groaned.

“Officer, are you all right?”

Jack stared into the man’s worried face as he looked through the windshield.

“Against my better judgment, I’m going to release you.” He fought the urge to shoot someone, including himself. Instead, he got out of the car and opened the rear door, then uncuffed Beauregard.

“Put the dog in, sir.”

“But…” The man bit his pink, full, bottom lip. Men shouldn’t have such plump lips—there should be a law. And he certainly should not be noticing such things.

“Now.” Too tired to argue, Jack stared him down.

He nodded, got the dog from his car and led him back to the cruiser. “Get in, Winston. Don’t worry. I’ll get you a lawyer.”

The dog hopped in, climbed onto the seat and sat back. His owner fastened the seat belt over the dog’s broad chest, gently closed the door and stared through the window at the beast.

“You’re not going to hurt him, are you?”

Jack looked down into brown eyes surrounded by thick lashes that matched the younger man’s short black hair.

For some reason Jack absolutely did not want to explore, he softened his tone. “You’ll have to prove he’s had his shots, see the judge and pay a fine. But no, I’m not going to hurt him.” That would be up to their animal control officer, if it went that far. “Get your stuff from the car. You’re coming with me until I get this all straightened out.”

Jack watched as Beauregard and his incredibly firm ass walked back to the car, opened the trunk and pulled out a suitcase and a duffel bag. He’d seen a set of bags like those in the mall in San Antonio, at one of the upscale shops. Leather, maybe, and if the guy’s wallet was any indication, they probably cost more than Jack made in a month. Maybe two months.

The young man shut the trunk then came back to the patrol car. He placed the luggage on the ground in front of Jack as if he were supposed to stow them away, then he turned and went back to the wounded Miata. The familiar smell of leather came from the bags, reminding Jack of saddles and tack. Heady. Manly.

They didn’t seem to match the man. At all. Maybe they were borrowed.

The dog’s owner leaned over the door, giving Jack another eyeful of ass, then scooped up a worn brown leather jacket and returned.

He pointed to his bags. “Those need to go in the trunk, Officer.”

“I’m the chief of police,” Jack gritted out.

“Of course you are,” he said, then walked to the passenger side, opened the door and slid into the seat with nary a by-your-leave.

“Jesus.” Jack looked at the sky. “Don’t give me strength. I’d just kill him with my bare hands.” Then he picked up the bags and put them in the trunk of the cruiser.

 

 


Chapter Two

Jack drove to town in a steaming silence. His ankle had beaten out his head for the grand prize of pain as it throbbed with every movement. In the back seat, the dog rode peacefully, no frothing at the mouth, no wild barking, as if he’d ridden in the back of a cop car his whole life. And wearing a seatbelt, for God’s sake. He’d never seen a dog wear a seatbelt.

Beside Jack, the stranger stared out of the window at the scenery.

Not one word of apology for Jack’s bite.

Jack snatched up the mic again. “I’m bringing someone in.”

“What’s your ETA?”

“Ten minutes.” He hung up the mic.

Jack cleared his throat. “So, what are you doing in Spring Lake?”

“Spring Lake? Why, I thought I was in Hooterville,” the guy drawled.

The comment set Jack’s teeth on edge. He hated being thought of as a hick cop. “Look, I don’t care if you’re from fucking New York City, Spring Lake is not…”

“Relax, Sheriff.” Beauregard grinned at him. “Besides, I thought all you country boys were easygoing and laid-back.”

“Normally, with decent folks, that’s the truth,” Jack shot back.

Beauregard stiffened. “And I’m indecent. Why? Because I’m gay?”

“I didn’t say that—”

“There are laws against discrimination, you know,” Beauregard snapped.

“I know, it’s my duty to uphold—”

“Because if you treat me any less than you would any other run-of-the-mill straight criminal, I’ll get a lawyer, and you and Hooterville will never hear the end of it.” His voice rose and quivered with emotion.

Jack restrained himself from pulling his gun again by clutching the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white. His head regained the lead as it passed his ankle in the quarter-mile stretch of the pain derby.

Why did this kind of shit always happen to him? Why couldn’t one of the other men have caught this, like his new officer, Brian Russell? He was gay and living in Spring Lake with his life partner, rancher Rush Weston.

“Oh, I promise to treat you the same as any of our regular criminals.” Jack fought to keep his voice civil.

“Well, I should hope so.” Beauregard gave him a curt nod and turned away.

Does the guy have to have the last word?

“Don’t worry,” Jack added.

“I won’t.”

Yep. The last word.

 

* * * *

 

Jack gritted his teeth and stared straight ahead as he drove down Main Street to the station. He prayed no one would be in the parking lot when he pulled in and he could slip the dog and Beauregard in unnoticed. The fewer questions, the better.

He pulled through the gates, drove to the spot marked Chief of Police and parked.

“Hey, does the chief know you’re parking in his spot?” Beauregard asked.

“I told you, I’m the chief,” Jack replied, barely keeping his temper in check. Throwing the guy in a jail cell and forgetting about him for a few days was looking better and better. Maybe he could get his hands on a cattle prod.

Except for the personal cars of the officers on duty, the dispatcher and Jack’s secretary, the place appeared empty. Before anyone else showed up, he got out and opened the back door.

The dog sat on the seat, panting. The plastic seat was covered in dozens of shiny droplets of dog drool. Someone was going to have to clean that up and Jack had a sinking feeling who that would be.

Beauregard got out, came around to Jack, leaned down and peered in. “Winston? Are you all right?”

Woof.

With a loud sigh, he reached in, took the leash and led the dog out of the car.

“He’s going to need some water. He’s very upset.” Beauregard gazed down at his pet and frowned. The dog sat on the blacktop and grinned up at Jack.

“He doesn’t look upset to me.” Jack glared back at the dog.

“Well, he is. You don’t know Winston as well as I do.”

“And I hope I never do.” Jack shut the door. “Let’s go, Roy Rogers.” Dale Evans was more like it.

“Roy Rogers? What do you mean by that?” Beauregard’s eyebrows rose.

Jack motioned to the man’s clothing and thickened up his Texas twang. “Why, you look like you’re fixin’ to go to one of them there Yankee fancy-dress parties, pretending to be a cowboy ’n’ such.”

Beauregard’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll have you know this shirt is the height of Dallas western fashion.”

“Dallas, huh? Figures.” Jack led the way to the station’s back door. He pulled it open and waited as the dog and his owner entered.

“What’s wrong with Dallas?” The guy actually sounded a little worried.

“Well, that’s north Texas. We don’t hold with their ways here in south Texas.” Jack gave the guy his serious ‘I mean business’ face as he walked down the hall to his office.

“I didn’t know that.”

Jack stopped, leaned in and lowered his voice. “Well, I’ll bet you didn’t know that down here in south Texas, a man could get his ass kicked for wearing a shirt with that much fringe on it.”

Beauregard stared down at his shirt and ran a well-manicured nail across the breast pocket’s fringe. “Too much?”

“Hell, yeah. But don’t worry, cowboy. Uh, you don’t have any more of those shirts, do you?” Jack raised an eyebrow at Beauregard and kept walking.

“Nooo…” He sounded unsure, or afraid to admit he had more.

“That’s good. Folks around here do hate fringe.” Jack shook his head as if it were a pity people took such a dislike to it.

Beauregard’s eyes narrowed and he stopped. “Sure it’s just the fringe they hate?”

Jack scanned Beauregard up and down.

“I sure hope so.” And for some reason, he did.

His secretary, Kristen, looked up as he entered the main office.

“Dear Lord, Chief. What happened to you?” Kristen stood, her hand at her mouth, and stared at his leg.

He leaned down. He’d left a small trail of blood on the linoleum floor. “Damn. I had a little”—he glared at Beauregard—“accident.”

“Do I need to call the doctor?” She picked up the phone.

“No, just get me the first-aid kit. I’ll take care of it.”

“Right away, sir. I’ll clean this up too.” She put the phone down and vanished into the back hall where the lunchroom and bathroom were located.

“You.” Jack pointed to Beauregard and crooked his finger. “Follow me.”

“To the ends of the earth,” Beauregard cooed.

Jack entered his office, tossed his hat on the desk and fell into his chair.

What a hell of a day.

Beauregard came in after him and shut the door. The dog sat by his feet and looked up at his owner as if awaiting orders.

If the dog attacked again, this time Jack was going to shoot.

“Now that you’ve got me alone, what are you going to do with me?” Beauregard asked. His voice was low and seductive, but the way his gaze darted around the room gave him away. Jack could almost smell the fear on him. Or maybe it was his cologne. Probably it was the dog.

“I fill out some forms, you sign them and I lock up your dog.”

“Lock him up? Here?”

Jack stared at the younger man. After bringing the dog in, Jack realized they didn’t have a facility at the station to hold an animal. “I’ll have to call the vet and see if he’s got a cage free.”

“A cage? Winston can’t go into a cage.” He shook his head and pulled tighter on the leash, tugging the dog closer to his leg.

“And why not? He’s a dog.” Jack rubbed his eyes and the pounding lessened.

“Because he’s claustrophobic.”

Jack dropped his hand from his eyes and stared at Beauregard. “Claustrophobic?”

“That’s right.”

“The dog?”

“Winston.”

Jack grimaced. “Winston is claustrophobic.” Okay, now he’d heard everything.

“Yes. He was traumatized in a tragic cage incident when he was a puppy and he’s never gotten over it. Have you, Winston?” he cooed.

Woof.

“Quit yanking my chain, Beauregard.”

“I’m serious. If you put Winston in a cage and anything happens to him after I warned you not to, I’m going to own Spring Lake.” Beauregard appeared dead serious and, from what Jack had seen, he had the money to back up his threat.

Jack sat back and sighed. “You must really love that dog.”

“He’s very important to me.” Beauregard gazed down at his dog and when he looked back at Jack, his brown eyes had turned dark and liquid. “Don’t put him in a cage. Please.”

Jack ran his hands over his face. Why him? He was a good guy. Kept the peace, upheld the law, went to church on Sunday and was kind to old ladies and children.

He picked up the phone, flipped through his Rolodex and found the vet’s number.

“Can I speak to Dr. Martin? It’s Chief Whittaker.” Jack held on as music played in his ear.

“Martin here.”

“Doc? It’s Jack.”

“How are you, Chief?”

“Doing fine. Listen, I have a problem. Got a dog I need to have impounded, but his owner says he’s claustrophobic and can’t go into a cage. Is that possible?”

“Well, sure, Jack. Some dogs can die due to the stress of being caged,” the doctor confirmed.

“Die, huh?” Jack glanced at Beauregard, who was hanging on to every word.

“They go into shock, or panic and have heart attacks.”

“What do you suggest? The dog bit someone and he has to be kept until we can confirm he’s had all his shots.”

“What is his behavior like now?”

Jack shrugged. “Well, he’s just sitting there.”

“Any more attacks since the first one?”

“No.”

“Does he look vicious?”

Jack leaned over the desk and stared at the dog. It had lain down and was licking its paws clean, no doubt of Jack’s blood. “No.”

“Well, perhaps there were special circumstances that led to the attack. Was he provoked?”

Jack didn’t want to explain the incident. Not to the vet. Not to anyone, for that matter. “No, he wasn’t. Just walked up and bit the guy.”

“Well, he doesn’t sound dangerous. Just find someone to keep him while you investigate.”

“I don’t suppose you could—”

“No can do. Sorry.” The vet chuckled.

“Right. Thanks, Doc.” Jack hung up and settled back in his chair.

“See? I told you,” Beauregard gloated.

Jack sighed. “Okay. No cage.”

“Can’t you release him into my care?”

“No. You’re just passing through town. I need him here where I can get to him if I need him.” Like if we have to kill him, cut off his head and then test for rabies. Jesus, more than anything, Jack didn’t want it to go that far. Those shots were killers. He rubbed his hand over his belly just thinking about them.

“I’m not passing through. I’m here for a visit.” Beauregard’s face lit up.

“A visit? With who?”

“My grandmother. Mrs. Olivia Rawlings.”

“Olivia Rawlings?” Jack sat up. Far as he knew, Miss Olivia didn’t have any family.

Beauregard smiled. “That’s right, Sheriff.”

“It’s Chief of Police Jack Whittaker. I work for the city. The sheriff works for the county, and it’s an elected—”

Beauregard cut him off. “Well, can he stay with her?”

Jack was trapped. “Okay. I’ll fill out these forms and you call Olivia and set it up. Do you need a phone?” He stood, walked to the file cabinet, fished for the proper forms and pulled them out.

 

“No, I have my cell.” Edward slumped into one of the two chairs that sat in front of Jack’s desk and made the call. This was the absolute worst pickle he’d ever been in. Worse because it wasn’t just him, it was Winston.

He had no idea what had come over Winston. Sure, the chief—in an older, distinguished kind of way—looked good enough to bite, but still.

He ran a shaking hand through his hair and searched his list for his grandmother’s number, then hit Send.

“Hello?” A strong female voice came over the line. He didn’t recognize it except at some instinctual level deep inside. He hadn’t spoken to her since he was sixteen.

“Meemaw? It’s Edward.” He glanced at the rugged cop on the other side of the desk. Jack was so not his type. He was older, for one thing. Edward never dated older men. For another, he was not a bad boy. Far from it. And he certainly wasn’t gay.

So why had he been flirting with the cop?

“Edward? Edward who?” She sounded suspicious.

“Your grandson, Meemaw. Edward. Your daughter Lillian’s son.” Edward bent over his legs, crossed at the knee, and stared at Winston. The dog was handling this like a trooper—stretched out on his back, four paws in the air, asleep.

“Edward!” Her voice sounded warm and welcoming. It hit Edward’s heart and filled a spot he’d never known was empty. “It’s been ages, child.”

“I know.” Edward sighed.

“Where are you?”

“That’s just the thing. I’m here in Spring Lake.” Edward gave a little laugh, fully aware that Whittaker’s blue eyes were on him. It made him uncomfortable, as if he were being measured and found lacking. It was the same look his father had given him so many times.

“You are! Well, come on over right now.”

“I can’t. I’m at the sher—the police station. Winston’s gotten into some trouble.”

“Winston? Do I know him?”

“No, Meemaw. Winston is my dog. He bit someone and he’s being impounded.”

“A dog. Your dog bit someone. Who? Do I know them?” She sounded quite excited.

Edward mumbled into the phone, “The chief of police.”

There was a long silence on the end of the phone.

Laughter burst across the line. Edward had to hold the phone away from his ear. Whittaker looked up at him, one eyebrow raised. Edward reached down and scratched Winston’s belly to avoid the cop’s intense gaze.

“Oh my Lord, Edward. You haven’t changed a bit. Still the same imp that found a million ways to get into trouble.”

“That’s me.” Edward sighed. “Can I bring Winston to your house? He can’t go in a cage—he’s claustrophobic.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, child. I’m allergic to cats and dogs. My throat closes right up. But you’re welcome to stay with me, of course.” 

Edward slumped in his seat. Winston was out of luck. Now what would he do?

“Thank you, Meemaw. I’m here to see you anyway.”

“Well, get that dog thing settled and come on by. I’ll get the guest room ready for you.”

“Yes, Meemaw. See you soon.” Edward closed the phone and slipped it back into his pocket. He stared at Winston for a long time.

The solution came to him in a heartbeat.

Edward straightened. “She can’t take Winston. She’s allergic to dogs.” He stared into Whittaker’s deep blue eyes and their gazes locked for what seemed a very long time. Edward had to remember to breathe. When he did, he took a deep breath then let it out. There was only one way out of this.

“Will you take Winston, Chief Whittaker?”

 


Chapter Three

“Are you out of your mind?” Jack bellowed. He slammed his hands flat on the desk and everything bounced. “That animal bit me!”

“I know. But I don’t know anyone else.” Edward leaned forward, hands on the desk.

“You don’t know me! Tie him to the fence outside. Lock him in a car—he seems to be happy there.” Jack waved his hand at the window.

“I can’t leave him outside. He’s not an outside dog. And I’m not tying him like some animal to the fence.” Edward glared at Jack as if even suggesting such a thing was barbaric.

“He is an animal. All dogs are outside dogs.”

“Not Winston.”

“Have you looked at him lately? Looks like a dog to me.” Jack glared at the subject in question. He’d curled up next to Jack’s desk as if he’d slept there his whole life.

“Winston is more than a dog to me.” Edward bit his lip again. “Didn’t you ever have a dog?”

Jack froze. Aw shit, Beauregard had to go there. Had to fight dirty.

“Well?”

“Yeah. I had a dog. When I was a kid.” Jack frowned.

“Then you must understand how I feel about him.” Edward lowered his voice. “Please. He’s my…best friend.”

Jack looked from the man to the dog. Yeah. He knew about dogs. When he was a kid, Rascal, a beagle, had been his best friend, his only friend. And when, at sixteen, Jack had run away from what could only loosely be called home, he’d taken nothing but a duffel bag and that dog.

Jack ran his hand through his hair.

“I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

“Thank you!” Edward smiled, and his face lit up. In that moment, Jack saw the man’s youth, hope and genuine thanks. It transformed him and made him seem not handsome, but beautiful. Younger than the mid-thirties he was.

Jack held out his hand to stop Beauregard from coming around the desk to hug him. “But this is just until the confirmation of his shots comes through and the judge releases him.”

“I understand.” The relief on Beauregard’s handsome face was evident.

Jack sat down and rubbed his palms against his eyes. They felt as if they were pushing out of his head.

“Hey, are you all right?” Beauregard’s soft voice and Georgia drawl stopped Jack.

“Just a headache.”

“I can help you with that, you know.”

Jack glanced up. “I have some pain relievers.” He opened his drawer, pulled out a bottle and shook it as if the medicine would ward off Beauregard.

“That just masks the problem. I can heal you.”

“Heal me? Like some faith healer?” Jack sat back and cocked his head at the younger man. Can this day get any stranger?

“Maybe ‘heal’ was the wrong word. But I can take the pain away.”

“How?” Jack narrowed his eyes at him.

“Massage. I’m trained in massage therapy.”

That would mean Beauregard would have to touch him. “Uh-uh. No way.”

“It won’t hurt and it won’t take but a minute.”

“No. Thanks, but no.” Jack shook his head. His brain was a small metal ball and his skull was the pinball machine. Right now, tilt should be flashing in the air over his head.

Just then, as if to save him, Kristen knocked on the door and opened it. “I have the first-aid kit, sir.” She came in, placed it on his desk and stared from one man to the other then at the dog. “You need anything else?”

“No, Kristen. Thanks.”

She nodded and left, pulling the door closed behind her.

Jack reached for the kit, opened it and pulled out what he needed to treat the bite.

“I can do that for you,” the man offered.

More touching. “No, thanks. I think you’ve done quite enough as it is. You’re free to go.”

“I’d love to, but…you shot my car, remember?”

Had he already begun to block the memory? “Okay, let me call one of my men, get him to take you to the garage. The car should be fixed by now. Then you can go on to Olivia’s.” And get out of Jack’s hair.

Beauregard stood. “First, I need to tell you about Winston.”

“Tell me what?” Jack narrowed his eyes and braced himself.

“Just a few things. First, you can’t leave him outside at night. Promise me.”

More promises? “Okay.”

“Second, he only eats Mighty Dog Stew. It’s in a can. His favorite is liver and egg. He hates the hamburger and cheese flavor. No table scraps—he’s on a diet.”

“A diet. Uh-huh.” Jack listened with every intention of forgetting every word of the man’s instructions.

“Third, he likes to take a walk just before bedtime. At least fifteen minutes long. And you have to walk him, not just let him out. He needs the exercise.”

“Right.” Jack’s patience had just about reached the end of its rope.

“Four. He likes to sleep by my feet in bed.”

The rope hit its end with a resounding twang. “No.”

“What?”

“I said no. I’m not sleeping with a dog in my bed.” He hadn’t shared his bed with a dog since he was a teenager. Hadn’t shared it with anyone since then, for that matter.

“Why? Doesn’t your wife like dogs?” Beauregard snapped.

“I’m not married.”

“Your girlfriend?”

“No girlfriend.”

“Oh.” Beauregard’s eyebrows rose.

They stared at each other and Jack felt the snap, crackle and pop that arced between them. No fucking way.

He jerked open another drawer, pulled out a ticket pad, slammed it on the desk and began writing.

He tore off the first sheet. “First, this is your speeding ticket. Going sixty in a forty-five.” He tossed it across the table to Beauregard. The paper soared through the air then landed near Beauregard’s hand.

He scribbled again. “Second, this is your ticket for having an unlicensed dog in city limits.” Again, the paper floated to the other side of the desk.

“Third. This one is my favorite.” He took his time writing it out. “This one is for assault on an officer, namely me, by that animal of yours.” He ripped it out and added it to the stack.

“You’re joking, right?” Beauregard picked them up and looked through them.

“No, I’m not joking. You have thirty days to pay the fines or appear in court with a lawyer.” Jack pulled out his cell phone, searched for Brian Russell’s cell number and hit Send.

“Brian? It’s Whittaker. Can you swing by the station? I need you to pick someone up and take him to Smith’s Garage for me. Great.” He closed the phone and stared across at Beauregard. “Your ride will be here in five minutes. Now get out of my office.”

Beauregard stood. “Can I say goodbye to Winston?”

Jack nodded.

The young man went around the desk to where Winston lay sleeping, and knelt. 

“Hey, boy.” The dog woke and tried to crawl into his lap. “The nice chief is going to let you stay with him for a few days, okay?”

Woof.

“Be good for him. I’ll come and visit you soon, I promise.” Then he leaned down, kissed the dog on the head and got a quick swipe of the dog’s tongue on his cheek. He stood, gathered the tickets and shoved them into his wallet.

“Take care of my dog, Jack.” Those deep brown eyes penetrated Jack with a look that demanded a promise. What is it with this guy and promises?

“I promise, Mr. Beauregard.”

“I’ll hold you to it.” Again with the last word.

Beauregard walked to the door, turned and gave Jack a quick smile. “My name is Edward.” Then he slipped through the door and shut it softly behind him.

Alone, Jack ran his hands through his hair. A gentle nudge pressed against his leg and he jerked back, his chair rolling against the wall with a sharp thud.

Winston gazed up at him, his hindquarters shaking with what passed for a wag.

“Oh, no. Don’t give me those eyes. You bit me.” Jack shook his head.

Winston squirmed between Jack’s legs and the corner of the desk and curled up underneath it next to Jack’s feet.

Uh-uh. No fucking way.

“Get out from there.”

The dog didn’t move.

“Now, Winston. Right now. Move.” Jack snapped his fingers at the animal.

Winston rolled over on his back, rear legs splayed, front paws bent, mouth open, tongue lolling, and fell asleep.

Jack didn’t know which one was worse, the dog or his master.

Both of them refused to obey him.

Both of them drove him to violence.

Both of them made him so mad he could spit.

But if he had to choose which one was the biggest pain in the ass?

It would be Beauregard. Hands down.

Edward Paul Beauregard the Third.

 

 

 


Chapter Four

Edward sat on a wooden chair against the wall of the reception area and draped his jacket over his lap. Blinking to clear his eyes, he refused to think of the worst case. That would be too much to stand, and he had nearly fallen apart in Jack’s office. He already had a good idea what Chief of Police Jack Whittaker thought of him. Edward didn’t intend to give credence to the ‘emotional fag’ stereotype by crying. Beauregards were made of sterner stuff.

He’d never been separated from Winston, except on a few overnights, for almost six years. Now Winston’s life was on the line and Edward swore he’d do whatever it took to free his best friend.

Edward didn’t think Jack would hurt Winston, but if there was one thing he’d picked up from the chief of police in their too-brief time together, it was that Jack Whittaker upheld the law, no matter what the law decreed.

Even if it said a little dog had to die.

Jack’s secretary gave him a smile then went back to her work, whatever it was one did when one worked for a chief of police. The main office was large, nondescript and her desk sat like an ugly brown metal guard outside Jack’s office. At the other end was another hall that led to the back where he supposed the criminals were kept. The place smelled of cinder block, Lysol and the cloying gardenia scent Kristen wore.

“What’s down that hall?” he asked.

Kristen looked up. “That’s the muster room and the cells. If you need the bathroom, it’s the first door on the left.” She pointed and gave him another smile.

Edward smiled back at her and time ticked on.

“So,” she said. “I like your shirt. It’s pretty.”

Pretty? He paid one hundred and fifty dollars at a trendy Dallas shop, and all he got was ‘pretty’? Not fabulous. Not stunning. Not ‘it goes so well with your eyes’?

“Thanks. Not too much fringe?” Edward ran his finger along the chocolate brown strings, enjoying the way the suede felt on his skin. Satin sheets trimmed in this fringe would be just the thing. He could have them made back in Atlanta. It would be like swimming in chocolate. Delicious.

She checked it out, then shrugged. “Maybe for a man’s shirt. I’ve never seen a man’s shirt with that much fringe on it. Mother-of-pearl snap buttons, maybe, but not fringe.”

“Oh.” Maybe Jack hadn’t been joking. Maybe he looked like a fool in this shirt, instead of hot as sin, but it had seemed so good in the mirror at the store, setting off his dark hair and eyes. Even that cute young salesman had said so.

“Now I’ve seen women’s shirts with fringe. Lots of those, especially for parties and such. But men, no.” She shook her head. “Where’d you get it?”

“In Dallas.”

“Oh. Dallas.” She sniffed. “I suppose for Dallas it’s all right.”

“Have you ever been to Dallas?” Edward had no idea why he was extending the conversation—at least, no idea he wanted to confess to.

“Yep. Every year for the Texas State Fair. You?”

“Just a few days ago, on my way here.”

“Oh.” She went back to her typing.

“My grandmother is Olivia Rawlings.” Never hurts to name-drop.

“Miss Olivia?” Her eyes brightened and she gave him an even bigger smile. Seems the name worked. “Everybody knows her. I didn’t know she had any family.”

“My mother is her daughter,” Edward enlightened her.

“Funny, she never talks about any family.” She narrowed her eyes. “You sure you’re kin to her?”

“Yes.” Edward frowned. If his grandmother hadn’t mentioned him, that was her right. Still, it stung.

She lowered her head again and typed.

“How long has he been chief?” Edward tilted his head at Jack’s office door, no longer able to resist asking about the ruggedly handsome cop and the real reason he’d kept talking to the young woman.

“The last five years.” Her eyes never left the screen.

“He’s kind of young for such an important position, isn’t he?” He hadn’t missed the sprinkling of gray in the chief’s hair that made him appear distinguished. And sexy.

“Youngest chief we’ve ever had.” She nodded and the conversation came to a standstill.

What else could he ask without being obvious? He already knew the man wasn’t married and didn’t have a girlfriend, and asking if he had a boyfriend would be the height of indiscretion.

Just then, the outer door opened and a drop-dead gorgeous cop sauntered in. Edward had to keep his teeth together to keep his jaw from dropping.

“Hi, Kristen,” the officer greeted the secretary.

“Hi, Brian.” She jerked her head at Edward and he sat up straighter. “He’s the one.”

The cop turned to Edward, raised his eyebrows and gave him a nod of hello.

“You need a ride to the garage?”

Edward’s first thought was to say, Yes, I’m the one. Me. Me. Me, and throw himself into the man’s arms, but instead he stood and held out his hand. “Yes. Edward Beauregard.” Hell and damnation, if he’d known they grew them so big and good-looking here in Spring Lake, he would have come to visit his grandmother sooner.

But did they all have to be cops? And straight? What was a boy to do?

The cop shook his hand. “Officer Brian Russell. Well, come along and I’ll drop you off.” He headed for the door.

“See you later, alligator,” Edward quipped at Kristen.

“After a while, crocodile,” she shot back. They laughed and Edward trailed behind Brian out of the door, enjoying the way the cop’s ass filled out those black uniform pants. The officer led the way to a marked patrol car, opened the passenger door then headed around to the driver’s side. Edward got in, buckled up and sat back.

“Had some car trouble?”

“Your chief shot my tire.” I probably shouldn’t have said that.

The officer turned and stared at him. “How did that happen?”

“It was after my dog bit him,” Edward mumbled as he adjusted his bandanna.

“Your dog bit him?” He put the car in gear and pulled out of the lot.

“After he stopped me for speeding.” Edward rolled his eyes.

“So. You’re a dangerous criminal, huh?” Brian chuckled.

“That’s me.” Edward sighed and stared out of the window.

“What’s up?” The cop sounded concerned. It was probably something he’d learned in cop school, or wherever they taught that sort of stuff, but his soft voice drew Edward in.

He turned in his seat to look the guy in the eyes and it all came out in a rush. “I’ve had a horrible day. My dog bit Jack, and now he’s being held until I can prove he doesn’t have rabies, and Jack’s going to keep him for me because my grandmother is allergic, and Winston is claustrophobic and can’t stay in a cage or a cell or be tied outside to the fence like some wild animal—” Edward took a breath, but the cop interrupted by holding up his hand.

“Whoa! Slow down.”

Edward exhaled. This was just another fine mess he’d gotten himself into. No. He’d gotten Winston into this mess. Hell and damnation, maybe his father had been right about the trust fund after all. Right about what a self-absorbed—

“Look. I’m sure whatever happened, Chief Whittaker will handle it with fairness and respect. Your dog, that’s Winston?”

“Yes.”

“The chief stopped you for speeding and the dog bit him?”

“Right. I don’t know why Winston did it. He’s never bitten anyone before. Ever.”

“Okay. And the dog can’t go into the kennel, so the chief is going to hold on to him for you, right?” The officer spoke as he drove down a main street lined with businesses and stores.

“That’s right. Do you think he’ll treat Winston okay?”

“Of course. Chief Whittaker is one of the most decent men I know. If he says your dog is safe, then he’s safe.”

Edward let out his breath in a long exhale. “Thanks. I thought so—I just wanted to hear someone else say it.” He smiled at the cop.

“You’re not from around here, are you?”

“No. How could you tell?”

“Well, other than knowing most of the people who live here, the shirt was a dead giveaway.” Brian, the hot cop, chuckled again. Besides his good looks, Brian had a way of putting Edward at ease. Edward couldn’t help but like him.

Edward winced. “I know. Too much fringe.”

He nodded. “And your accent. Georgia?”

“Atlanta.” Edward nodded.

“What brings you to Spring Lake?”

“I’m visiting my grandmother, Olivia Rawlings.”

“I didn’t know she had any family.”

“So I hear.” Edward frowned. “I’m a big secret.”

“Is it because you’re gay?”

Edward turned to the officer. “No. She had a falling out years ago with my father. How did you know I was gay?”

“You’re joking, right?”

Edward waved his hand down his chest. “The shirt?”

“That, and since I’m gay, it’s easy for me to spot another gay man. And you don’t exactly hide it, you know.”

“You’re gay? Get back, Loretta.” Edward slapped his thigh.

“Gay and taken.” The officer held up his left hand to show a band of solid platinum.

“Of course. Just my luck.” Edward sighed and sat back. “What about Jack?”

“What about him?” Russell asked warily.

“He wouldn’t by any chance be gay too?” Edward turned and looked out of the window, not positive if he wanted to know. It didn’t matter anyway—Jack was not his type. Repeat. Not his type.

“Here’s the garage, Mr. Beauregard.” The cop pulled up in front of the door and waited for Edward to get out.

“Thank you, Officer Russell.” Edward leaned down and smiled at him. “Nice to meet you.”

“Same here. See you around.” Russell gave him a salute and pulled away, leaving Edward’s question about Jack unanswered.

Edward slung his jacket over his shoulder and went inside the shop’s office.

Behind the counter, a young man in a blue work shirt with the name Phil embroidered above the pocket looked up. His eyes widened as his gaze traveled up and down Edward.

“Can I help you?” he asked, trying to keep a straight face.

Anger prickled Edward’s skin as he read the man’s expression. This guy was going to give him a hard time. He braced himself and walked to the counter.

“Yes. I came to pick up the red Miata. The tire was flat.”

“Oh, right. Hold on.” Phil stepped to a door that led to the service bays, opened it and leaned out. “Is the Miata ready?”

Someone called back something and Phil stepped out where Edward couldn’t hear him, then came back in.

“It’s done.” He stole several glances at Edward as he worked with the papers.

Edward leaned against the counter and tried to see what the man was doing.

“That’s one hundred and seventy-one dollars and fifty-seven cents.”

“Is that for a new tire?” Edward asked.

“Yep. And the tow. Couldn’t fix the old tire. You can’t fix two holes in the sidewalls. How’d you manage to do that?”

Edward just shrugged. He definitely wasn’t telling this jerk.

Just then another man, older and covered in grease stains, came through the bay door. “This the guy?” He had Jimmy embroidered over his pocket. With the grease on his clothes and his hands, Edward figured him for the mechanic. As the man stared at him, Edward’s stomach started a slow slide down to the bottom, where fear waited.

“Yep. That’s him.” The younger man stepped back.

“Un-fucking-be-liev-able. Well, aren’t you pretty?” He gave a low whistle as he shook his head. “I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it.”

Edward glared at Phil. “Is my car ready or not?” The office felt too small and the urge to bolt washed over him, but he locked his knees and stood firm.

“It’s ready. What’s your hurry?” Jimmy asked.

Edward hadn’t been in a hurry—he just wanted to avoid any more trouble. He’d certainly met his quota for today. Okay, for the next year. Besides, the next time he saw the police chief, he didn’t want to be wearing a set of shiny new handcuffs. Or sporting a lovely black plastic body bag.

He placed his credit card on the counter and pushed it at the young man, but the older man snatched it up. “Edward P. Beauregard I-I-I. What’s that mean?”

“May I speak with the manager?” Edward kept his lips tight—he’d dealt with people like this ever since he’d come out.

The guy from the front desk stepped up. “Let me have that, Jimmy.” He took the card from the man, wiped it clean and ran it through the machine. “Better get back to work.”

Jimmy returned to the garage but stopped in the doorway and turned back. “I swear. Ever since those two faggots took up residence here, the place is swarming with them. Spring Lake is going to be the next San Fran-fucking-cisco, if you ask me.”

How do three gay men make a swarm? Is that like a herd of elephants or a school of fish? Shouldn’t it be something like a quorum of queers or a gaggle of gays?

The young man rolled his eyes and held out the receipt and the credit card. Edward signed them, handed him the yellow copy and held out his hand, palm up. “My keys?”

“In the car. Jimmy’ll bring it out for you.”

Edward nodded and left the office. Jimmy gunned the motor and backed out of the closest bay, cut the wheel hard and nearly hit Edward as he came to a brake-squealing stop.

Curbing his anger, Edward set his face to neutral and walked around to the driver’s side, doing his best ‘manly’ walk. He could do butch if he had to.

Jimmy got out and held the door open, as if being polite, but Edward knew better. People like this man wore thin veils of civility over the senseless hatred that boiled underneath and when that hatred erupted, someone usually got hurt. Or killed.

Edward got in and Jimmy shut it. Still holding on to the frame, he leaned over, his cigarette-laced breath puffing against the side of Edward’s face as he growled, “I hope you don’t plan on hanging around here for long, Mr. I-I-I. This is a God-fearing town and we don’t need any more of you faggots settling here, for damn sure.”

Edward knew arguing or even trying to reason with people like Jimmy was a waste of time and energy. Despite the fear and anger warring inside him, he remained silent, which seemed to piss off the asshole even more.

“Just keep your hands to yourself, faggot. We catch you with any of our boys, we’ll hang you by your dick from the nearest tree.”

Looking straight ahead, Edward put the car into gear and hit the gas. The mechanic jumped back, cursed at him and gave him the finger. Heart pounding, Edward pulled out of the drive and into the street without a clue as to where he was going. All he could think about was to get as far away from the garage as possible.

Once free, Edward slowed down, and the tension in his shoulders eased. He could see the billboard… Spring Lake: The next San Francisco. He laughed. Not without the hills, the marina and the Castro District.

How paranoid could some God-fearing people be? Did they really think he was going to start trolling outside the junior high school, enticing young boys into wickedness, sin, and manis and pedis with candy and video games?

Hell and damnation. He was a homosexual, not a pedophile. They were not synonymous. The thought of touching a child was as abhorrent to him as it would be to anyone else.

He drove a few more blocks, spotted a coffee shop and pulled in to their drive-through. After he ordered a latte, he got out the map and studied it as he waited. He was on the main street and from there he traced the route to his grandmother’s house.

He paid, got his drink and pulled out.

“Over the river and through the snow, to grandmother’s house we go,” he sang, off-key, then sighed and looked at the empty seat beside him.

It wasn’t the same without Winston.

 


Chapter Five

After seeing to his wounds, Jack rolled back to his desk. His foot bumped the dog. He pushed back and looked down. The animal was dead asleep, the tip of his long tongue sticking out of his mouth between his front teeth as if giving Jack a permanent raspberry.

This is ridiculous. How on earth did I get stuck babysitting a dog?

Right. He’d promised Edward. No. He would not refer to Edward as Edward. Mr. Beauregard or Beauregard, but not Edward.

His stomach rumbled. His head pounded and his ankle ached. Jack popped two more painkillers and dry-swallowed them.

Kristen knocked, opened the door and stuck her head in. “Chief?”

“Yes?”

“You’ve got the meeting with the mayor in thirty minutes, remember?”

Jack sighed and stood. “I don’t suppose you’d go in my place?”

She cocked an eyebrow at him.

“Right. Best be going. Maybe I can grab a burger on the way there.” He grabbed his hat and came around the desk to take the file Kristen held out to him.

Behind him, he heard the patter of nails on linoleum. Winston, dragging his leash, trotted up to him and sat.

“Oh no. I’ve got a meeting. You have to stay here.” Jack shook his head.

Woof.

“I don’t care, you’re not coming.”

“Chief? When you talk to him, does he answer you?” Kristen’s eyes were all scrunched up as she fought to keep her lips straight.

“No, of course he doesn’t talk.” Now Edward—Beauregard—had him doing it. Kristen stepped out of the office. Jack followed and closed the door before the dog could get out.

Woof. Woof. Woof.

Kristen raised her eyebrows and looked at the door, then at Jack. “Oh no, is right. I’m not sitting here all afternoon listening to that dog bark. And I’m not cleaning up any doggy messes.”

“But I can’t take him with me to see the mayor.”

Woof. Woof. Woof. Woof.

“Why not? You said you’d watch him, didn’t you?” Kristen had her hands on her hips.

“Yes, but…”

Woof. Woof. Woof. Woof. Woof.

“Take him, or I’m taking the day off. With pay.” She raised her voice to be heard over the barking as she went for her purse behind her desk.

“No, wait!” He held up his hands in submission. “I’ll take him.” Jack went to the door, opened it and out trotted Winston. Jack bent down, snatched up his leash and frowned at the animal. “Okay, Winston. Best behavior, right?”

Woof.

Jack hoped that meant ‘yes’ in dog talk, not ‘just wait until I bite you again.’ He pulled on the leash and headed down the hall to the parking lot. Winston dragged him straight to his car.

Hell, maybe the dog was smarter than he looked, because he sure was one ugly dog. His nose was smashed in, his jowls hung and he snorted when he breathed. A small patch of light brown covered one eye, but other than that, the dog was white. And that tail. A dog should have a proper tail.

Jack opened the back door, but the dog just sat there. “You got in before. In, Winston.” Jack snapped his fingers and jerked on the leash, but the dog wouldn’t budge. He could pick the animal up, but that was getting closer than he was prepared to be. Once bitten, twice shy.

Winston stood and pulled him around the car. Christ, the dog is strong. They reached the passenger side and the dog sat at the front door.

“Oh, no. You are not sitting in the front seat with me.” Jack folded his arms across his chest, determined to make a stand, but a glance at his watch told him he was just wasting precious time.

With a growl of his own, Jack opened the door. Winston jumped in and settled into the seat. Jack shut the door, went around the car and got in. He exited the lot and headed toward city hall. There was a burger fast-food place on the way there and fifteen minutes left to get it, eat it and be in the mayor’s office.

He stopped at the order board. “One burger, all the way, and a coffee, black.”

Woof.

Jack looked at Winston. “Ed—” Shit. He gave up. “Edward said no table scraps. You’re on a diet.”

Woof.

“Add a burger, plain.” Jack rubbed his temple. This took the cake. Ordering fast food for a dog.

“Will that be all?”

“That’s it.”

“Five oh three. Pull to the first window to pay.”

Jack drove forward, paid the young lady, got his receipt, then moved up to the second window for the food. Winston leaned across Jack’s body, sniffing the air. Then he put his paws on Jack’s leg and strained toward the window. Christ, even though the dog was small, he weighed a ton.

“Get off me, Winston,” Jack growled and pushed him back with his elbow.

The manager of the restaurant grinned at him. “Cute dog, Chief. Is he new on the force?”

“No,” Jack replied. He took the bag and the coffee, nodded and drove away. He set the coffee in the holder. “Now, sit there and be good.” He took a burger out of the bag, opened the paper and put it on the seat next to the dog. The animal lay down and began eating.

Jack opened his sandwich and ate it in about four bites, washing the last bite down with a sip of coffee. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was until he’d smelled the food. They pulled up to city hall and he parked, then watched Winston lick the paper wrapper spotless, slobbering all over the seat.

Jack had two minutes left.

 

 


Chapter Six

Edward pulled up outside a small Craftsman cottage and parked. It was white, with a lovely garden that bordered the porch on either side. He checked the address with the one stenciled on the top step of the porch and got out.

His stomach danced and he tried to shake it off, but it’d been a long time since he’d seen his grandmother. He should have changed his shirt, but it was too late now. Would she recognize him? Would he recognize her?

He walked down the brick path to the wooden steps and up to the front door. After pushing the bell, he gave his bangs a final brush with his fingers then stepped back.

A few moments later, a vaguely familiar woman with short gray hair opened the door. “Edward! I’d recognize you anywhere!” She gave him a quick hug.

Her warm smile helped to settle his stomach and he nodded. “Meemaw?” He slipped into the name he’d called her as a child.

“It’s been a long time. Come in.” She stepped back and pulled his arm.

Edward stepped into the living room and the aroma of just-baked cookies filled his nose. “Oatmeal raisin?”

“That used to be your favorite, if I remember.” She led him to the couch. On the coffee table was a plate filled with cookies.

“They still are,” he replied as he reached for one and took a bite, unable to stop himself. It was a little piece of heaven. “Mmm. Is that just a hint of ginger?”

“Why, yes, it is. Most people don’t recognize it.” She sat down and patted the cushion next to her.

“I have a sensitive palate,” he mumbled around a mouthful of cookie as he sat. “These are wonderful. Just like I remember them.” It was funny, but until he’d taken a bite, he’d completely forgotten that she’d made those cookies for him whenever he’d visited her with his parents.

“Glad you still like them. Now, Edward. What brings you to Spring Lake?” She sat back and watched him with sharp brown eyes.

Unsure whether he should spill the beans about his mission, he shrugged and went with his second reason for visiting. “I needed to get away, Meemaw. Things in Atlanta…well, I needed a change.”

“Edward. Are you in trouble with the law in Atlanta too?” Her smile reached her eyes and he felt she’d love him even if he had been a wanted man. For Edward, that was a rare thing.

“No. Nothing like that.” He sighed. “It’s more along the line of an affair gone bad.”

“Ohh.” She nodded. “Had your heart broken?” She reached out and put a comforting hand on his leg.

“Worse. I was dumped in the middle of the biggest social event of the year. Right in front of everyone,” he whispered. The mortification of it still hung on him like cheap knock-off cologne.

She nodded again. “That must have been awful.”

“You have no idea.” He rolled his eyes. “I just couldn’t stand the phone calls from so-called friends pretending to be sympathetic but just wanting to hear all the sordid details.”

“The ‘I told you so’s’?” she added.

“Yes. But no one ever told me.” He shook his head and took another cookie.

“You wouldn’t have listened, would you?”

He stared at her, cookie in his mouth—then he bit it, chewed and swallowed. “No, I don’t think I would have.”

“You were in love.”

“At least I thought I was. I thought he—” Edward froze and looked up at his grandmother. Hell and damnation, he’d just outed himself to her.

“You thought he loved you, right?” She smiled at him, her eyes holding only love and acceptance, not a hint of disgust or judgement.

“Yes.” He hung his head, so ashamed that he’d been played for a fool. Again. “I don’t seem to pick the right men,” he confessed.

“I was like that. Always the wrong man.” She leaned closer to tell her secret. “For me, it was bad boys.” She waved her hand in front of her face. “Oh my Lord, I did love bad boys. High school dropouts. Carnie workers. Rodeo cowboys. The kind of man that would make your head spin with danger and excitement, get you in nothing but trouble and then be gone the next week.” She laughed.

Edward sat up. “Me too, Meemaw. Bad boys.” He rolled his eyes. “Guess it runs in the family.” He loved finding there was more in common between them than blood.

She chuckled, picked up a cookie and took a bite. “These are good. Now, don’t you worry, child, you stay here as long as you need to. I’ve got the guest room all ready.” She reached into the pocket of her jeans and pulled out a key. “Here’s the key to the house. You come and go as you please. No curfew.” She winked.

“Meemaw!” Edward put his hand to his mouth in pretend shock. “You’re joking, right? I’m gay—you do realize that?” He took the key and slipped it onto his key ring.

“So?”

“There are no gays in Hooterville.”

“Sure there are. Rush Weston and his partner, I think you call it? They live here.”

“That must be the cop I met, Brian Russell.”

“That’s him. Such a nice man. I was so glad to see Rush finally find someone who makes him happy. Besides them, there’s no telling who’s hiding what around here. I have a few ideas of my own about that list, but they’d scandalize the town.” She laughed and slapped her leg.

Edward sat back and observed his grandmother. His family had only visited occasionally. He’d been a teen the last time he’d seen her, and not very interested in spending time with her, so wrapped up in his own set of worries, his fights with his dad and with the dreaded realization that he liked boys, not girls.

She hadn’t attended the funeral, either.

She’d certainly surprised him. He’d never expected to be able to sit with his grandmother and talk to her about being gay. Even his mother never spoke so openly, only with vague references to his ‘friends’ and ‘dates’. And his father? When pigs fly.

“Wow. You blow me away, Meemaw.” He threw his arms around her, they hugged and he was glad that her grip on him was just as strong as his on her. “Thank you.” Tears burned his eyes. Right now, he needed someone to understand him, not to judge or condemn him or to call him a gullible fool.

She gave him a final pat on the shoulder. “Now. Tell me all about your run-in with the local law.”

Edward sat back, picked up another cookie and told her all about meeting Jack.

 

* * * *

 

Jack looked at the dog and faced his next problem. If he left the dog in the car, it would be just his luck that someone would report it.

Dog Left In Police Chief’s Car To Die

Peta Asks For Chief’s Resignation

Headlines like those he couldn’t afford, not if he wanted to keep his job, and he’d worked too damn hard to blow it now over some rich guy’s mutt.

He grabbed the leash. “Come on, Winston. You’re with me.” He got out and Winston followed. As he walked up the sidewalk to the main doors, Winston stopped, lifted a stubby back leg and generously watered the flowers that lined the paved brick walk. A passing woman glared at Jack and the dog, telling him with narrowed eyes and a frown that she didn’t approve of their pit stop.

Winston finished, then grinned up at her as he happily scraped his back legs on the grass, sending clods flying. She turned the full force of her glare on Jack and heat rose in his cheeks. Shit. Damn dog.

“Come, Winston.” Jack yanked on the lead and Winston waddled after him. At the double door to the building, Jack hesitated.

Dog Bites Mayor

Chief of Police Fired

Could the headline be worse? Either way, he was screwed. If he ever got his hands on Edward P. Beauregard the Third, for putting him in this mess, he’d gladly do life.

Jack would just make sure the dog didn’t get too close to His Honor, that’s all.

“I have a meeting with the mayor,” Jack informed the secretary. She peered over her glasses, down her long, narrow nose at the dog. Her eyebrows rose.

“I have you down, but your friend isn’t listed.” Her pursed lips twisted in a smile. “I’ll tell the mayor you’re here.” She picked up the phone, pressed a button and spoke. “Chief Whittaker and his friend are here to see you.”

Jack rolled his eyes and she winked at him. “I don’t know, sir.” She glanced up at Jack. “What’s your friend’s name?”

“Winston.”

“Winston, sir.” A pause as she smiled at the dog. “Yes, just like Churchill. Yes, sir.” She put the phone down. “You can go in.”

Jack nodded to her and pushed through the mahogany door with the seal of the city on it.

His longtime friend, William Lansing, sat behind a large cherry desk. A huge map of the city covered the wall behind him. He glanced up from his paperwork then rose. 

“Hello, Bill.”

“Hello, Jack. Who’s your friend?” Bill Lansing pointed to the dog as he came around the desk and shook Jack’s hand. “New recruit? Is he a new item in your budget?”

“No. He’s impounded.”

“Impounded? A desperate criminal, eh? It’s good to know you’re keeping the town safe. What did he do? Rob the savings and loan?” Bill, always quick to needle Jack, chuckled as he sat in one of the black leather wingback chairs in front of his desk. Jack sat in the other. Winston curled up at Jack’s feet.

“He bit me.”

Bill’s dark eyebrows shot up and he fixed Jack with warm brown eyes. “Bit you? So you’re keeping him close, in case he tries to escape?” He chuckled.

“Actually, I stopped his owner on a speeding charge and the dog attacked me.”

“He attacked you. You’re kidding, right?”

Why does everyone say that? “No. He bit my ankle.” Jack frowned at the dog. “Anyway, he can’t be caged and his owner is a flight risk. He’s just visiting in town. I wanted to make sure the dog had his shots before I let him go. Just in case. You know…rabies.”

Both men looked at the dog and rubbed their stomachs.

“Until then, he’s with me.”

“I understand, but can’t you lock him in a cell or something?”

“No. The owner has made it clear that if anything happens to his dog, he’s going to sue the city.”

“Is he serious?” Bill leaned forward, all laughter gone from his eyes.

“Dead. He’s very attached to the dog. And from what I can tell, he has the money and lawyers to back it. He’s Olivia Rawlings’ grandson.” That was putting it mildly. The man’s affection for the dog bordered on the fanatic. If that red bandana the dog wore was any indication, Edward probably had little outfits for Winston to wear. Christ, the man was so gay it was embarrassing.

“Olivia?” Bill blew a soft whistle. “She’s got big money.”

“So does her grandson, it seems. He’s one of the Atlanta Beauregards,” Jack added in an imitation of Edward’s soft accent.

Bill nodded as if it meant something to him. “I knew the rest of the family had moved away. Tons of money. Oil and gas leases.”

Jack hadn’t known that. So, Edward had money. Much more than Jack would ever have, no doubt. Why did that bother him? Hell, it rankled him when someone didn’t have to work hard for what they had, when it just got handed to them on a silver platter. Jack had worked damned hard for every scrap he’d ever had from the time he was sixteen.

“Well, I guess, if you put it that way, you’re doing this city a service. Do whatever you have to do to keep this guy from suing us. We can’t afford it.”

“Sure.” Jack wondered what ‘whatever’ might entail. Or how far he’d have to go.

“He doesn’t look dangerous. In fact, he looks expensive. Dogs like that can cost thousands of dollars. Come here, boy.” Bill leaned down and called to the dog.

Too slow, Jack tried to reel the dog in on his leash, but the little bulldog was quicker. Winston’s head popped up off his paws and he trotted over to the mayor, his hindquarters wagging in greeting. Winston sat at the mayor’s feet without a single growl. All tongue and no teeth.

“I can’t believe he bit you. What did you do to him?” Bill cocked an eyebrow.

Jack watched as the bulldog rolled over on his back and let Bill scratch his chest.

“Nothing. He just walked up and bit me.”

Great. Even the mayor is charmed by the damn dog. Wait until Bill meets Edward. What would he say then? To give Bill credit, he hadn’t blinked an eye when Jack had told him about hiring Brian Russell, an openly gay man, as an officer on the town’s small force. And in the twenty-or-so years they’d been friends, Bill had never made any remarks about homosexuals. Not that they’d had many conversations about gays, but Bill wasn’t the kind of man who held bigoted beliefs. At least Jack didn’t think he did.

“Not this good boy.” Bill gave the dog a final pat then straightened.

Jack sighed. “Hard to believe.” Winston came back to Jack’s chair and lay down.

At last, they stopped talking about the damned dog and got down to the reason for the meeting—this year’s budget for the police department.

Jack pulled out his papers, gave Bill a copy, and they got down to their discussion.

 

 

 


Chapter Seven

“Well, first thing Monday, you’ll just have to get the vet to fax Winston’s certificate of health to the police.” Olivia patted Edward’s knee.

“Of course. Nothing is going to keep me from getting him back, Meemaw. I just don’t know what I’m going to do with him once I do get him back.” He gave her a halfhearted smile.

“I feel so bad about that. Really. And if there were any way I could let him stay here in the house, I would.”

“I know. I suppose I’ll just get a room at that motel up on the interstate. I can make the drive to and from Spring Lake to visit you each day. It’s less than half an hour.”

“Hell, I used to drive all the way to San Antonio just for lunch. These days, my doctor has forbidden me to drive at all.” She shrugged but didn’t explain any further. Edward figured if she didn’t share, he shouldn’t ask, but it was a perfect opening and he took it.

“How are you feeling, Meemaw?” She looked trim and fit in her blue jeans, white cotton shirt and loafers, but there was a slight cast of shadow under her eyes.

“Well, for an old broad, I’m doing damn fine.” Her eyes sparkled when she laughed. “But like anyone my age, I could complain. But I don’t. Can’t stand to listen to those old biddies around here talking about their aches and pains.” She shook her head then winked at him. “I’d rather hear about who’s fooling around with who.”

Edward gasped. “Not here in Hooterville? With all these God-fearing decent folks?” He couldn’t resist taking a dig at the locals.

“Why not? Small towns are just as bad as big towns. Worse. Why, there are skeletons buried all over this county, child. Got a few out back myself.” She winked.

“Do tell?” Edward leaned closer. “One of those bad boys of yours? A nosy neighbor, maybe?”

She laughed. “Maybe.”

“I can believe it too.”

“Edward.” She grew serious. “What do you think about the chief of police? Jack Whittaker seems to have made an impression on you.” She cocked an eyebrow as she pinned him with a brown gaze so similar to his own.

“Jack?” Hell and damnation, he couldn’t help but smile when he said the man’s name.

“You know him well enough to call him by his first name?” 

“Well, I let him keep my dog, didn’t I? I wouldn’t let just anyone do that.” Edward could do coy as well as any ingenue.

“He’s a good-looking man.” A mischievous light flickered in his grandmother’s eyes as she fished for information.

“He is.” No point in denying that—everyone could see Jack Whittaker was handsome.

“He’s been alone for a long time.”

“Has he?” Edward feigned disinterest. “I wonder why.”

Her brow furrowed. “I know he didn’t grow up here. I’m not sure where he’s from.” Her gaze got fuzzy as her words faded.

Edward kept quiet and let her think. He desperately wanted to know what she knew about him, but pushing her would let her know just how interested he was in Jack.

“There was an engagement.”

“Oh?” Edward slouched.

“But it fell through.”

“Oh.” He sat up. That could mean anything.

“It was called off right before the wedding. She wasn’t local. Some girl he’d met in college, I think.” She shrugged. “All I know was Jack was in his early twenties, out of college and newly hired with the police. Handsome as the devil, even then. Everyone says it broke his heart so bad he’s never let anyone close again.”

Edward could just see Jack, as tan as he was now, but younger, less serious. Maybe he’d even smiled more back then. Before he could blink, Edward had fashioned a story. Jack, unaware of his inclinations, gets all the way to the altar before facing the truth and calling off the wedding.

Bride seen fleeing the church. Parents in an uproar. Guests stunned.

It could have happened that way.

Twenty years ago, some gay men would have gotten married and stayed in the closet.

Maybe Jack was still in the closet.

Maybe Jack longed to come out.

Maybe Jack just needed a little push.

 

* * * *

 

What Jack really needed was to go home, take a hot shower and get his foot up. The throbbing had returned as his pain meds ran out. Maybe a cold beer would help his head, because it was still pounding.

The meeting with the mayor had gone well and Winston hadn’t bitten anyone, especially Jack.

He straightened the papers on his desk and shut off his computer, then stood and scooped up his hat.

“Winston, we’re going home early today. I’m beat.” Jack leaned down, clipped the leash to the dog’s collar and they headed for the door.

“Kristen, I’m going home. If anyone needs me, call my cell. But only if it’s an emergency, okay?”

“Sure, Chief. You look tired. Get some rest.” Kristen smiled at him then went back to work.

Jack led Winston out of the building and to his cruiser. This time, he didn’t bother to argue about where the dog sat. Winston hopped into the front seat and Jack went around to the driver’s side and got in. He rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands, pressing into his temples with his thumb. It offered a little relief from the pain, but only as long as he kept up the pressure.

He put the car in gear and pulled out of the parking lot. His house was only about fifteen minutes away, where the main road veered south, past the edge of town. He liked it there. Minimal noise, few neighbors and light traffic.

Pulling into his drive, he felt the quiet pride that coming home always gave him. The house was solid, well-built and had plenty of room. He’d saved for years on a small-town cop’s salary to get the down payment to buy it. And since then he’d spent most of his free time and money fixing it up. It was a hell of a long way from the piece-of-shit trailer he’d grown up in outside of San Antonio.

Here he could be himself, away from the pressure of the job and everyone’s expectations of him. It might be lonely off and on, but he’d gotten used to it over the years. Alone was good. Alone was comfortable. Alone didn’t hurt anymore.

“We’re home, Winston,” he announced. Winston whined and scratched at the door. Jack got out and let the dog out of the car, then bent down and unclipped the leash.

“Go ahead, boy. Check it out.”

He leaned against the car as Winston, nose to the ground, trotted around the half-acre front yard. Jack took time to observe the animal. Low to the ground, the dog was solid, not fat, with a broad, deep chest, sleek, short white fur and a massive head. Those dark brown eyes held an intelligence Jack hadn’t noticed in most dogs he’d seen.

Winston was so ugly he was cute.

“Come here, boy.”

Winston didn’t respond. That wouldn’t do. It bugged Jack when someone didn’t listen to him or obey him. It was a sign of disrespect. But he could fix that.

“You need some training.” Jack went inside, opened the fridge and pulled out some cold cuts. He took a few slices, tore them up, put them in a small baggie, then went back outside just as Winston watered Jack’s azalea bushes.

Jack pulled out a small piece of meat. “Come, Winston.” He held the food in his hand so that the dog could see it.

Winston trotted over to him and Jack gave him the treat.

“Good boy.”

He let the dog wander off several times and repeated the command and awarded with the treat when Winston obeyed. By the fourth time, he could call Winston and the animal would come to him without seeing the meat.

Satisfied with his progress, Jack gave the dog the last of the treats, rubbed him behind the ears and praised him. Together, they went inside.

Jack put a bowl of water on the floor and Winston went right to it. His long tongue lapped the liquid and drops flew, splattering Jack’s pristine white cabinets. Then, as Winston walked the bowl across the slate tiles, water splashed all over the kitchen floor. Jack got out a dish towel, wiped up the mess and put it underneath the bowl to absorb the water spillage and keep it in place.

That done, Jack headed to his room to undress and take a hot shower. He stripped down, tossed his uniform into the hamper for his dry cleaning, his T-shirt and briefs into the hamper for washing, then leaned into the double shower stall and turned on the water. When the steam rose behind the glass blocks, he stepped under the overhead spray and just let the water beat on his back and shoulders as he leaned against the tile wall. His tension eased but his headache stayed with him, making it impossible for him to relax.

Maybe he should go into Houston and see a doctor. The last thing he wanted to do was admit he was sick. Which kind of doctor would he see? What kinds of tests would they run? Hell, maybe he’d just go to one of those acupuncturists. He’d read they could knock out pain with a few well-placed needles.

Maybe he just needed to get laid.

He looked down at his cock. It had been unresponsive ever since the headaches started. In his condition, trying to have sex would be a waste of time. And the very last thing Jack ever wanted was to be embarrassed. Not getting it up in front of someone, even a stranger, would be mortifying.

Jack sighed and squeezed shampoo into his hands, worked it through his hair then rinsed it out. After shutting off the water, he opened the glass door and stepped onto the rug to catch the water that dripped off his body. Then he wrapped a towel around his waist, avoiding looking in the mirror, and went into his bedroom.

Winston sat on the floor next to the bed, waiting for him.

“Hey, buddy.”

Woof.

Jack tossed off the towel, took some sweats and a T-shirt from a dresser drawer, and put them on. “Let’s get some dinner.”

They trod back down the hall to the kitchen and Jack took up his station at the fridge. Not much to choose from since it was the end of the week.

He pulled out a small pan of frozen lasagna. “This looks good. Of course, I’m sure it’s not what you’re used to with Edward P. Beauregard the Third, but around here, it’s simple eats.” He put the pan in the microwave oven, punched in the time and hit Start.

Woof.

Jack got a beer from the fridge, sat at the wooden kitchen table, propped his foot up on a chair and waited for the microwave to ding. He held the bottle to his forehead, leaning into it, letting the cold freeze his pain away.

If he couldn’t shake this headache, it was going to be another long night.

 

* * * *

 

“Edward. Get your bags and I’ll show you to your room.” Olivia stood.

“Sure.” Edward stood, then slapped his head with the heel of his hand. “Hell and damnation. I forgot my bags.”

“Where are they?”

“I left them in Jack’s cruiser.” He sat back down.

“Call him and ask him to drop them off.”

“Meemaw, I can’t do that. I’ve asked so much of him already.” Edward bit his bottom lip. “I’ll just go and get them from him at the station.” He’d get to see Winston again—that would be good. He should stop at the market and pick up the dog food too.

“Okay.” She picked up the glasses and plate of cookies and headed into the kitchen. “You’ve got your key. Just let yourself in when you get back.”

“Are you sure?” Edward went to the door. “Will you still be up?”

“I go to bed early and wake up early these days.” She came out of the kitchen and walked up to him as he stood at the door. “If I don’t see you, have a good night and I’ll see you in the morning.” She leaned up, he offered his cheek and she kissed it.

He kissed her cheek in return. “Good night, Meemaw. I’m so glad I came.”

“Me too, child.” She patted his cheek then headed down the hall. “Your room is the one right here.” She stopped by the first door. “The next is the guest bath.”

“Thanks.” He nodded, then slipped out of the front door, pulling it shut behind him then locking it.

Edward got in the Miata, backed out of the drive and headed into town.

At the police station, he parked and went inside.

Kristen looked up from her work. “You again?”

He propped his hip on the edge of her desk. “Yes. Did you miss me?”

She laughed, pushed him off and shook her head. “No.”

“Is Jack here?”

“No, he’s gone for the day. Can I help you with anything?”

“Well, I left my bags in the trunk of his police car.”

“In the cruiser?” She frowned. “He takes that car home. Sorry. If it were here, I’d get your bags for you.”

“Great.” Edward sighed. “Where does he live? I’ll just go and get them.”

Kristen stared at him as if making up her mind to give him this valuable piece of information. She must have decided in Edward’s favor, because she tore off a sheet from a notepad and scribbled on it, then handed it to him. “You take the left when the road splits. He’s about five miles down the road. The house sits all by itself—you can’t miss it.”

“Thanks.” Edward smiled and left Kristen to her work.

 

* * * *

 

Jack scooped half the lasagna onto his plate, put the other half on a plate for Winston and placed it on the floor. The dog wasted no time in digging in. Jack sat at the table, picked up his fork and attacked his food with much less enthusiasm than the dog. Since this headache had started, his appetite had fallen off and most of the time he didn’t feel like eating.

The silence was broken only by the scrape of Jack’s fork and Winston’s chomping and snorting. Christ, the dog was the noisiest eater he’d ever heard. And sloppy. Buried in the lasagna, Winston’s face was covered in red sauce and the plate danced across the floor as the dog licked it clean.

“Good, huh? Glad you liked it.” Jack smiled at the dog. Winston lay down, noisily licking his muzzle and cleaning his paws. “You’re like a cat, you know? Only sloppier and louder. Cleaning yourself up all the time.” He chuckled.

Winston ignored the insult.

Jack got up, picked up Winston’s plate, washed both plates and put them in the rack to dry. He went into the living room, sat in the recliner and pulled the lever to recline.

With his feet in the air, the pain in his ankle lessened, but his head still pounded.

Jack turned on the TV and flicked around the stations. Found a documentary about Antarctica and settled back to watch. After about ten minutes, his vision blurred again and he rubbed his eyes to clear it.

“Shit.” This was getting scary. He looked around the room, trying to focus on anything, but it was all a blur of colors and shapes. He got up, made his way to the kitchen sink and splashed water into his eyes.

Still blurry.

Fear, asleep in the pit of his stomach, woke and began clawing its way out.

His doorbell rang.

“What the hell?” Jack dried off his face. Of all the times for someone to drop by, it had to be now, when he could barely see. In the hall, he misjudged the space and slammed his bare foot into the leg of the small table that held his keys. “Shit!”

The doorbell rang again.

“I’m coming! Hold your horses.” He limped to the door and jerked it open.

A man stood in the doorway. Jack blinked, trying to focus, but the man’s face was in shadow. “Who is it?”

“Don’t tell me you forgot about me that fast? Why, I’m crushed,” a soft voice drawled.

“Edward?” Shit. He did not need this. Not right now. “What do you want?” he barked.

The man jerked back, as if Jack’s hard words had a physical effect.

Winston came out of the kitchen at a trot.

Woof. Woof.

“There’s my boy!” Edward knelt and Winston tried to climb into his lap. The dog licked him once, then struggled to get down. Edward gave him a scratch behind the ears and stood.

“Are you all right, Jack?” Without being asked, Edward stepped inside. “You don’t look good.”

Jack leaned back against the wall as Edward barged past. “I’ve just got a headache, that’s all.”

“Must be one hell of a headache. The same one from earlier today?”

“Yeah. It’s a bitch.” Jack walked back into the living room and sat. Edward followed. “Why are you here? Checking on your dog?” Just then, Jack noticed Edward carried a brown paper bag. “What’s that?”

“I figured you wouldn’t stop at the store and get Winston his dog food, so I did it myself.”

“You came all this way to bring me dog food?”

“No. I came all this way to bring Winston dog food,” Edward corrected. “I came to see you because you’ve still got my bags in the trunk of the cruiser.” He walked into the kitchen and put the bag on the counter.

“Shit. I forgot about that.” Jack sat on the couch.

“Me too.” Edward came back into the living room and sat on the coffee table in front of Jack, their knees just inches apart. He stared into Jack’s face. “You don’t look good. You’re squinting. Are you having trouble seeing?”

“Go away, Edward.” Jack did not need this. He hadn’t planned to let anyone know about this weakness. “I can deal with it myself.”

Edward sat back and crossed his arms. “Oh yes, I can see how well you’re dealing with it. Have you seen a doctor?”

“No, and I’m not going to.” Jack shook his head, then grimaced as the pain throbbed. He didn’t want Edward to be concerned for him. Didn’t want Edward to become involved in his life at all.

“Jack. Let me help you. I can make the pain go away.”

“No. I don’t believe in any of that touchy-feely shit.”

“Are you scared to let me touch you?”

Jack sat back against the sofa cushions. His resolve wavered under the weight of his pain.

“I’m only going to touch you with my thumb.” Edward held up his thumb. “See? Nothing else. If I touch you, it doesn’t make you gay, you know. It’s not contagious.” Edward didn’t hide his hurt in his voice or in his dark eyes and something deep inside Jack tugged hard.

“I know it’s not. I just don’t like anyone touching me.” Jack frowned at the young man across from him. Did he really think he could make this pain stop?

“You’ve just gone too long without being touched. It’s really quite nice, you know, if the right person does it.” Edward smiled.

Jack rubbed his eyes. He didn’t want to think about Edward touching him, but what if he could take the pain away? Right now, he’d let monkeys dance on his back if the pain would just stop.

“Okay. But just your thumb.” That should be safe enough.

Edward slapped his thighs. “Good.” Jack watched as Edward rubbed his thumb against his forefinger and his middle finger, as if smearing oil over them. “It’s going to be warm at first and gradually heat up.” He moved so that his knees were between Jack’s knees, but not touching.

Jack nodded.

“Close your eyes.”

“No.”

Edward sighed. “I’m not going to do anything to you. Can’t you just trust me?”

Jack blinked and for a moment his vision cleared. Deep brown eyes that hid nothing looked back at him. They were open and honest and incredibly beautiful.

He wanted to trust Edward, if only to be rid of the pain. God knew Edward had trusted him with his dog and had trusted all Jack’s promises.

Damn sure he didn’t want to dissect his reasons, Jack let go.

“I trust you.” Jack shut his eyes.

 


Chapter Eight

“Breathe normally.” Jack let his breathing slow as he tried to relax.

Edward touched Jack’s brow and ran his thumb over it, leaving a streak of warmth behind. Jack had to keep from shuddering. The touch repeated and just that brief stroking eased Jack. Edward pressed the pad of his thumb under Jack’s eyebrow, near the bridge of his nose, and as the pressure increased, the warmth became heat.

The throbbing lessened. As if it were being pulled out of him, the pain in his head condensed, grew smaller, more localized. It drained through the spot under his eye and into Edward’s thumb. But that’s nuts, right?

Jack’s breathing eased as the pain faded.

Faded.

Gone.

Edward gasped. “Hell and…”

Edward’s thumb slipped away and scraped down Jack’s cheek. Jack opened his eyes.

Edward’s body went rigid. His head was thrown back, his corded throat worked as if he couldn’t get enough air and his features contorted as the seizure racked him. With another horrible gurgle, he slumped to the side doing a slow-motion slide off the coffee table. Jack grabbed Edward’s arm and the back of his neck and eased him to the floor between the couch and the table.

He knelt beside the unconscious man, then shoved the table out of the way.

“Edward.” Jack tapped him on the cheek. “Edward.”

No response. He lowered his face to Edward’s. He wasn’t breathing. Shit.

He felt for a pulse on Edward’s neck. Nothing.

Desperate, he moved his fingers along the indentation in Edward’s throat, searching for a pulse, any pulse. The touch was intimate yet clinical. He pressed harder.

“Come on, Edward. Stay with me, baby.” Jack’s heart hammered so hard, he didn’t know if he felt his own pulse or Edward’s, but after what seemed like too damn long, a pulse thumped softly against his fingertips.

Jack shook with relief.

“Edward. Wake up.” Another light tap on Edward’s contorted face.

Jack sat back, unsure what to do. He looked up at the phone on the kitchen wall. He should call an ambulance, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave Edward’s side. Glancing down at him, Jack watched the lines of pain smooth out, the creases in Edward’s brow fade and his body relax.

Edward’s face transformed. Like a little brat who’d fallen asleep, all the mischievousness, all the impish delight, all the precociousness, transformed into an angelic facade.

Jack stared down at him, struck again by Edward’s looks. Not handsome or rugged, as a man should be. Edward had beauty and grace, like some creature of immense worth, delicate, vulnerable. His features were fine, his lashes too long for a man’s, his lips full and plump.

Without thinking, Jack brushed his finger over Edward’s lips. So soft. So smooth.

Edward’s cheek showed just a hint of five o’clock shadow. Jack cupped Edward’s face, the light stubble a soft roughness against his palm. Edward’s hair, coal black, thick, tempted Jack.

Everything about this man tempted Jack.

Jack never gave into temptation. Never. That meant giving up control and Jack needed control like he needed air.

What would Edward’s hair feel like as it slips between my fingers?

Jack ran his hand through Edward’s bangs, pushing them off his face. It was as if he’d run a silk scarf, fine and soft, through his fingers.

He let his hand fall away and rest on his thigh. Leaning over, he was unable to take his eyes off Edward’s lips. They begged to be kissed.

Edward’s eyes fluttered. “Jack?” he whispered as his eyes opened. He gazed up into Jack’s face, bent over his.

“Shit, Edward. You scared me half to death.” Jack exhaled and sat back, putting distance between him and temptation.

“Sorry.” Edward sat up with a groan, rubbing his forehead. “It’s not usually like that.”

“What the hell just happened?” Jack stared at Edward.

Edward raised his hand and touched Jack’s cheek. His fingers were still warm against Jack’s skin and Jack had to fight not to lean into Edward’s touch.

“I didn’t mean to scare you.” Edward’s hand stayed there, building heat beneath it. Their gazes locked.

Jack’s blood pounded in his throat and his dick. Shit. Of all the times for his cock to come to life, it had to be now? It felt so good to know he was still able to get it up. Matching pulse beats told Jack he’d be in deep trouble if he let this go on.

“Jack.” Edward’s dark eyes, large and liquid, focused on Jack’s lips.

Jack pulled away. “I want answers, Edward. What happened?”

“Are you feeling better?”

“Yes. And I want to know why.” Jack got up and sat on the recliner.

Edward rolled his shoulders, gave Jack an unsteady smile then pushed himself up and onto the couch. “I told you. I healed you.” He raked his fingers through his hair.

“Does that happen every time?” Jack narrowed his eyes at Edward.

Edward sighed. “No.” Jack caught the slight tremble in Edward’s hands as he rubbed them against his thighs.

“Then why now? What was different?” Jack leaned forward, his hands clasped between his knees to keep from reaching out to Edward.

Edward sat back, closed his eyes and bit his lip. “Whatever was wrong with you was serious. More so than I thought.”

“Serious? What do you mean? Why did you faint?”

“Faint? Is that what happened?” Edward gave a nervous laugh and massaged the back of his neck. “I’m not sure, but if I had to make a guess, I’d say maybe an embolism.” He shrugged.

Jack sat back. “Shit. No way.” He ran a hand through his hair, feeling his head as if he could locate the problem inside his skull. “What happened to it?”

 

“This is the hard part to explain. I’m not sure I can, and I’m not sure that you’ll believe me if I do.” Edward tucked one leg under the other and sat back. He’d never tried the truth before—most of the time he explained it away as the wonders of massage. Somehow, he knew Jack wouldn’t fall for that. Jack would demand more.

“Try me.”

“I’m able to absorb…illness, I suppose. Transfer it from a person to myself. Then my body absorbs it, displaces it, or dispels it, I’ve never figured out which.”

Jack stared at him. “You’re crazy.”

“I told you.”

“It’s some sort of mind trick. Like a placebo. People can’t just take pain or an illness away. Not normal people.” Jack stared at him.

Edward gave a short laugh. “In case you haven’t noticed, I’m not like everyone else. Take this shirt, for starters.” He held out his arms to demonstrate, trying to ease the tension between them.

Jack, tight-lipped, stared at him. Edward winced at the disbelief on his face. What did Edward expect? He was surprised Jack hadn’t called him crazy and thrown him out of the house.

“Does your head hurt? Can you see now?” Edward waved his hand at Jack, feeling very tired. More drained than he’d ever felt before.

“How did you know I couldn’t see?”

Edward stared down at his hands in his lap. “When I took your pain, I went blind. Then I…fainted.” He raised his eyes to catch Jack’s gaze. He’d done more than just faint, but he wasn’t ready to deal with that yet.

“Shit. Holy shit.” Jack ran his hand over his face. “This is too fucking much.”

“It’s okay if you don’t believe me.” He shrugged. “I didn’t expect you to.”

“I don’t know why, but I do. Christ, maybe I’m the one who’s crazy.”

There was a long silence between the men.

Unable to control himself, Edward whispered, “Were you going to kiss me?”

Jack jerked his head up. “No. Hell, no.”

“Uh-huh. But you touched me, didn’t you?” He should let it drop, but he couldn’t.

Jack bolted out of the recliner. “You need to go. Let me get the keys and I’ll get your bags for you.” He headed to the door.

Hurt and anger warred in Edward as he followed Jack, grabbed his arm and spun him around. “I felt you. Touching me.”

“I was just trying to see if you were alive.”

“Bullshit.” Edward didn’t release him.

Jack jerked away. “Let me go.”

“You want me.” Why did Edward always have to push? He knew he should leave it alone, but he just couldn’t stop himself, even knowing that it might drive Jack away.

In one quick move, Jack twisted Edward’s arm behind his back and shoved him face-first into the front door. He slammed his hand over Edward’s, trapping it against the door, and leaned against Edward’s back. It was rough and violent and the most erotic thing Edward had ever felt. Hell and damnation, he’d popped a boner at the manhandling and his dick pressed with delicious pain into the wooden door.

 

What the hell am I doing? He’d lost it, but goddamn, it felt good to force himself on Edward, show him who was in control. Edward had this innocent wildness, this need to be tended. He needed someone to show him the way and Jack needed to be the one who conquered him.

But it was impossible.

Edward was so incredibly wrong.

Resting his forehead on the door next to Edward’s face, he said, “I’m not gay, Edward. Leave me alone.” His ragged breath puffed Edward’s hair.

Edward didn’t say a word, just pushed his ass back into Jack’s groin and uttered the sweetest little moan Jack had ever heard. Christ, it took every ounce of control Jack had not to press back, to keep his dick from leaping at the taunt.

Why did Edward stir him up so? Push him to the edge of reason and control? Make him feel? Jack hadn’t felt anything in so long and he wasn’t ready or willing to start now. And even if he were, it sure as hell wouldn’t be with Edward. Jack had been so careful not to put himself in such a weak position, by cutting himself off from everyone who could hurt him or drag him down the slope to the trash pile he’d climbed out of.

Losing control with Edward would put him in danger of losing everything he’d worked so hard for his whole life, and he was never going to sink to that level again.

“Please.” Eyes closed, Jack knocked his forehead against the door. “I’m the chief of police. I’m not gay. I am not interested in you,” he whispered. It was the only way.

Edward stilled beneath him. “Let me go.”

Jack stepped back and released Edward’s arm. Blushing, Edward rubbed his shoulder.

“Did I hurt you?” Jack asked.

“Only my pride,” Edward drawled. “It’s a wonder I have any left.” He stepped away from the door, opened it and rushed out.

After a few quick breaths, Jack regained control and reined in the feelings that threatened to betray him. Then he followed Edward to the patrol car. Edward waited at the trunk, staring out at the street, his back to Jack. Jack unlocked the patrol car, lifted the two bags out and placed them at Edward’s side.

Without sparing a look at Jack, Edward picked them up and headed to his car. He tossed them in the back seat, opened the door and slipped behind the wheel.

“I hope you can forgive me,” Edward said quietly. “I seem to have made a fool of myself.” He started the car and drove off, leaving Jack with a new ache.

This time, it wasn’t in Jack’s head.

 

 


Chapter Nine

Jack shut the door and leaned against it.

Winston sat in the hallway and whined at him.

“Sorry. He had to leave without saying goodbye.”

Woof.

Jack slid down the door to a squat and gave Winston the command to come. The dog trotted up to him, his big, goofy jowls and wide mouth grinning at him. Jack scratched behind Winston’s stubby ears as the dog snuggled up to him, working his way into Jack’s heart.

The last thing Jack wanted to do was think about what just happened. The crushed expression on Edward’s face and the hurt in his eyes. The way he wouldn’t even meet Jack’s gaze. And Jack definitely didn’t want to think about how crappy that had made him feel inside.

Shit. What had Edward expected him to do? From the moment they’d first met, Edward had done nothing but push Jack and this time he’d gone too far. It was Edward’s fault. Someone was bound to get hurt.

And Jack had sworn a long time ago, it would never be him.

Unwilling to keep hashing it over in his mind, Jack pushed up and went to the kitchen, got some cold cuts, ripped them up and put them on a plate. Then he went back to the living room.

“Winston. Come.”

Winston waddled over.

“Sit.” Jack held up a piece of meat and pushed down on Winston’s rump.

The dog sat.

“Good boy.” Jack fed him the treat.

After thirty minutes, Jack had Winston sitting and lying down. Tomorrow he’d work on Stay and Heel. The dog was smart and a quick learner. He couldn’t understand why Edward had never trained the animal.

But that was just like Edward. Out of control. Rash. Impulsive.

Everything Jack found irritating and weak. Everything that Jack had eliminated from himself, like a surgeon with a scalpel—cutting away weakness, leaving only strength.

But Edward wore it like a soft velvet cloak that wrapped his emotions, his vulnerability and his tenderness around his lithe, hard body. It tugged on Jack’s protective nature, made Jack quiet his voice and step easy around Edward.

Right up to the point when Edward had just made Jack so damn crazy he’d lashed out.

Before any more thoughts of Edward swamped him, Jack went to the kitchen and took the last beer. Winston padded after him, right on his heels. Sitting on the table was the bag Edward had brought. Jack reached inside and pulled out half a dozen cans of dog food. A bag of dog treats. Organic treats? Who the hell ever heard of organic dog treats? He rolled his eyes.

When he reached in, he hit something else. He peered in and smiled.

Jack pulled out a six-pack of Shiner Bock and set it on the table.

He gazed down at Winston. “How the hell did he know it was my favorite? Did you tell him?” Jack chuckled.

It had been a sweet gesture. From a sweet man.

Woof.

“Lucky guess, huh?” Jack put them in the fridge, then opened a can of dog food and put it in a bowl.

While Winston chowed down, Jack finished his beer. It wasn’t late, but he was beat. Jack went to his bedroom, stripped down and climbed under the covers.

Winston jumped up onto the bed, circled his wagons, then lay down at Jack’s feet.

Jack was too tired to chase him off. He closed his eyes and added Off to the list of commands he’d teach the dog over the weekend.

No pain. Not a single twinge. He was tired, but not hurting. Christ, he’d lived with the pain for weeks and now, just like that, it was gone. In a weird way, he missed it.

He rolled over and tried not to think about it.

Edward had taken his pain. But it wasn’t just that and Jack knew it.

Edward had saved his life.

Whatever he’d taken from Jack could have killed Edward and for a moment, Jack would have sworn Edward had died, but that couldn’t be.

Whatever it had been, it had been meant to kill Jack.

Christ. Would it have happened tonight? Would he have died in his sleep? Just dropped dead?

How long would it have taken someone to notice he hadn’t shown up for work? He was going to be off all weekend. Jack shivered at the thought of being found dead days later. He’d seen those bodies before, bloated, distorted and reeking. For the first time in years, the desolation of being alone rocked him.

Morbid thoughts were useless. He hadn’t died. He was fine. No sense in getting all bent out of shape over something that hadn’t even happened. It was just too damn close for comfort, like knowing he’d missed taking a bullet, or he’d stopped at an intersection just as an eighteen-wheeler barreled through.

Fuck. It was the ‘my life flashed before my eyes’ kind of scary.

 

* * * *

 

Edward pulled on to the highway. He clutched the steering wheel and he refused to acknowledge the water standing in his eyes by wiping it away. Between his terror at what had happened when he’d taken Jack’s pain and Jack’s rejection of Edward’s stupid advances, his stomach rebelled.

He pulled over, jumped out of the car and ran to the side of the road. As he fell to his hands and knees, he threw up into the grass, his stomach heaving until long past empty. Finished, he spat, wiped his mouth with his sleeve and got to his feet, clinging to the side of the car. He staggered around to the open door, then slumped into the seat and leaned back against the headrest.

He’d only wanted to help Jack, to help the man he’d been drawn to as if Jack held all the answers to all Edward’s questions.

He’d thought Jack just had a headache. Maybe even a sinus infection. Something easy, simple, like all the other times he’d used his power. He hadn’t been prepared for what he’d found, not for what had come rushing at him through their connection.

Hot, blinding agony wrapped in a pulsing fireball.

How the hell had Jack stood it all this time?

And when Edward had opened his eyes—utter darkness. A desolation that had left him like a lost child, crying in the dark for comfort. Had Jack felt that too, or was that something only Edward had felt?

Then the explosion hit and he’d lost consciousness.

Edward took several deep breaths, inhaling and expelling air, until the trembling stopped and he’d regained some control.

He’d almost died. Maybe, for a second, he had. He wasn’t sure of anything. Whatever had been inside Jack’s head had burst after it had entered Edward. His gift, and his life, both of which he’d always used so cavalierly, had almost been taken from him. He’d saved Jack’s life, of that he was sure, but he’d come close to losing his own and that terrified him.

Never again.

And speaking of never again… He’d done it again. Made a fool of himself by throwing himself at Jack, only to be rejected. Had he been out of his mind? A man like Jack wouldn’t want him. Jack was a man’s man. A Texas lawman. He was John Fucking Wayne, for God’s sake.

At least this time, it hadn’t been in public.

Just a private humiliation.

His face burned as he relived Jack’s voice, whispering so hoarsely in his ear, searing him from the inside out. He closed his eyes and relived the weight of the bigger man pressed into him. The heat of Jack’s hard body. Jack’s scent. Jack’s breath. Jack’s hand on top of his. Edward had had an erection as Jack trapped him between his body and the hard, wooden door.

Edward would have dropped his jeans and let Jack fuck him at that moment.

Now, Edward just wanted to run away, like he’d run from Atlanta and all his problems there.

He snorted and rolled his eyes. If he kept doing that, eventually he’d run out of places to hide. With his track record of failure, he stood a pretty good chance of finding himself in Timbuktu, and Lord knew he did not look good in khaki.

He could run, but he couldn’t hide. Not from himself.

He needed to face facts. Get a grip on his life and come to some understanding.

There was something wrong with him.

Edward flipped down the visor and opened the mirror. He studied his reflection by the glow of the small light. Stared into his own watery eyes, searching for signs.

It must be some internal failure. A design flaw. Something down at the cellular level that rendered him unlovable, that sent out some sort of homing beacon to the wrong sort of men and lit up the big sign on his back that said Break My Heart. As if he were some perpetual victim, caught in a never-ending loop of bad choices, bad mistakes and bad lovers.

Except Jack wasn’t the wrong sort of man. He was a good man. Honest, sincere, trustworthy and in control. Everything Edward had never been attracted to, had always sneered at, only now it turned him on. This must be some kind of cosmic karma.

Because, to add insult to injury, Jack wasn’t gay.

Edward sighed.

He was falling in love with a man who wasn’t gay.

Talk about your hell and damnation.

 

* * * *

 

Jack flopped onto his back and his hand brushed his half-hard cock. He grunted. That hadn’t happened since the pain started. Hard to get it up when you’re in agony. Unless you’re into that sort of thing, and Jack wasn’t. Just plain, old-fashioned, vanilla self-gratification for him. Nothing he couldn’t control, nothing to get excited about. Nothing to involve his emotions.

After weeks of not jacking off, he needed some relief. Jack leaned over, pulled open the drawer on his nightstand and took out a small bottle of baby oil. No way would he be caught buying sex lube or one of those massage creams guaranteed to make his dick tingle. Not even online. The only computer he had access to was the one on his desk at work and he’d never risk putting anything but business on that.

But baby oil? Everyone bought that stuff.

Jack guarded his privacy. It was necessary in a small town where everyone knew everything about each other and what they didn’t know, they were more than willing to speculate about.

The last thing he needed, as chief of police, was to not be respected, to be made the town laughingstock or to have his personal life subject to gossip and speculation.

He’d never be in that position again. The object of ridicule, ashamed of who he was, where he’d come from. Poor white trailer-park trash, with a couple of drunks for parents. The kid no one wanted to hang with or even sit next to in school.

The best thing he’d ever done had been to run away and start a new life when he was sixteen. At eighteen, he’d changed his name to escape any attempt his lousy excuse for parents might make to find him and drag him back.

He had no regrets about leaving or cutting them out of his life. They were toxic, like cancer. Without them putting him down, eating away at his self-confidence, telling him he was no better than they were, he’d made something of himself and he was damned proud of it. So what if it came with a cost. Everything worth fighting for did.

Just like he’d fought so hard to be the best cop he could be. That had gotten him noticed and moved up the ranks, until he’d been offered the job as the youngest chief of police this town had ever had. Another reason he could hold his head up with pride.

He dripped some oil into his palm, rubbed his hands together and fisted his dick. After a few strokes, he still wasn’t hard. The fire smoldered but didn’t seem to catch. Jack reached for his balls, slicked them up and squeezed, pulled and rolled them in his hand. It felt good, but tonight it wasn’t enough.

Frustrated, he turned onto his side, still working his hand up and down his dick. He’d forgotten about Winston until the dog growled at being jostled.

“Get lost, buddy.” 

Winston hopped off the bed and trotted out of the room.

The dog had probably seen plenty of Edward’s jack-off sessions, maybe even Edward and his lovers going at it, but he wasn’t going to watch Jack.

Did Edward have a lover back in Atlanta? Of course he did—the man was gorgeous. So if he did, why all the flirting?

And why the fuck was Jack thinking about Edward’s lovers, his flirting and his whacking off? And getting irritated by it? Irritated or jealous?

No, no, no.

He stopped, emptied his mind and added more oil to his hand. Then he began the process again with the same result. A half-limp dick.

What the hell is wrong with me tonight? He usually had his routine down pat. The same jerk-off session, a couple of times a week, for the last God-knew-how-many years. He knew just how he had to touch himself, just how hard, how fast, where.

It was as if his rhythm was off and he couldn’t find the right beat.

He closed his eyes and let his mind wander, but like an arrow, it flew straight back to Edward. Jack’s cock swelled in his grip. “Oh shit.” He moaned.

No fucking way.

Edward had made him lose control tonight and Jack had struck out in violence, grabbed him and thrown him against the door. Jack had reveled in the rush of adrenaline and dominance, of letting Edward know that Jack could handle him any way Jack wanted to, if he felt like it.

And Edward had surrendered, made that dick-hardening little moan.

Jack slipped his hand over the tip of his cock, his thumb smearing pre-cum over its head. He hissed his pleasure and his eyes shuttered. As he thrust his hips, his dick slid through his hand, a poor substitute for the tightness and heat he craved.

For a moment tonight, he’d had Edward pinned beneath him. He’d pressed into that tight little ass as he assured Edward he wasn’t gay and didn’t want him.

Christ, he got so fucking hard just thinking about Edward. Okay, so what if he was attracted to Edward? Attraction was merely that, attraction. Not need, not want. Not, for Christ’s sake, love.

Those things were too dangerous, opened a man up to weakness. Jack had given them up a long time ago when life had picked him up by the throat, shook him until his teeth rattled then tossed him aside, broken and bitter.

Thoughts, on the other hand, were safe. Merely fantasy. People thought about things they’d never do in real life all the time to get turned on. And Jack was definitely turned on. More than he’d been in a very long time.

He closed his eyes as he pictured Edward’s smaller body beneath his. Jack’s hips jerked as his stroke faltered. He pulled on his cock, hard and fast, as the need to come built. Bowstring taut, he vibrated, but release eluded him.

Growling, Jack rolled onto his back, one hand on his dick, the other rubbing the tender flesh beneath his balls, a placed he’d discovered on his body that sent him over the edge. Close, his orgasm built in his balls, but it slipped away again.

With a cry of frustration, he sat up, knocked the pillows off the bed and knelt facing the headboard. He clutched the top rail as he jerked off with frantic motions. Slammed one hand against the wall above the bed as he rocked his hips back and forth, sliding his dick in the tight grip of his other hand, striving for release. Begging his body to let go and fucking let him come.

“Oh, Christ,” he gasped as he gave in to the knowledge and awareness.

He’d wanted to fuck Edward against that door. Use his dick as a battering ram in Edward’s tight, hot ass. And it would be so fucking tight, he just knew it. And scorching hot, so hot it’d burn him like a brand.

As his cock thrust, hitting the wood, it left smears of pre-cum, evidence of the dangerous truth.

Jack slapped the wall harder as the head of his penis banged against the headboard, against Edward’s ass. The pain was so sweet. So fucking sweet.

Jack reached the cliff, raced toward it, then hung on the edge for what seemed the longest moment of his life.

“Oh fuck, Edward,” he whispered and plunged over the edge.

His balls tightened and with a final thrust and cry, he sat back on his heels and came. Jack watched as streams of cum hit the headboard, his dick pulsing. Christ, he thought he’d never stop shooting spunk, stop his body’s shuddering, but at last he came up empty.

White ropes of jism dripped down the dark-stained mahogany like raindrops on a windshield.

Groaning, he fell backward. His heart pounded like a son of a bitch, his shaft hypersensitive to the slightest touch and its head ached from being battered.

Shit. He’d never jerked off like that before, with so much anger, passion and primal need. So out of control.

He waited until his breathing eased then rolled out of bed, wet a cloth and cleaned off his headboard. Then he put the pillows back, climbed in and pulled the covers up to his waist.

It’s just a fantasy and doesn’t mean a goddamned thing.

 


Chapter Ten

Edward unlocked the door to his grandmother’s house with his new key and quietly stepped inside. All he wanted was to take his bags, go to his room and get under the covers. And never come out.

How in the world could he face Jack again?

He’d just have to pretend as if nothing had happened. And it was the truth—nothing had happened. Damn it.

At least, not on Jack’s part. But Edward had gone out on that fragile limb, exposed his emotions and had been knocked off it. Really, he had to stop doing that.

Confidence shattered, he undressed, brushed his teeth and put on his pajamas. Tonight he needed the black silk pair. Slipping on the loose pants, he took a moment to enjoy the way the pure silk caressed his skin. This pair had always made him feel better. He knew about comfort food, but for him, texture soothed his soul. Food he could take or leave and he’d never been one for drugs or alcohol, just the occasional glass of white wine with dinner.

As he buttoned up the shirt, he stared at his reflection in the bathroom mirror. He looked awful. Too pale, for one thing. He leaned closer to the mirror. Are those crow’s feet at the corners of my eyes? When did that happen? Thirty had been bad enough, but thirty-five sucked.

What would his life be like at forty?

Too fucking depressing to think about.

He left the bathroom and went back to his room, thinking about his immediate problem.

If he didn’t get that proof of vaccination, he might lose Winston. Edward slumped onto the bed. If that happened, he’d have no one. Well, no one who mattered. No one who’d love him just because he was Edward.

Happy when Edward got home, Winston always barked and raced around Edward’s legs until he got the attention he demanded. Edward felt Winston’s love in the boundless exuberance the little dog always greeted him with.

Through thick and thin, over the last six years, while lovers had promised him their love, had lied and cheated, or used him for his money like Derek, Winston had been there for him.

Winston never lied to him. Never promised him anything other than he’d always be happy to see him, always be waiting. He’d always been faithful and steadfast. As long as he had Winston, Edward wasn’t really alone and unloved.

The room seemed emptier without the little dog. Edward missed feeling the weight of the dog near his feet and tucking his cold toes under Winston’s warmth. He even missed Winston’s snoring.

After crawling under the covers, Edward stroked the silk shirt over his belly, soothing himself. It was something he’d done since childhood whenever he’d been upset. He’d hidden the compulsive behavior from everyone, especially his father, as he moved into his teens, but he’d had the same velvet pillow for years. Alone at night, as his fears and worries loomed in the dark, he’d clutch it to his chest and pet it until he’d fallen asleep.

It was so quiet. He got out of bed, went to the light switch and flicked on the overhead fan just to have some noise to break the silence. His fears didn’t cry out so loud then. His mother’s sighs of exasperation signaling her disappointment were muffled. His father’s voice as sharp and ridiculing.

He could barely hear Jack whispering, ‘I’m not gay, Edward. Leave me alone.’

How could Edward have been so wrong? He’d thought he’d seen a heated flicker of interest in the police chief’s sexy blue eyes. And Jack had touched his lips with his fingertip and had cupped his cheek. Edward was positive he’d felt those tender caresses, that they hadn’t been in his head. Or had they?

No. A blast of sexual attraction and mutual desire had passed between them. He’d certainly felt that enough to recognize it. Too many times. And when Jack had thrown him against the door? Hell and damnation.

In Atlanta, the gay scene was filled with willing partners, just not willing life partners. Edward had long since grown tired of casual or anonymous sex and had started looking for that special someone to share the rest of his life. Someone who he loved and who would love him back.

Is that too much to ask?

It seemed to be.

Edward rolled over and closed his eyes. His body felt battered. Whatever had happened to him at Jack’s left him feeling as if he’d been run over by a UPS truck, without the hunky driver in those cute shorts.

Okay, time to end the pity party. He only allowed just so many such thoughts per night and he was over his quota. That’s what had made those damn crow’s feet around his eyes. Worry. Self-doubt. And not enough moisturizer.

Edward sighed. He had a bigger problem to deal with than the lack of a love life.

How was he going to heal his grandmother when he was too terrified to try his power again?

 

* * * *

 

Edward woke the next morning after a restless night. None of his problems had been solved and the rosy morning light streaming through the blinds on the window didn’t make them look any better.

Since he doubted Hooterville had a gym, he decided to take his act on the road and go for a run.

He didn’t bother with the shower—no point if he was going to come back all hot and sweaty—so he just pulled on his jockstrap, slipped into a pair of running shorts, a T-shirt, socks and his trainers.

Olivia was having coffee at the table as he came into the kitchen.

“I’m going for a quick run, Meemaw. Do you mind?”

“Not at all, child. Go have your run. I’ll have breakfast ready when you get back.” She smiled at him over what looked like the local paper. The Hooterville Gazette couldn’t have been more than a dozen pages long.

“Don’t go out of your way for me. I’m just a coffee and cereal kind of guy.”

“Cereal? I’m not sure I have any.” She frowned. “I can make you eggs and bacon, though.”

Oh God, that would be decadence itself. He rarely splurged on breakfast and especially not bacon or sausage. He’d have to stop at that market again and pick up a box of Cheerios. He knew they wouldn’t carry the organic cereal that he usually bought.

“Well, I suppose I could let you talk me into it.” He winked. “Just this once.”

“Watching your weight?” She eyed him up and down. “In my opinion, you could stand to gain a few pounds, Edward.”

Soaking wet, Edward didn’t weight more than one hundred and sixty, and at five-ten, he kept most of it trim and taut. Most of his lovers appreciated his efforts.

“What? And ruin this fabulous body?” He struck a few poses, showing off his muscles like a weight lifter.

She laughed at his antics and waved him off. “Get going. I’ll see you when you get back.”

Edward gave her a kiss on the cheek and headed for the door.

Outside, he went through his stretches then started jogging in place to warm up. Once he felt ready, he took off down the block.

Pounding down the pavement, Edward came to the main street and turned the corner. He passed all sorts of shops and stores that hadn’t opened yet. The little town was still asleep. The morning was cool, traffic nonexistent and clean country air filled his lungs. He loved running in the early morning when he could just let go of everything, concentrate on his feet hitting the concrete, his even breathing and keeping his pace steady.

So unlike his wreck of a life.

He never took Winston running. The dog was just too short-legged and became too exhausted to go far. But Edward loved it, loved stretching his legs, loved doing short sprints toward the end, then slowing as he finished and walked the last few blocks to cool down.

He’d focused on the sidewalk ahead of him and never noticed he was coming up to Smith’s Garage until he was right on top of it.

“Hey, look who it is!” a voice called out. “Looking good, princess!”

Edward looked around, saw where he was and stumbled. He went down, his knee connected with the ground and he threw his hands out to keep his head from hitting the pavement.

Laughter echoed in the empty street. After pushing up the garage doors, Jimmy slapped Phil on the back as he whistled and catcalled at him.

Gritting his teeth against the pain and his anger, Edward checked his knee and wiped off the blood that ran from the deep cut with his T-shirt. His palms were scraped but not bleeding. His knee and his pride had taken the brunt of the fall. He pushed off the ground and brushed off his legs.

Jimmy started toward him, a sneer on his already greasy face. Did he come to work that way or did he apply the grease once there?

Edward stepped back and looked up and down the street. His knee screamed at him, but fear screamed louder. This was not the place or the time for a confrontation and Jimmy had ‘gonna kick your fag ass’ written all over him.

Edward turned and jogged away, praying Jimmy was too lazy or out of shape to follow.

“Hey, come back, princess! We’ve got your Prince Charming right here!” Only Jimmy’s taunts chased him down the block. Edward didn’t slow down until he’d gone three blocks, then he came to a limping halt.

Bent over, he struggled to catch his breath. Blood ran down his shin and soaked his sock. Running home was out of the question. The few blocks he’d traveled had only aggravated the cut and made the bleeding worse.

If only his power worked for him. He could take away other people’s pain but couldn’t do a damn thing for himself. What kind of power is that?

Edward began walking. Actually, it was more of a step, limp, hop, step, limp, hop. It would take him forever to make it back to the house. There were still six blocks to go before he turned onto Olivia’s street then another six blocks or so to her house.

He’d covered another block when a horn sounded and someone called his name. Edward dunked his head, as if whoever it was wouldn’t recognize or see him, but since the guy had used his name and there was no way he could limp fast enough, he stopped.

A huge black truck pulled to the curb.

Instead of Jimmy or Phil, a handsome cowboy, complete with black cowboy hat, leaned out of the window. Edward glanced over at him. He didn’t recognize him, but he wished he did. Then another man bent over and waved.

“Mr. Beauregard? It’s Brian Russell. From yesterday? I gave you a ride to pick up your car?” The big cop, dressed in a red T-shirt, smiled at him.

Edward limped over to the truck. “Hi. Fancy meeting you here.”

“I’d like to introduce my partner, Rush Weston. Rush, this is Edward Beauregard, from Atlanta. He’s visiting Olivia.” They shook hands through the window of the cab.

“Nice to meet you.” Edward smiled at the happy couple. Lucky boys.

“What happened to your leg?” Rush asked, adjusting his Stetson.

Edward cast a glance down the street. “I was concentrating on my running and someone called out to me and I tripped and fell.” He shrugged. He didn’t intend to tell anyone about the men at the garage. That would only stir things up. Discretion was definitely the better part of valor here in homophobic Hooterville.

“It looks like you could use a ride home,” Rush drawled. “Hop in.” He jerked his head at the other side of the truck.

Brian was already opening his door. “Get in here. I insist.”

“Okay. Thanks, I really appreciate it. I left Olivia thinking I’d only be gone for about a half hour. I don’t want her worrying about me.” He climbed in as Brian scooted over next to Rush. Edward didn’t miss Brian’s claiming hand on Rush’s leg, or the way Rush wrapped his arm around Brian’s shoulders.

See, it does happen for some men. Why not me?

“Do you know where Olivia lives?” Edward asked Rush as he pulled away from the curb.

“Sure. Been here all my life and she’s been here longer. ’Course, she used to live on the old ranch, but about fifteen years ago she moved into town.”

“I didn’t know that, babe. I thought she’d been there forever.” Brian laughed. “I’ve only been here for about six months myself, Edward. Can I call you Edward?”

“Sure. As long as I can call you Brian and Rush.”

“It’s a deal.” Brian nodded. “So, are you going to stay long?”

“For a while. I have to get Winston back. That should be on Monday—then I have to move to the hotel up on the interstate, and I still have some business to take care of with my grandmother.”

Rush turned to Brian. “Winston? That the dog that bit your boss?”

Brian chuckled. “Yes. Jack wanted to keep it quiet, but by the afternoon, thanks to Kristen, the story had spread to just about everyone on the force.”

Edward groaned and rubbed a hand over his face. “I didn’t mean to cause Jack so much trouble. It’s bad enough my dog bit him.”

“Jack, huh?” Rush raised an eyebrow. “Not Chief Whittaker?”

Edward blushed.

Brian told Rush, “Edward asked me if Jack was gay.”

The fire in Edward’s face burned all the way to the roots of his hair. He had no idea what to say, so he just sat still and waited for the moment to pass and the topic of conversation to change.

“That’s an interesting question, Edward.” Rush grinned. “Any reason why you’d think so?” The cowboy sure wasn’t giving Edward any answers, just more questions.

Edward bit his bottom lip, unsure what to say.

The men waited.

“Okay. You know, when a guy looks at you like he wants to gobble you up? Like he hasn’t eaten in days and you’re bananas Foster?”

“Uh-huh,” Rush said.

“You got that look from Jack?” Brian asked as one eyebrow rose.

“I think so. When we first met on the side of the road. After my dog bit him. And again in his office, right before he threw me out.”

Rush let out a low whistle. “Well, I never knew it, that’s for damn sure. Of course, I was pretty deep in the closet myself until I met Brian and found a damn good reason to come out. Maybe Jack’s in there too. What do you think, darlin’? You work with him every day.”

“No way.” Brian shook his head. “I’ve never seen the man do or say anything that even hinted at being gay. Sorry, Edward.”

“That’s okay. I must be nuts to think…” Edward sighed.

“To think what?” Brian urged him to finish.

“To think a man like Jack Whittaker would want someone like me.” Edward ran his hand through his hair and stared out of the window. It was nuts.

“What’s wrong with you?” Rush asked. “From what I see, you’ve got a lot going for you. Especially that cute butt of yours.”

“Thanks.” Edward grinned as Brian elbowed his partner.

“You’re not supposed to be checking out other men,” Brian growled.

“I’m all yours, darlin’, but a man can still look.” Rush laughed and ruffled Brian’s hair, then gave him a peck on the cheek.

Edward shrugged. “Thanks for noticing my ass. I just wish Jack had noticed it too. What I meant was, I’m nothing like Jack. He’s all male and alpha and strict and sexy and…” He exhaled. “Not gay. He told me so.”

“You asked?” Brian sat back.

“No.” Edward sighed. “This is so embarrassing. Please promise me you won’t mention a word of this to anybody, especially Jack.”

Brian held up his hand as if taking the oath in court. “I promise.”

“Me too,” added Rush.

“I sort of came on to him. I’d been flirting with him since the stop, but last night at his house—”

“Wait. You were at Jack’s house?” Brian interrupted.

“Yes. I went there to bring Winston some dog food. Anyway, I came on to him. I thought… I felt…he… Anyway, it doesn’t matter. He told me to leave him alone and that he wasn’t gay. I was so mortified.”

The men nodded.

“I’m usually right when it comes to these things. But this time I was so wrong.”

Edward caught the look that passed between Rush and Brian, but they said nothing more until Rush pulled up in front of Olivia’s.

Rush spoke as Edward got out. “We’re having some friends over on Wednesday evening. Why don’t you join us?”

“That’s a great idea, babe,” Brian chimed in. “Come out to the ranch, Edward.”

“How sweet of you! I’d love to. Is it a real ranch?” Edward wasn’t sure about going to a ranch or what he’d find there. He had a vision of trying to drive the Miata through a herd of cows. What if there was a stampede? In those old westerns, the cattle always charged right over a cliff.

“Yep. Got horses and cattle.”

“But no cliffs, right?” Edward asked.

“No. No cliffs. Most of our land is pasture, woods and rolling hills.” Rush tilted his head as if pondering the question and its meaning.

“That sounds nice,” Edward said.

“I’ll call you later to give you directions. Give me your cell number,” Brian said. They swapped numbers, then Edward thanked them and limped up the path to the front door as the two men drove off.

Despite his run-ins with the jerks at the garage, most of the people he’d met here had been very nice and welcoming. Of course, he hadn’t met more than a handful of people, but so far, Hooterville was shaping up nicely.

 

 


Chapter Eleven

Edward expected to smell bacon or sausage cooking when he came in, but only the light scent of lavender caught his nose. Had he been gone too long and she’d given up on him?

“Meemaw?” he called out. No answer.

He went to the kitchen. The paper and her coffee cup sat on the table as if she’d just gotten up and walked off. He turned around and went to the hall, passed his room and the guest bath and went straight to her room.

Edward knocked on the door. “Meemaw? Are you all right?” After no answer, he opened it and peeked in.

Olivia lay stretched out on the bed, her arm slung over her eyes.

“Meemaw?” Edward’s stomach dropped. She was so still. So small on the queen-size bed.

He went to her side and bent over. Taking her hand, he petted the back of it.

“Meemaw? Are you okay?” Thank God, it was warm.

Her eyes fluttered and opened. They appeared dazed as she searched his face.

“Edward? You’re back.” She sighed. “I’m sorry about breakfast, but I had a bad spell.”

“I don’t care about that. Did you fall? Are you hurt?” He checked her up and down but didn’t see any sign of bruises or cuts. “Should I call your doctor?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I just get weak and have to lie down.” She tried to get up. “I’ll get your breakfast now.”

“You will not!” Edward put his hand on her shoulder and eased her back. “I’m a big boy. I can fend for myself. How about I fix you something?”

She patted his hand. “No, thanks. I need to rest and after one of these spells, I can’t touch food for a while. Go take care of yourself, child.”

Edward frowned. “Maybe I’ll just get cleaned up and come sit with you.”

She smiled. “That would be nice. I’d like that.”

“Be right back.” Edward left, hurried to his room, gathered some clothes and headed to the bathroom. After a quick shower, he skipped shaving and fussing with his hair, then tackled the cut on his knee. Once he’d cleaned and bandaged it, he dressed and went back to Olivia’s room.

She was sleeping. Edward slipped into a chair near the bed and watched her. Even, shallow breaths made her chest rise and fall in a steady rhythm. That was good. When she felt better, he’d ask her about the spells.

The area around her eyes appeared sunken, her skin pale, papery and almost transparent. She looked old and Edward was struck by her mortality. She’d seemed so alive just this morning. What had reduced her to this in just one short hour?

Whatever it was, Edward wasn’t sure he wanted to tackle it. Not until he understood exactly what ‘it’ was. He needed to speak to her doctor.

If she had one.

Surely, she’d been to see a physician about these attacks? His mother ran to the doctor for every ache and pain, real or imagined. But old people were funny sometimes. She’d already said she hated complaining and listening to other old people talk about their illnesses. Did she hate it so much she hadn’t gone?

That he’d have to forge ahead into a situation he knew nothing about and try to use his power to heal her, terrified him.

Like he had with Jack.

He stared at the woman he’d come to love in just two short days. She’d loved him from the first moment he’d entered her house. Had loved him all along. Edward knew that. He’d felt it in his bones. And in response to that love, he loved her back. She’d accepted him without hesitation. Without snide remarks or suggestions about how he could change or improve himself because he wasn’t good enough.

He’d been good enough for her just as he was.

She was his grandmother, but he barely knew her, yet he loved her with a fierceness he hadn’t felt for anyone in ages.

But did he love her enough?

 

* * * *

 

Jack stared at the empty shelves of his refrigerator. The six-pack of Shiner was nestled in the door tray. Over the last day or so, he’d fed most of his food to Winston during their training sessions. Jack would have to go to the store and do some shopping if he wanted to eat this week.

Winston, on the other hand, had the dog food that Edward had brought him.

Shutting the fridge door, Jack straightened and looked down at the little bulldog.

“Well, buddy. Looks like we’re going out for lunch.”

Woof.

“I could go shopping, but I don’t really feel like it.” He hated it. Of the few things that got to him about being alone, shopping for groceries was at the top of his list. There was nothing worse than pushing a half-empty cart down the aisle, picking up beer, chips, cans of soup and frozen TV dinners.

Nothing said ‘single and alone’ quite like that.

He’d thought after all these years of cooking for himself that he would have become a great chef. But that was so wrong. He’d burn water if given a chance.

Emptying soup into a bowl and microwaving it was the extent of his culinary skills. Sure, he could fry an egg and some bacon. Make toast. Nuke a potato.

But fashion a delicious meal from scratch?

No way. He’d long since gotten tired of throwing away burned, overcooked or just plain bad-tasting food.

Maybe he’d pick up some steaks and chops. Fire up the grill. He didn’t suck at cooking meat over a fire, but for most men that was innate. Something that still lingered in all male genes. A throwback from the time of cavemen.

Fire good.

He chuckled and picked up Winston’s leash. “Come on, buddy. Let’s go to the drive-through. We’ll get a couple of chicken dinners with all the fixings.”

Woof.

The dog danced around his legs, his tongue hanging out of the side of his smiling mouth, his dark eyes shining.

Jack hooked him up and they left.

Winston trotted over to the cruiser.

“No, buddy. I don’t drive that on my days off. Personal time. Personal car.” Jack led him over to his gray Silverado. It was old but paid for and in Jack’s book, that was just fine. He’d never been one of those guys who waited for the newest model to come out so he could trade in the old. He didn’t see any sense in paying never-ending car notes.

The old girl didn’t have any of the newer fancy gadgets, like a CD player or places to plug in one of those iPods or a cell phone. She was just a good, old-fashioned, American-made pick-’em-up truck, with all the dents, scraped paint and road dirt to prove it.

He opened the door and Winston tried to climb up. His front feet reached the running board, but his back legs couldn’t make it. The dog hung, one back leg searching for purchase, as he struggled to get inside.

“Too short, huh?”

Forgetting to worry that the animal might bite him again, Jack leaned down and picked the dog up. Winston was compact, but Christ, the dog had the density of a small planet. He stilled in Jack’s arms as he lifted him, then scampered onto the bench seat and trotted over to the passenger side.

Jack got in and started the truck. Winston leaned on the door and pressed his face and flat nose against the window, leaving ugly smears of dog drool and tongue prints that blurred the glass.

Woof. Woof.

“I get the message.” He hit the window control and Winston’s window rolled down. The dog hung over the side, ready to go.

Jack backed out of his drive and headed to town.

Once on Main Street, he slowed as he approached Olivia Rawlings’ street.

Plenty of time for a quick cruise around town. Check out a few things. Roll through the neighborhood.

He hit the turn indicator, then made the turn. He cruised down the street to her house and pulled to the side. He noted the little red Miata, its top still down, parked in her driveway. Under the carport sat her old blue Cadillac Eldorado. From the dust, it looked as if it had been parked there for ages.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen her driving it. He always thought she’d be driving that car around to all her meetings, to shop in San Antonio and out to the old ranch until the day she died.

Maybe I should look in on her. Pay her a visit. She might be ill.

He had his hand on the keys when he froze.

Who the hell am I kidding?

Cursing himself, he threw the gear stick into drive and pulled away from the curb.

Was he that pathetic he had to make up some lame excuse just to see Edward again?

Fuck no. Edward was the last person he needed to see.

What he needed was for Edward to finish whatever business he had here and take his tight ass the hell back to Atlanta. And leave Jack the fuck alone.

 

* * * *

 

Edward ladled the soup into a bowl, placed it on the tray and put some crackers next to it. Then he added a glass of iced tea—sweet, of course—and quickly folded a napkin into a swan. A bud vase with a yellow rose from Olivia’s garden was the final touch.

Satisfied with the effort, he carried it to her room, knocked, then entered.

“Lunch, Meemaw.”

Olivia sat up in bed. She looked much better. Color had returned to her cheeks and her skin had lost that papery texture. Her eyes seemed brighter as she smiled at him.

He placed the tray across her lap.

“Lord, child, you didn’t have to go to all this trouble for me.”

“Of course I did. Besides, presentation is never any trouble.” He shook out the napkin and laid it across her lap.

She leaned over, inhaled, and sighed. “Chicken soup. It smells perfect.”

“I use the wide noodles.” He pointed at them. “It’s just the quick version. My real chicken soup takes a day.”

She took a spoonful, swallowed and nodded. “Well, you’ve done a fine job.”

“Thanks, Meemaw. One day, I hope to make some lucky man a wonderful wife.”

She laughed, slapped his hand and dipped a cracker into the broth. “This is just what I needed.”

“I’m glad.” He sat on the chair and crossed his legs. “Now. I want to know what this is all about.” He gave her a stern stare. “And I want the truth. I’m not a child to be coddled.”

She gazed at him over her soup spoon, then took another sip. “It’s not something you can do anything about, so what’s the point, Edward? I’ve made my decision about how I want to spend the little time I have left on this earth, and it’s not plugged into machines, drugged out of my mind, lying in a hospital bed, praying for the end.”

“But what if there were something you could do? Something that would give you more time, more years, even?”

She stared off into some distant place then her gaze came back to meet his. “I’m not sure, child. I’ve lived a long time, and it’s been good for the most part. I have regrets, true, but who doesn’t? However, I’ve lived my life just the way I wanted to and I’m happy. More time?” She shrugged. “What would I do with more time?”

Edward picked at the faded spot on the knee of his jeans. “Spend it with me?” he whispered.

“Oh, child.” She placed her hand over his. “You’re one of my regrets. I should have contacted you and ignored your father’s demands to stay out of your life.”

Edward’s head snapped up. “He said you didn’t want to see me.”

She shook her head and squeezed his hand. “Never. I never said that.” She sat back and pushed her half-eaten soup away. “Even after he died, I should have written you. Or called. But by then you were a young man and I thought the last thing you’d want was some old lady hanging around.”

Once again, his father had interfered with his life. Even from the grave, the man’s reach was long. His father had been opinionated, hateful and could hold a grudge longer than anyone on God’s green earth.

“Maybe. I’m not sure. I was going through a lot of stuff when Father died.” It was Edward’s turn to shrug. “But I sure could have used you in my corner.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Hey, it’s not all your fault. I could have made contact. Not waited almost fifteen years.”

She smiled, patted his hand and cocked her head at him. “And just what was the real reason you came? And don’t repeat that story about your love life.”

“It wasn’t a story. Derek, that was… That is his name… I found out he’d arranged to meet me before we’d even met. He’d set the whole thing up just to get to me. Well, to my money.” God, it sounded so lame when he said it with his outside voice. He’d never admitted it before, except to Winston. “He swept me off right off my feet. Dancing. Candlelight dinners. Getaway weekends. All on my dime, of course, but at the time, I didn’t care. It was très romantic. A gorgeous man swearing undying love to me.” Edward rolled his eyes. “Before two months were out, I’d moved him into my condo.”

“My, that was fast. Then he dumped you?”

“I wish.” He stared out of the window, took a deep breath and told her the rest. “No. Like a fool, I trusted him and gave him the password to my bank debit card.” Edward fought the burning behind his eyes, blinking away the tears. “At the ball, the one I told you about, I confronted him about the money. Told him to pack his things and get out.” He stared at his feet. “I was such a little fool to believe all his promises.”

She sighed. “Seems to me you didn’t do anything wrong but fall in love, and in my book, there’s nothing wrong with opening your heart to someone.”

“But I so stupid, so naive. I believed him. All the lies he told me. All the promises he made.” He closed his eyes and he was right back to the night of the ball, standing at the ATM in the lobby of the hotel, when he’d discovered there was no money in his account. He’d never forget the horrible, sick feeling that he’d been played by the one person he’d trusted.

“Oh, Edward.”

“That wasn’t all. I had to borrow money from Mother just to pay my mortgage and take an advance on my quarterly payment from the trust. She wouldn’t give me the money until I told her what had happened. I was so mortified.”

“I’m so sorry.” Olivia shook her head. “Couldn’t you get the money back?”

“Not really. The lawyers said I gave him access and since he was living with me, it could be construed that we were partners. Mother didn’t want to drag the Beauregard name and”—he made quote marks in air—“‘my lifestyle’ through the news in a messy court case, so we dropped it.”

“You didn’t deserve to be treated like that. No one does.”

“Maybe I do.” Edward stood, took the tray and went to the door. “How about I let you rest now? If you’re feeling better by dinner, I’ll prepare something more substantial.”

“That would be lovely.” Olivia smiled at him.

Edward turned to leave when she called to him. “Edward?”

“Yes, Meemaw?”

“I love you.” She met his gaze.

“I know. I love you too.” He left the room and took the tray back to the kitchen.

 

 


Chapter Twelve

After cleaning the back seat of the cruiser of all remnants of dog, Jack spent the rest of the afternoon working on training Winston, adding to the repertoire of commands the dog obeyed. Now the dog had Stay and Heel down pat. Winston had made great progress. The dog was eager to please and had real heart.

After the session, Jack found a stick and they killed some time playing fetch. Each time Jack would throw the stick, the little dog would race after it, snatch it up and in that rolling gait of his, waddle to Jack. Then Winston would refuse to give it back. Jack, no longer fearful of him, pried it from those massive jaws, wiped the drool off on his jeans then tossed it again.

Jack sat on the grass as Winston came up to him, stick in mouth.

“I’m beat, buddy.” He lay back, hands behind his head, and stared up into the sky. Clouds floated past. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d just stretched out in the grass and relaxed. Or been on a picnic. Or spent time with someone he cared about.

Winston dropped the stick onto Jack’s chest and gave him a big, wet kiss.

“Cut that out!” Jack wiped his cheek with his T-shirt. “Edward might like that, but not me.” He chuckled as the dog lay down next to him and fell asleep.

Seemed like a good idea.

Jack closed his eyes. A slight breeze cooled him and the warmth of the sun beat down on him. The soft breathing of the dog, the buzz of some insect hovering nearby, all lulled him into sleep.

Woof.

Jack woke and peered around. Winston was at the front door waiting to go in.

The sky, once blue, was streaked with orange and crimson. He’d been asleep for at least a couple of hours. Christ, he’d needed that nap. Sitting up, he stretched his arms over his head.

It was great being pain free.

As he stood, he realized he’d never told Edward ‘thank you’.

Of course, he’d been damn distracted at the time, but on Monday, when Edward came to get Winston, he’d make a point of telling Edward thanks. It was the decent thing to do.

Once back inside, Jack sat on the couch and flipped the remote, scanning the channels. It was Saturday night—Texas Tech was playing. He settled in and twisted the top off his beer.

Winston curled up next to him. It seemed the little dog craved the human touch. He snuggled his butt up to Jack’s thigh, pushing against Jack’s leg with his back legs, as if trying to burrow underneath Jack. Then he fell asleep, head on his paws, tongue caught between his front teeth.

Unthinking, Jack moved his hand over to the dog as he watched the game. He scratched behind Winston’s ears and gave the bulldog long pets, stroking his short fur. Winston grunted and rolled over, belly up, as if begging to be scratched there now, and Jack laughed.

The bulldog was as demanding as his owner.

Jack took a swig of his beer. Nope. Not going there.

Instead, he threw himself back into the game. His stomach rumbled. At least, he thought it was him, but it could have been the dog.

Jack phoned in an order for a pepperoni pizza and went to pick it up, because he lived too far out of town for the delivery service. And since the Italian restaurant was fairly close to Olivia’s house, he drove past again, the pizza sitting on the passenger seat.

The lights were on and Edward’s car was still there. What had Jack expected? Edward didn’t know anyone but Olivia in town, and it wasn’t as if he’d go trolling the local bars to pick someone up.

And if he had been gone, what then? Drive around with his food getting cold until he found the red Miata? Then what?

Jack drove past, turned at the next corner and went home. He needed to get back in case the dog had an accident. So far, Winston had been great. Edward had house-trained him, at least.

At home, Winston met him at the door, barking and dancing around him in excitement. His little nub tail shook his entire rump and his long pink tongue hung out of the side of his mouth, dripping dog drool.

“Hey, buddy! Did you miss me?” Jack held the pizza up so the dog couldn’t knock it out of his hands. “Ready for some pizza?”

Woof.

Jack went to the kitchen, got down two plates and put a large slice on each one.

“Dog food or pepperoni pizza?”

Woof.

“I thought so.” He put the plate on the floor and Winston dug in.

Jack took his plate to the living room, got into the recliner and scanned the channels. “Hundreds of channels and nothing to watch,” he told Winston.

Winston finished his pizza and now demanded another slice. The plate clattered on the tile floor as Winston knocked it with his paw until he got Jack’s attention.

“More?” Jack got up and put another piece on the dog’s plate. “After this one, that’s it. Edward will kill me if I let you get fat.” Jack chuckled, then sobered.

If Jack wasn’t careful, Edward might be the end of Jack’s life and everything he’d built here in Spring Lake.

 

 

 


Chapter Thirteen

“Dinner was lovely, Edward.” Olivia dabbed at the corner of her mouth with her napkin. “You’re an excellent cook.”

“That’s chef, Meemaw.” Edward grinned then took their plates to the sink. “I’ll just get these soaking and wash them later.”

“I can get them.”

“Absolutely not.” He shook his head then offered her his arm. “You’re not to raise a finger until you’re feeling better.”

She took his arm and they went to the living room and sat on the couch.

“I do believe you’re enjoying this.” She winked at him. “It’s been a long time since anyone’s made such a fuss over me.”

He shrugged. “It’s my nature. I’m a nurturer. It’s a curse, really. Sometimes I don’t know when to quit, so tell me when I get annoying. I guess I just need someone to care for, you know.”

“I understand. Everyone wants that.”

Jack probably longed for a woman to care for. And he’d be wonderful, Edward knew it. Jack was strong, brave, trustworthy, the perfect mate for some lucky woman. Really, Edward needed to stop beating himself up about Jack. Forget him and move on.

He sat back and pulled one leg under the other. “Now. There is something I’m dying to know. If you were such a sucker for a bad boy, what about Grandpa Frank? Was he a bad boy that you tamed?”

“Your Grandpa Frank? A bad boy?” She laughed. “Oh, dear me, no. He was as straight, as honest and as kind as the day was long.”

“Then how in the world did you wind up with him?”

“I almost didn’t.” She sighed. “I’d been punished, I guess you’d call it ‘grounded’ these days. That didn’t stop me. I snuck out of the house and hightailed it down to the local hangout. I ordered a hamburger, fries and a cola, with the intention of not paying for it. I was going to sneak out, make a run for it.” Her eyes sparkled.

“Meemaw! I’m shocked! I had no idea you were such a little hoodlum,” he teased.

“I was bored. And I suppose all those bad boys had rubbed off on me. I wanted to be rebellious, be wild and wicked.” She laughed.

“And Grandpa?”

“Well, your grandfather was there with some friends. I’d eaten and made my way to the jukebox next to the door, pretending to look for a record to play. My plan was just to stroll right out the door when the next person walked in. Next thing I know, Frank was standing next to me. ‘Try fifteen B,’ he said.”

“Fifteen B?” Edward whispered, his eyes locked on her face.

“Yeah. Ella Fitzgerald’s Hard Hearted Hannah. I looked up at him and could see in his eyes he knew my plan.”

“What happened next?” Edward sat forward. It was delicious hearing these tales from her. Did his mother have any stories like this? If so, he’d never heard them. Maybe, when he got back to Atlanta, he’d ask her.

“He took my hand and slipped me three dollars. A fortune back then, and more than enough to pay for the food. For a second, I thought about taking it and running anyway.”

“Did you?” He’d no idea she’d been so wild, so reckless. So Audrey Hepburn in Roman Holiday.

She smiled at the memory before she answered. “He whispered to me, ‘Don’t do it.’” She shook her head. “He knew me. I didn’t even know his name, and he knew me. I don’t know how he did it, but he saw right through me.” Her eyes welled.

“But did you leave?” Edward pressed. He had to know what happened. Yes, he knew they’d married, had his mother, but it was what had happened in between that he wanted to know.

“He offered me his arm, just like you did tonight, and escorted me back to my table, then went back to his friends. I paid the bill with his money.” She touched Edward’s cheek with her fingers. “You know, you reminded me of Frank when you offered me your arm just now. You’re a gentleman, just like he was.” She patted his leg. “He wasn’t my type. He was like no one else I’d ever fallen for and I fell for him in that one moment, right there at the jukebox, harder than I’d ever fallen for any of those other men. We dated for a year, he asked me to marry him and the rest is Rawlings history.”

Edward sighed. “That’s so romantic.”

Olivia smiled. “You’ll find the right man. If I did, you will too.”

He forced a smile. He’d found the right man, but how could the right man be so wrong? “I hope so, Meemaw.”

“Now, I have a favor to ask you.”

“Anything. Just name it.”

“Tomorrow is Sunday, and I’d like to go to church.”

“Do you need me to drive you?” Edward asked.

“Well, yes. But I’d like for you to come with me.” She looked into his eyes.

Edward blinked. “To church? Oh, Meemaw, I haven’t been to church since…”

“The funeral?” She reached out and took his hand.

Edward nodded and swallowed. “I can’t go to church. I wouldn’t be welcome.”

“Why on earth not?”

He rolled his eyes. “I’m gay, remember? The sin of Sodom? And I’m an unrepentant sinner at that. I can’t change who I am and I won’t hide it either.” He spread his arms in a flourish. “I’m gay and I’m proud.”

Olivia’s mouth twisted, and her brows knitted. “Edward, wherever did you get the crazy idea that you couldn’t go to church?”

He shrugged. “You know how most religious people feel about queers, Meemaw.”

“God loves all his children. Jesus taught acceptance, forgiveness and love, not hatred and condemnation. Anyone who is truly a Christian knows this. All sinners are the same in God’s eyes and He welcomes all of them to partake of His grace. And if God made me, he made you, and he doesn’t make mistakes.”

Edward could see that she believed it. And it gave him such a warm feeling inside to believe it too. But just because she believed in God’s love and acceptance of him didn’t mean the other people in town believed it.

“It would mean so much to me, Edward,” she said quietly.

If his mother had asked him to go to church, he’d have flat-out refused. But this was his grandmother asking. How could he deny her? One hour sitting on a wooden pew listening to some boring sermon wouldn’t kill him, would it?

“What should I wear? I didn’t bring a suit.”

“Just a nice shirt and a pair of pants would be fine. Most of the young people don’t wear suits either.”

“Okay, Meemaw. I’ll do it for you.”

She stood, leaned down and bussed him on the cheek. “Do it for yourself, child.” Then she left.

Good Lord, what have I gotten myself into?

Church in Hooterville?

 

* * * *

 

Edward cleaned the kitchen, mopped the floors then went to his room. He’d unpacked, hung up his clothes and put away his shoes in the closet that afternoon while Olivia had napped. Now he searched for something appropriate to wear on Sunday.

He pulled out a pair of navy slacks and a light blue button-down shirt. That should do nicely. Nothing too over-the-top. Definitely nothing with fringe.

Satisfied he wouldn’t embarrass Olivia, he went to the bathroom to get ready for bed, then returned to his room, wearing a pair of dark blue paisley cotton pajamas and carrying his travel kit and a towel. He placed it on the bedside table, within reach, and draped the towel over a chair.

He turned on the fan, turned out the lights and crawled into bed. For a while, he ran his hand over the light cotton fabric, letting the motion soothe him. He moved his hand lower on his body, closed his eyes and thought of Jack.

His body’s instant response to the man came as no surprise. He’d been fighting off erections ever since he’d met Jack, except when he’d been so exhausted he could barely stand up, much less get it up.

He reached into the kit, feeling around for the lube. He touched the box of condoms. What had he been thinking to bring those? As if there would be scads of Brokeback cowboys littering the place? That was a nice image. Dozens of cowboys, striking poses, leaning against their pickup trucks, giving him their come-hither looks.

He’d only found one man here that he’d wanted those looks from, and it was Jack.

He found the lube, popped the top and squeezed some out.

His cock had pushed through the opening in his pajama bottoms, eager to be touched. Edward’s dick wasn’t thick—it was slender, long and he’d been told it was pretty. Right now, it was a velvet-covered steel rod, standing straight up.

His balls ached and his ass puckered as he began stroking himself. Jerking off was good, but he wanted to be fucked. Really fucked. By Jack. His pace quickened, and he slid his hand up and down, squeezing the tip, catching the pearl that oozed from his slit.

Jack could throw him against any wall, fuck him anywhere, anytime. Edward didn’t care. All he wanted was one night with Jack.

Edward would suck Jack off. Take Jack’s cock deep in his throat, tease and torment the man with his tongue, until he couldn’t stand it any longer and begged for mercy. Begged to fuck Edward.

He rolled onto his side and applied more lube to his hand. While he worked his dick, he pressed his slicked-up fingers into his ass, pushing past the outer ring. Hell and damnation, he should have brought his butt plug, but for now, tonight, his fingers would have to do.

Pressing his fingers deeper, he twisted his shoulders to allow more leeway. With a groan, he found his bump and worked it as he increased the friction on his cock, imagining Jack’s fingers in his ass, Jack’s hand wrapped around his shaft.

Jack would lean over, nuzzle his neck, croon into his ear, That’s it, baby, come for me. And Edward would.

His balls unloaded, his ass spasmed around his fingers and he came. Milking his cock of its load, Edward shuddered then fell back, limp and spent. And still craving Jack.

Hell and damnation.

This was stupid. Fantasizing about a man he could never have wasn’t very healthy or smart. It was a waste of time. He rose, cleaned up then returned to bed.

When have I ever been smart?

Well, not anymore. Those days were over. That was the old Edward.

From tonight on, there would be a new and improved Edward.

He’d be smarter, more cynical, less gullible. His heart would be under lock and key and no one would get near it or his body again. Not without jumping through some freaking big hoops to prove himself.

If Edward meant to survive, meant to find the right man, meant never to be hurt again, he’d have to change his ways.

And the first thing he’d have to change was this obsession with Chief of Police Jack Whittaker.

 


Chapter Fourteen

Edward held the car door open and offered a hand to Olivia as she got out of the Miata. He’d put the top up in deference to her hairdo and her suit. She carried a worn black Bible with faded gilt on the edges of the pages and had a perfect pillbox hat perched on her head.

“Jackie O’s got nothing on you, Meemaw,” he whispered to her. She giggled and swatted his shoulder. Then he offered his arm to her and she took it. She walked much steadier today—another sign, along with eating the hearty breakfast Edward had cooked, that she was feeling much better.

Edward took a calming breath, gave her a nervous smile and led her through the parking lot to the front steps of the Spring Lake United Methodist Church. There were people everywhere, all heading for the same destination.

“So many people,” he muttered. He darted his gaze around the crowd to see if he spotted anyone he knew. Not that he knew that many people here. With his luck, he’d run into Phil and Jimmy. He had a vision of Jimmy, like one of the body snatchers, standing up in church, pointing a grease-covered finger and announcing that Edward was one of those ‘San Francisco queers’. The entire congregation would chase Edward down the street to capture him so he could be reborn as a straight man. He shuddered.

“Good morning, Olivia,” sang out an older woman wearing a red hat with white feathers that fanned out from the sides. “Who is this good-looking young man?”

“This is my grandson, Edward. He’s paying me a visit. Edward, this is Mrs. Burthe, an old friend of mine.”

“So glad to meet you, Mrs. Burthe.” Edward nodded and gave her a warm smile.

The woman nodded back. “See you inside, Olivia.” Then she went up the stairs and through the doors into the church.

So far, Edward was safe. He only knew a handful of people and none of them seemed to be here. Maybe they went to another church or just didn’t go to church.

Either way, he was thankful. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad.

“Oh look, Edward. Here’s Chief Whittaker.” Olivia pulled on his arm and turned him around just in time to come face-to-face with Jack.

Everything Edward had sworn escaped him and all he knew was that Jack was here. And oh my God, the man was so handsome in a dark gray suit, white shirt, and a blue tie that matched his eyes. The flush that ran over Edward’s entire body heated him that his blush could probably be seen from space.

“Good morning, Miss Olivia. Mr. Beauregard.” Jack nodded at him but didn’t look Edward in the eyes. Jack’s gaze hit him then danced away. Ignoring him.

Despite the pain of that rejection, Edward resolved to do his best to embrace his new attitude. “Good morning, Chief Whittaker. How’s my dog?”

“Winston? He’s fine.”

“That’s good.” Edward narrowed his eyes. “I trust nothing will happen to him before I get him back on Monday.”

Jack’s gaze snapped back to Edward and his lips thinned. “Don’t worry. He’s safe. You just worry about getting the proof he’s had those shots.”

“I’m not worried. I know Winston is innocent. You’ll have the paper in the morning as soon as they can fax it to your office.” Edward’s lips felt so tight they might crack. “Then you’ll be free of him. And me.” He jerked his chin up.

“Good. The sooner the better,” Jack growled.

“Too right,” Edward snapped.

Good Lord, he wanted Jack Whittaker. All the verbal sparring, their intense gazes and the heat of the man’s body drove Edward crazy. If he didn’t get away from Jack soon, he was a dead man. His meager control only went so far and lasted only so long.

“Chief. Care to join us?” Olivia held out her arm to Jack. He blinked and stared at her, then at Edward. Edward heard him gulp. Jack tugged on the knot of his tie. His compressed lips told everyone he was searching for any way out of it, any excuse to avoid being with Edward.

Meemaw might not understand, but Edward did.

If Jack’s leg had been in a trap, he’d have gnawed it off to get away from Edward.

 

No no no, this isn’t happening. It was bad enough seeing Edward again, but to sit with him? The one place Jack had figured he wouldn’t see Edward was at church, and here he was. Jack was damned, all right. So where was the hole to hell, because he’d gladly jump right in.

Why did Edward have to look so damn sexy in those dark slacks and blue shirt? It made his dark hair and eyes stand out. He hadn’t worn a tie but left the first two buttons of the shirt undone, giving Jack a glimpse of smooth skin, leaving Jack to wonder about what else was going on with his chest. And those were not the kind of thoughts to have standing on the steps of a church.

Olivia waited for Jack’s answer, her eyebrows raised. He swallowed. “It would be my pleasure, Miss Olivia.” He gave her a nod and offered her his arm.

With Olivia between them, he and Edward climbed the steps to the sanctuary. Edward gave him a slight nod, deferring to Jack to lead the way, and Jack took them down the left side aisle until Olivia said, “This is fine.”

Jack motioned for Edward to go in first and waited as Olivia followed. At least she’d sit between them. With any luck, the church wouldn’t be packed and he could sit close to the end of the pew for a quick getaway as soon as the service was over.

 

They settled in their seats. Olivia picked up the hymnal and handed it to Edward. She leaned over and whispered, “The numbers up there are the pages of the songs we’ll sing. Here’s the program so you can follow where we are.”

“Thanks,” he whispered back, catching Jack’s glance and raised eyebrow. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been to church,” he explained. Why he felt he had to explain anything to Jack was beyond him.

“Uh-huh.” Jack sat back and pulled a hymnal from the shelf on the back of the pew in front of theirs. Clearly, he doubted that Edward had ever been in a church and probably doubted whether Edward should be sitting in his.

Edward glanced around the sanctuary. Quiet organ music filled the vaulted chamber. At the front, the raised dais had a large podium with what had to be the largest Bible he’d ever seen lying open on it. There were two large flower arrangements on each side, and hanging on the back wall above the choir, a large, lighted cross.

The choir filed in and the pastor entered. Everyone rose. Edward stood. The organ music swelled and everyone began singing. Edward fumbled with the hymnal, searching for the page marked on the board. By the time he found it, the song was almost over. He didn’t know the tune, so he just read the words. It didn’t matter. He couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket.

Next to him, Olivia’s strong voice rose and fell with the melody. Edward glanced at Jack, who faced forward, singing in a wonderful tenor without even looking at the book. Show-off.

Then the pastor said some kind of prayer, everyone said, “Amen,” and sat. Edward fell onto the bench, but not fast enough. He was the last person to sit. What more could say, Hey, I’ve never been to church? I’m a big sinner and I don’t belong here?

Edward stared at his clasped hands and white knuckles. If he turned around, would everyone be staring and pointing at him, or whispering behind their hands?

Just like always, the urge to get up, excuse himself and run came over him. His legs trembled as his body and his mind warred over which one would rule him. There was no reason to leave. Everything was fine. He was just self-conscious, that was all.

Olivia reached out, covered his hand with hers and gave him a squeeze. He looked up, met her warm gaze and smiled. His body relaxed and his hands unclenched.

He could do this. It would be all right.

Edward settled back and focused on the pastor. As he scanned the program, he followed along and flipped to the pages in the hymnal before they stood to sing. He listened to the sermon, expecting to hear about brimstone, fire and burning in everlasting hell, but instead he heard a message about love, absolution, repentance and God’s mercy.

I could sure use some of that mercy now.

The service drew to a close with a final benediction. The pastor asked everyone to bow his or her head in silent prayer. Edward dropped his chin to his chest but cast a sidelong glance at Jack.

Jack’s eyes were closed, his hands clasped in prayer.

What is Jack praying for?

What should I pray for?

Edward could only think of one thing he needed guidance on, so he closed his eyes and did the best he could to talk to God.

What should I do about Meemaw?

 

Jack prayed for the courage to make wise and right choices in his professional life, but most of all, he asked God to give him strength against temptation.

If Edward didn’t leave Spring Lake soon, Jack didn’t know how much longer he could hold out.

 

As soon as the final chord sounded, Jack turned to Olivia and begged his leave. He moved quickly down the aisle as Edward watched his broad back recede into the crowd. Stopping now and then, Jack shook hands, clapped a fellow or two on the shoulder, then greeted the pastor at the door. They shook hands and without a glance back at Edward, Jack disappeared.

“That was a lovely sermon, wasn’t it?” Olivia asked as they walked down the aisle.

“Yes. It was. Not at all what I expected.” Edward let his grandmother set the pace as they made it to the door and the minister.

“Reverend Mills, I’d like you to meet my grandson, Edward Beauregard.”

Edward stuck out his hand and the white-haired minister took it. “So glad to meet you, Edward. Are you staying long?”

“For a little while, yes. But then I must be getting back to Atlanta.”

“Of course. Olivia, I’ll see you next week at the board meeting.” He gave her hand a small squeeze and she and Edward moved out of the door and down the steps.

He searched the parking lot for the police cruiser, but it wasn’t there. Maybe Jack had come in the pickup truck he’d seen parked in Jack’s driveway. He wouldn’t know it well enough to recognize it, and not in the sea of trucks, so there was no use in checking for it.

Edward led Olivia back to his car, got her seated, then went around to the driver’s side. He nosed the car out of the crowded lot and headed home.

“You and Chief Whittaker didn’t sound happy with each other.” Olivia peered at him, her eyebrow arched.

“Well. He’s just doing his job. I’m just doing what I have to do to get my dog back. That’s all.” He shrugged.

“That’s all?” She scoffed. “Why, the tension was so thick between you two, I wasn’t sure if y’all were going to kiss or kill each other.”

Edward’s face ignited. “Meemaw!”

She slapped her thigh and cackled. “I knew it.”

“I don’t know what you think you know, but I promise you, I wanted to kill him. And I’m sure he felt the same about me.” The last thing Edward wanted was for anyone, even Olivia, to know about his unrequited feelings for Jack. More grist for the rumor mill.

And if Jack wanted to kill him now, if any sort of rumor about him and Edward got loose, Edward had no doubt Jack would come looking for him and use that gun he carried.

“That was more than just hate, Edward. That was pure grade-A lust between you two. And I should know. I’ve seen it plenty.”

Edward pulled into her drive and parked. This had to be nipped in the bud before it got away from him. Rumors like this could destroy Jack’s career. Especially here in Hooterville. And the very last thing Edward wanted to do was to hurt Jack. Ever.

He turned to Olivia. “Meemaw. Please. I have to ask you to never, never make those comments again. Not about me and Jack.” He took her hands in his. “Don’t you see? No matter what I feel, Jack has a position here that could be damaged by such foolish talk.”

“Is it foolish?” She stared into his eyes and he met her gaze with what he prayed would look like determination.

“Yes. It’s foolish. Jack isn’t gay, Meemaw. Trust me, I know.”

“How?” she pressed.

“Haven’t you ever heard of gaydar? It takes one to know one? It’s like that—we can spot each other a mile away. Jack’s not gay. Please.”

She sighed. “Too bad. Because I think he’d be perfect for you, and you for him.”

So did Edward.

 


Chapter Fifteen

Jack held Winston’s leash coiled in his hand as he shut and locked his front door. Winston sat on the sidewalk waiting for him.

“Heel.”

The little dog fell into step alongside Jack. There was no need to attach the leash. He trotted to the cruiser and waited by Jack’s door to get in. Jack opened the door and the dog jumped up, went to the passenger seat and sat. Ready to roll.

Jack chuckled. He turned the ignition and hit the window remote for Winston. The dog waited until the window had slid down before hooking his paws over the edge and sticking his bulky head out.

Woof.

“I hear you, buddy.” Jack backed out and headed to town. Mondays sucked, but for some reason, his mood was good. Better than it should be.

Edward would come to the station today, prove that Winston had his shots, and take the animal away. And  that would be that.

Then Jack could get back to his life. Back to normal.

He shook off the small twinge of tightness in his chest and rolled his own window down, sucking in the cool morning air as he drove to work. If anything had brought home the fact that Edward was dangerous to him, it was yesterday at church.

It just wasn’t proper to be thinking about making love to a man while the minister was preaching. But Jack had registered only the first few words of the sermon before his mind had danced into dangerous territory. He’d had to put the hymnal on his lap to hide the fact that he was half-hard.

Edward was sin on two legs, for damn sure.

And Jack had wanted to sin.

That’s when he’d made up his mind. Edward had to go, the sooner the better.

Once in town, Jack stopped at the bakery, picked up two dozen assorted doughnuts for the guys and went to the station.

“Morning!” he called as he entered the main office, Winston trotting at his side.

Kristen looked up from her desk, her eyebrows raised. “You’re in a good mood.”

“Brought donuts.” He plopped them down on her desk.

“I’ll put them in the kitchen.” She stood, picked up the boxes and went down the hall. “You’ve got nothing on the schedule today.”

“No meetings?” It was too good to be true. A Monday with no meetings? This day’s off to a great start. “Hear that, buddy? Nothing but air.” He made a wave motion with his hand.

Woof.

Winston wagged his rump, wide mouth open and tongue hanging.

Jack went to his office with the dog at his heels and sat behind the desk. He flicked on his computer as Winston settled next to the desk.

Kristen appeared in the doorway. “Well, Chief. How was your weekend?”

“Great. I spent most of it training Winston.”

“Training him?” She leaned in the doorway, arms crossed.

“Yeah. Watch.” Jack stood and came around the desk, eager to show off the dog’s new tricks. He moved next to Kristen by the door. “Winston. Come.”

The dog stood, trotted over to him and sat.

“Nice.” Kristen nodded.

“Down,” Jack commanded.

The dog slid his front legs to the floor.

“He does Stay, Heel and Off.”

“Did you teach him the one where you pretend to shoot him and he falls over?” Her eyes danced at Jack.

“I thought about it, but there wasn’t time. If I’d had a few more days…” Jack shrugged and went back to his desk. Winston remained in Down. “Come, boy.”

The bulldog rose and padded across the floor to Jack’s side.

“Stay.” The dog sat. “He’ll sit there until I give him another command or say A-T E-A-S-E.” Jack spelled the word so Winston wouldn’t respond to it.

“O-K-A-Y.” Kristen giggled. “You and that dog have gotten sort of close, huh?”

Jack shrugged. “It killed the time. He’s so smart—he took to training right off. He should have been trained, anyway. I just saved Edward the trouble, is all.”

“Uh-huh.” She nodded and rolled her eyes. “What are you going to do once he’s gone?”

“Celebrate?” Jack smirked. Sure, he’d gotten used to having Winston around, talking to him, playing fetch, and he’d be sad to see the little bulldog gone, but if it meant getting rid of Edward, Jack was all for it.

All he wanted was to get back to the way it was before Edward Paul Beauregard the Third came into his life.

Kristen chuckled and pulled the door shut as Jack went to work on the force’s schedule for the next month.

 

* * * *

 

Edward waited until nine to make the call to his veterinarian. After explaining the situation to the receptionist, he sat on hold then explained it again to Dr. Andrews.

The doctor promised to fax over both the record of the shot and a certificate of health to the police station as soon as Edward gave him the fax number.

Edward didn’t have the number, but he’d just go to the station, get the number and call the doctor back. Simple as pie. Once he had the fax, he and Winston would be out of there.

Edward sat at the kitchen table and took a sip of his coffee. “Meemaw, I’m going to the station to pick up Winston. Then we’re going up to the hotel and check in. I’ll come back to see you once I’m done there.” He’d loaded his bags into the small trunk of the Miata earlier.

Olivia smiled at him. “Don’t worry about me, I’m feeling just fine. Go get that little dog of yours. I know you miss him something awful.”

“I do. He’s my best friend. I know that sounds funny. I know I’m a grown man, but”—he shrugged—“he’s the only one who’s ever been faithful, who’s been by my side, thick and thin.”

“I understand.” She patted his hand. “And I truly wish I didn’t have this damn allergy so I could have you both here.”

“It’s okay.” Edward stood, pecked her cheek. “I’ll be back around noon. What do you say about a date for lunch?”

She laughed. “Why, I haven’t had a date with a handsome young man in over fifty years. I hope we scandalize Spring Lake.” She winked at him.

“Well, we’ll give them something to talk about.” He winked back. “After all, I’ve had my share of scandals.”

“Get out of here, child. Go get that dog. I’ll see you later.” She waved him away.

Edward left, got in the Miata, unlocked the convertible roof locks and hit the button. The ragtop opened then folded neatly down.

All he could think about was getting Winston back as he headed to the station to spring his best friend in the world from jail. He refused to give Jack Whittaker a second’s thought. Because a second would lead to a minute and a minute to an hour and he’d be right back where he was before, pining for a straight man. And that wasn’t going to happen.

Not today. Not ever.

He parked in the lot, got out and almost skipped around to the front doors. Pushing through them, he sang out, “What’s the story, morning glory?”

Kristen looked up and laughed. “What’s the tale, nightingale?”

Grinning, Edward sat on the edge of her desk. “I talked to my vet. He’s all ready to fax the papers over. I just need the number.”

She pushed him off and gave him the number on a slip of paper. Then he sat in a chair to talk to the vet’s receptionist. After relaying the information, he snapped the phone closed and grinned at her. “It’s coming your way.”

“Great. I know you’ll be glad to get him back.”

Edward nodded. “I miss him so much.” It was an honest admission, but one he couldn’t help but make to her.

“I think the chief’s going to miss him too,” she said.

He frowned, then brightened. “Not as much as he’ll miss me, I bet.”

She snorted and rolled her eyes. “Never mind, I’ll miss you.”

“Thank you, darling.” He stood. “I can’t wait any longer. I want Winston.” He walked to Jack’s office. “Is he busy?”

“No. Go on in.”

Edward knocked.

“Enter.” Jack’s deep, muffled voice still managed to send a tremor down Edward’s spine, lodging in his balls.

He took a deep breath, opened it and went in. Closing the door behind him, he watched Jack, head bent over the keyboard, eyes shifting back and forth between some papers and the screen.

For a moment, Edward just stared. Good Lord, the man was so very handsome.

Edward cleared his throat. “Hi, Jack.” His voice came out raspy anyway.

Jack looked up, their eyes met. In that second, Edward knew it was all a lie. Every vow he’d made, every oath he’d sworn to forget Jack, to leave him behind like last year’s shoes on the bargain rack at Saks and never to let this man crawl under his skin and touch his heart.

Edward broke the gaze and smiled at Winston. “Winston!”

The little dog sat next to the desk and didn’t move. Panting, his mouth opened and his tongue lolled, but he didn’t rush to Edward.

“Come on, boy!” Edward knelt, waiting for the little dog to race across the room and fling himself into Edward’s arms. Winston whined but didn’t budge.

Edward’s throat tightened until he couldn’t breathe. Even swallowing didn’t work. “Winston?” It came out like a croak.

The dog just sat there.

His best friend in the world wouldn’t come to him.

Edward glared at Jack. “What the hell did you do to my dog?” he rasped. His voice still wasn’t right. Nothing was right. Hell and damnation, he couldn’t breathe.

Jack stood. “Oh, he’s just in Stay.”

“In Stay?” Edward stared at the dog, then flicked his gaze back to Jack. “What the hell is that?”

“Stay. It’s a command. I trained him.” Jack smiled at him as he stood beside Winston.

Edward finally sucked in air. “You trained him not to come to me?” He’d known Jack was upset with him, but he’d never thought, not for one second, that Jack hated him. That he’d go so far as to hurt Edward like this. That Jack would take the one thing in Edward’s life that meant everything to him.

That Jack would steal his best friend.

Edward’s hands tightened into fists. He’d never felt so angry, so betrayed, so ready to do physical harm in his life. “You. Had. No. Right.”

“What?” Jack took a step back.

“You had no right to do that to my dog.” Now Edward fought his body to keep from trembling, especially his bottom lip. “You had no right!” he shouted.

“I…” Jack sputtered.

“He’s my dog. Mine! Not yours.” A tear rolled down Edward’s cheek and he shook with fury and hurt.

“Edward, listen.” Jack took another step toward him.

“No, you listen. You just couldn’t leave him alone, could you? He wasn’t good enough for you, was he? You had to fix him. Had to make him better. He was perfect just the way he was.” Edward’s vision blurred, unable to hold back the flood that poured from his eyes like water over a dam.

“No, it wasn’t like that.” Jack shook his head. He swallowed and grimaced as if in pain.

“Do you hate me so much?” Edward’s voice was small, soft, but he didn’t care how hurt he sounded. He was hurt. Mortally. Dagger in the heart hurt.

Jack didn’t answer. Instead, he stepped up to Edward. Jack cupped Edward’s cheek, his hand warm and rough, and he brushed away the trail of tears on Edward’s face with the pad of his thumb. Edward’s heart staggered at the tenderness in the caress.

“No, baby. No. I don’t hate you.” Jack leaned forward, resting his forehead against Edward’s. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize… I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Jack’s lips brushed over Edward’s forehead, his temple, his cheekbone, each touch a feather, each sweet kiss sending shocks right to Edward’s heart. “Baby, I’m so sorry.”

Jack found Edward’s mouth in a soft, slow, lingering kiss.

Edward’s brain short-circuited and his knees threatened to give way as he buried his hands in Jack’s shirt and clung to him. Melted into his body as Jack cupped Edward’s ass and pulled him closer. Edward’s desperate need overcame his hurt.

Jack slipped his tongue along the seam of Edward’s mouth, begging entry. Edward moaned, opened to Jack and accepted the soft, searching tongue, reveling in the connection, the taste of him. Delicious and addictive as Godiva chocolate.

Straight men didn’t kiss the way Jack was kissing him.

They don’t kiss men at all.

Edward had a moment of clarity and the truth rocked him. Anger rose like a tidal wave and drowned the desire he’d felt for Jack.

He pushed Jack away and glared up into those unfocused blue eyes. “You lied to me.”

“What?” Jack’s lips reddened from their kiss.

“You are gay. You lied to me,” he whispered. “You made me feel like I was some sort of pervert because I came on to a straight man. That I was wrong about what I felt between us and that I couldn’t trust my own feelings.” He’d never felt so manipulated, so foolish. So stupid.

Jack swallowed. “Edward. Let me explain.”

“Explain?” He shoved Jack. “You lying bastard. You’re just like all the rest of them. You’d do anything to get what you want, no matter who it hurts.”

“You’re not being fair, Edward. I have a career here…”

“Yes. I know. You’re the fucking chief of police, and you can do whatever the fuck you want.” Edward threw Jack’s words back at him, then pushed past Jack. “I’m taking my dog and getting out of here.”

Jack rubbed his lips with the back of his hand, as if erasing the evidence of their kiss. “You can’t. I didn’t get the papers.”

“The vet is faxing them now.” Edward picked up the leash from Jack’s desk, clipped it to Winston’s collar. “Winston. Come.” Then he jerked the lead and the little dog followed him.

“You can’t leave yet,” Jack sputtered.

“I am leaving. With. My. Dog. If you have a problem with that, you can shoot me.” With a final glare at Jack, Edward marched to the door, opened it and stormed out.

He passed Kristen, her eyes wide, mouth open in a small circle, head rotating as she tracked him. He barreled through the outer doors with Winston at his heels, fully expecting to feel a bullet between his shoulder blades at any moment. That would be just fine. It could match the one he had in his heart.

Edward reached the car, opened the door and Winston got in. “I’m sorry, Winston. I didn’t know he’d do that to you. You were perfect just the way you were.”

Keeping it together, Edward pulled out of the lot and drove toward the motel. He needed to check in. He needed to crawl under the covers and never come out.

Nothing had changed. He hadn’t changed.

Jack had made a fool of him.

No. He’d allowed Jack to make a fool of him, and that was worse.

He pulled over to the side of the road as a great, shuddering sob exploded from his chest. Winston whimpered, nudged Edward’s arm and Edward gathered him in and held him close, clinging to the bulldog as if he were the last life preserver on the Titanic.

Burying his face in Winston’s soft fur, Edward wept.

 


Chapter Sixteen

Jack staggered against the door. What the hell just happened?

He’d looked up and Edward had been there and Jack’s stomach had jumped and his heart had thudded and all the blood in his brain rushed straight to his dick. Shit.

Pushing away from the door, he went to his desk and fell into his chair, leaned back and closed his eyes.

Edward was right. He’d been so selfish, so arrogant, to assume that he had the right to train Winston. He hadn’t even thought about Edward’s reaction, asked his permission, only acted on his need for control over the little dog.

Like he had needed to control Edward.

Uh-uh. Don’t go there. Too dangerous.

Dangerous? He snorted and ran his hands over his face. He’d kissed Edward. Fucking kissed him. How was that for fucking dangerous? In his fucking office too. Anyone could have walked in and seen them and that would have been the end of his career.

Christ, he’d needed that kiss. And more. But what he needed and what he should do were two very different things. Jack had understood that from the first moment he’d met Edward on the side of the road, watched his ass in those tight jeans and stared into his deep brown eyes.

Fuck. The expression of utter devastation on Edward’s face. The betrayal in Edward’s deep brown eyes. It had ripped Jack’s chest apart, exposing his insides. And when that first tear spilled, Christ, he would have done anything to take all that pain away from Edward, like Edward had unselfishly taken away Jack’s pain.

Unable to resist him, Jack had reached out to soothe with his hand and his lips had followed. Jack should have seen it coming. It was inevitable. Like the slow slide of ice breaking off a glacier and sinking into the sea. Like the next wave breaking on a beach.

And there had been nothing Jack could do to stop it. All his self-control had fled under the onslaught of Edward’s power over him. A power he couldn’t ever give in to again, knew he shouldn’t give in to, and yet Jack knew that he’d step forward again, if Edward ever gave him another chance, and take what he wanted from the younger man.

The only way to resist Edward was to never see him again. Never.

Jack bent over his spreadsheet and looked at the numbers he’d been working on when Edward had come in, searching for his place on the sheet with his fingertip.

As he typed in the next number, he put Edward aside.

It was done. Over with. Winston was gone. Edward was gone.

That was the way it had to be.

Jack glanced at the place where the little dog had sat next to his desk.

I’m going to miss that dog.

 

* * * *

 

Edward ran his card key through the lock, the light turned green and he pushed the door open. He tossed his bag onto the dresser, kicked off his shoes and flopped back on the bed. Winston jumped up, circled, then lay down next to him.

Edward had to pull himself together. The clerk at the front desk had stared at him, and Edward knew the guy could tell that Edward had been crying. Doesn’t anyone cry in Texas? Probably not. At least, not the men.

Edward so did not belong in Texas.

He pushed up, went to the bathroom, leaned over the sink and stared at his reflection in the mirror.

Oh yeah. Puffy, red eyes. They screamed, Look at me. I’m a big, emotional fag.

He held a washcloth under the cold water, wrung it out, then went back to the bed.

Draping the folded cloth over his eyes, he hoped it would be enough to take the swelling down. He couldn’t face Olivia like this. She’d know. She’d ask what had happened and he’d have to lie.

Because he couldn’t tell anyone what had happened.

There was an unwritten code between gay men and Edward knew he would never out Jack. He’d protect Jack’s secret, despite what Jack had done. Despite Edward’s hurt. Oh, he’d wanted to lash out at Jack with words, even his fists, but not destroy the man.

Edward rolled onto his side, lifted the cloth and peeked at Winston as he slept. The little dog’s pink tongue was caught between his front teeth. It was so goofy.

Edward smiled.

It wasn’t perfect, but it was Winston. No, Winston had never been perfect, and because of that, Edward had bought him.

He could remember that day six years ago. Could play it in his head like a home movie. He’d been wandering around a huge flea market in a little town north of Atlanta and come across several dog breeders. There had been dozens of crates filled with puppies, all registered pure breeds.

Edward passed a small crate with a single puppy curled up in the corner, whimpering and shaking. He walked on, but something brought him back.

Peering into the crate, he could see that it was a little white bulldog. He’d stuck his fingers between the bars and made kissing noises at the puppy. The little dog’s head popped up and Edward could see the light brown patch of color over one eye.

“How much is this one?” Edward had never owned so much as a goldfish, had never had the desire for a pet or the responsibility that went with it.

The woman came over, shook her head and said, “You don’t want him. He’s not show quality.”

“What does that mean?” Edward stared at the little dog. He’d never seen anything cuter or more adorable than that puppy.

“Well, he’s registered. But he’ll never be able to show.” She opened the cage, scooped the puppy up and held him out. “See. His nose is brown. It disqualifies him.” Edward couldn’t believe something as insignificant as the color of his nose made this little puppy less than worthy. His nose looked just fine to Edward.

“Oh.” Edward reached out a hand and the dog licked him. “I don’t care about that. I want a pet, not a show dog.”

“Well, you won’t be able to breed him—he’ll just pass that nose on to his offspring.” She practically tossed the puppy back in the crate.

“Why is he in the crate all alone?” The other puppies were in groups, lying on top of each other, being comforted by the warm bodies of their brothers and sisters. To Edward, it seemed so unfair, so cruel, to be pulled from what little comfort there was in the world for a puppy.

The bulldog moved to the corner of the crate, shaking and whimpering again.

Edward’s heart broke at the pitiful sounds.

“I told you. He’s just not good enough to be with the others.” She shrugged. “If you’re interested, you can have him for four hundred and fifty dollars.”

“That’s a lot. What’s a show-quality bulldog sell for?” Edward pushed his fingers through the bars again and the little dog came to him, gave his fingers a lick then chewed them. He smiled.

“My dogs sell for a thousand five hundred.”

“Well. I can’t resist a bargain. I’ll take him.”

And from the moment she opened the cage, pulled out the puppy and placed him in Edward’s arms, Edward knew this was the dog for him.

Holding the wiggling puppy up to his face, he let the dog kiss him, inhaling that unmistakable puppy breath. “I’m going to call you Winston.” The dog gave a happy yip, his dark eyes looking so intelligent, so adoring, reaching right into Edward’s heart.

She rolled her eyes and laughed. “That’s original.”

Edward shrugged. “He’s definitely a Winston.” He handed her his credit card, signed the slip and walked away with the puppy in his arms.

“We imperfect creatures have to stick together, right?” Edward whispered as he petted the sleeping dog. He put the cloth back over his eyes.

All he needed was thirty minutes to rest—then he’d go back to Olivia’s and take her to lunch like he promised.

 

* * * *

 

“I wouldn’t go in there, if I were you,” Kristen called as she came down the back hall. Brian, about to knock on Jack’s door, raised an eyebrow and lowered his hand.

“What’s up?” He went to her desk.

“Jack and Edward had a terrible fight.” She said it like JackandEdward, all one word. Brian’s eyebrows rose.

Obviously, she wasn’t going to tell him unless he begged her. Brian sighed. He interrogated people all day—he didn’t want to do it here. “About what?”

“That dog.”

Brian frowned. “Didn’t his papers come through? Was there a problem with them?”

“No, they’re fine. I have them right here.” She tapped a folder, then leaned forward. “That wasn’t it.”

Okay, she was really taking this being mysterious too far. “Look, Kristen, spill it. What’s going on?”

“Well, this weekend while Jack had the dog, he trained him. Without Edward’s permission.” She rolled her eyes. “Now, I couldn’t hear everything, but when Edward went in to get Winston, from the shouting I could hear, the dog wouldn’t come to him. Jack had him in Stay.” Tears welled up in her eyes. “Oh, Brian. You should have heard Edward. He was so hurt.”

“Hurt?”

“He thought Jack had done it on purpose. So the dog wouldn’t come to Edward.” She plucked a tissue from the box on her desk and wiped her eyes. “You and I know Jack hasn’t got a malicious bone in his body, but Edward didn’t know that. Jack just didn’t think about Edward’s reaction, that’s all.” Who were all the tears for—Jack, Edward, or both? Had Kristen picked up on something between Jack and Edward?

What the hell was going on between those two? Edward had admitted interest in Jack from the start and had sworn he’d gotten signals from Jack. Edward could even be falling for Jack—and that was a shame, because Brian had never gotten a single blip on his gaydar screen about Jack. The man was as straight as they came. Isn’t he?

“I’m sure that’s right. Jack’s not that kind of man,” he consoled her. Glancing at Jack’s office door, he made a decision. “I need to see him.”

“Enter at your own risk,” she warned.

He rapped on the door with one hand, the folder in the other, and waited. About to knock again, Jack answered, “Come in.”

Brian stepped into the office and closed the door behind him. “Chief.”

Jack looked up from his work and smiled. No hint of the alleged fight. “Brian. What’s up?”

“I wanted to give you that report on Jimmy Wyatt’s stolen truck. I found it over by the county line. It’d been dumped in the woods and it looks like someone took a baseball bat to it.” Brian slid the folder onto the desk.

Jack sat back and chuckled. “Question his wife. Or his girlfriend. Or both of them. Or anyone else he might have pissed off in the last week. Your pick.”

“That’s what I figured.” Brian grinned as an idea flashed into his head and without thinking it through, he said, “Listen, I know it’s short notice, but Rush and I are having a few friends over Wednesday evening for barbecue, drinks and poker. Think you might make it?”

“Wednesday?” Jack clicked his mouse. “Calendar looks clear. I’ll put it in.” He typed in the date. “Should I bring anything? Beer?”

“No. We play Texas Hold ’Em, so bring some spare change. In the form of ones and fives.” Brian smirked. “And I have to warn you. Rush is a shark.”

“Well, I don’t play a half-bad game myself.” Jack leaned back in his chair. “Look, I’ll bring the cigars and make it an official poker game.”

“That sounds great.” Brian nodded. If Jack was upset, he was doing a damn fine job of hiding it. He wasn’t acting ruffled at all—not a hair out of place, nothing. “Well, that’s all. I’m going back on patrol, maybe drive past Wyatt’s place and talk to his wife.”

“Good man. Thanks for the report.” Jack tapped the folder with his finger.

Brian nodded and left the office.

Kristen looked up at him, eyebrows raised.

“Seems fine to me.” Brian shrugged and left.

He wasn’t worried about Jack. Jack was one of the strongest men he’d ever met and Brian had never seen Jack’s emotional keel rock even a little.

Edward, on the other hand… Well, Brian worried about Edward. There was something about the man that brought out the protector in Brian and he wondered if maybe, just maybe, Edward had stirred something in Jack as well. Something Jack didn’t want to acknowledge or make known.

Brian had been down that long road with Rush and knew how well Rush had kept his homosexuality hidden. Having known Jack for only six months, Brian had seen enough to know a man as strong as Jack could easily suppress any hint of being gay.

Either way, he’d know for sure on Wednesday.

For now, Brian made a note to keep his eyes peeled for the little red Miata while on patrol.

After flipping open his cell phone, he searched for a number, found it and hit Send.

“Hello,” his best friend answered.

“Mitchell? Did I catch you at a bad time?” Brian asked.

“No, I’m stuck in Houston rush-hour traffic. What’s up?”

Brian laughed, not missing the Houston grind one bit and glad he’d decided to leave it behind him and make a new life with Rush here in Spring Lake.

“Rush and I are going to have a barbecue on Wednesday for some friends here in Spring Lake. Wondered if you and Sammi wanted to come out and spend a few days at the ranch. I know it’s the middle of the week, and if you guys can’t get away, I understand.” Rush had started this dinner thing for Edward and Brian figured, what the hell, might as well make it a real party. He couldn’t think of two better people to have over than his best friend Mitchell and his life partner, Sammi.

“Hey, that sounds great. We could use some time away. Sammi’s been hitting the books hard for the GED test and he’s strung so tight he might snap.” Mitchell chuckled. “It’s driving me nuts. He just won’t relax.”

“Well, he can relax out here. He could even bring his books and study, if he wants.”

“No way. A chance to have Sammi without those books? I’d kill to get him to think about me for a change.”

“He’s focused on his goals and that’s good, man. I can’t believe you’re so jealous.”

“I’m not jealous.”

Brian snorted.

“Okay, a little. He wants it so bad and if he’s going to get into college, he has to pass this test. I know it’s important. It’s just that he’s so tired between working at the grill and studying that we haven’t really, you know…” He and Mitchell could talk to each other about anything, even when it came to their sex lives. In the past, they’d dissected every date either of them ever had, given each other advice and been there through the death of Mitchell’s previous partner, a man Brian had secretly loved.

“Haven’t been having sex?”

“Yeah.” Mitchell exhaled.

“That sucks.”

“I wish it did. Or he did.” Mitchell groaned. “I’m dying here, buddy.”

“Sounds like you need some time away too. You know, you’re both welcome here any time you need to get away. Rush might put you to work on the ranch, but it’s a chance you’ll have to take.”

“Listen, some good hard physical labor might be what I need to take the edge off. You can count on us for sure.”

“Great. Come out in the early afternoon—we need to talk.”

“Something wrong?”

“No, I just need your advice. I think Rush and I might be interfering with someone’s life.” That was an understatement. Bringing Jack and Edward together after such a huge blowup might not be the best idea, but some things needed to be forced.

“Trying to help someone find their way?”

“Yeah, something like that.”

“You think Sammi’s powers might help?” Sammi could read the thoughts of others, a handy power to have. It was Sammi’s power that had brought Mitchell and Sammi together, forging a soul bond between them that even Sammi’s past as a sex slave couldn’t destroy.

“They might. He might be able to get a read on these guys. Clear things up, at least. If that’s okay with him?”

“I’ll ask, but I’m sure he won’t mind. You can count on me.”

“I always have. See you.” Brian hung up.

He’d reached his patrol car, his hand on the handle, when the feeling hit him. He hadn’t had a premonition in a long time, but this one was strong, just like all the others he’d ever had in his life. And just like all the others, Brian knew it would come true.

Edward would need him soon. Before the end of the week. Something bad was going to happen. A chill raced down Brian’s spine. He shook it off, got in his vehicle and pulled out of the parking lot to finish his patrol.

 


Chapter Seventeen

After Edward walked Winston on the grass verge on the other side of the hotel parking lot, he put a bowl of dog food down and filled another bowl with water. Then he turned on the TV and found the home renovation network, his and Winston’s favorite.

With the sounds of the television and the cool air running, Winston would be fine until Edward got back. As he left the room, he placed the Do Not Disturb sign on the door handle so the maid wouldn’t bother Winston. He’d already informed the front desk about his dog, so he should be safe.

Then he hopped into the Miata, pulled out of his spot and headed to Olivia’s. Glancing in the rearview mirror, he was satisfied with his appearance. He’d needed forty-five minutes, not thirty, to take the swelling down around his eyes, but now there was no evidence that he’d cried his eyes out over Jack like a heartbroken teenager.

 

* * * *

 

Jack stared at the door for a long time after Brian left. Thank God, the man had knocked and given Jack a moment to pull himself together. Only sheer willpower had kept his hands from shaking.

Now they shook like a junkie needing a fix.

Jack willed them still. He willed his heart to stop its yearning. He willed his brain to turn the fuck off and leave him alone.

Because there was no way it could ever work. Not in Jack’s life. Not here in Hooterville. Not if Jack wanted to stay chief of police.

But Rush and Brian were together and no one thought any less of them. Rush was still a respected member of the community. Brian, a respected officer of the law.

But Rush and Brian weren’t like Edward. They were big men. Manly. Men who could kick your ass if you got out of line or had the balls to shoot off your mouth about them to their face. No one would look at them and think ‘fag’.

Edward, on the other hand, screamed ‘fag’ from the rooftops while waving a big rainbow flag. No one could doubt his sexual orientation. His body was lithe, his facial features delicate, more beautiful than some women Jack had seen and… Shit. Why did Edward have to be so gay?

Yet those were the very things that attracted Jack.

If Jack had any type of relationship… Shit, did I just use the R word? Jack’s mind rewound and began again. If he hung out with Edward around here, tongues would wag. Jack would be labeled ‘fag’ right along with him. The good folk of Spring Lake might not say it to his face, but they’d snicker behind their hands and behind his back. He’d lose their respect and become an object of derision.

Guilt by association.

Only in Jack’s case it’d be truth by association.

Either way, it spelled the end of his career and the life he’d worked so hard to build. So far from that run-down trailer, the hard fists of his drunkard daddy and the abusive put-downs of his mother.

This was just like all those years ago when he’d had to make a choice about his own survival. Stay with his family and wind up like them, or save himself and cut them out of his life. He’d chosen himself and saved the only person he had the power to save at the time.

Now, it was Edward or him.

Jack chose himself.

Really, there wasn’t any other choice.

 

* * * *

 

Holding his breath, afraid of what he might find on the other side of the door, Edward put his key in the lock and went inside.

“Meemaw, I’m back.”

“In the kitchen, honey.” Her voice sounded good and strong. He exhaled and let go of the fear he’d find her ill again. His heart just couldn’t take that, not today.

“Are you ready to go to lunch?” He stepped into the kitchen and froze.

Olivia was putting a thermos into a large picnic basket.

“What’s all this?” he asked.

“I thought we’d do something special. I want to take you to the old ranch. We’re going to have a picnic.” She smiled up at him.

“That’s wonderful! I haven’t been on a picnic in ages.” He beamed at her. He just barely remembered going once or twice to the ranch as a young child. The horses had seemed so huge to him, all thick lips and big teeth. In the distance, the cows seemed so small, dotting the wide fields they’d clustered on. “Is it still a working ranch?”

“Yes, if you count the pumping jacks and gas compressors.”

“Pumping jacks?” Jacks? Jackrabbits? Jumping jacks? He had no idea what she was talking about and it must have shown, because she laughed.

“Oil and gas wells. But the old homestead is still there and in good condition. I keep it maintained. The power’s been shut off out there for almost fifteen years. Nowadays, I go there sometimes for some peace and quiet. It has a working well, though, so there’s fresh water, if you wanted to work the pump.” She chuckled and pointed to the thermos. “But I thought we’d enjoy some fresh-squeezed lemonade.”

Edward came over to the table and inspected the basket. “What else have you got in there?”

“Just some sandwiches, some fruit and a slice or two of cake I made this morning.” She winked at him.

“Cake?” Dear Lord, please let it be chocolate, because I could sure use some right now.

“Chocolate.” 

“Thank God.” He sighed.

She laughed. “I figured chocolate can cure what ails a body.” She gave him a piercing look.

“Chocolate can never be a wrong choice, in my opinion.” He nodded, avoiding her gaze.

“Then let’s go!” She slapped the lid closed and Edward carried the basket to the door. “Wait.” She opened a closet door, pulled out a folded quilt then motioned for him to go on.

At the car, she put the quilt in the back seat and he put the basket on top of it to hold it down.

“I hope you don’t mind that the top’s down?” he asked as he settled her into the car.

“I was counting on it.” She grinned. “And I hope you plan on driving fast.”

“Meemaw!” He chuckled. “You’re a bad influence, you know that?”

“I like that, Edward. I want that on my headstone. She was a bad influence.” Then she laughed and he laughed, and they pulled away from the house.

 

* * * *

 

Jack glanced at his watch. Two o’clock and he hadn’t had lunch. He couldn’t have eaten before anyway. He walked to the door, opened it and leaned out. “Kristen?”

“Yes, Chief?” She looked up at him.

“Can you order me a lunch from the diner? Whatever the daily special is will be fine.”

“Sure. Working through?” She had that look in her eyes, the one that mothers reserved for wayward children.

“I want to get out of here early today. I’m going fishing.” He ducked back into his office before she could launch into a round of questions.

Fishing sounded good. He hadn’t been thinking about it, but when she asked, it was the first thing that came to his mind. Sure. He’d get his pole and go down to the creek, toss a line in, and just sit. Maybe kill a beer or two. Watch the sun go down.

Not think about Edward.

He ground his teeth and went back to work. If he got this done by four, he could be at the creek by five.

 

* * * *

 

Edward turned off the road onto a gravel and dirt…well, it was nothing more than two ruts…and came to a gate.

“I’ll hop out and get it,” she said, her hand on the door.

“No way. I’ll get it.” He got out and approached the gate. It was almost shoulder high on him, four thick metal posts crisscrossed, with some kind of latch.

“Just push down, it’ll lift and unlock,” she called to him.

He did and it swung open without any help from him. He trotted back to the car, got in and pulled through. “Should I shut it?”

“Better. I let John Macon graze his herd here, so best keep it shut so they don’t get out.”

He got out and shut the gate. “Now where?” he said as he got behind the steering wheel.

“Just up the road, over that rise.” She pointed and he took off.

The convertible bumped and jolted over the ruts. As the undercarriage of the little car occasionally scraped the ground, he could understand why everyone around here drove those god-awful pickup trucks.

They made the crest of the rolling hill and Edward stopped. It was like a picture postcard. Across a small green valley between the hills sat a white cottage. Well, ranch house, he supposed was the proper term. It had a porch that wrapped all the way around it, from what he could see.

Surrounding it were a half-dozen majestic oak trees, as fine as any he’d seen anywhere in the South. All they were missing was the Spanish moss blowing in the breeze. Set to the side and behind the house was an old barn, its white paint worn and faded.

“It’s perfect, Meemaw,” he whispered. “Just the way I remember it.”

She smiled and touched his leg. “I’m glad you remember, child.”

He started the car down the hill and followed the road up the front yard.

The house was bordered by a variety of bushes—oleander, camellia, roses. Some bloomed, others had spent flowers, but all looked healthy and vigorous.

“Where do you want to spread the blanket?” he asked as they parked and got out. He popped the trunk while she picked up the old quilt.

“Over there. Under that tree.” She headed for it and Edward followed with the basket.

As she spread the blanket, he glanced around. “I can see why you come here.” It was lovely and quiet and…home. He’d never been anywhere that felt so much like home, certainly not his parent’s house and not even his high-rise condominium.

Edward’s heart eased.

He put down the basket on a corner of the quilt and sat. Olivia was pulling off her socks, her shoes already tossed to the side. “Come on, Edward. Get comfy.”

He toed off his running shoes, slipped off his socks and put them next to hers—then he just lay back, his arms behind his head, and peered up through the long, thick branches of the tree.

“I’ll bet I can climb it.” He smiled.

“You used to when you were nothing but a tiny thing. One time your dad had to go up there after you. You’d gotten up so high and it wasn’t until you peeked down that you got scared.” She chuckled. “He was so mad at you.”

“His perpetual state.” Edward snorted.

“But I’d never seen him prouder, child.” She lay back next to him, gazing through the branches. “He just kept shaking his head and muttering, ‘Why, I never. Look how high he got. Why, I never.’”

Edward’s heart caught and he swallowed. “My father was proud of me?” Even if it was only for climbing a tree, it was better than nothing.

Olivia rolled onto her side and smiled at him. “I know he wasn’t much for telling you, but he was.”

“Father went out of his way to tell me what a disappointment I was to him. Maybe… I don’t know, maybe he did love me. Once.” Edward shrugged.

She let out a breath. “If your father were alive right now, I’d tan his hide for how he treated you.” She shook her head. “Eddie had his own set of problems and he let them spill over onto you, that’s all.” She patted his hand.

“Thanks, Meemaw. But I knew how he felt about me even before he found out that I was gay. Once that happened, the gloves were off, not that he ever held much back. But at least he never hit me.” Instead, he’d never touched Edward again. Never hugged him or put his arm on Edward’s shoulder in comfort or reassurance.

“Your father was…an idiot.” She pished and rolled onto her back again. He had the feeling she wanted to say something else, but had thought better of it.

They were quiet for a while, watching the clouds float by through the limbs and leaves of the big oak. Edward listened to the sounds of the world around him. No cars, no horns, none of the sounds of city life, only the birds, the bugs and the occasional faraway moo of a cow.

Maybe I am a Country Living kind of guy, after all.

Olivia sat up. “I’m hungry, how about you?”

“Now you’re talking.” He got up and crossed his legs.

She dug out the food, spread it around for them to help themselves and they feasted.

When the last crumbs of chocolate cake had been licked from their forks, they lay back, patting their tummies.

“Oh God. I’m going to have to run twice a day for a week to work off that wedge of cake. That was the biggest slice I’ve ever seen.” Edward moaned.

“Nonsense. You need to gain some weight.”

“And lose my girlish figure?” He chuckled.

She stood and held out her hand to him. “Come on. We need a walk to help us digest, and I want to show you something.”

Edward stood, offered her his arm and they walked around the house. The porch did wrap all the way around, and several doors opened onto it. At the rear of the house, they took a worn path that led over the next gentle hill. They climbed it and stood at the top.

Just below was a hollow. More oaks stood in a circle and beneath them were a dozen or so stone markers surrounded by blue wildflowers. A cemetery.

“I want to be buried here, Edward. Next to your grandfather.” Her voice was so soft and gentle. No fear, no trepidation. Just calm. Peace. Contentment. “Promise me. You won’t let Lillian put me in the ground anywhere else.”

“I promise.” With his mother that would take a battle, but it was a battle he would win. For Olivia. He owed her that much.

Olivia wrapped her arm around his waist, leaned her head on his shoulder and they stood there for long minutes. Then she sighed and pulled away.

“I want to show you the house before it gets dark.”

They went back down the hill and climbed the steps to the porch. She took out a key ring, opened the door and they stepped inside.

The house was cool. In the sunlight that streamed through the sheer lace curtains covering the windows, dust motes floated. He smelled cedar and lavender and the faded scent of dead flowers.

Olivia had moved into the kitchen, bright and cheery with its empty open-faced cabinets and white linoleum floors. Clean but unused.

On the counter was a cut-glass vase with a bouquet of withered flowers. She removed them, opened a door under the sink and put them in a garbage pail. “I’ll throw this out later.”

She opened a drawer, took out garden clippers and a pair of gloves and went to the back door. “I’ll just be a few minutes. Look around.”

Edward nodded and went back into the empty living room. A stone fireplace with a simple thick wooden beam for a mantle stood against one wall. He went down the hall and opened door after door, finding four empty bedrooms, each with a door that opened onto the porch. There were two bathrooms. The bath fixtures were from the thirties at least and both had old claw-foot tubs and small black-and-white tiles on the floors and walls.

He fell in love with the house as he walked through it, imagining what he’d do if it were his.

After circling back to the kitchen, he found Olivia arranging the flowers she’d cut in the vase. “Your grandfather always liked fresh flowers in the house.”

He smiled. “It’s a nice touch. Homey.”

“Yes. This was our home. When he died, I stayed for a while, but it was too hard. Everything reminded me of him. It hurt too much, so I moved to town.”

“But you keep coming back.”

“I didn’t at first. But it called me home, Edward. He called me home. These days I come quite often just to be with him here.” She looked up at him and tears welled in her eyes.

“Why didn’t you move back?”

She shrugged. “It was too far from town and I didn’t want to be so isolated. Besides, when I come here now, it’s special.”

Edward gathered her into his arms and held her tightly. She squeezed him back.

“You must have loved him so much, Meemaw.”

“I did. One day, I hope you’ll find that kind of love.”

“Me too.” Sure. Somewhere over the rainbow where bluebirds and pigs fly.

He stared out of the window at the hill that hid the graves of relatives he’d never known but felt closer to than his own family. This place grounded him, made him feel close to his roots, as if he were a part of something bigger than just him and his mother.

She sighed. “I suppose we should get back. That dog of yours probably needs to go for a walk.”

“Winston? Oh, he’s very good about being inside for long periods. He never has an accident.”

They went outside. She folded the blanket and he put it and the basket in the back seat. Then he held open the door for her.

Once he got behind the wheel, he leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Thanks for sharing this with me, Meemaw. It was a wonderful day.”

They bumped back over the road, opened and closed the fence and drove back to town.

 

 


Chapter Eighteen

Jack untangled his line for the fourth time as he swore.

Fishing is overrated. “Peace and quiet, my ass,” he grumbled.

The line came free and he reeled it in. The hook, bait missing once more, swung around as he jerked the pole in anger and caught himself on the thigh.

“Son of a bitch!” The barbed end dug into his flesh and he froze, knowing any more movement would embed it deeper.

It was karma. Cosmic justice. And only a small fraction of the shit he deserved for hurting Edward.

Carefully, he put down the pole, sat on the ground and, gritting his teeth, worked the hook free of his skin. Blood welled. He grabbed the bottle of water leaning next to his tackle box and poured it over the small wound to rinse it clean.

Staring at the hook in his hand, he couldn’t tell if it was bloody or rusty. To be on the safe side, he probably needed to get a tetanus shot. Actually, he should have had one when Winston bit him, but Jack hadn’t wanted anyone to know about that. Now he had a valid excuse, one he didn’t mind being known.

His luck was going downhill fast. He’d better leave before he fell into the damned creek. The fish had eluded him ever since he’d arrived, only to swim up to the bank to make their presence and his ineptitude known.

After he gathered up his fishing equipment, broke down his pole and tossed his empty beer bottles and trash in a plastic bag, he headed back to his truck.

Not a single fish. So much for catching dinner.

Oh well, there was a frozen pizza at home calling his name.

Pizza, a cold beer and pay-per-view.

What a life.

 

* * * *

 

Wednesday morning, Jack woke on the couch in his living room. He sat up, groaned, back muscles aching, and ran his hands through his hair as he got his bearings. The TV was still on, the sound turned down low. On the coffee table was a plate with the half-eaten sandwich he’d made last night. Next to it stood a warm bottle of beer he’d only had a sip of.

He wore jeans and nothing else.

In his bedroom at the back of his house, his alarm clock was ringing. It must have been what had awakened him. He thought he’d fallen asleep around three a.m., same as the night before. He pushed to his feet and shuffled down the hall.

He slapped at the alarm, knocking the clock off the side table. It fell between the bed and the wall, still ringing.

“Fuck,” he mumbled as he got on his hands and knees to retrieve it. He reached for it, snagged it by the cord and reeled it in. After shutting off the alarm, he placed it back on the table. He wasn’t sure what was worse, the ringing or the silence.

He stood, slowly, carefully, then went to the bathroom. He needed to piss.

Standing at the toilet, he emptied his too-full bladder, flushed and turned on the shower. He slipped out of his jeans and tossed them, not caring if they landed in the proper hamper or not. His shirt from last night lay on the floor next to it.

Avoiding his own gaze in the mirror, because reality would come only too soon, he tested the temperature of the water then stepped in. A warm stream fell over his shoulders and down his back as he picked up a washcloth and soaped it up.

Like a robot, he bathed. Rinsed. Toweled off. Got out of the shower.

Showtime.

Jack stared at the mirror.

Oh yeah. He was looking rough. Shit. Were the bags under his eyes from only two nights of bad sleep or had they been there before? And he could have sworn the hair at his temples hadn’t been that gray last week. The light in this room sucked. Maybe he should switch to those new compact fluorescent lightbulbs.

He ran water into the sink, splashed it on his face, then shaved. No matter how slow he went or how careful he tried to be, he cut himself. Three times.

Glanced at his reflection. It should have been better. It wasn’t.

He searched for a steptic pencil, but no luck. He did the next best thing, knowing he appeared ridiculous with three small pieces of toilet tissue stuck to the cuts, dots of blood holding them in place on his chin, jaw and throat.

Running his hand over his stomach, Jack straightened and sucked in his gut. Turned to the side and exhaled. Still tight, thank God for that. There wasn’t a six-pack, but there weren’t any love handles either.

He leaned closer to his reflection as he evaluated his body.

“No no no.” A gray hair nestled, like a traitor, among the light covering of dark hairs on his chest. With a frown, he plucked it out and held it up. Squinted.

It was gray, all right. He didn’t need new lights to see the difference between dark brown and gray.

It was the beginning of the end. The slow slide into middle age. Forty-five loomed closer, mocking him.

He wasn’t ready for this.

Jack jerked away from the mirror, dropped the lone hair into the wastebasket and brushed his teeth without further scrutiny of his forty-three-year-old body.

He had thirty minutes to get dressed, have breakfast and get to work. He’d skip breakfast—he wasn’t very hungry. Hadn’t been since last weekend when Winston and Edward had flitted in and out of his life.

This was all Edward’s fault.

 

* * * *

 

“Morning, Chief,” Kristen said, then sipped her coffee.

“Morning.” Jack flashed Kristen a quick smile and ducked into his office, clutching the coffee he’d picked up at the drive-through so he didn’t have to stand in the kitchen and make small talk with her or anyone else.

He tossed his hat onto his desk, put his coffee down, sat and stared at the door. The last time he’d seen Edward had been when he’d stormed out of Jack’s office, furious and hurt. Jack replayed the scene in his head, right up to the moment he’d kissed Edward.

It had been the best kiss of Jack’s life. Not that he’d had that many, but still. 

Edward had literally melted into him. Jack had felt his body give way, the tug of Edward’s hands on his shirt, the complete surrender as Edward opened his mouth and let Jack inside to taste him.

Jack groaned.

He had to stop thinking about it, but all Jack wanted was to feel Edward beneath him, feel Edward melt against his just as it had before. Jack wanted to taste Edward again—Edward’s mouth, his skin, his cock. Every inch of him.

That would be insanity.

Fuck. What Jack was going through right now was insanity. Not sleeping. Not eating. And this funk, this depression was sheer weakness. And he’d never given in to his weaknesses.

At this point in his life, it wasn’t the time to start. He was right where he’d planned on being. Settled in a nice town, living in a nice house, with a nice job.

Everything nice. Simple. Easy.

No complications.

Edward was the mother of all complications.

 

* * * *

 

Between taking Olivia all over town and even to San Antonio on Tuesday, Edward had hardly thought about Jack at all. He’d just been too distracted while running around with his grandmother and having lunch at her favorite Mexican restaurant on the Riverwalk in San Antonio. They’d each had two frozen margaritas, and both of them had flirted shamelessly with their young waiter. Edward hadn’t talked and laughed so much in months.

Then they’d spent the rest of the afternoon strolling along the river, peeking into all sorts of shops. Edward even bought Winston a new leather collar that had silver Lone Star studs all the way around it.

Olivia slept on the drive home. She’d been tired but didn’t seem exhausted. He couldn’t wait to see Winston and try on the new collar. He’d dropped Olivia off, settled her in the house then went back to the hotel. After showing Winston the new collar, Edward had fallen into bed. He hadn’t even remembered falling asleep.

Now it was Wednesday morning and he had the barbecue at Brian and Rush’s ranch in the evening. Dressed only in a pair of black briefs, he stood staring at the small closet where he’d hung most of his clothes.

“What do you think, Winston? Blue jeans or black?”

Winston lay on the bed watching the home decorating channel.

“No opinion?” Edward held each pair up against his body. “It’s sort of a casual affair. The blue ones. They’re sort of scruffed up.” He put the black jeans back in the closet and draped the blue ones over a chair. “Now the shirt.”

That would be easy. Definitely not the one with the fringe.

After pulling out shirt after shirt, he settled on a plain white button-down, always a classic with jeans, and his brown belt and brown boots, then put them to the side to change into later that afternoon.

That settled, he slipped into a pair of sweats and a T-shirt and took Winston for a walk, putting off the call he needed to make to his mother to let her know his progress. More than anything, he didn’t want to talk to her. She’d just go on about his inability to do even this one little thing for her.

Back in his room, he sat on the bed and made the dreaded call.

His mother answered on the third ring. “Hello.”

“It’s Edward.” He braced himself.

“Edward, dear. How is it going? Mission accomplished?” she cooed at him. That would change soon enough.

“No, Mother.”

“Why not?” And here it was, the voice he knew so well. Hard. Cold. Demanding.

“Well, we’ve been getting to know each other. I didn’t want to rush into it.”

“Look, I know you’re enjoying yourself, but it’s time to stop thinking about you and think about doing what I asked you to do.” She gave a long-suffering sigh. “Just do whatever it is you do and make her better.” He could just see her flipping her hand and rolling her eyes.

“Gee, Mother, I had no idea you cared so much for Meemaw.”

“Don’t be snide, Edward. She’s my mother. Of course I care.”

“Then why haven’t you come to see her?”

“Did she ask you to ask me that?”

“No. I’m asking you that. Why?” he pressed.

There was a moment of silence. “It’s between her and me. She knows why.”

“But I don’t know.”

“It’s none of your business, Edward.” Her tone said he shouldn’t ask more, but he ignored it.

“You kept me from seeing her when I was younger and when Father died you never did anything to encourage me to see her then. I think it’s my business. She’s my grandmother.” His voice had spiraled higher and, taking a deep breath, he brought it under control. It would only be more ammunition for her to hurl back at him.

“She’s my mother.” That tone said end of discussion. “Now, don’t dilly-dally there—get it done.”

Edward gritted his teeth to keep from saying his automatic ingrained response of “yes, ma’am.” Instead, he hung up.

He sighed.

Woof.

“You said it.” He rolled his eyes then dressed to visit with Olivia.

As he drove to her house, he thought about his power. He’d never done much with it, never tried to control it or test it. What if he could slowly bleed the sickness out of her, a little at a time? Make it safe for him and for her.

If he could just take a little of whatever it was or take some of the pain away, that might help. Might even extend the time she had to live. He’d have more time with her.

Which was so odd, because before he’d come here, he’d never really thought about her much at all. He’d lived almost half his life without her in it, so why did that prospect scare him shitless now?

Because if she died he’d be alone and no one would love him just for him.

If he thought about it, he’d been alone most of his life. His mother was right, in a way, it was selfish. But was it any more selfish than his mother’s motives in sending him? They both wanted Olivia alive.

What does Meemaw want?

 


Chapter Nineteen

Edward sat across from Olivia as they ate the light lunch he’d prepared, a tuna salad, tomato bisque soup and fresh fruit. He’d been trying to get around to explaining his power to her for the last thirty minutes but hadn’t been able to work up the nerve.

The last thing he wanted was for her to think he was crazy. If she rejected him, he didn’t know what he’d do. And that scared him almost as much as taking the risk to heal her.

He cleared his throat. “Meemaw. I want to talk to you about something important.”

“You can talk to me about anything, child. I hope you know that.” She gave him an encouraging smile.

“This is hard for me. I don’t want you to think I’m some kind of a nut.”

“I don’t think I’d ever think that.”

“Just wait until I tell you, then say that.” He chuckled.

She sat back in the kitchen chair. “Go ahead. I’m all ears.”

He inhaled, held it then let it out. “I have the power to heal, Meemaw.”

She just stared at him as if she were waiting for the weird part.

“Did you hear me? I said I have powers.”

“I heard you.” She nodded. “What about it?”

Edward’s mouth fell open. “What about it? I just told you I can heal people, and that’s all you say? Not ‘you’re crazy.’ Not ‘I don’t believe it.’ Not even ‘prove it to me’?”

“Edward. I’ve been alive for almost eighty years and I’ve seen a hell of a lot of stuff I can’t explain. Lots of people claim they can heal. I’ve even seen it once or twice.” She grinned. “Not saying I believed what I saw, but that don’t mean it didn’t happen.”

“Do you believe me?” He reached out and touched her hand. It was so important to him that she believed. She twined her fingers with his.

“I do. I believe that you believe it. Sometimes, that’s all that’s needed.”

“I want to try to heal you.”

She sat back, her smile slipped, and she stared at him. “Heal me?”

“Yes. Whatever you have, I want to help take it away. I can do it—I’m not just pretending.” More than anything, Edward wanted to do this for her. He wanted to save her, even if it was for selfish reasons.

She smiled at him. Indulgent, as if talking to a child. “That’s sweet of you, but…”

“But nothing. I can do it. Give me your hand again.” He held his out, waiting for her. He looked into his grandmother’s eyes, trying to see a sign of judgment. He’d beg if he had to, anything to make her believe he could do this.

She slipped her hand on top of his, palm to palm, and nodded once.

Edward closed his eyes. He had no idea what he had to do—he only knew he had to do something. Just enough.

And it was strange, but he wasn’t afraid.

Concentrating, he focused on the skin of her hand, soft and warm against his. Beneath it, he could feel the beat of her heart. He opened his mind to the power, his pulse matched hers and he breathed in time with her.

Edward opened the thin door between them and searched for the pain. It was buried deep, nowhere near the surface. Unlike Jack’s, it didn’t come screaming at him. Instead it hid, lurking in her body, as if it knew he searched for it and meant to take it away.

There was something there. Jack’s pain had been red and white and scorching hot, but this was quiet. Dark. Menacing. Waiting for him like a predator lurking in the woods.

More dangerous than anything he’d ever faced before.

If he didn’t do this right, it would kill him. For a second, he wavered, instincts for self-preservation almost overtaking him, but he dug in to his resolve and held it up like a shield.

And slowly pulled at the darkness. Wicking bits of it away. Absorbing strings, strands of the menace, into himself.

They passed through him, each one searching for an anchor in his body, a place to burrow into him.

He let them continue their journey, offering no anchor, no home, only a conduit.

More dark pieces came at him. The slow bleeding, once a trickle, now seeped. The dam that held them back threatened to burst.

It was time. Edward pulled away, separating himself from Olivia, until they were each their own beings.

Olivia shuddered and Edward opened his eyes.

“What did you do?” she whispered. She clutched at her stomach with both hands, her eyes wide with wonder, not fear.

Edward swallowed. “I took some of it away. Are you all right? Are you hurting?”

“I’m…fine. No, not fine.” She blinked and gazed down at herself. “I’m not hurting.” Then she glanced up at him and grinned. “Good Lord, child. You really did it.”

He nodded. “I did.” He’d never felt prouder.

“I never thought you’d do it. That maybe it was some kind of mind trick, like a placebo. But I know the pain I live with each and every moment, and it’s gone. Vanished.” She sat back and put her hand to her mouth. “Edward. Did you cure me?”

Edward bit his lip. He had to be honest. “No. But I took some of it away. Pain mostly.”

“Will it hurt you?” Her eyes reflected worry. “I’d just die if anything happened to you because of me.”

“No, Meemaw. I’m fine. It sort of flows out of you and through me, and then out into…wherever. I’m not sure where it goes, but it’s not in me.” He shrugged. “I really don’t know why or how, I just know it is.”

“How long have you had this power?”

“Maybe all my life, but I’ve only consciously used it…about the time Father died.” He gave her a weak smile.

“Edward. Did you try to heal him?” Olivia whispered as her eyes widened.

The memory of that day flooded Edward. His father lying in the bed, his heart struggling to work. His mother dialing nine-one-one, keeping her panic at bay, but Edward could smell it on her. Just as he could smell death clinging to his father.

He’d reached out to take his father’s trembling hand.

And his father had jerked away, refusing to let Edward touch him. Even as he lay dying, he couldn’t bear Edward’s touch. It had been the final rejection in a long string of rejections.

Edward’s eyes filled. He hadn’t planned on telling her. He’d never told anyone about his attempt to save his father. After all, it was easy to say, ‘I could have saved him, but he refused.’

The hard part was to admit, even to himself, he hadn’t tried hard enough.

“Edward?” She took his hand. He glanced up at her.

“No. It was after that,” he lied.

She sighed and her shoulders relaxed. “I’m sure you wish you’d been able to help him.”

“Yeah.” He gave her a quick smile. “I’m glad I could help you.”

“Me too.”

Edward paused. “If I could cure you, would you want me to?”

Olivia stared at him for a long time.

Just when he thought she wasn’t going to answer the question, she said, “Offering hope to a dying person isn’t the worst thing someone could do. The worst thing would be to do it at the expense of your own life.”

“I’m not sure what that means.”

“It means I wouldn’t save myself and damn you to this hell. I couldn’t live with that on my head.” She gave his hand a quick squeeze. “Playing God is a slippery slope, 

child. Easy to slide down and almost impossible to climb up.”

 

* * * *

 

Jack threw himself into his work—he even sat in on the shift change and gave a quick briefing on safety. Then he went back to his paperwork, looking over the warrants for the week. Picking one up, he read it over and grinned.

He picked up the phone and called Brian. “Hey, it’s Jack. I see you applied for a search warrant for Jimmy’s house to look for the baseball bat his wife used to wreck his truck?”

Brian chuckled. “Yeah. I went to see her the other day and she was shaking so bad she practically confessed. I’m sure she’s still got whatever she used hanging around the trailer.”

Jack frowned. “It’s a shame. He deserves worse than just getting his truck beat up.” The man was a low-life. Trailer-park trash of the worst sort, just like his parents.

“I know that, Chief. I could see bruises all over her. I know he beats her, but unless she calls it in there’s nothing I can do. I gave her that card you had made up about the women’s shelter in San Antonio.”

“She take it?” Jack had heard about the shelter from a cop he knew in San Antonio and had the cards made up just in case. She wasn’t the only woman around here getting the crap beat out of her on a regular basis. It was something that shamed him about Spring Lake, though he supposed it happened everywhere. He couldn’t understand hitting someone you were supposed to love, despite the beatings he’d had at the hands of his father, someone who was supposed to love him.

“Yeah. But I don’t think she’ll ever use it.” Jack could hear the resignation in Brian’s voice. “Jimmy’s not much, but at least he’s paying the bills. And she’s got two kids with him.”

“The sad thing is most of these women are too poor and too frightened to get out. Until it’s too late and someone winds up dead.” He’d seen it many times over the years in his job. Too damn often.

“If the judge signs it, I’ll pick it up later this morning and do the search before I go off-duty. You’re still coming out to the ranch tonight, right?”

Jack had forgotten about the poker game. “Yeah. Be there around six?”

“That’s great. Do you remember Mitchell and Sammi, my friends from Houston?”

“Yeah, sure do.” Brian’s best friend Mitchell had helped him move to Spring Lake. Jack had met him once, when Brian and Rush’s relationship was at a rocky point. Mitchell had seemed like a nice guy and a good friend, and Sammi had been with Mitchell. Younger. Sexy. Sammi reminded Jack of Edward. “It’ll be good to see them again.”

“It will. I haven’t seen them in months. Well, I’ll see you later.”

“If I’m not around, just pick up the warrant from Kristen.”

“Will do.” Brian hung up.

Jack sat back, an uncomfortable feeling climbed up his spine. So far, it looked like everyone at the poker game tonight was gay.

How the hell did he figure into this?

His stomach did a flip and he ran his hand through his hair.

Had Brian figured out he was gay? Jack had never given any hint, had never let it even be suspected. He’d been so damn careful.

Oh fuck. Jack’s body started to tremble as panic rose like bile in his throat. He took a deep breath to calm himself. There was no way Brian knew. No fucking way. It was just Jack’s worn-out nerves. He’d been feeling so out of sorts. Lack of sleep, that’s all.

Brian didn’t know shit.

Unless Edward had told him.

 

 


Chapter Twenty

Jack leaned on the bar in the ranch’s den as Rush poured him a whiskey.

“Glad you could make it, Jack.” Rush smiled at him, then lifted his beer to his lips for a swallow.

“Glad to be here. I haven’t played poker in a while. Brian tells me you’re the man to beat tonight.” Jack took a sip and felt the familiar fire burn its way down his throat.

Rush laughed. “That’s ’cause he’s such a bad player, I look good compared to him.”

“Is that what it is?” Jack didn’t believe that for a second.

“Yep.”

“Don’t let Rush fool you,” Mitchell chimed in as he walked in from outside. “He’s damned good. The steaks are on the grill,” he told everyone. “Another beer, bartender.”

Rush chuckled, opened another longneck and handed it to Mitchell. “Don’t tell Jack that or he won’t play. Everyone’s playing, aren’t they?” He cocked one eyebrow up.

“Just more money for you, right?” Mitchell laughed. “Sammi’s not going to play. He doesn’t know how.”

Jack looked over at the couch where Sammi sat, his legs curled under him. He had a glass of cola in his hand. Sammi didn’t drink at all, he’d explained earlier. Again, Jack was struck by how much Sammi reminded him of Edward.

Both men were delicate, lithe and damned sexy.

Sammi watched them from behind a long dark swath of bangs that covered half of his face, making him look mysterious. Mitchell was a brave man, not afraid of what others might think about his choice of a lover.

But Mitchell lived in Houston. Being gay in Houston was a far cry from being gay in Spring Lake. Let Mitchell try running around this town with Sammi on his arm. It’d be another story, for sure.

“We could teach him,” Jack offered. “Hey, Sammi. Would you like to learn how to play poker?” Damn, he hadn’t meant to say that, but Sammi had looked so alone sitting there on the couch.

Sammi looked up and smiled. “You’re sweet, Jack.” He shook his head and the bangs shifted, giving Jack a glimpse of his dark eyes, rimmed in black eyeliner. “No, I’m fine. I’ll let Mitchell lose all of his money.” He laughed and stood, unwinding himself from the couch.

Every man’s eyes were on Sammi as he sauntered up to Mitchell. Sammi’s jeans-clad hips shifted in a subtle rock and roll, his pierced navel peeking from under the short hem of his T-shirt. He leaned against Mitchell as Mitchell wrapped his arms around him, pulling him even closer. The room stopped breathing as something thick and tangible arced between the two men. Jack could feel their arousal building and somehow it had spilled over to stiffen his cock.

Brian came in the back door, stopped and stared, then barked out, “Get a room, you two! We have guests.”

Mitchell gave Sammi a quick kiss on the lips and Sammi stepped away. “Sorry.” He blushed.

The electricity in the air popped, dispersed and Jack’s dick deflated as fast as it had filled. And from the look on Rush’s face, he’d felt the same thing.

Fuck. What had just happened? It was as if they’d been mesmerized by the motion of Sammi’s hips.

Jack needed some air or another whiskey. Going for air seemed too obvious, so he turned away and took a gulp of his drink.

Rush caught his gaze, smiled and raised his bottle again. “I know what you mean.” Knowledge passed between them and Jack nearly choked.

Shit. Did everyone know? Was he wearing a fucking sign on his back?

 

* * * *

 

Edward followed the directions to the ranch Rush had given him when he’d had called. It was out in the country, like his grandmother’s place, only in the opposite direction. Despite running late, he drove the little Miata slower than usual, looking for the turnoff Rush had said to take.

Just where he’d said it would be was a large gate with the name of the ranch, the Double T, worked in iron on it. It was open, so Edward turned in, jolted over the wide cattle guard and down a smooth, gravel-packed road lined with oak trees. They weren’t as big as the ones at Olivia’s ranch, but of a good size. It would be a spectacular alley of trees in about twenty years.

Ahead he saw a cluster of buildings—a two-story house and two barns. In front of the house there were two pickup trucks, a Jetta and a Tahoe. Edward eased the shiny red Miata between the trucks, parked and got out. Is there a law in Texas that pickup trucks can only be white, silver, or black, because those are the only colors I’ve seen around here.

The trucks dwarfed his car, their side steps at almost the same height as the top of his door. His car could fit in the long back bed of the black one on the left.

It was as if the trucks had overdosed on testosterone.

Edward looked at the convertible. Looked back at the mud-splattered trucks.

The Miata screamed ‘sissy’. He groaned. These were real men, even if they were gay. What am I doing here? I don’t even know how to play poker.

Now, if they needed him to make a kick-ass potato salad, bake a killer crème brûlée or redecorate the house, he was the gay man for the job. He didn’t know a damn thing about ranches, pickup trucks or cows. Hell and damnation, he couldn’t even spit without gagging.

He should get back in the car and go home. He had his hand on the door handle when his nostrils caught a whiff of heaven.

The undeniable aroma of steaks on a grill.

His stomach rumbled and overruled his doubt-filled mind.

Edward headed toward the front steps.

 

* * * *

 

Jack turned away from Rush and leaned against the bar. This wasn’t going well at all. He had to do damage control before the night spiraled out of control. Before anyone here talked to anyone in town.

The doorbell rang and Brian went down the hall to the front door. Voices floated back to them, but Jack couldn’t hear the conversation.

“Is someone else coming?” He turned back to ask Rush.

“Yep.” Rush nodded and took a long swig of his beer, finishing it off.

Another gay guy? Who the hell is left? Jack couldn’t take any more shocks.

“Everyone, this is Edward,” Brian introduced the new arrival.

Jack’s knees turned to Jell-O and he grabbed the back of a bar stool for support. “Pour me another whiskey. Make it a double,” he rasped at Rush. No fucking way could he turn around and face Edward, but he couldn’t stand here all night. He was so fucked.

“Hello, everyone.” Edward’s soft voice washed over Jack, making him hard.

Jack listened as Mitchell, Sammi and Rush welcomed Edward. Jack could face it like a man or make a run for it, right past Edward, out the door, hood slide across his pickup truck and sling gravel getting the hell out of there.

Jack turned around. In one heart-stopping moment, he took Edward in. White button-down shirt, undone to expose his throat and a hint of smooth chest, dark hair tousled by the wind, and the sexiest pair of faded, torn blue jeans he’d ever seen wrap a body.

Shit. Jack was a goner.

“Evening, Mr. Beauregard,” he drawled as if he didn’t care.

 

Edward’s lips parted as he feasted on Jack. For a moment, he forgot where he was and the urge to throw himself into Jack’s arms and let Jack kiss him like he’d done in his office almost overpowered him. Edward darted his gaze around the room at four pairs of eyes staring at him. Staring at Jack. Hell and damnation.

“Hello, Chief Whittaker.” Edward’s voice cracked as if he were going through puberty again.

Jack gave him a curt nod, then turned back to take a drink. It looked like whiskey—amber, rich, and heady. Fortifying. Edward could’ve used some liquid strength.

“Edward, what would you like to drink?” Rush asked. “We have beer, soda—”

“I’ll have what the chief is drinking. A double.” Edward swallowed hard and gave Rush a quick smile.

“Whiskey it is.” Rush poured a tumbler. “Neat?”

“Yes.” Now Edward had to go and get the drink. Right where Jack stood.

Jack snatched up his drink and stalked to the back door. “Gonna see what’s happening with the steaks.” Then he was gone and the screen door slammed behind him.

Edward exhaled. Rush pointed to the drink and Edward darted forward, picked it up and tossed it down. He coughed as the warm liquor ate its way down his throat, hit his empty stomach and warmed his toes.

This was bad.

Edward glanced at Brian. One raised eyebrow met his gaze. Edward walked over and whispered, “Why didn’t you tell me Jack was going to be here?”

Brian shrugged. “Didn’t think it was important.”

“Why didn’t you tell Jack I was going to be here?” It was obvious by Jack’s reaction that he hadn’t known Edward would be there. And he hadn’t liked it. At all.

“Didn’t think it was—”

“Important,” Edward finished. “I get it. Well, you’re wasting your time, Cupid. Jack’s not gay. He’s not even interested in me. In fact, he hates me.”

“Uh-huh.” Rush snorted.

“Can we just forget it?” Edward begged. “Really, let’s act like this isn’t happening.”

“What isn’t happening?” Mitchell joined them.

Sammi piped up from the chair he’d curled up in. “That the chief of police and Edward are…” He paused, gave a ghost of a smile and let the unspoken words linger in the air.

“Nothing. We’re nothing. Please.” Edward didn’t care if he was begging. “I admit to being attracted to him, but Jack’s not gay. End of discussion.”

“Okay. Whatever you say,” Rush replied and winked at Brian as the big cop slipped out of the back door after Jack.

Edward knew they didn’t believe him. Oh, he was so fucked. If Jack had hated him before, he’d probably find some reason to arrest Edward, then have him killed while in custody. It would look like an accident. He’d be shot escaping or for assaulting an officer.

Who would take care of Winston if I was dead?

 

Jack paced back and forth across the flagstone patio, sucking down air as if he were a fish out of water.

No, no, no. This could not be happening to him. What had he done to deserve this? Did everyone in the room think he was gay now? Jack’s stomach knotted up so badly he thought he’d busted something.

And what the hell was Edward doing here? And why did Jack’s body have to respond to Edward’s voice, the sight of him? And oh goddamn, those ripped jeans he wore.

Brian cleared his throat.

“What the fuck is going on?” was all Jack could get out as he spun to face Brian.

“What’s the problem, Jack?” Brian looked up as he checked the steaks.

“Edward. What’s he doing here?” Jack took another sip of his whiskey.

“Rush invited him. I didn’t think it would be a problem. Are you okay?” Brian stared at him.

Jack pulled himself together and got control of his voice. “It’s not a problem. I was just surprised, that’s all.” He took a deep breath then exhaled. “Look. I don’t have a problem with you or your friends. Being gay and all that.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I just didn’t want you thinking…that I was…” His voice faded out.

“That you were gay?” Brian’s eyes widened. “Hell, Jack. In all the time I’ve known you, I’ve never thought that.”

“It’s just that it felt like a setup, you know.” Jack chuckled, trying to act casual. “Because there were couples. You and Rush. Mitchell and Sammi. Except me. And then Edward showed up, and I thought…”

“Oh. Like a blind date sort of thing.” Brian’s eyes twinkled. “I understand.”

“Yeah, right. A blind date.” Jack laughed again. It sounded strained even to him.

“Nope. Just a bunch of friends getting together for dinner, drinks and poker.” Brian slapped him on the shoulder, then leaned in. “And for the record, Jack, I wouldn’t think any less of you if you were gay.” He winked. “Some of my best friends are gay.”

Jack stared at him. Absolutely nothing came to mind for him to reply to that statement. He was better off keeping his mouth shut, for damn sure.

Brian concentrated on the steaks. “These look ready. Help me carry them inside. Have dinner—then if you feel uncomfortable and want to leave, go ahead.” Brian had given Jack an out. If he was smart, he’d take it.

Instead, Jack finished his drink, put down the glass and helped Brian take the steaks off the grill and put them on two huge platters. Each steak was at least an inch thick, and from what Jack could tell, they were cooked to perfection.

“I think I’ll hang around. Eat my steak. Give Rush a run for his money.”

Try not to stare at Edward.

 


Chapter Twenty-One

Jack and Brian brought the steaks to the table. It had been set for six and Sammi was pouring iced tea into tall glasses. Through the kitchen door, Jack spotted Edward bustling about in the kitchen.

Sammi said, “Edward has worked some magic on the baked potatoes. He showed me his recipe for re-stuffed potatoes.” He licked his lips. “Delicious.”

Mitchell came to the table. “Sounds like it. Jack, did Sammi mention he’s entering culinary school next fall?”

“That’s great. I can’t boil water.” Jack smiled at the younger man.

“Well, I have to pass my GED first. Then take the SAT.” He looked nervous. “I’ll bet you all have been to college.” Jack saw evidence of Sammi’s vulnerability as he bit his lip.

“A and M,” Brian said.

“Me too.” Mitchell raised his hand. “That’s where Brian and I first met.”

“Texas Tech,” Jack added.

“University of Texas, Austin.” Rush chuckled.

Edward entered, carrying six fluffy potatoes on a plate. “Don’t mind them, Sammi. I went to Georgia State for one year and dropped out.” He gave Sammi a grin. “College isn’t for everyone.”

Sammi blasted him back with a wide grin of thanks. “What do you do, Edward?”

Everyone started to sit down. As hosts, Rush and Brian took the chairs at the head and foot of the table, Mitchell sat across the table and Sammi slipped into the chair next to him.

That left Edward and Jack sitting side by side.

Jack dragged back the chair and sat.

“I’ve done lots of things.” Edward shrugged as he sat. “Waited tables. Worked in a bank. I even sold aluminum siding over the phone one summer.”

“Wow! That’s a lot of different experiences,” Sammi said.

“Yes. But now I’m a licensed masseur.” Edward smiled.

“Massages?” Rush quipped, chewing around a piece of his steak. “If I’d have known that, I’d have had you out here sooner.” He rubbed his shoulder. “I could use a good back rub.” Rush’s eyes sparkled and he gave a slight wink to Brian.

“Good back rub? I thought I gave good back rubs.” Brian looked offended.

“They are, until you forget what you’re doing.” Rush gave him a sexy grin. “He’s got roamin’ hands.”

Brian rolled his eyes. “Can’t help it.”

Edward laughed. “Sometimes it’s a problem, even for me, if I don’t concentrate on what I’m doing, like what my patient needs or what I find wrong.”

“Like what?” Sammi asked.

“Well, lots of times, a patient says, ‘My shoulder hurts.’ But when I’m exploring his muscles, I find that the problem isn’t in his shoulder, it’s farther down his back, maybe in the muscles along his spine. Your body is so interconnected that if you throw something out in one place, it can affect somewhere else. It’s called referred pain.” Edward spoke with such confidence that it impressed Jack and he felt a small flicker of pride. Edward might not have been the most conventional person, but he was serious about what he did. Jack had personal proof of Edward’s talent. Of course, Jack couldn’t tell anyone about that. Ever.

“Really? That’s interesting.” Rush nodded. “I wouldn’t know. Brian never seems to make it past my shoulders.” He snorted.

Brian glared at his lover. “Like you’re any better.”

Rush threw his hands up in surrender. “I admit it. I can’t get past your neck.”

Everyone laughed, even Jack. The warm humor and gentle teasing between the men drew him in and his shoulders relaxed. He could do this. He could get through this evening.

“So, Edward. How do you know Jack?” Sammi smiled.

Oh shit. Jack’s stomach knotted and he fought the urge to bolt.

“He arrested my dog.”

“Your dog? Jack, how could you?” Sammi cried.

Jack cringed. “It wasn’t like that.”

“What was it like?” Sammi demanded.

“Yeah, Jack. Tell us what really happened.” Brian leaned forward, his chin in his hand.

Jack stared around the table. Everyone waited. There was no getting out of this.

“Okay.” He sighed. “I was parked on the side of the road.” He left out the part about the headache and his blurry vision. “And this little red Miata goes flying past me, doing about sixty.”

“Sixty-five,” Edward quipped.

Jack shot him a glare. “So, I pursued.”

“Lights and sirens and everything.” Edward rolled his eyes. “It was so news-at-eleven.” 

Sammi mimicked Edward and the others smirked.

“As I was saying”—Jack gave Edward another glare—“he pulls over and before I can run his plates, he gets out of the car and proceeds to walk this bulldog down the side of the road.”

“Oh shit.” Brian laughed. “That must have really pissed you off.”

“You bet.” Jack nodded.

“Winston had to go. What was so wrong with that?” Edward took a sip of his tea.

“When you get stopped by the law, you’re supposed to listen to what they say, obey orders, not go for a fucking stroll,” Jack growled.

“So you say,” Edward shot back.

Jack had a death grip on his fork. God, the man makes me crazy.

“Go on,” Sammi encouraged. “Then what happened?”

“I was going through his insurance and registration papers when the dog comes up to me and bites me on the ankle.”

“Oh no! What did you do to the poor dog?” Sammi gasped.

“Poor dog! I didn’t do anything, did I?” Jack turned to Edward.

“He didn’t. I have to admit it. Winston just walked right up to him and bit him.”

“Then?” Rush asked.

“I pulled my gun.”

“You weren’t going to shoot him?” Sammi’s hand flew to his mouth.

“He couldn’t. I grabbed his arm.”

“Hey, I’m telling this story.” Jack grinned at Edward. “So Edward grabs my arm, the one with the gun, and we’re struggling and the dog is shaking my leg like it’s a dead rat, and I lose my balance.”

“I let go.” Edward shrugged. “He said to let go and he wouldn’t shoot either of us. I was obeying orders.” He smirked at Jack.

“I fell on my ass in the middle of the road, the gun went off…”

“He shot my tire.”

“You screamed.”

“I did not!”

“The dog let go and I did what any self-respecting cop would do. I arrested the dog.” Jack paused. The entire table exploded in laughter and he joined them. It really was a great story and now, days later when his ankle no longer hurt, he could see the humor in it.

Laughing, Edward reached out and put his hand over Jack’s hand and for a moment, it felt like the most natural thing in the world.

The moment passed and Jack slid his hand from under Edward’s.

The laughter died and an uncomfortable silence took over.

Edward stared down at his plate. He pulled his hand back and placed it in his lap. Jack stared at his food, not wanting to see the hurt on Edward’s face. Or whatever he’d find on the faces of the other men.

Rush cleared his throat. “Well, if you guys give me a few minutes, I’ll get the poker table set up.” He stood and left the dining room.

“I’ll man the bar and get everyone’s drinks.” Brian followed Rush.

Sammi stood. “Since I’m not playing, I’ll get the dishes and clean up.”

Edward stood. “I’ll help you.”

“That’s great. We can talk more.” Sammi’s tone suggested they’d more than talk and he gave Edward a sexy wink. A surge of jealousy rushed over Jack.

Oh no. Not good.

Jack stood. “I need another drink.” He followed Brian without a single glance at Edward.

 

Edward sighed and picked up his plate and Jack’s.

Mitchell stood, gave Sammi a kiss, and said “Don’t be long. You’re my lucky charm.”

Sammi snorted. “There’s no such thing as luck.” He leaned in and whispered, “And I’m not going to help you cheat to win.” Sammi gave his lover a knowing look and Mitchell grinned and shrugged.

“That’s okay. My superior talent and skill will win out.” Then he walked away, leaving Sammi and Edward alone.

“I get the feeling we’re the ‘designated women’ for tonight,” Edward said. “I should have worn heels.”

“I don’t mind.” Sammi laughed. “I really did want some time alone with you.”

“Me?” Edward squeaked. “Why? I thought you’re with Mitchell. Life partners and all that.”

Sammi came around the table, close to Edward. “I am.” He slid his hand over Edward’s arm. “But I want to know all about you and that dishy chief of police.”

“Jack? There’s nothing to tell.” Edward picked up another plate and headed for the kitchen, trying not to let Sammi see the truth in his eyes.

 


Chapter Twenty-Two

Jack placed the box of cigars he’d brought on the table. “Can we smoke inside?”

Rush nodded. “I smoke all the time. It’s one of my vices.”

From Rush’s quick glance at Brian, Jack had the notion that Brian was one of his other vices.

Brian shrugged. “I don’t mind. I’ve gotten used to it.” He shot Rush an equally hot stare. Jack knew he didn’t mean the smell. Maybe he meant the taste of it in Rush’s mouth, on his tongue. Shit. He had to stop thinking like this. It had to be from being around so much blatant sexual energy. Between Mitchell and Sammi, Rush and Brian, Jack had a hard time not getting hard. And Edward, don’t forget Edward.

Rush laid out the table with chips and cards as the others sat.

“I’ll deal. Texas Hold ’Em. Five-dollar limit. You know the rules.” He dealt the cards like a pro. Each of the men tossed a five on the table and Rush pushed them their chips.

Jack’s eyebrows rose at Rush’s skill as a dealer. “Hope I brought enough cash.”

“I’ll take a marker, Chief.” Rush grinned as he lit up a cigar. He passed the box and clipper to Brian, who took one.

“Might as well.” He shrugged.

Jack took the box from him, chose a cigar, clipped the end and lit it up. He passed the box to Mitchell, who followed his lead.

“I’ve never smoked cigars,” Mitchell confessed. He inhaled, choked and laughed.

“Cigar virgin,” Rush proclaimed and Mitchell blushed.

“You’ll get used to it.” Jack motioned with his cigar. “Just don’t inhale too deeply the first time.”

“Okay.” Mitchell tried again, this time without choking. “Nice.”

“Good smokes,” Rush said. “Now that we’ve got our cards, our cigars and our drinks, let’s play.”

The game started and for a while, lost in the play and the camaraderie, Jack forgot about Edward.

 

* * * *

 

Edward sat at the kitchen table with Sammi and picked at a place mat. They’d rinsed the dishes, put them in the dishwasher and put away the leftovers. He didn’t want to go in the den where the others were. Where Jack was.

He should think about something else. Like healing his grandmother.

Sammi stared at him—then his eyebrows rose. “You’ve got a power.”

“What?” Edward straightened. Where did that come from?

“The power.” Sammi paused, his head tilted as if he were listening to something. “To heal. You can heal people.” He smiled.

“How did you know that?” Edward stood, knocking his chair over.

Sammi came to him and took his hand. “Don’t be scared. I have a power too. I can hear people’s thoughts.”

Edward’s mouth dropped open and he stared at Sammi. “You can hear my thoughts?”

“Yes, if I concentrate.”

“Can you hear Jack’s thoughts?” Edward had no idea why his mind flew to that. Well, he did, he just didn’t want to admit it.

“Yes.” Sammi leaned close, his lips brushing Edward’s ear as he whispered, “You make him crazy.”

“Crazy good or crazy bad?” Edward whispered.

Sammi’s tongue flicked Edward’s earlobe, sending a shot of arousal through Edward. “Crazy good. As in, you make his dick very, very hard.” Sammi slid his hand over Edward’s arm and Edward shivered at the caress. If he didn’t step away, he’d be in big trouble, but hell and damnation, it was as if he was rooted to the spot. Hypnotized.

“Do you think Mitchell would like what you’re doing?”

“I’m not worried about Mitchell.” Sammi nuzzled his neck.

“Oh?” Edward’s brain was shorting out, his eyes closing as he fell under Sammi’s spell. He couldn’t take much more of this before he gave in.

“I’m worried about you.”

Sammi licked his ear and turned Edward’s face to him. Edward closed his eyes as soft lips cushioned his and he leaned in to the kiss.

“What the fuck?”

Edward jerked away. Jack stood in the doorway, glaring at him. Fire ignited in Edward’s cheeks and flamed up to the roots of his hair. His heart hammered as a rush of adrenaline swept over him.

Sammi slung his arm around Edward’s waist, pulled him back and nuzzled Edward’s cheek.

Jack’s eyes widened, then narrowed. Edward didn’t need Sammi’s power to feel the fury pouring off Jack. Confused, Edward didn’t know what to do or why he felt as if he’d just betrayed Jack. With Sammi. And there was Mitchell. And…hell, he didn’t understand anything, except he’d never seen Jack so mad.

“Sorry for interrupting,” Jack spat out, spun and disappeared.

Edward pulled out a chair and slumped into it. “What just happened?”

Sammi sat next to him. “Well, from what I can tell, you just made Jack insane with jealousy.” He crossed his arms and smiled.

“You did that on purpose.” Edward ran his hand through his hair. Jack insane? He could believe that. Insane with jealousy? No way.

“I’m sorry. But Jack needed a wake-up call.” Sammi looked unrepentant.

Brian, Rush and Mitchell appeared in the doorway, all of them trying to enter at the same time.

“What happened? Jack just lit out of here like his boots were on fire.” Rush squeezed past the others into the kitchen.

Edward jerked his head at Sammi. “Ask him.”

“I kissed Edward. Jack saw it.”

Mitchell shook his head. “Perfectly timed, no doubt.”

Edward stared at him. Why wasn’t he upset? His lover had just kissed someone else. A stranger. If it had been Edward, he’d have thrown a fit.

Sammi gave Mitchell a soft smile, went to him and wrapped his arms around Mitchell’s neck. Mitchell bit Sammi’s jaw, then devoured his mouth with a kiss. Edward’s toes curled just watching it, so he was sure it had wiped away any memory Sammi had of kissing him.

“Why is it I feel like I’m coming in at the middle of a play and I don’t have the script?” Edward gaped at each of the men.

Brian cleared his throat. “We thought that maybe Jack needed a little push.”

“Oh fuck.” Edward put his head in his hands. Could this be any worse?

“I know, we meddled.” Mitchell sighed. “And we’re so sorry if we messed things up between you and Jack.”

Edward uncovered his face. “I keep trying to tell you. There is no me and Jack. Look, I know you were trying to help. But honestly, this was the worst possible thing you could have done.” He stood and shrugged. “I think I’d better go now. I’m sorry if my drama screwed up the evening.”

“Don’t go.” Sammi reached for him, but Edward stepped away.

“I have to, really. And please, for God’s sake, don’t spread any rumors about Jack. For the official record, Jack’s not gay.” Fuck, he was getting so tired of repeating himself. “I need to be alone.” Edward needed to curl into a ball, hug Winston and forget the expression on Jack’s face. All the denying Edward had done, all his adamant cries of “Jack’s not gay,” everything he’d done to protect Jack, had blown up in his face.

Brian went with Edward to the front door to see him out.

“Edward. I’m so sorry.” Brian grimaced. 

“I know. And thanks for caring enough to try something so stupid.” Edward stretched up and kissed Brian on the cheek. “Jack’s lucky to have you guys for friends. I wish I had such good friends back in Atlanta.” Maybe if he had, they would have warned him about Derek instead of just watching and waiting for Edward to crash and burn.

Edward went down the steps to his car and got in.

It was going to be a long drive back to the motel.

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Three

Jack let up on the gas pedal. The truck was flying down the blacktop. Going this fast might get him killed, but right now that sounded damn fine with him. His life was over anyway.

They all knew. What a fool he’d been. All his hard work, all his control, shot to hell. Years of repression and denial wasted.

It was all Edward’s fault. All of it. If he hadn’t come to Spring Lake, if he hadn’t been speeding, Jack would never have met him, never have felt the attraction, the hunger, oh fuck, the longing for Edward.

Jack didn’t know what to do. He’d have to call Brian and talk to him. Do some damage control. Even if it meant admitting he was gay. Shit. If he had to, he’d beg Brian not to out him.

He slowed and drove through town to his house. After pulling into his drive, he parked and turned off the lights. Closed his eyes and sat. Thinking.

No, thinking was bad. If he thought, he’d just linger on how furious, how hurt, how fucking jealous he’d been seeing Sammi kiss Edward. And he didn’t want to admit how strong his feelings about Edward had become in such a short time.

He’d never been so at a loss and so on the verge of losing control.

He pushed the palms of his hands into his eyes, trying to block out the scene in the kitchen, but it was burned into his brain or onto the back of his eyelids, wherever graphic scenes of destruction were stored.

He’d wanted to jerk Edward away from Sammi, rip him from Sammi’s arms and claim Edward as his own right there in Rush’s kitchen. Thank God he’d had some control left. Not much, but enough.

Edward had come into his life only six days ago, threatening everything Jack had worked so hard for.

Yet why could Jack recall every moment he’d spent with Edward, even the bad ones? Like the one in his office, when he’d made Edward cry or when Edward had wrestled him to the ground over the dog. And the good ones like tonight, as he told the story of how they’d met and Edward kept interrupting. Or when Edward had taken Jack’s pain away, almost died but had saved Jack’s life.

And all Jack had ever done to Edward had been to hurt him.

Oh shit. He’d fucked up royally.

Jack turned the key, fired up the truck and backed out of the drive.

 

* * * *

 

Edward shut the door to his room and slumped against it. Winston hopped off the bed and danced around his feet. Edward glanced at the bed, wishing he could crawl into it and bury himself under the covers, but duty called.

Woof. Woof.

“Okay, boy. I know you need to go out. Just hold on.” Edward got Winston’s lead and snapped it on. “Come, Winston.” He opened the door, made sure he had the key then left his room. The door shut and he crossed the parking lot with Winston in the lead.

Fifteen minutes later, after he’d walked Winston, he unlocked his door and went inside, unsnapped the leash and let Winston loose. Then he sat on the bed and yanked off his boots and socks.

Barefoot, he went to the bath to get ready for bed. He’d pulled his shirt out of his jeans and unbuttoned it when there was a knock on the door.

“Who could that be?” he asked his reflection.

His reflection shrugged.

“Winston, come in here.” He called the bulldog then closed him in the bathroom so he wouldn’t be a pest or run out of the room.

Edward went to the door and looked out of the security peephole.

Jack.

Hell and damnation. What was Jack doing here and why was Edward’s heart pounding as if he were an excited schoolboy with a crush on his teacher? Edward leaned against the cheap wood, his mind racing. If he let Jack in, Jack would probably kill him for what happened tonight. If he didn’t let him in, he would probably kick his way in and kill him—then who would pay for that?

If he let Jack in, at least he wouldn’t have to pay for the breakage. He’d be dead, but debt free. Not quite win-win, but it had its advantages.

The door jumped with another round of knocking, each thud rocking Edward’s body.

“Go away.” Edward prayed Jack would listen—then he prayed Jack wouldn’t.

“Edward. Let me in. We need to talk.”

Edward sighed. It was inevitable. Whether it was here or later, they’d have to have this out, whatever ‘this’ was. He stepped away, swung back the security latch and opened the door.

Jack struggled to remain composed. The corner of Jack’s mouth twitched and a vein throbbed in his temple.

“I want to apologize,” Jack said. His voice was all raspy and gruff and sexy as hell.

Edward stared up into his face, waiting. Jack scuffed his boot against the cement but didn’t say anything else. He shoulders hunched, as if he’d curled up inside himself but still walked upright. Something ate at Jack. Served him right. As far as Edward was concerned, there’d been too many ‘somethings’.

“So which one are you apologizing for? Lying to me about being gay? Trying to steal my best friend away from me? Making me think I was nuts? Or manipulating me?”

Jack winced with each item Edward ticked off. “All of it, I guess.”

“Apology accepted. Good night.” Edward shut the door, but Jack stopped it with his hand.

“Wait.” He licked his lips.

“There’s more?” Edward arched a brow.

Jack stood there, staring at his feet. Maybe he was trying to figure out which one to shove in his mouth first.

Edward sighed. “Why are you here, Jack?”

Jack glanced up and Edward watched some internal battle being waged as demons danced in the depths of Jack’s blue eyes.

Hell and damnation. Why did the man have to be so damned sexy? So in need of healing?

“Come in.” Edward reached out, grabbed Jack’s arm and pulled him inside. Jack stumbled on the threshold and caught himself on the door frame.

“Shit.” He stepped past Edward. Edward shut the door, catching a whiff of whiskey in the air.

“Are you drunk?”

“Not drunk enough,” Jack muttered.

“Why did you come to me?” Edward wanted answers, not excuses.

“You know why.” Jack’s voice deepened—his eyes flicked up, smoldering as he gazed at Edward. No one had ever looked at Edward that way.

Oh fuck. Edward felt like dessert and Jack was starving.

Jack stood an arm’s length away, his hungry gaze boring straight through Edward’s body with laser-beam accuracy.

Direct hit to the heart.

Edward would deal with regrets tomorrow morning. Tonight, he would be bananas Foster. With a cherry on top. God, he hoped Jack liked whipped cream.

Edward stepped close, wrapped his hand around the back of Jack’s neck and rose onto his toes. “You’re here because you want me.” He brushed his lips across Jack’s, teasing him. “You need me.” Another brush. “You crave me.” He licked Jack’s bottom lip.

Jack moaned and slipped one hand under Edward’s open shirt—the warmth of his palm singed Edward’s skin. Jack slid his other hand around Edward’s shoulders and pulled him against his hard body. Edward’s legs threatened to give way as he melted into Jack.

“Christ, I need you,” Jack whispered—then he crushed his mouth down on Edward’s. The taste of whiskey and Jack went straight to Edward’s head.

Edward’s heart soared. Jack wanted him. He’d risked being seen coming to Edward’s motel room. It was foolish and reckless and so fucking romantic Edward thought he’d die.

Jack could do whatever he wanted to Edward. Edward just wanted Jack. Wanted his tongue, his touch, his cock. Edward’s knees buckled under a wave of complete surrender.

Jack grabbed him, hands tightening on Edward’s arms, lifting him, pushing him, forcing him backward. Edward’s legs hit the bed and with a hard shove from Jack, Edward fell backward.

Jack straddled Edward at the hips and flung open the sides of Edward’s shirt, exposing his smooth chest and taut stomach. Edward had never seen such passion, desire and lust, but it was all over Jack’s face, in his eyes and in the heat of his demanding hands.

“I crave you, Edward.” Lowering his head, Jack nuzzled Edward’s neck, taking deep breaths, sucking air in as he drank in Edward’s scent. “You smell so fucking good, baby.”

Edward cradled Jack’s head and buried his fingers in Jack’s hair. Jack licked his neck and sent shivers down Edward’s spine. His cock, trapped in his jeans, begged for Jack’s touch.

Edward’s hips surged up but Jack’s weight held him down, pinning him to the bed. Jack’s cock, a thick lump in his jeans, rubbed against Edward’s belly. The rough fabric abraded and heated his skin, yet the metal buttons were cold. He didn’t know whether to shiver or shudder.

For a starving man, Jack moved slowly, taking his time, relishing his dessert. Edward had expected fast and furious, but so like Jack, even in his passion there was control.

“I tried. God knows I tried to resist you, Edward. But tonight, I couldn’t stand it another moment.” The anger in Jack’s raspy voice told Edward more than just his words had that he’d fought the attraction, struggled with whatever demons raged inside him and lost.

Jack licked Edward’s neck below his ear, traced down his throat and nipped his skin. Tasting. Stroking, using his tongue like a finger, teasing and prodding. Moving lower, Jack baby-kissed his way to Edward’s chest, to encircle an already hard nipple.

Edward moaned and dug his fingers into Jack’s scalp, guiding him to where the ache lay. “Oh yes.” Jack’s warm tongue flicked against his nub, and as if there were a direct line from Edward’s nipple to his cock, he felt the zap. It was such sweet torture and Edward wanted it to last as long as they both could stand it.

Jack captured Edward’s hands and held him down, fingers entwined, pressing him into the bed. Overpowering Edward as he feasted on Edward’s body. Nipples, chest, belly, ribs, even under his arms—all were tasted, nipped, licked and sucked with excruciating slowness as Jack, draped over Edward’s body, fed on him like some incubus.

Edward would give Jack anything he wanted, whatever he needed. Tonight, Edward would hold nothing back.

Jack looked up as he zigzagged his tongue down Edward’s stomach. “You’re so beautiful. Christ, you taste so delicious.” 

Their gazes met. Edward smiled at the desire he saw in Jack’s darkened eyes. Had anyone ever lusted after him like this? Had he ever been so desired or felt so sexy?

Edward had had his share of lovers, anonymous and known, but none of their eyes had held the depth, the intensity, the sheer need, that Jack’s gaze did right now. Edward ached with the realization that this was everything he’d been searching for and all that had been missing from his life.

And he’d only have it for this one night.

Jack slipped lower on the bed, between Edward’s legs, and flicked open the button on Edward’s jeans.

“Did you pick these jeans out knowing they’d drive me crazy?” He nipped Edward’s hip bone above his jeans.

“I didn’t know you would be there.”

“Then who did you wear them for?” He laid a kiss beneath Edward’s navel.

“For me.” Edward held back.

“Bullshit. You’re aware of how fucking hot you look in them. You’re a tease, aren’t you?” He fingered the rip on one thigh, just above the knee. The soft, frayed edges tickled Edward as Jack’s nail scraped his skin. “Was it Sammi?” His inquisitor was subtle, insistent and ruthless.

Edward gasped. “I didn’t know he’d be there.”

“Rush or Brian then? Tell me.” Again, the scratch of hard nail against soft skin. Edward shuddered, his resolve crumbling under his lust.

“Rush. I wore them for Rush.” Edward gave up his secret.

“Why? He’s with Brian.” Jack nudged Edward’s zipper down partway, each click click click like the report of a gun, loud and shocking.

“When I met him, he flirted with me. He said my butt was cute.”

“Your ass isn’t cute.” Jack smirked. “It’s fucking gorgeous. I couldn’t keep my eyes off it at the traffic stop.” He rubbed his face over the bulge in Edward’s pants and took Edward’s zipper between his teeth.

Edward watched as Jack unzipped his pants the rest of the way. Jack slid his hands down Edward’s arms to trap Edward’s fingers. So dominant. So alpha male. So in control. Edward wanted to be dominated, wanted Jack to manhandle him. To feel Jack’s superior strength and be helpless against it. Helpless against the force that was Jack.

To be taken by such an incredible man as Jack.

Edward had never felt so turned on, so on the edge of coming, so in need of a fucking.

And his dick let Jack know all about it. It strained at his pre-cum-soaked black briefs, giving Jack all the proof he’d need.

Jack splayed Edward’s pants, exposing the length of his cock hidden under the soft cotton fabric. He mouthed Edward’s dick as he sucked it through the cloth.

Edward groaned and arched his hips, but Jack held him down as he nibbled along the length, reached the tip, then with his teeth, lowered the waistband to expose the angry red head of Edward’s dick.

“Oh please, Jack,” Edward begged. Just one touch and he knew he’d be gone.

“What do you want, baby?” Jack’s piercing gaze skewered him.

“Lick me. Suck me. I don’t care, just touch me.” Edward didn’t bother to hide the need in his voice—he let Jack see it in his eyes, let him feel it in the trembling of his body and the leaking of his cock.

God, if his balls were any tighter they’d be inside him. Edward hovered on the edge of coming, the slow fire tickling his spine, building, ready to explode.

Jack tenderly rubbed his face against the tip, his lips brushed over it in a caress, then parted as his tongue darted out to taste the fluid that dripped like pearls on a string from Edward’s slit to his belly.

Jack took the head of Edward’s cock in his mouth and sucked.

Oh sweet, merciful God. Warm, wet, Jack was a haven, a home, a place where Edward felt safe and secure and—his heart stuttered—loved.

Great shudders ran through him and he bucked, cried out and came, spilling down Jack’s throat.

Jack leaned his cheek against Edward’s belly as his mouth captured Edward’s cum. Jack’s strong hands had captured Edward’s body. And his tenderness had captured Edward’s heart.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Jack released him, gave a few quick licks to Edward’s balls then climbed back up to lie next to him. Cupping Edward’s face, Jack kissed him, and Edward opened for him. He stroked Jack’s tongue with his and their hands relaxed but remained joined.

It was perfect. They cuddled. Actually cuddled. He’d never figured Jack for a cuddler, but he wasn’t complaining. Edward floated in the afterglow that came with sex, but he wasn’t tired. He was energized. Ready to go, to do more. So much more.

So was his cock. Just the idea of Jack fucking him got him hard and they hadn’t even gotten all their clothes off yet.

Jack’s kisses deepened as he roamed over Edward’s neck and down to his chest again. Lapped his nipples. Edward arched like a cat, purring.

“Baby, I want you.” Jack’s breath warmed his skin.

“You’ve got me. From the moment you shot my car.”

Jack laughed just like he had at the dinner tonight, let Edward go, sat up and pulled off Edward’s jeans and briefs as Edward got out of his shirt. Naked, he stretched out on the bed, stroking his cock in a wanton display for Jack.

“God, you’re so beautiful. You’re the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen.” Jack sat back on his legs as he ran his fingertips over Edward’s body, sending tremors traveling like tiny aftershocks after them.

Edward cupped his balls and never let his gaze stray from Jack’s. There was no need to speak—his eyes told his intentions. Jack ran his tongue over his lips. His eyes darkened, his pupils large and liquid. Hungry again.

Reveling in Jack’s desire for him, Edward pumped his dick, feeling the sweet ache of building arousal. Jack watched, shifting his gaze between Edward’s hand and his face, as if he couldn’t decide which one he wanted to focus on.

“I seem to be the only one naked.” Edward raised an eyebrow.

Jack stood and stripped for him. Each motion was slow and deliberate, designed to tease and titillate. And it did. It made Edward crazy, impatient, more than ready for Jack to fuck him. He didn’t know how Jack could have such control.

It took forever for Jack to unbutton his damned shirt and give Edward a glimpse of chest, but when Jack’s shirt fell away at last, Edward was not disappointed.

Brown hair covered the space between Jack’s pecs, trailing down over his belly to disappear in his jeans. He had the sexiest dark-brown nipples, hard as bullets, that Edward had ever seen. His skin wasn’t pale, but a nice, light tan, as if his summer tan had faded. Strong, muscular arms, broad shoulders—everything about him turned Edward on.

And when Jack flicked open the buttons to his jeans and pushed them down, and Edward realized Jack had been going commando, Edward shivered.

Jack’s long, thick cock stood straight out from dark, thick curls. Blood-engorged, brown, its skin looked velvet-soft. Jack’s balls were full and heavy and made Edward’s mouth water.

“Talk about beautiful. You take my breath away.” Edward held out his hand, inviting, beckoning. “I want you inside me.”

Jack climbed onto the bed and covered Edward with his body. Their cocks slid and scraped against each other as Jack wrapped him in his arms.

“Oh God, baby. It’s been so long since I’ve done this,” Jack whispered, as if Edward couldn’t hear the longing, the desperation, in Jack’s voice. Jack’s slow grind of his hips against him and the feel of Jack’s cock pressed into his belly drove Edward nuts.

Edward pointed to the nightstand. “Condoms. Lube.”

Jack slid off him and retrieved the needed items. He tossed them on the other side of Edward, then went back to stroking Edward as if he couldn’t get enough of the feel of his skin, as if memorizing it because he feared it would be a long time before he did this again.

Edward lay there and experienced every stroke, every glide of Jack’s hands. His fingers were gentle, a bit rough, but not hard and callused but with a strength that hid just below their surface. Edward committed their touch to memory.

When Jack reached Edward’s belly, he stopped, grabbed the lube and slicked up his fingers. “Spread ’em.”

“Yes, sir.” Edward moved his legs apart. “I hope this is the body cavity search.”

Jack chuckled. “An officer has to be thorough.”

“Of course.” Edward bent one leg up and to the side and lifted his balls out of the way to give Jack a clear view.

“Christ.” Jack hissed and ran his finger from the tip of Edward’s weeping cock, dragging down the midline of his scrotum to the soft skin underneath and straight to his hole. Edward shuddered as the touch ended with a gentle pressure against his opening.

Edward gathered the bedspread in his hands, clutching at it in his readiness to be penetrated. He loved that first breaching, the straining of his muscles, their fight not to let the intruder in then the pleasure in their ultimate defeat and surrender.

Jack pressed his slick fingers once, twice, then as Edward pushed out, Jack slipped in.

“Oh God, you’re so hot, baby. So tight.” Jack finger-fucked Edward. “I haven’t touched a man like this in so long.”

“How long?”

After a long pause, Jack whispered, “Years.”

Edward couldn’t think of a thing to say to that admission.

To Edward, it was unthinkable to go years without touching or being touched. Without physical contact or a relationship with a man. What would such denial do to a man’s soul? What had it done to Jack? Perhaps Edward’s need to be cared for, his longing to be loved, were the reasons for all his failed relationships.

But he’d rather die than never be touched, caressed, fucked.

Jack seemed to have controlled that need, or eliminated it.

Until now. Edward didn’t know whether to be flattered or sad. Flattered that Jack couldn’t resist him, or sad that Jack had been alone and untouched for so long.

“It’s so good, Jack.” Edward purred as he rode Jack’s finger, his hips begging Jack to take it deeper. “More,” he whimpered.

Jack smiled. “More? Like this?” His finger pushed in further and brushed across Edward’s gland.

“Oh God!” Edward arched off the bed, his cock slapping against his belly. If Jack kept this up, he’d come in no time.

“That’s it, baby. I know you want it.”

“Yes. I want it. Fuck me, Jack. Before I come.” Edward grabbed his balls and pulled them, cutting off his orgasm. “Now.”

But Jack didn’t stop. He kept working Edward’s bump. With each pass, Edward groaned. Sweat beaded on his brow and his hand shook as he clutched his balls.

“Please!” Edward cried out. “Wanna come!”

“Then come. I’m in no hurry to fuck you.” Jack leaned down, licked the inside of Edward’s thigh, gave him a quick nip then latched on to the tender flesh and marked him.

Edward thought he’d lose his mind. He let go of his balls and in a single breath was right back at the top of the roller coaster, on the crest of the big drop, and Jack just kept it coming, kept raking over his sweet spot, kept driving him right over. The. Fucking. Edge.

“Jack!”

Edward’s cum spurted, hot, ropy jets splattering against his belly as his body shook, convulsing around Jack’s finger.

“That’s it, baby. I can feel you. Ride my finger.”

Edward collapsed. Jack had wrenched one of the strongest orgasms he’d ever had from him. It had been mind-shattering, because Edward had lost his mind and the ability to speak.

He opened his mouth, but only a low, long moan came out.

Jack leaned over and filled Edward’s open mouth with his tongue. Limp, Edward couldn’t fight him. Jack made his presence known as he stroked every inch of Edward’s mouth with his tongue, dominating him.

“Now, I’m going to fuck you, baby.” Evil. Jack was evil and wicked and unbelievably hot. He was unrelenting. Unstoppable.

Thank God.

Edward’s arousal soared again. Eager, he reached down and pulled his knees back, spreading himself for Jack. “I’m all yours.”

Jack put his hands on the back of Edward’s thighs, pushed up and leaned down to lick Edward’s hole. “I’ve always wondered what this would be like.” Jack lapped him a few times and pulled back.

“And?”

“Fucking delicious. Just like every part of you.” Then he gave Edward a sexy grin, dived back between Edward’s thighs and continued his assault on his ass.

Edward’s hands trembled as he held his legs. “I’m ready, baby. Now. Please.”

“Please?” Jack peered up, his hair falling across his forehead. Oh fuck, he looked so hot, so sexy.

“Please. Need you,” Edward begged.

Jack sat up, ripped open the condom, rolled it on and squeezed out some lube. He slicked up all eight inches and climbed back over Edward. After positioning his cockhead at the entrance to Edward’s body, he pushed in.

Edward relaxed, let out his breath and with Jack’s next push, opened for him.

“Oh God. Sweet fucking Jesus,” Jack groaned. “So tight. Yeah.” Another push and his cock slid all the way in.

Filled with Jack’s dick, Edward groaned, caught his breath and let his body adjust to the needed intrusion.

“Gotta move.” Edward wasn’t sure if Jack warned him or if he begged him.

Edward pulled back then surged up, taking the first stroke, letting Jack know he could move. “Fuck me.”

Jack did. Slow at first, his pumping was rhythmic, intentional, controlled. Each stroke designed to bring Edward pleasure. Above him, Jack’s body stretched tighter than a drum, the muscles in his arms and chest corded with the effort it must have taken to go so slow, when all he must have wanted to do was hammer Edward’s ass.

Edward wanted to be pounded. Wanted to be handled.

“Harder.”

Jack picked up the pace, his breath coming fast and harsh. Edward’s cock came to life. Amazing. He couldn’t believe it. As if he were sixteen again and so randy that he would get hard just thinking about dicks.

Jack sat back and pulled out of him. The look on his face had changed from concentration to something wild, dangerous and uncontrolled.

Oh yes.

With a growl unlike anything Edward had ever heard, Jack grabbed Edward and flipped him over onto his stomach. Grabbing him by the hips, fingers digging into Edward’s flesh, Jack dragged him up onto his knees. It was rough and harsh and felt just like when Jack had thrown him against his office door.

He was so fucking turned on. His cock stiffened with the handling, the wanting…

“Let go, Jack. Do what you want to do to me.”

Jack’s intake of breath filled the room. “You’re so impetuous, baby. So wild. You need…to be tamed.”

“Then tame me.”

“You like it, don’t you? When I’m rough. When I let you know who’s the boss.” Jack’s eyes glittered, hungry, like a predator.

“Yes,” Edward croaked out. So close, so aroused, he lost the ability to speak again. Single syllables only, thank you.

“Who’s the boss?” Jack pressed his cock to Edward’s ass, slipped between his cheeks and found its home.

“You.”

Jack shoved in. Pain and pleasure blended as Edward cried out.

“Goddamn.” Jack gasped. “Oh…fuck.” Jack seemed to have lost speech also. Edward grinned. He’d done that—he’d reduced him to one-syllable words.

Jack gripped Edward’s hips, holding him in place as he pressed down and rammed Edward’s ass as he rode him. Jack pounded him, owning his ass and a low, steady moaning rumbled in Jack’s chest, bypassing his throat.

Edward rested his head in his folded arms and went along for the ride. And it was a fucking wild ride as Jack’s growls turned to grunts and his balls slapped Edward’s ass. He shafted Edward deep and fast, taking him higher and further than he’d ever gone. To know Jack felt safe enough with him to let go, to lose himself, to take what he wanted, turned Edward on like nothing else.

Edward reached down and stroked his dick. At this pace, Jack couldn’t last long. He’d done so much to Edward, Jack had to be ready to unload, and Edward wanted to come with Jack. Wanted Jack to feel him come around Jack’s cock.

“Fuck! God. Yes!” Jack leaned over Edward burying his face in the back of Edward’s neck. Edward and Jack were sealed together, with sweat as their glue. Jack pumped his hips, jerked, first out of sync, then in rhythm, faltering—then in a final burst of rapid fire thrusts, Jack groaned. Stiffened.

Edward’s balls drew up, he raced his hand over his cock and he felt the warm flood of cum as Jack emptied inside the condom. Edward flew over the edge, joining him.

“Christ.” Jack shuddered, clutching Edward, his head working from side to side against the back of Edward’s neck, soft, sweet lips brushing his hair. Edward slid flat on the bed, carrying Jack on his back. Jack slid to the side but didn’t let go.

He didn’t let go.

Edward fought to stay steady, not to succumb to the feelings that rocked him, that almost pushed those three damning words from his lips.

Then Jack pulled Edward to his chest, his face still at Edward’s neck, his hand making a lazy circle on Edward’s skin

And for a glorious moment, Edward felt treasured. Loved.

He sighed.

In the morning, after the regret set in and the lust wore off, Jack would leave. He knew it because Jack had lost control with him. Had taken chances he’d never in a million years take, like kissing him in his office or storming off because he’d seen Sammi kiss Edward or coming to the motel to see him.

And Edward knew that for Jack, that made Edward dangerous.


Chapter Twenty-Five

Unable to sleep, Edward watched Jack. Jack’s face and body had lost all the tightness, the wariness, the tense struggle for control that Edward now recognized was the man’s state when awake. He’d hoped that for a short time he’d made Jack happy and relaxed, because Edward never expected Jack to fall in love. Want him, sure. Love him, no.

Edward had been in love too many times to count, but none of the men he’d fallen for had ever loved him back. And if a bunch of bad boys and twinks hadn’t loved him, what made him think a remarkable man like Jack Whittaker would?

No. Jack would leave and never look back, like everyone else.

Edward had known that going into this and for his own good, for once in his life, Edward would do the smart thing. There could be no future with Jack. None.

Edward craned his neck at the clock on the nightstand. Four-thirty.

“Jack. Wake up. You need to leave.” Edward didn’t trust himself to touch Jack. One touch wouldn’t be enough. It would just lead to others and they’d lead to fucking and Edward just couldn’t do more without losing what was left of his heart to Jack.

Jack’s eyes fluttered as he focused on Edward. Edward braced for the realization and regret to show in Jack’s face.

Jack smiled, reached for him and pulled him close.

Why did Jack have to do that? Why couldn’t he have just let his regret show? Edward closed his eyes and basked in the warmth of Jack’s body next to his. It was foolish and he knew it.

“You have to leave.”

Jack groaned and sat up on the edge of the bed, reaching for his jeans.

“Can I see you again?” Jack didn’t face him, just stood and pulled his pants up.

“I’m free for dinner tonight,” Edward quipped.

Jack froze, then continued working his buttons. “You know I can’t do that.”

“Because you’ve got another date, or because you don’t want to be seen with me?” Edward had to push, unable to do anything else or be anything else. He wouldn’t know how or where to start.

“I’m the chief of police, baby.” Jack sighed, as if he were explaining something to a small child. Edward pushed himself up against the headboard, surprised at his sudden anger.

“You can fuck me, but you can’t have dinner with me?”

“I want to see you again, but here.” Jack slipped on his shirt then buttoned it.

“What for, Jack? What’s in it for me?” Besides the phenomenal sex? Oh, sure, there would be the heartbreak, the self-flagellation, the knowledge that Edward hadn’t been enough for yet another man.

Jack shrugged, sat and pulled on his boots. “I have some vacation time coming. I was thinking I could take a trip to Atlanta.” Jack turned at last and faced Edward, a flicker of hope in his eyes.

Edward sat with his arms crossed, to keep from reaching for Jack. It was a tempting offer, if sex were all he wanted. He felt like Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman. A motel outside of Spring Lake or Atlanta—it was just geography.

He shook his head. “Where would that leave me, Jack? Living for those two weeks a year when you showed up, then spending the other fifty weeks getting over you, only to do it all again the next year. And then what happens when you can’t come or eventually don’t show up?” Edward sighed.

“What do you want from me?” Jack fisted his hands and avoided Edward’s gaze.

“I want to be with a man who loves me, who isn’t embarrassed to be with me.”

“I’m not embar—”

“Don’t lie to me or yourself.” For the first time in his life, Edward was going to be smart, even if it broke his heart. “I want the fairy tale. I want what Brian and Rush have, what Sammi and Mitchell have. I want forever.”

“Edward, I—”

“Can’t give that to me. I know. You’re the chief of police. Respected by the good people of Spring Lake. You can’t go traipsing around town with a fag like me.” Edward was so numb he couldn’t feel his toes. Bitter and numb—not a pretty combination.

“Edward.”

“Shut up, Jack. Don’t say anything else.” Edward closed his eyes and took a breath to steady himself. “Just go.” If Jack didn’t leave right now, Edward would give in, and he couldn’t do that. For once in his life, Edward wanted someone to beg him to stay, to beg Edward to be with him, to beg Edward to love him.

Jack went to the door, turned back as if to say something, then opened it and left.

Edward stared for a long time at where Jack had been.

Woof.

He got out of bed and let Winston out of the bathroom. The little bulldog jumped up on Edward’s legs, trying to climb up.

“Sorry, boy. I forgot about you.” Kneeling, he pulled the dog into his arms. Winston gave him a lick on the chin.

“Jack’s gone,” he whispered in Winston’s ear.

Woof.

“I know. I’ll miss him too.” He stood, went to the dresser and pulled out his sweats. Going back to bed with the sheets smelling like Jack, male sweat and their mingled cum would be too much.

“It’s for the best, you know. It would never have worked. I’d have just been hurt again.” He dressed and grabbed Winston’s leash. “A quick walk, and then I’m going for a long run.”

Without another look at the bed, Edward snapped the lead on and they left the room. It was still dark, but the lights from the parking lot illuminated the grassy area.

He’d drive to Meemaw’s, then go for a run from there. Then he’d take care of what he’d come here for.

If it went well, he’d be on his way back to Atlanta by Saturday.

 

* * * *

 

Jack pulled into his drive, parked, got out and went inside. He stood in the hall, unsure of which way to go, what to do or what he wanted.

A week ago, he’d known just what he’d wanted from life. He’d have told anyone who asked that he was happy. He had it all, was content with his lot, had met all his goals and was living the dream.

He looked around the empty, darkened house. In the kitchen, frozen dinners for one waited to hit the microwave. In the living room, no arguing over the remote or which movie to watch. In the bedroom, he had the bed all to himself.

Oh, yeah. I’m living the life.

How did he think it would end with Edward? Did he really think he could fuck him once, or even twice, and not lose his heart? Not realize that Edward was the best thing he’d ever seen?

Edward probably hated him and he had every right. Jack’s need for control, his fear of embarrassment, of being shamed and ridiculed, had ruined the most beautiful thing that had come into his life in a long time.

He started down the hall. He needed a shower to wash away the memory of what he’d done with Edward. Of how free he’d felt, of letting go and taking what he’d so needed for so long but never allowed himself to accept. Edward had awakened feelings Jack had suppressed for years.

It didn’t matter now. Nothing mattered. It was over.

He stripped, tossed the clothes at the growing pile around the hamper and turned on the shower, adjusting the temperature to hot. Then he stepped in and let the scalding water beat down on him, pour over his head, run down his face, into his mouth, over his chest, his back, his flanks, thighs, feet. Rinsing Edward off him.

Edward clung to him like guilt.

With the soap clutched in his hand, Jack scrubbed. And scrubbed. And scrubbed until his skin was red and raw, but Edward, as tenacious as his bulldog, wouldn’t leave. Wouldn’t go away and leave him in peace. Just leave him the fuck alone.

Edward refused to go.

He could still feel Edward’s body, still smell the scent of Edward’s hair, the taste of his mouth, his sweet cock, his musky balls, his salty, bitter cum. They inundated Jack’s senses and all he could see, taste, feel was Edward.

Jack beat his fist against the tiles. Then his other fist hit the tiles. He gave a cry of frustration and hit the wall again to stop it. Another cry, another punch. Over and over until his cries were too hoarse to be heard, his shoulders and arms trembled, too heavy to lift, and his busted knuckles splattered blood on the tiles. The drops swirled on the floor and slipped down the drain.

 

* * * *

 

Edward jogged up to Olivia’s house. His dawn run had been good. This time he’d gone the opposite way to avoid the mechanics at Smith’s Garage. He’d pushed himself until the sweat poured down his face, nearly blinding him. His clothes were soaked and clung to his body.

It was still too early to bother his grandmother.

He got back into the car and drove to the motel, stopping at the fast-food place to pick up some breakfast. He ordered coffee and one of those meals with everything.

In his room, he tossed the food on the minuscule table, sat in one of the two chairs and opened the containers. Winston sat at his feet, his tongue lolling, then whined. 

Edward couldn’t look at the bed.

Couldn’t look at the food either. It wouldn’t taste right and the smell of it didn’t sit right either. Going against his own rules for Winston’s diet, Edward picked up a sausage patty and dangled it over the edge of the table.

“Winston. Here, boy. Breakfast.” Winston took it from him and swallowed it whole. “Your table manners are awful. You need to chew, Winston.”

Winston ignored Edward’s suggestion with a loud smack of his lips and another whine.

Edward looked at the rest of the food, then with a sigh, he dropped the container onto the floor. Winston buried his face in the tray and feasted. 

Edward went to the bathroom. A shower first, then go to see his grandmother and discuss his plan to heal her.

He undressed and ran the shower. After testing the water for warmth, he stepped into the cramped little tub and pulled the shower curtain closed. A tiny bar of soap sat in the holder. He’d forgotten to bring his good soap into the shower.

Too tired to care, he ripped the paper off the motel soap and washed the sweat off. His shampoo and conditioner sat on the edge of the tub. He pumped out a small amount and lathered, rinsed and repeated.

Finished, he got out, toweled off. 

Wiped the fog from the mirror.

Stared at his reflection. 

How could he look so normal? Look just the same as yesterday, when nothing now was the same? He was different now, changed, the new, improved Edward. Smarter. Braver. Able to leap heartbreak in a single bound.

No one could see the cracks in his heart.


Chapter Twenty-Six

Somehow, Edward hadn’t been able to get around to talking to Olivia about healing her. They’d spent the day chatting and he’d driven her to the church for a board meeting, waiting in the car until she came out an hour later. They’d had lunch at some ladies’ lunch café that served soup, dainty sandwiches, tea and salads. He’d been the only male in the place. Olivia had introduced him to all the ladies and they’d been very friendly and welcoming.

They ran errands to the post office and brought a casserole she’d bought at the little café to a sick friend—then he took her to the local Wally World and followed her around as she wandered the store, greeting the workers and the other shoppers by name.

After cooking dinner together, they’d watched some television until she’d announced she was ready for bed. He’d gone back to the motel, taken Winston for a walk, then at last he faced his own bed.

Thank God, earlier that morning, the maid had come in and cleaned the room while he’d walked Winston. He’d begged clean sheets along with fresh towels from the young Hispanic woman.

Winston had jumped up on the bed and settled down in his spot. Edward drew back the covers, climbed between the cool, unscented sheets and only took two hours to decide to get up and take one of his sleeping pills.

Now it was Friday morning and he’d planned to leave town tomorrow. It was now or never, and never wasn’t an option, not as long as his mother was alive and kicking and in control of the purse strings.

Edward dressed, walked Winston, put down food and water and hung the Do Not Disturb sign on the door. He got into the Miata and drove to Olivia’s.

He knocked on the door and waited. It was almost nine-thirty, so she should have been up by now. He rang the doorbell.

Still no answer.

Edward dug into his pocket and pulled out the key to her house. He opened the door and stuck his head inside. “Meemaw?”

The house was silent. Had he forgotten something? Did she have an appointment and arranged for someone else to take her?

He entered and shut the door. The front room was lit, the TV on. Some chatty blonde interviewed a second-rate movie star. Edward walked into the kitchen.

It was empty, clean, everything in place.

He trembled as he turned toward the hall and her bedroom.

“Meemaw? Olivia?” His call echoed in the empty house.

He pushed open her bedroom door. The bed had been made. Nothing out of place. It was strange. His gaze darted to the door to her bathroom.

He crossed the room and listened. No shower running.

He knocked. “Grandmother? It’s Edward.”

He turned the knob and pushed the door open. Olivia lay curled up on the floor, her face so white that he thought she was dead.

“Oh God,” he whispered as he knelt next to her. She was so small, her knees drawn up to her chest, her arms wrapped around her belly.

Edward touched her cheek. “Meemaw?” he croaked. He’d been too late. Oh God, he’d blown his chance to heal her and she’d died. A sob broke from his chest.

“Edward.” It was a whisper and his heart thudded double time in his chest. She didn’t move and for a moment he thought he’d only imagined her voice, but her eyes shifted behind closed, translucent lids.

“I’m here. I’m calling an ambulance.” He sat on the floor next to her, afraid to leave her alone. He pulled out his cell phone, called nine-one-one and gave them the address.

Then he took her chilled hand in his, opened the barrier between them and searched for the darkness that lurked in her body.

 

* * * *

 

Brian leaned against the counter of the ER nurses’ station and finished his paperwork. He’d followed the ambulance from the car accident he’d been working to get the rest of the information from the kid who’d run his truck into a ditch.

He suspected the teenager was drunk, but without the official alcohol level from the blood test, Brian couldn’t arrest him, only write a ticket for losing control of his vehicle. Thank God no one else had been involved and the kid had only broken an arm.

Brian glanced up as the automatic doors to the ER swung open and two EMS guys wheeled a gurney in.

Edward trotted alongside the trolley, holding Olivia Rawlings’ hand.

“Edward! What happened?” Brian pushed off and met them halfway down the hall.

“She collapsed. I found her at home in the bathroom,” Edward said as they wheeled her into a room. The nurse stopped him from coming in and he stood in the hall next to Brian looking stricken, pale and lost.

“Shit.” Brian took Edward by the arm. “Let’s go over here and get out of their way. You can’t help her now.”

“I can. I did.” Edward stared through the glass wall to the room as a doctor joined the nurse. They hovered, fussed, adjusted and inserted needles and tubes, doing whatever it was they were supposed to do to the small figure under the white sheet.

“You called nine-one-one and got her here.” Brian nodded as he pulled Edward to the closest waiting room.

“She was on the floor. I sat with her until they arrived. I took—” Edward faded out as he allowed himself to be led down the hall. He was pale, shaking and looked only an inch away from death himself.

Brian sat him in a chair. “Wait right here. I have to make a call.”

Edward grimaced, wrapped his arms around his belly and doubled over.

“You okay?” Brian hesitated.

“Fine.” It was more a groan than speech.

Brian stepped out of the room, pulled out his cell phone, searched his contact list, then hit Send.

“It’s Brian. You need to get down to the hospital.”

 

* * * *

 

Edward had had no choice and he’d do it again if given the chance, but hell and damnation it hurt so badly. He just had to remember to breathe.

He tucked his head between his legs as wave after wave of nausea swept over him, his jaw clamped shut to keep from vomiting. After a while, the pain and queasiness dissipated, but it had taken its time, leaving him weak. He prayed the cancer had left with it.

He checked his watch. It had been almost thirty minutes since he’d brought Olivia here and no one had reported her condition to him yet. Forcing himself to sit upright, he took a few deep gulps of air and searched the room for Brian. He’d been in and out, had brought Edward some water, sat with him, given him a few comforting words.

No Brian.

He needed to call his mother. He pulled out his cell phone and, too tired to care, hit her number.

“Mother, it’s Edward. You better come. Meemaw is in the hospital and it doesn’t look good.”

There was silence, then his mother’s strained voice, “I’ll be there as soon as I can.” She hung up. Edward snapped the phone closed and leaned his head back against the wall. Took a few breaths until he felt better.

He stood, shook off the last of the dizziness and went to the door. Leaning against the frame, he looked up and down the wide hall. Doctors and nurses bustled in and out of rooms all along the white corridor.

At the far end, Brian stood near the nurses’ station talking to someone. Edward headed that way, hoping Brian knew Olivia’s condition.

 

* * * *

 

“Where is he?” Jack asked. He would never admit how hard his heart was pounding or how fast he’d driven, lights and siren on, just to get there. He didn’t need to admit it because Brian had called knowing Jack had feelings for Edward and that he’d drop everything to be there.

Brian knew and Jack didn’t care.

“In the waiting room. He looks bad, Jack.” Brian scratched his chin.

“Is he in shock?”

“No, I don’t think so. It’s like he’s in pain.”

“Shit,” Jack hissed, guessing what had happened. “That little fool.” He stepped around Brian, determined to have a word or two or three with Edward. Maybe grab him by the neck and shake him, if he didn’t just grab Edward, hold on tight and never let go.

He couldn’t do that. He’d blown his chance with Edward.

Edward came down the hall, dragging his feet as if he were bone tired. Jack knew the moment Edward recognized him from the rapid flashes of emotion that played across Edward’s face. Not all of them were good, but he deserved that.

“What are you doing here?” Edward asked as he darted his gaze from Jack to Brian.

“I called him.” Brian gave no excuses.

Edward glanced up into Jack’s face. “Chief Whittaker.” He turned away. “Brian, have you heard anything about Olivia?” Edward had dismissed Jack, but Jack wasn’t going anywhere. One look at Edward had made that impossible.

“I was just coming to get you when Jack caught me. You can go in to see her now.”

“Thanks.” Edward went past them to her room.

Unable to leave, Jack followed Edward. Brian trailed him, but Jack was glad the younger cop had decided to stay.

At the door to Olivia’s room, Edward paused then went in. Jack hung in the doorway, uncertain if Edward would need him or not. Unsure what the hell he was doing there, but positive he wasn’t leaving until Edward told him to go.

Brian stood on the other side of the glass, watching.

“Meemaw?” Edward sat in the chair by the side of her bed and took her hand. She seemed so frail and old and, if Jack read the signs right, she was dying.

“Edward.” She smiled at her grandson, love lighting her eyes. “I’m so glad you’re here. I have so much to tell you.”

“Shhh. You don’t have to say anything.” Edward kissed her hand.

“But I do. I know what you tried to do for me, back at the house.” She frowned. “Don’t do it again.” Her voice was soft but adamant.

“But I have to, Meemaw. It’s why I came. I have to heal you.” Edward petted her hand.

“I know. And I want you to stop.” Her eyes flicked to Jack’s and she gave him a nod. “Come in here, son. Don’t linger in the door.”

Jack felt Brian push him forward. He stepped in as Edward looked up and frowned.

“Jack. Tell him. He mustn’t try to save me. I won’t live knowing I passed this cancer on to him.”

Edward shook his head as Jack came closer. “Baby, you listen to your grandmother. She’s telling you what she wants.”

“No.” Tears welled in Edward’s eyes. “Meemaw, I can save you.”

“Edward. I don’t need saving. Jesus and Frank are waiting for me and I’m ready to join them.”

Jack came up behind Edward and placed a hand on his shoulder, expecting Edward to shrug it off. Edward accepted his touch and Jack gave Edward a reassuring squeeze.

“Now you listen to me, Edward. I forbid you to try to heal me.” Olivia’s tone said she’d stand for nothing less than total obedience. Jack almost asked her if she knew who she was dealing with, but he kept quiet.

“But if you go, I won’t have anyone.” Edward sounded like a child, lost and alone, and Jack’s heart broke at it. Edward’s tears spilled and ran down his cheeks. Jack kept his hand on Edward’s shoulder, offering support.

Olivia glanced up at Jack. “Jack, you take care of my grandson.” Recognition passed between them and somehow, it didn’t frighten Jack. He’d been asked to tend something precious and fragile and in that moment he realized it was a priceless treasure.

“No, Meemaw. Jack can’t promise that.” Edward shook his head. “Don’t ask him what he can’t promise.”

Olivia glanced up at Jack and he gave her a nod but said nothing. Edward didn’t see Jack’s promise. Edward didn’t have to know, not now. Maybe not ever.

Edward pressed his cheek against her hand. “But I just found you. You can’t go now.”

“I have to. It’s my time.” She winced. “And it’s your time to live, child. Promise me you won’t try to do anything to stop this.”

Jack could feel Edward shaking under Olivia’s demanding stare. “I promise,” Edward whispered and his breath dragged in, the sob caught in his throat. “But you’re in so much pain.”

“I refused the drugs. Don’t want to be all drugged up, in some kind of coma. That’s no way to live, and I want to live until I take my last breath.” She shook her head. “Besides, I have things I need to tell you. Secrets that should have been told fifteen years ago when your father died.”

“Father?” Edward’s back stiffened.

Olivia nodded. “I want you to know the truth. About why I never spoke to your father. Why he and Lillian took you away. Why your father treated you the way he did.”

“I know that—he hated that I was gay.”

Olivia shook her head. “No, that wasn’t it. He was afraid of what he was, that he’d passed it on to you. That you were a punishment for what he’d done to Lillian by living a lie.”

Edward sniffed again. “What are you talking about?”

“Edward, I was in San Antonio. You know how I love the Riverwalk. I saw him there with his lover. A young Hispanic man. They were going into a hotel.”

“I don’t understand.”

The light dawned for Jack. Holy shit.

“Eddie was gay. I found out and told him if he didn’t tell Lillian, that I would. We had a terrible argument over it and he admitted that he’d had lovers. That’s when he left, cut off all communications and took the family back to his home in Atlanta.”

Edward didn’t say another word. Jack figured the light had hit him too.

“Gay?” Edward whispered. “I don’t understand. How could he be gay and treat me the way he did?” He slumped back against Jack. Jack put a hand on each of Edward’s shoulders to support him.

“I never understood it either. I told you that Eddie put his own problems on you.”

“Did Mother know?” Edward looked at Olivia.

“I think she did, but I’m not certain.”

“And she let him…” His voice caught and he shook his head. New tears welled and spilled.

Jack wanted to pummel someone, but Edward’s father was dead and his mother was a woman. Up until that moment, he’d believed a man should never hit a woman. Her treatment of Edward made him reconsider his beliefs.

Christ, Jack didn’t know how much more of this truth Edward could take and he wasn’t sure Olivia was doing Edward any favors.

“Is that all?” Edward sighed. He seemed to accept what she’d said.

“No, there’s one more thing.” She gasped and clenched her hands, and a small moan escaped her. “Maybe I should rethink those meds.” She chuckled gamely but pain and fear showed in her eyes.

“Let me help you.” Edward leaned forward.

“No. I won’t let you risk it.”

“Let me just take some of the pain away. So you can bear it,” he pleaded.

Olivia looked up at Jack again. “What do you think?”

Edward turned and stared up at him, as if seeing him for the first time.

Jack cupped Edward’s face in the palm of his hand. “Baby, can you just take the pain? Can you stop it if it goes too far?” Jack had promised Olivia he would take care of Edward and he meant to, whether Edward wanted him to or not.

“I can. I can control it.” Edward sniffed, his gaze begging Jack to believe him. Jack knew Edward needed to do this, needed to help his grandmother and ease her passing, for her sake and for his own.

“If I think you’re getting in too deep, I’m going to break it off,” Jack warned, as if he had any right to care for Edward, as if what he said mattered.

Edward nodded, accepting Jack’s help. Jack didn’t fool himself that it meant anything more than what it was.

“I believe he can control it. Let him try, Olivia.” Jack dropped his hand from Edward’s face.

Olivia sighed, closed her eyes and lay back against the pillow. “Before you do, I have to tell you something else.” She took a breath, opened her eyes and stared straight at Edward. “Everything is yours, child.”

“What?” Edward flicked his gaze to Jack then back at Olivia.

“Everything I own. The ranch, the house, all the leases. All yours. You’re my sole beneficiary and have been since your father took you away.”

Edward sat back. Jack gave a soundless whistle.

“If I said you can have it all back, would you let me heal you and stay with me?” Edward choked out through his tears, but Jack knew Edward already knew her answer.

“No. I’ve got my heart set on seeing Frank.” She gave his hand a pat.

Edward leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “I love you, Meemaw.”

“I love you, Edward. Unconditionally.”

 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

“Jack, you better take your hand off my shoulder. I’m not sure if you could be hurt if you’re touching me.” Edward knew what he needed to do and knew that he could do it. If anyone was going to be hurt, it would be him.

Jack nodded and dropped his hand, but didn’t move away. Edward felt the warmth of Jack’s body behind him, he inhaled Jack’s scent, and it reassured him. Jack would be there for Olivia and that was enough.

Olivia shut her eyes and Edward brought her hand to his lips, then lowered it to rest on the bed. He took a deep breath and let it out in a long, slow exhale. Closing his eyes, he placed his hand on top of hers and bridged the distance between them.

Nothing rushed at him, but from the two times before, he knew he’d have to seek it out, go back to the place he’d found it before and confront it and his fears.

Edward’s way seemed clearer, the path not so strange, and in an instant he was there.

Dark, pulsing, ominous, it lurked near the center of her being. It had grown bigger, even from this morning. Edward’s fear kicked in and he hesitated. Earlier, he’d rushed to pull it away from Olivia, only to take more than he’d planned, and his rashness had left him ill and struggling to throw off its effect on him. If he were going to survive this and help Olivia, he’d have to take a lesson from Jack.

Edward reached down deep inside himself, found control and mastered his fears. He approached it and drew on his power. As he wicked it away, nipping at small bits, his mind eased, his breathing was a slow rise and fall and his heartbeat was perfectly timed to Olivia’s.

I can do this.

The pain flowed through him in a continuous stream, not stopping to inflict harm, and dissipated into the cosmos, the ether, or wherever it went, but he knew it hadn’t nested in him.

More confident than he’d ever been, he knew if things got out of control, Jack would be there. Jack might not love him, but Jack believed in him and his abilities.

The mass grew smaller, more concentrated, and wisps of the smoky tendrils disappeared. As Olivia’s pain lessened, Edward felt her body relax, her breathing grow less ragged, her heartbeat stronger.

Was it enough? He could do more, but that would mean attacking the thing itself, drawing the cancer into his own body, and he’d promised her he wouldn’t do that.

He paused. This might be his only chance to save her. What had she said? Playing God is a slippery slope. He stood on the edge of the slope, staring down into what could be destruction or salvation.

Edward pulled away, putting distance between them, backing out until he could barely feel her, then with a final step back, they separated.

He opened his eyes.

Olivia slept, her face a study in peace and contentment.

“You did it, baby.”

Jack had to stop calling him that, really. That one word from that one man, more than any other word he’d ever heard from anyone else, stabbed his heart. He would never belong to Jack and they both knew it.

“Thank you for watching over me.” Edward gave Olivia’s hand a final pat and stood. “She’ll be okay for a while.”

“Do you think you’ll have to do it again?” Brian asked. Edward had been so absorbed in his work, he’d forgotten about Brian being in the room.

“Maybe. It depends.” He left out the rest of the sentence—on how long she lives. He didn’t want to think about that. Not right now, when the knowledge that he’d helped ease her pain was fresh.

“I need some coffee,” Edward mumbled. He was tired but not exhausted.

They left Olivia’s room and went to where the others were waiting.

Rush, Mitchell and Sammi sat in a row on the chairs against the wall. Edward had no idea they’d come to the hospital. Brian must have called them. Sammi spotted Edward, stood and rushed over to him. Smiling, he pulled Edward into his arms.

“You did good, Edward,” he whispered into Edward’s ear and gave it a quick kiss. This time it wasn’t sexual, just a kiss of congratulation.

Edward pulled away. “I know.” He sighed. “I just wish…”

“That you could save her. I know.” Sammi nodded. There goes that reading people’s thoughts thing that Sammi does.

“Thanks for coming, y’all. Olivia would appreciate it. So do I.” Edward slumped into a chair. Rush handed him a cup of coffee with cream and sugar. Edward cradled it in his hands, letting its warmth transfer to himself.

Now he wondered—what next? How long?

 

Jack stared at Sammi, eating the hard taste of jealousy. The same bitter taste had sat in his mouth when he’d discovered Sammi and Edward kissing. He glanced at Mitchell, but he seemed to take it in stride. Maybe he was used to his lover kissing other men, but Jack would never stand for that crap. Maybe they did threesomes. He didn’t care what they did, as long as Edward wasn’t involved.

Sammi glanced over and gave Jack an unsettling, knowing smile.

He gave himself a mental kick. He had no control over Edward. Never had. Never would. Edward was not a dog Jack could train to behave. Edward was Edward.

Jack wasn’t sure if he could ever accept all that Edward was, and without that acceptance, Jack could never claim Edward as his. Edward wasn’t going to change, not to suit Jack or anyone else.

And he shouldn’t have to.

“I need to be going.” Jack smiled as everyone turned to him. Sammi’s eyebrows rose, Mitchell looked as if he’d expected it and Brian and Rush appeared pissed.

Edward never moved a muscle.

Jack left the room and headed down the hall to the exit.

 

Please don’t leave, Jack. Edward’s unspoken words were wasted.

Sammi leaned over to Edward. “Go after him.”

Edward shook his head.

“Tell him.”

“I can’t. It wouldn’t matter anyway.”

“It matters. Tell him you need him.” Sammi nudged Edward with his shoulder.

Edward stood. “I’ll be right back.”

In the hall, Edward jogged toward Jack. He’d almost reached the doors.

“Jack! Wait!”

Jack stopped and turned. For a second, Jack’s face lit up—then wariness descended.

“Yes?”

Edward stopped in front of Jack. “I wanted to thank you. For believing in me.”

Jack nodded, tight-lipped.

Edward didn’t know what else to say. They stared into each other’s eyes, searching for something that would let them reconnect.

“I don’t know how long I’ll be here at the hospital. Can you take Winston for me?”

Jack stared at him.

“He needs to be walked, not cooped up in a small motel room. You know him and he knows you, and you know what he likes and…” Edward rambled.

“Sure.” Thank God, Jack didn’t say ‘baby’. Edward couldn’t take another endearment from Jack.

Edward dug into his back pocket, pulled out the card key to his room and handed it to Jack. “Thanks.”

Jack shoved it into his pocket, turned away and left. He got to the door, paused and spun around.

“For the record, you were right.”

Edward tilted his head, unsure what Jack meant.

“About Winston. He was perfect just the way he was. I had no right to try to change him.”

Their gazes locked and Edward’s heart thudded like a bass drum.

“He was a little…undisciplined,” Edward offered. “A little control’s not so bad.”

“Maybe.” Jack gave him a nod and stepped through the doors.

Edward watched him disappear into the darkness. It was night. He’d been at the hospital most of the day. With everything that had happened, he’d lost track of the time.

He returned to the waiting room.

Sammi stood. “Well?” Everyone else waited for Edward to speak.

“I asked Jack to take care of Winston. Until...things are settled here.” He went to the chair he’d left and sat. Picking up his coffee, he sipped it, not wanting to talk to anyone.

Brian slipped to the door. “I need to make a call.”

Rush glanced up, gave him a wink, pushed his hat back on his head and smiled at Edward. “You did a good thing for Olivia, Edward.”

Edward smiled. He had done a good thing.

He just wished he could have done more.

 

Brian stalked down the hall, his cell phone pressed to his ear.

“Jack? What the hell?”

“Let’s not get into this.”

Brian ran his hand over his face. “What’s wrong with you? Why did you leave? Edward needs you here.”

He could hear Jack breathing. “I’m going to get Winston.”

“Now you are, but before you were just leaving him here. Alone.”

“Everyone’s there. He doesn’t need me.”

Brian curled his hand into a fist as he fought the urge to deck someone. Preferably Jack. Instead, he shook the phone, then sighed and put it back to his ear. “Of course he does. I don’t know what’s going on between you two, but…”

“Nothing is going on.”

“Try that bullshit on someone else. ‘Baby’? I heard you.”

Jack swallowed—the gulp came over the phone loud and clear.

“Please, Brian.” Jack’s voice sounded ragged and tired.

“Jack. I care about you. And about Edward.”

“Thanks. But everything is okay.”

“Bullshit!” A nurse walked past and put her finger to her lips. Brian leaned against the wall in a corner and lowered his voice. “Jack. I don’t know much, but what I do know is this. If you love him, don’t let him go.”

There was a long silence as Brian waited.

Jack exhaled. “It’s too late for that. I blew it.”

“It’s never too late.”

“Let’s just call it irreconcilable differences, huh? Night, Brian.” Jack hung up.

“Shit.” Brian closed his phone and slipped it back into the holster, then returned to the waiting room.

“I’m going home to change and get some sleep. I’m on duty in the morning,” Brian told their little crowd.

Edward tilted his head up, his face haggard. “Thank you, Brian. For everything.”

Brian nodded. “Guys,” he said to Mitchell and Sammi. “You’ve got a key to the house. Come and go as you please.”

“We rode with Rush,” Mitchell replied.

Sammi took Edward’s hand. “I’ll stay with Edward. We’ll call you if anything changes.”

Rush stood. “Mitchell and I will stay a little longer. Hold on.”

Together they walked into the hall. Brian slumped against the wall.

“Darlin’, you look beat.” Leaning in, Rush ran his thumb across Brian’s lips.

“I am. It’s been a long day. I hate when the shift changes, one day working nights, then switching over to days.” He gazed into his lover’s eyes and saw the promise there.

“Can I wake you when I get home?” And hunger. With a surge of pride, Brian saw the hunger that still burned in Rush’s eyes, even after six months.

“You better.” Rush’s heated stare spoke of what he longed to do, but Brian had the good sense to know making out in the hallway of the emergency room wasn’t a good idea and that his acceptance in the small town came with the price of control.

“Later.” Rush pushed off and strolled, slow and sexy, down the hall to the waiting room as Brian savored the sight of his cowboy’s slim hips and perfect ass.

He sighed and left for home.

As he walked to the patrol car, Brian worried about Jack. He might be in denial now, but any fool could see Jack and Edward had deep feelings for each other.

Brian just wished he knew what had happened between them. Not the details, just the events. Maybe Sammi would find out. Sammi and Edward seemed to have made a connection—not sexual, but between fellow similar souls. Both of them appeared fragile, their hurts so transparent, but they both had an inner core of strength far greater than anyone would imagine.

Brian hoped Jack would wake up before it really was too late.


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Jack opened the door to the hotel room. Winston stood up on the bed and barked, his hindquarters doing a happy dance.

“Hey, buddy!” Jack greeted the little dog.

Woof. Woof. Woof.

“Edward’s tied up right now. You’re coming home with me.” Jack gathered the dog’s food and water bowls and a few cans of dog food that sat on the dresser, and placed them in a pile on the table next to the leash.

He scanned the room, then walked over to the dresser and opened it. Edward’s clothes lay neatly folded in the drawer. He shut it and went into the bathroom.

Maybe he should bring some of Edward’s things to the hospital. Then he thought about how bad Olivia had looked and decided that Edward wouldn’t be there that long. He picked up a bottle of aftershave, opened it and inhaled.

The scent surrounded him. Close, but not quite Edward. The light musk of the cologne combined with Edward’s own personal scent turned into something heady that left him aroused and aching. Jack could recall it as clear as the smell of turkey on Thanksgiving, freshly baked chocolate chip cookies, or the heavy scent of jasmine on the vine that grew on his fence.

Would it haunt him forever? His regrets would, for damn sure.

Jack closed the bottle and put it back in the exact spot where he’d found it. Then he gathered Winston’s things and opened the door.

“Winston. Come.”

The little bulldog trotted out of the door and straight to Jack’s patrol car.

They got in and Jack headed for his house. He needed a hot shower and his bed.

“I think I’m in love with Edward,” Jack mentioned to Winston as they drove.

Winston, hanging out of the window, turned his head to look at Jack.

Woof.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

 

* * * *

 

Edward said goodbye to Rush and Mitchell around seven p.m. when they headed back to the ranch. Sammi, true to his word, stayed. He scooted his chair closer to Edward as he peered up from his second cup of coffee, and smiled.

“Are you okay?” Sammi touched Edward’s leg.

Edward shrugged. “You don’t have to stay, you know.”

“Leave you here? Alone? Jack’s the asshole, not me.” Sammi grinned and nudged Edward.

“Jack’s not an—” Edward started, leaping to Jack’s defense, but with a glance at Sammi, he stopped. “He’s just…” He searched for words that wouldn’t sound as bad when said aloud.

Sammi stared at him—then his eyes widened. “Ashamed of you?” He gasped. “Did he say that?” Sammi took Edward’s hand and pulled it to his chest. “You must have been furious.”

“Furious. Hurt.” Edward shrugged. “Jack holds an important position here in Spring Lake. He doesn’t want to be ridiculed, be made fun of, because of me.”

“Why would that happen?”

“Here in Hooterville? Are you joking? No one would blink at him and me together in Atlanta or Houston, but here?” Edward shook his head. “Some of the people here are practically Neanderthal. I can’t blame him.”

“Stop it. Stop making excuses for him.”

“I’m not.” Edward sighed. “Look, I’ll just say it. Jack might want me, but he’s not in love with me. And I want someone who’ll love me, all of me, not just my body.”

“Did you tell him that?”

Edward nodded. “After the party at Brian and Rush’s place. Jack came to my motel room. We had sex,” he confessed.

Sammi’s eyes twinkled. “And it was wonderful. The best sex of your life. Of his life. Right?”

“For me, yeah, it was. For Jack? I don’t know. There were times when I thought… I felt so loved, and then… Sammi, he’d not been with another man in years. Can you imagine that? Not touching anyone or being touched.” He probably shouldn’t have told Jack’s secrets, but Edward needed to talk, needed to share with someone, and it felt so right to talk to Sammi like this.

“I used to dream of a time when my body was my own, Edward. That no one would touch me and that I didn’t have to touch anyone else.” Sammi’s eyes filled with a sorrow Edward hadn’t seen there before.

“Really? Why?”

Sammi sat back. “I was a whore, Edward. A sex slave. Men paid to have sex with me. I met Mitchell when I ran away from my owner, Donovan. Mitchell and I fell in love. He’s my soul mate and he can hear my thoughts as well as I hear his. He helped me escape from Donovan and risked his life to do it. Brian helped him.”

Edward listened as the young man spoke. Would anyone ever love me that much? “I’ve had sex with a lot of men.”

“Did any of them force you? Or pay you? Did you do it just to survive? Were you punished if you refused?”

Edward clamped his lips together and shook his head.

“I can understand wanting control of your life and your body. But I’m not sure that’s what’s driving Jack.” He leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. “From what I can gather, Jack is afraid, overly so, of being laughed at, like you said. But it comes from something that happened a long time ago. When he was younger.”

“He never said anything about that to me. But then, we didn’t really talk.” Edward rolled his eyes.

“You should. Just talk and find out what’s going on with him. Jack needs you, Edward, and you need Jack.”

Edward laughed. “I think you’re an incurable romantic, Sammi.”

“I am. I was a damsel in distress and Mitchell was my knight in shining armor. He rescued me and I’m going to spend the rest of my life making him glad he did.”

“I wish I had what you and he have. What Rush and Brian have.”

Sammi nodded. “I know. But there’s one thing I’ve learned. Anything you want, anything that’s worth having, is worth fighting for. Fight for him, Edward.”

“Doesn’t he have to want me to fight for him?” Edward asked.

“He does. He just doesn’t know it yet.”

Edward smiled. He stood. “I’m going back to Olivia’s room and sit with her.”

“I’m coming with you.” Sammi rose and followed him back to Olivia’s room.

Edward settled into the chair at Olivia’s side, Sammi in the chair near the door. The quiet noises of the equipment attached to his grandmother were the only sounds in the room. Edward stroked Olivia’s hand, relishing the touch of her skin. Still warm. Still alive.

His eyes filled with tears every time he thought of her dead.

Sammi sighed. “Don’t think like that.”

Edward sniffled and wiped his eyes on the back of his sleeve. “Can’t help it.”

“You know, I just met my grandmother for the first time a few months ago.”

“Really?”

“Yes. I never knew my mom and dad. I was raised by a string of foster parents until I couldn’t stand it anymore and ran away from home at sixteen. I understand how important Olivia is to you and why you don’t want to lose her. I think you’re so brave. I’m not sure I could let her go.”

Edward leaned over and rested his head against Olivia’s hand. “Thanks for understanding.”

The nurse entered, checked Olivia’s vitals, took her blood pressure then left. Edward and Sammi returned to their vigil.

Twenty minutes later, a doctor showed up.

“I’m Dr. Franklin, Olivia’s oncologist.”

“Edward Beauregard, her grandson.” They shook hands. “Can you tell me what’s going on?”

“Well, your grandmother has pancreatic cancer. I suppose you’ve already figured that out. It’s terminal. In case she didn’t tell you, she’s signed a living will. It states that she refuses any efforts, any treatments, to prolong her life. She’s determined to live her life just as she always has, on her own terms.” He chuckled. “She’s one of the most strong-minded people I’ve ever known.”

“I know.”

“She seems to be resting comfortably for now.” He held up the charts he carried. “To put it bluntly, she’s dying.”

“How long?” Edward’s voice managed not to break.

Franklin shrugged. “Hours. Days. Not much more. Her numbers are very bad. Her kidneys are shutting down and her other organs are beginning to fail.”

“I understand.”

“All we can do right now is to be here for her.”

Edward nodded. Sammi stepped up next to him, wrapped his arm around Edward’s shoulders and hugged him tightly.

“We’re not going anywhere,” Sammi said.

“I’m glad to meet you, Mr. Beauregard. I’m glad she has family to sit with her. I was afraid she’d go through this alone.”

“Thank you for following her wishes.” Edward shook Dr. Franklin’s hand.

The doctor left and Edward went back to his chair.

“Here, it’s getting cold.” Sammi found a blanket somewhere and wrapped it around Edward’s shoulders. Edward accepted it and pulled it around him.

Sammi sat, pulled his legs underneath him and rested his chin on his knee.

Edward resumed stroking Olivia’s hand.

Olivia slept.

 

* * * *

 

Somewhere around three in the morning, Olivia’s monitors went off. Edward jerked awake and stared at a multitude of red lines and beeping lights. A nurse bustled into the room, checked the frail woman in the bed and turned off the alarm.

She turned a sad smile to Edward. “It might not be long now.”

Sammi came to Edward. “Give me your phone, honey. Let me make some calls.”

Edward nodded and thrust his phone at Sammi, unable to take his eyes off his grandmother. Sammi slipped out of the room to use the phone.

After scooting his chair closer, Edward took Olivia’s hand in his. The temptation to do something, to open the portal between them, to leach away the cancer killing her, built in him along with his anger and helplessness and the slow, sliding certainty of her death.

Panicking, he closed his eyes and focused on the portal. Then stopped.

He’d promised her not to do it. Not to play God.

Edward cried out with the frustration of it all. He had the power. He could do it. She could stay with him a little longer. They could go on more picnics, ride around in his car, top down, the wind in their hair. He would still feel her love and acceptance of him.

Edward rested his forehead on her hand, his sobs choking him.

No one had loved him as she had and it terrified Edward to think that no one ever would and that the only love and acceptance he’d ever known would die with her.

“I love you, Meemaw.” Her hand was wet with his tears, but he dabbed at them with the edge of her sheet. “I’m so sorry I didn’t come sooner. So mad at Mother and Father for keeping us apart. I’m going to miss you so much.”

She lay silent on the bed, the life fading from her.

“I don’t want to be alone, Meemaw,” he whispered to her. “Don’t leave me.”

She didn’t answer, but it didn’t matter. She’d said all she needed to say to him and that would have to be enough.

There was nothing left to do but pray.


Chapter Twenty-Nine

Brian, Rush and Mitchell met Sammi in the waiting room. Sammi flew into Mitchell’s arms and buried his head in his neck. “I think it’s over. It’s so sad.”

“It’s okay, baby.” Mitchell looked over Sammi’s head at Brian. “Edward?”

“I’ll check Olivia’s room.” Brian left and went down the hall.

Leaning in the doorway, he watched Edward, head bowed, his hand clasping Olivia’s. It was very quiet. No beeps, no machines running.

Brian stepped in and went to Edward. “Edward. When did she pass?”

“I don’t know. A little while ago.” He straightened and looked up at Brian. “It’s okay. She was ready to go. I just wasn’t ready to let go.” He gave Brian a sad smile and stood, still clinging to Olivia’s hand.

Brian wrapped an arm around Edward’s shoulder. “The others are waiting outside. You need to get some rest. We can make all the arrangements later.”

Edward nodded. He let go of her hand, leaned over and kissed her forehead, then let Brian lead him away.

 

It was surreal. As Edward walked down the hall, he couldn’t feel his body, which was odd. Numbness radiated outward from his heart. And he was cold, so cold. Even Brian’s arm on his shoulder, Brian’s hand on his other arm, didn’t give warmth.

They entered the waiting room and three big men rushed him. Each one enfolded him in his arms in turn, each one offering support and words of comfort. Edward was stunned. They had come for him, to help him through this, even though they’d only just met and barely knew him.

What had he done to deserve such friends? Had he been any different in Atlanta? He didn’t think so. Maybe he’d just been hanging with the wrong people. A fast, wild life loaded with bad boys galore. A Metropolis Magazine sort of life. All he’d done here was show up in Spring Lake and be Edward.

New, welcome warmth spread through him. As tears filled his eyes, he smiled at his new friends. Control came easier and he blinked the tears away. “I’m okay. Really. Having y’all here right now is just…amazing. It means so much to me. Thank you.”

A small voice came from behind him. “Edward. I’m so sorry about Olivia.”

Edward turned. Kristen stood a little way from the group. “Oh, Kristen, thank you so much for coming. How did you know?”

“Brian called me. I wanted to be here for you. To let you know I cared.” She reached out a hand and he took it. She pulled him in for a quick hug, then, her hands on his shoulders, she pushed him back and looked into his eyes. “Anything you need, sugar, just let me know.”

“I will.” He nodded. He darted his gaze to the door. It would be too much to ask where Jack was and hear any answer except he’s on his way’ His control could only stand so much.

Kristen squeezed his hand, as if she could read his thoughts, but didn’t say anything.

What could she say, really? And what did he expect of Jack?

“I guess we should go.” Edward shrugged. He had no idea what anyone did in this situation. Were there papers to sign? Bills to pay? Someone would stop him at the door if they really needed him, wouldn’t they?

Mitchell tucked Sammi under his arm. “We’ll head back to the ranch with Rush, Brian. Don’t worry about us.”

Brian nodded. “I’ll take Edward wherever he wants to go. Then I’ve got to go to work.”

The logistics settled, the small crowd left the waiting room and stepped into the corridor.

Jack burst through the automatic doors and Edward dragged in a deep breath and stumbled. Just the sight of the man shook him to his core. His heart soared. He wanted to sing out, “Jack came!” at the top of his lungs. Struggling not to let anything show on his face or in his eyes, he kept walking.

Jack looked as bad as Edward felt. Demons warred in Jack’s blue eyes as he stood there devouring Edward. It must have taken so much out of Jack to be here for him right now.

“Thank you for coming. Olivia would have appreciated it, Jack.” His voice was almost normal and barely shook at all.

Jack’s gaze searched his. “I couldn’t stay away. You okay?”

Edward nodded. “Fine. Now.”

As he stared at Jack, Edward wondered if the others could see the hunger in his eyes. Unsure of what Jack had told or what he’d kept secret, Edward had no idea what to do or say next.

Jack ended the uncertainty by stepping up to Edward, saying, “Come here, baby,” as he folded Edward against him. Jack’s smell, his warm, hard body pressed against Edward’s, his sweet endearment, spoken aloud, not whispered, was too much for Edward. It broke what little self-control he’d found. He was safe in Jack’s arms. Jack would catch him when he fell.

Edward fell. “Oh, Jack! She’s gone!” he wailed, buried his head in Jack’s neck, wrapped his arms around Jack’s waist and wept. Jack held and rocked him as Edward melted against Jack.

“I know, baby, I know. It’s okay. She’s happy and in a better place. This is what she wanted, remember?” Jack petted his head, stroking his hair, running his fingers through it.

Edward nodded, his face still hidden in the space between Jack’s throat and shoulder.

“I’ve got him,” Edward heard Jack say. “I’ll take him home to my house. I’ve got Winston there.” Then to Edward, “You want Winston, baby?”

Edward nodded, but this time he choked out, “Yes.”

Jack’s hands smoothed up and down his back.

“He’s all yours, Jack,” Brian said.

“Yeah.” Jack leaned back, lifted Edward’s tearstained face and kissed him. Right there in the hall of the county hospital emergency room. With a crowd of people watching. With Jack’s secretary standing there, for God’s sake. Even a passing nurse or two.

Hell and damnation, Chief of Police Jack Whittaker kissed him. In public.

Edward broke their kiss as he glanced around the hall. “Jack. People.”

Jack kissed him again, stopping any words. Only a soft moan managed to escape from Edward.

“I told you, honey. Just give it time.” Sammi chuckled.

It seemed all Edward could do was cry, nod or speak in monosyllables. How could his heart hurt so badly and rejoice so completely at the same time?

“Sure?” Edward asked Jack.

“Never been surer in my life. Let’s go home.” Jack tucked Edward under his arm and they left the hospital, followed by their friends.

Edward had no recollection of his feet touching the ground, saying goodbye to the others or even getting in Jack’s truck. All he knew was that he was with Jack. That Jack had come for him and been there when Edward had needed him. That Jack had claimed him in front of their friends and assorted members of the hospital staff.

“Jack. Everyone in town will know by lunch.”

Jack was silent.

“You did think this through, didn’t you?”

“Let me handle it.”

Edward’s stomach tightened as a gaping black sinkhole began crumbling away under his feet. “Tell me you’d made a decision to come out before you got to the hospital. That you didn’t just let your emotions get the better of you. That this wasn’t a huge mistake you’re going to regret later.”

More silence.

The sinkhole grew, huge, black, the ground beneath him disappearing.

“Jack?”

“I wanted to be here for you, Edward.”

With nothing under Edward except black air, Edward threw out a lifeline. “But you didn’t mean to let everyone know you’re gay, did you?”

There was a long sigh. “Edward. Since you’ve come into my life, I don’t know anything anymore. Not how to fish, not how to be content in my own house, not even how to sleep at night. All I know is that without you, all those things have become impossible. I tried to fight it, I did.” His voice rose, anger seeping into his words. “I lost. If I mean not to go crazy, then I have to admit it.”

“Admit what?”

 

It was now or never. Jack screwed his courage up. If he couldn’t say it to Edward, how the hell was he going to say it to anyone else? Like Brian? Or his old friend Bill Lansing, the mayor of Spring Lake?

“I’m gay, and I love you, Edward. All of you. Just like you are. No changes. No training. You’re perfect as is, and if I can’t deal with that, then I don’t deserve you.” Jack caught the rope and pulled Edward out of the abyss.

Edward slid across the seat toward Jack as far as his seat belt would let him. He placed his hand on Jack’s warm, muscular thigh. “Thank you, Jack. I know that must have been hard for you.”

Jack chuckled. “Well, you know how they say, ‘You can’t teach an old dog new tricks’? I guess it took a little bulldog to teach this big dog that a person can be perfect just the way they are.”

Edward leaned over and pecked Jack on the cheek. “I have a confession to make. Without you, I never could have helped Meemaw. Before you, I would have rushed in, done my thing, taken on the cancer and probably gotten myself killed, or worse, hurt her in some way. Maybe spread it instead of taken it away.” Edward shrugged. “But you taught me a little control goes a long way and I used it, learned how to take just her pain. You saved me, Jack. In more ways than one.” He squeezed Jack’s leg. “So, maybe an old dog can teach a young dog a few new tricks.”

Jack growled. “You saying I’m old?”

“Well, older than any of the men I’ve ever been with. Older than me.”

Jack slung his arm over the back of the seat, playing his fingers in Edward’s hair. “Age has its privileges, you know.”

“Like age before beauty?” Edward quipped.

“Edward.” Jack gave another warning growl.

“With age comes experience?”

“That’s better.”

“How about age will win out over youth and beauty every time?”

“More along those lines—that’s what I was thinking.”

Edward leaned back, happy but exhausted. “I need some rest, Jack. I just want to curl up in a warm bed and get some sleep. Then I need to tackle the arrangements for Olivia’s funeral.”

“Did you call your mother?”

“Oh shit!” Edward sat up, dug out his cell phone and punched in the number.

“Mother?”

“Edward. I’m at the airport in Houston getting a rental car. I should be there in two hours.”

“Don’t hurry, Mother. Meemaw passed early this morning. I’m so sorry.”

There was a long silence then her voice came back. “I see.” He could hear her breathing. “Where are you staying?”

“I have a room at a motel off the I-10, but I have the key to Meemaw’s house in town. Do you want to stay there?”

“Yes. That would be fine.”

“Call me when you get to town and I’ll meet you there and let you in.”

“All right.” She hung up without another word.

“That doesn’t give you much time for some rest. Let me take the key to her, baby,” Jack offered.

“I’ll see. While the idea of not dealing with my mother is tempting, I wouldn’t want to inflict her on you.”

“We’ll have to meet at some point. After all, I’m her son’s lover.” Jack grinned and heat shot right through Edward’s body.

“I like the way that sounds. However, I think I like ‘partner’ better. It’s much more permanent.” Edward raised an eyebrow as he waited for Jack’s response.

“Partner it is.” He winked. “How’s this? Good morning, Mrs. Beauregard. I’m Jack Whittaker, your son’s partner.”

“That should throw her for a loop.” Edward laughed. He closed his eyes and rested his head against the corner of the door and the seat. The weight of Jack’s hand on his thigh eased him and he relaxed.

Jack woke him up with a gentle shake. “We’re home.” 

Edward, blinked, and looked around. Jack’s house.

He got out and Jack led him to the house, and inside. 

Winston met them at the door, dancing around Edward’s legs, but with Jack’s help, he made it to the bed. Jack’s bed. 

Jack lifted Winston up on it and the little dog circled, then curled up at the foot. Jack managed to undress Edward, then turned back the covers. Edward crawled under the quilt, inhaled Jack’s wonderful scent rising from the sheets and promptly passed out.


Chapter Thirty

Jack sat in his truck outside Olivia’s house, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. Edward’s mother should arrive at any time. Jack had left Edward sleeping when she’d called and Jack had told her that he’d meet her and driven right over.

A white Cadillac Escalade pulled into the driveway and parked. Jack gave a whistle.

Why would he expect anything else? The Beauregards had money, he knew that—he just never expected such a display of wealth. The door opened and a woman slid out of the driver’s side. She was petite, dressed in stylish pants and jacket, with perfectly styled dark hair.

Jack got out of his pickup truck and walked over to her, his hand extended.

“Mrs. Beauregard? I’m Jack Whittaker. I spoke to you on the phone.”

“Hello, Mr. Whittaker.” She took his hand in her graceful, well-manicured hand. “Where’s my son?” Deep brown eyes took him in. Jack could see where Edward’s looks came from, except his nose. Edward’s nose wasn’t turned up like hers.

“Edward is resting. He’s been through a lot.”

“Well, yes. I suppose so.” It didn’t sound as if she believed Jack.

“He was at the hospital all night with Olivia. I’m very sorry for your loss.” Jack gave her his best diplomatic tone of voice, the one he used to soothe the ruffled feathers of important people.

“I got here as soon as I could. Edward didn’t give me much warning.” She patted her hair, as if a strand of it were out of place.

“He didn’t have much warning. He found Olivia collapsed, called the EMS and they took her to the hospital.” Jack shrugged.

“Did you know my mother, Mr. Whittaker?” She eyed him.

“Sure did. Everyone knew Olivia.” Jack smiled.

“I was just wondering what connection you have to my son and Olivia.”

“Well.” Jack took a deep breath, then let it out. Here it was, the first hurdle. “I’m seeing your son, ma’am.”

“What?” She blinked and took a small step back. “Seeing Edward? What are you taking about?”

“You do know your son is gay?” Jack chuckled.

“You’re gay?” Her eyebrows almost hit her hairline as her sharp gaze raked over him.

He hadn’t meant to shock her, but if he intended on telling people, he supposed he’d have to get used to it. Starting with people like Brian and Edward’s mother was like riding a bike with training wheels. He’d have to work damn hard at falling off.

“Yes, I am, ma’am,” he drawled, laying the accent on thick.

“My word.” She stared at him. “You’re older than Edward’s usual fling.”

“Yes. But I’m not a fling.” Jack tried to keep the growl out of his voice.

“Nonsense.” She waved her hand, dismissing him. “Flings are all Edward does. All he’s capable of.”

“Not anymore, ma’am.” He shook his head, trying to stay civil. He was not going to argue with her about it.

She gave a very unladylike snort. “Edward changes lovers the way I change shoes. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

A flicker of fear ran through Jack. Edward had mentioned he’d had lovers. What if his mother was right? What if he’d outed himself over a fling? Jack’s stomach did a slow barrel roll but he pushed the seeds of doubt she’d planted away.

She held out her hand. “The key, please.”

Jack put it in her hand. “Edward says it opens the front and back doors.”

“Thank you.” She turned and went up the steps. “Oh. Tell Edward I want to see him as soon as possible. We have plans to make.”

Edward had been summoned and Jack had been given his orders and dismissed.

Christ, no wonder Edward hadn’t wanted him to meet her. She was a dragon and Jack just bet she could breathe fire when she was riled up. He’d have to wear asbestos underwear to deal with her again.

Shaking his head, Jack got into his truck and watched as she opened the door and went inside. He pulled away from the house, unable to help the smile on his face. Edward waited for him at home. Asleep in Jack’s bed.

His house was now a home.

 

* * * *

 

“If my mother thinks she’s going to run the funeral the way she wants it and not the way Olivia wanted it, she’s mistaken.” Edward, shirt in hand, paced back and forth across Jack’s bedroom with Winston at his heels. He’d been hanging up the clothes Jack retrieved from the hotel after checking out.

The fact that Edward wore only a pair of black boxer briefs completely distracted Jack from the conversation. The way they hugged Edward’s thighs, the material cupping Edward’s package and showing off his tight ass, just made Jack’s mouth water.

And his bare chest? Christ, Jack wanted to suck on those pink nipples, run his tongue over Edward’s abs, delve into his navel. Jack sighed. Now was not the time for such thoughts.

“Baby, you don’t know what she’s got planned. Why don’t you wait and hear what she has to say, then go ballistic?” Jack tried to be the voice of reason, but Edward was not having it.

“I don’t have to wait, I know.” He stopped and faced Jack, who had sat on the edge of the bed to wake Edward up with a kiss. After telling Edward his mother’s message, Edward had leaped out of bed and begun pacing and ranting.

Winston sat too.

“Well, you know her better than I do, of course. I just met the woman.” Jack shrugged. “But she is Olivia’s daughter and she should have some say in the plans.”

Edward couldn’t argue with that, but he wanted to. He just rolled his eyes.

Woof.

“See?” Jack pointed at the dog. “Even Winston thinks you should cut her some slack. Both of you are upset over this. Her mother and your grandmother just died. Emotions are going to be high.”

“Don’t you start on me too, Winston.” Hands on his hips, Edward glared at the dog, then sighed. “Thank you for running interference, by the way. Did you really tell her you were my lover?” Edward fell to his knees in front of Jack and sat. Winston trotted over to them, inserted himself between the lovers and stretched out, waiting to be petted.

“I did. She didn’t believe I was gay.” Jack chuckled.

“You don’t look it.” Edward grinned. “Face it. You had everyone here fooled.”

“Yeah, well.” Jack rubbed the back of his neck. “She also didn’t believe I wasn’t one of your ‘flings’, as she put it. She said you weren’t capable of sustaining a long-term relationship.” He searched Edward’s eyes for the truth.

Edward winced. “It’s true that I’ve never been very successful with my relationships. You should know that. In fact, most of them have crashed and burned. However, it wasn’t because I didn’t want them to work. It’s always been my heart that got broken.” He stared down at his hands resting on his knees. “I always pick the wrong men.”

Jack reached out, cupped Edward’s chin and leaned down to place a soft kiss on Edward’s full lips. “Until now.”

“Until now,” Edward repeated, eyes still closed.

Woof.

“It’s okay, buddy. You’re going to have to get used to me kissing your daddy.” Jack reached out and scratched the little bulldog behind the ears.

“I don’t think his daddy will ever get used to it.” Edward looked up at Jack from under impossibly long, thick lashes, and Jack’s dick went rock hard.

“Now, why’d you have to go and do that, baby?”

Edward laughed. “Me? What did I do?”

Jack rolled his eyes, gave Edward a kiss and stood. “Tease. Get dressed, and I’ll take you to see your mother. I need to speak with the mayor.”

“The mayor?” Edward got to his feet and took Jack’s hand.

“Yeah. He should hear it from me, instead of at the coffee shop.”

“Will it be bad?” Edward nibbled on Jack’s knuckles, not helping his erection go down at all.

“Not as bad as your meeting with dear old Mom.” Jack pulled his hand away. Any more attention from Edward and he’d throw him on the bed and fuck him, and right now, that sounded like the best thing they could do, or at least the most fun.

With a huge, loud sigh, Edward headed for the closet.

“But after I see Mother, I get to say I told you so.”

Edward always wanted the last word.

 

* * * *

 

Jack sat in a chair and waited for Bill to get off the phone. He looked around the mayor’s office and wondered if this was the last time he’d ever see it. He knew Bill could fire him for being gay. If he asked for Jack’s resignation, what would Jack do then?

Go without a fight? Staying might not be possible. Jack knew that a good working relationship between the mayor and the chief of police made everyone’s life easier and assured things move smoother. He couldn’t imagine the hell his life would be if they were at odds.

Bill hung up the phone and smiled at Jack. “What’s so important, Jack?”

“Thanks for making time for me, Bill.”

Bill nodded.

Jack took a deep breath. “I wanted you to hear this from me, not passed along like some gossip.”

Bill stiffened. “Is something wrong?”

“Not wrong. Well, you might think it’s wrong, but for me, it’s about as right as it gets.”

“Are you resigning, Jack? What the hell?” Bill leaned back, bracing himself on the arms of his big leather chair.

“No. I’m trying to tell you that I’m gay.” Jack waited for Bill’s reaction.

Bill slumped into the chair as if all the air in him had escaped. “Shit, Jack.”

“I know it comes as a shock to you, but it’s time I admitted it.”

“Gay?” Bill rubbed his hand over his face. “Gay.” His gaze searched Jack’s and he shook his head. “Well, you certainly fooled me and everybody in this town.”

“I know. Fooled myself most of the time. Spring Lake isn’t exactly ‘gay friendly’.”

Bill sat up. “I’d like to think we’re at least fair. You’ve proved yourself time and again in the last four years as chief of police, and for over ten years before that as one of the finest cops this town has ever seen. Obviously, being gay had little to do with your ability to do your job.”

“Thank you, Bill. That means a lot to me.” Jack nodded. “I know the official stand is Texas is a ‘right to work’ state, and you can fire me at any time. I’ll accept whatever you decide.” He looked up into Bill’s eyes. “But what about you and me? We’ve been friends a long time and I value your friendship. Are we all right?”

“That may be the official stand, Jack, but I hope you know me better than to think I’d just fire you after all you’ve done for this city. As for me… If I have a problem with you being gay, I’ll tell you straight up.”

“That’s why I came here first.”

“Relax. I’m fine with it. Just wish you’d told me sooner.” Bill rubbed the back of his neck. “Sorry about the time I tried to hook you up with my cousin.”

Jack chuckled. “That was years ago, man. She was a nice lady.”

“She married a rancher on the other side of San Antonio.” Bill laughed. “So, what brought about this confession?” His eyes narrowed. Bill had always been as sharp as a tack.

“I’ve got someone in my life that I’m not going to be able to hide.” That was an understatement. Edward’s light couldn’t hide under a bushel basket.

“I’m glad to hear that. It’s not my business, but does this mean you’re in love?”

“Yeah, I guess it does. Remember the little bulldog?”

“Winston?”

“Yep. Edward is Winston’s owner.”

“Wow. Olivia’s grandson? Didn’t you just meet?”

“Last week. I know it’s fast, but—”

Bill held up his hand. “Don’t explain it to me. I remember the first time I saw Caroline. I knew right then and there I was going to ask her to marry me.”

“Well, I‘m not ready to talk marriage yet and neither is he. He’s got a lot to deal with on account of Olivia’s passing. He’s going to be here for a while.” Jack shrugged. “If he’ll have me, I mean to live with him here in Spring Lake.”

“Have you asked him?”

“No.” Jack shook his head. “But I thought you’d better know about it so you wouldn’t get blindsided. So you could decide what to do. About me.” Jack looked into Bill’s eyes.

“There’s nothing to do.”

“But what about the city council? They may not see it the same way.”

“Let me handle them, Jack. We’ll deal with it, if it comes up. Okay?”

“Okay.” Jack stood and held out his hand.

Bill stood and shook it. “I’m glad for you, Jack. Don’t really know what to say…congratulations? Best wishes?”

“Don’t say anything, man. I’m just grateful for your understanding and support.”

“You got it. Now, when do I get to meet him?”

“At Olivia’s funeral. He’s making the arrangements with his mother right now.”

“I’m sure I’ll like him.”

“He’s…” Jack hesitated, on the verge of warning Bill about Edward.

“He’s what?”

“Wonderful. Gorgeous. A flirt and a tease and I’m so fucking in love with him I can’t believe it.”

Bill laughed, came around the desk and slapped Jack on the back. “You old dog.”

“Funny you should say that.” Jack grinned at his good friend, relieved this had gone so well.

With that, Jack left. Now, he just had to face his men at the department.

And everyone in town.


Chapter Thirty-One

Jack stood next to Edward as the minister talked about Olivia’s life. Edward had asked Jack to be there as moral support. He’d told Jack that by having Jack stand next to him, it would be like putting them on display, letting the townspeople get used to seeing them together in a safe venue.

Edward’s mother stood on the other side of Edward, her face hidden by a black veil. There had been a small argument about burying Olivia under the oaks, but Lillian had given in faster than Edward had thought she would.

Wildflowers bloomed around them, the air thick with their sweet scent. It was incredibly peaceful. Olivia had made a good choice. The grave was next to her late husband, Frank Rawlings. Forever together.

That’s how love should be. How Jack wanted it to be for him and Edward.

Half the town stood behind them in the little grove on Olivia’s ranch.

Jack glanced around, seeking support of his own.

Mayor Bill Lansing and his wife were there to pay their respects to Olivia. Bill raised an eyebrow and gave Jack a small nod at Edward then smiled, showing his approval and support. A small flicker of pride in Edward ran through Jack and he remembered how he’d gushed about him in Bill’s office. Shit. Jack had actually gushed.

Brian met his gaze and gave him a small nod. Like Jack, Brian had worn his dress uniform. Jack checked out several other officers who’d shown up. There had only been a few of his men who’d let Jack know they weren’t happy with their chief being gay.

He could deal with the ones who were open about their dislike. It was the ones who hid it who were dangerous. Looking down the line of his officers, he ticked off whether they stood with him or against him. Shit. Now was not the time for that.

Rush, Mitchell and Sammi stood behind Brian. Jack was glad they had all returned for the funeral in support of Edward. He needed all the friends he could get, especially now that the news was out and things had begun to heat up.

The day before the funeral, Edward had come out of Olivia’s house to find his car had been vandalized. Someone had spray painted Fag Go Home on the side of it. He’d called it in and a report had been filed. Jack was certain it wouldn’t be the only act of intolerance they’d face and doubted they’d ever catch who’d done it, even though Jack had a good idea who the culprit was. Edward had told him about the incidents at Smith’s Garage, and Jack would lay odds it had been Jimmy Wyatt.

Jack didn’t care, as long as no one got physical. Edward was no match for most of the men around here and Jack couldn’t guard him every minute of the day.

Still, they’d get by. Or they’d leave. Jack had decided he’d resign if the town couldn’t accept them or if it got too intense. He’d give up everything he’d worked so hard for to protect the man he loved.

Jack’s attention came back to the minister as he closed the ceremony with a prayer. Most of the men slid their hats back onto their heads, including Jack.

Next came the hard part.

Edward had arranged for everyone to go back to Olivia’s ranch house and have lunch. It’s what she would have wanted, he’d said. He’d wanted a picnic, complete with blankets, but Lillian had fussed so they’d compromised with tables and chairs under the oaks.

Lillian had been calm, almost eerily so, and Jack had been bracing himself for when she blew. The tension between her and Edward was building and knew that Edward felt it too.

Jack wandered through the crowd, greeting people, but searching for Edward every now and then. Edward and Lillian stood near the tables of food laid out under the oaks in front of the house and greeted their guests in a sort of receiving line. Kristen and some of the women from church had helped to organize the reception, cooking food, making Igloo coolers full of iced tea, setting up tables, and now they served the food.

Surely no one would disrupt Olivia’s funeral. She was probably one of the most beloved people in the town. No, they’d give her their respect.

It was tomorrow Jack worried about, and the days after that.

Sammi approached him, linked his arm in Jack’s and pulled him along.

“Don’t worry, Jack. I’ve been listening to everyone.”

Jack stared at the young man on his arm. “Listening?”

“Yes. I can hear everyone’s thoughts.” He shrugged. “It’s a gift. Like Edward’s ability to heal. Most of the people here are cool with it.”

“With what?”

“You’re being gay. With Edward. They like him, but they love you.” Dark eyes flicked up to meet his.

“Love me?” He’d never thought about the people of Spring Lake caring for him.

“Love. Respect. Care about.” Another shrug. “Don’t worry. This town will accept you and Edward, just like they accepted Rush and Brian.”

“Not everyone is here.”

“No. Not everyone. But enough.” Sammi sounded so sure.

“Thanks for letting me know.” Jack stared at Sammi. After all, he’d just told Jack that he could hear people’s thoughts. In their heads. Odd thing was, Jack believed him.

“There’s no need for you to leave Spring Lake. You’re needed here. So is Edward.”

“Edward?”

A sly smile parted Sammi’s full lips. “He’s been thinking about the future. Ask him.”

Then Sammi let him go and slipped back to Mitchell’s side. Mitchell wrapped his arm around his lover and pulled him close even as he stood speaking to someone. Unashamed of Sammi.

Time for Jack to man up.

He made his way to Edward’s side and put his arm around Edward’s shoulder. Edward leaned in to him, seeking comfort. Lillian frowned at them.

“Sorry if this bothers you, Mother.” Edward smiled as Jack pulled him closer.

“I’m just worried about Jack, dear. He seems such a nice man.”

“He is.” Edward tensed under Jack’s arm.

Lillian turned to face her son. “You’re going to destroy him, you know.”

“What?” Edward’s voice rose.

“Lillian.” Jack sighed. “Edward isn’t going to hurt me, just like I’m not going to hurt him. We’re going to be together for a very long time.”

Edward gaped at Jack as his brows shot upward.

“I want you to live with me here. My place is small, but it’s big enough for two.”

“Actually, I had other plans.”

Jack’s heart stuttered. “What?” He let Edward go. Took a step back as everything came crashing down around him in one sharp blow to the gut.

Lillian let out a little noise of triumph.

Edward faced his mother and stepped away from Jack. “Olivia left everything to me, Mother. Both houses, including the ranch and all its income. I won’t need my trust fund, at least until I’m forty when it comes to me. You can’t control me anymore.”

“Everything?” She gasped.

“Yes. All of it. And I want to—”

“You had her change her will?” Lillian poked her finger in his chest as her eyes narrowed. “That’s why you were so eager to stay. That’s why you didn’t heal her. To get the money.”

“No! She asked me not to heal her. She had a living will and refused my help, just like she refused the doctor’s help. She’d changed her will when you took me away. And she told me the truth about Father.”

“Truth? What truth?” Her head snapped back.

“That Father was gay. Like me.” Edward’s hands curled into tight fists. “And you never told me. And you never stopped him, never came between us. You knew and you let him treat me as if I were worthless. Less than a man. I’ll never forgive you for that.” Edward dashed his hand across his eyes.

“She said that? She told you he was gay?”

“Mother. She caught him with one of his lovers. Threatened to tell you if he didn’t tell you. That’s when he packed us up, cut her out of our lives, and left Texas.”

Lillian clutched at her chest with one hand as she reached behind her with the other as if searching for something to sit on. Jack rushed to a nearby chair, snagged it and placed it under her. She hit the chair as if her knees had given way.

“Gay?” She shook her head. “Your father was not gay.” She said it as if he’d accused his father of being an alien from outer space.

Edward knelt beside her. “As long as I can remember, you and Father had separate bedrooms. Whose room did you have sex in, Mother?”

“Sex?” she whispered.

Edward stood. “Sex. Did you ever have sex with Father after I was born? I’m gay, and I’ll tell you the truth. I could never have sex with a woman. Just couldn’t. Some gay men can and do, in order to live the lie. If Father did have sex with you, it was probably infrequent, every now and then.”

She rubbed her hands over her crisp black linen skirt. “Once in a blue moon.” The she looked up, tears in her eyes. “I just thought he didn’t want me that way and that I didn’t please him anymore. I thought he had mistresses.”

“No. It wasn’t you—it was him,” Edward said. “I guess he deceived us both.” He took her hand in his and brought it to his lips. “I’m so sorry he hurt you.”

She brushed his bangs from his forehead. “I’m sorry I let him hurt you, but he always knew what was best for us. I believed him when he said we shouldn’t coddle you or give into your phases.”

“Phases? Being gay is a phase?” Jack snapped. “Pretty damn long phase, if you ask me.”

“Father was very persuasive.” Edward gave his mother’s hand a squeeze and let it go. “I’m going to live at the ranch house. I’m going to use Olivia’s house in town to open my massage business.” Jack marveled at how confident and sure Edward sounded, like a completely new Edward. Who didn’t want Jack. Who didn’t want to live with Jack.

Christ. He’d been such a fucking old fool.

Jack’s heart hurt so bad he thought he’d just die. He needed to get out of there, leave before he made a complete fool of himself. Lillian had been right. Jack had destroyed himself over Edward.

There was no taking this back. No way to make it right. No way to go back to his nice, safe little life.

He lurched away, pushing through the last of the guests, to get to his truck. He had his hand on the handle when a hand on his shoulder jerked him around.

“Jack? Where are you going?” Edward looked up into Jack’s face.

“I’m getting out of here. Have some pity for me, Edward. Leave me some dignity,” Jack gritted out.

“What are you talking about?”

“I gave up everything for you. My career. The respect of my friends and my men. I was even willing to walk away from this town, the only real home I’ve ever had, for you. And you tossed it to the side.”

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

“I’m talking about us, dammit.” Jack growled, taking Edward by the arm, convulsing his hand. “I’m talking about being in love with you and you dumping me, like all the others.” Jack’s heart shattered and it took the breath from him, leaving him gasping.

 

Edward’s mouth hung open. “Dumping you? Others? Where did you get that idea?” What the fuck was Jack talking about?

“I guess your mother was right. I was just another fling.” He gave Edward’s arm a shake as he let him go. “Leave me alone, Edward.” He got into the truck and slammed the door.

Lillian. Edward should have known. If he didn’t act fast he’d lose Jack, and that was not going to happen. Not this time. This time, he’d fight for his man.

Edward jumped onto the running board and grabbed Jack’s arm through the open window. “Jack! Listen to me. She’s wrong. She’s just trying to break us up. I love you. You have to believe me. Those other men, the ones she’s talking about, they dumped me. They. Dumped. Me.” Edward hung on, even as Jack tried to shake him off. “I wasn’t good enough. Not for them.” Edward’s voice caught in his throat. “When you said you loved me, as is, well, that was the most wonderful thing anyone has ever said to me. But if you don’t believe in me, in my love, then I guess I’m not really good enough for you either.” Edward didn’t know what else to say, so he let go and stepped down off the truck.

 

Jack shook. Unable to get the key into the ignition, he gave up. It all came down to this. He loved Edward, but did he believe Edward?

He raised his head and looked into Edward’s eyes. They were large, deep brown pools that pulled him under every time he gazed into them.

“I want you to live with me at the ranch,” Edward whispered. “I should have talked to you about it first, not sprung it on you.”

“Live with you? At the ranch?” Jack dropped his hands into his lap and laid his head on the steering wheel. “Christ, Edward.” His entire body turned to mush and he was afraid he’d never be able to lift his head again. He’d stormed off like a petulant lover in the middle of Olivia Rawlings’ funeral.

The town would be talking about this for years.

He’d let himself get so out of control with Edward. Over Edward.

Oh fuck, yes, Edward was dangerous. And Jack had developed a taste for danger.

“I’m so sorry, love. I didn’t mean to hurt you like this. I love you,” Edward said.

Jack pulled himself together, opened the door and stepped out of the truck.

“Edward.” He grabbed Edward by the lapels of his black suit jacket and hauled Edward against his body. “If you ever do that to me again, I won’t be responsible for what happens.”

Then Jack crushed his mouth to Edward’s.

Applause and cheering went up around them. Jerking back, Jack looked around. A small crowd, with Brian, Mitchell and Sammi at the front, had gathered around them. The uniforms of the Spring Lake police force were scattered among the people. Kristen stood there, tears painting her cheeks.

“Oh shit.” Jack groaned.

“He loves me!” Edward waved to everyone.

“Edward.” Jack growled a warning.

“Shut up and kiss me again.” Edward pulled Jack to him, and their lips met in a scorching kiss.

“Get a room!” Mitchell shouted and laughter erupted.

“Okay, everyone, show’s over. Break it up.” Brian waved his hands to disperse the crowd.

“Excuse me. I have something to take care of.” Edward narrowed his eyes then spun away from Jack. He made his way through the crowd, back to the tables, to where his mother sat, as Jack followed, unsure of what Edward was going to do.

“Mother. We need to talk.” Edward planted himself in front of the table, leaned down on his fists and glared at her.

She shrank back and said nothing.

“If you ever try to interfere or come between Jack and me again, that’s it.”

Jack smirked. The Dragon Lady had just met Son of Dragon Lady and Jack had a good idea who was going to win this battle.

“What?” Her mouth gaped open, and her eyebrows hit her hairline.

“You heard me. I know what you’re up to and it won’t work. You’re not going to sabotage Jack and me. If you try it again, you’re out.”

“Out?”

“Out of my life, Mother. Alone.”

“But, darling…” she stuttered.

“Your word. I want your promise.”

Mouth open, she turned to Jack for support. Jack shrugged. “If I were you, I’d make that promise.” Then he wrapped his arm around Edward and tugged him close.

She exhaled. “Are you sure, Edward? Is he the one?” Suddenly, Jack could see the concern for Edward in her eyes. Maybe she accepted him, after all.

“Yes, Mother. Jack’s the one and only man for me.”

“And I guess you know I love Edward enough to risk everything,” Jack added.

She shifted her gaze from one to the other then sat back. “You never cease to amaze me, Edward. If you’re happy, then I’m happy.” She stood. “Take good care of my son, Chief Whittaker.”

“I intend to, ma’am.” Jack doffed his hat to her.

“And, Edward?”

“Yes.” Edward grinned up at Jack, then smiled at his mother.

“Take good care of Jack.”

“I will.” Edward gave Jack a peck on his cheek.

“I’m leaving this afternoon, as soon as everything is over here.” She stood and brushed off her skirt. “I’ll expect the two of you for the holidays.”

“Yes, ma’am,” they chorused, as she walked toward the house.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Jack shut his bedroom door, unbuckled his holster and placed it on his dresser. He jerked off his tie and shrugged out of his jacket.

“Man, I thought they’d never leave. Good thing the food ran out.” It had been a long afternoon and only the knowledge he’d have Edward all to himself had made it bearable.

“It was a good service. And a great turnout. Olivia would have been so pleased.” Edward flopped back onto Jack’s bed.

Edward must have been exhausted—he’d been on his feet all day, meeting and greeting the people who’d attended the service, listening to condolences and stories about Olivia.

Jack sat on the bed and ran his hand over Edward’s thigh. “Been wanting you all to myself all afternoon, baby.”

Edward laughed, reached up, wrapped his hands around Jack’s neck and pulled him down into a soft kiss. Jack went willingly. Christ, he loved kissing Edward. He had the softest lips, like tiny pillows to rest his mouth against. And the taste of him? Just one kiss and Jack got so hard he ached.

Edward pulled on Jack’s shoulders and rolled him onto his back. Edward looked down at Jack, mischief glinting in his eyes. Christ, Jack hoped it was more than mischief.

“Me too. I know it’s weird, but all I could think about was dragging you inside the ranch house and making love with you with everyone still standing around on the front lawn. It’s made me crazy, not getting to be with you for the last three days.” Edward flicked open the buttons on Jack’s white dress shirt.

“Well, I think it was best for you to stay at Olivia’s house with your mother and get things ironed out.” Jack relaxed as Edward undressed him.

“I’m just glad she went back to Atlanta after the funeral.” Edward spread Jack’s shirt wide open and sighed. “Good Lord, Jack. You’ve got the most scrumptious body I’ve ever seen.” Edward ran his finger around Jack’s nipple. It pebbled and sent a small ache to his loins.

“What? This old thing?” Jack chuckled, pleased as hell Edward, younger and much more handsome than himself, found him desirable. That pleasure urged Jack’s stiff cock to escape its containment.

Edward unzipped Jack’s pants, pushed down his briefs and wrapped his soft hand around Jack’s throbbing dick. “No, this old thing.” He leaned down and took Jack in his mouth. Jack arched off the bed as wet warmth surrounded his flesh.

“Fuck.” Jack groaned.

Edward sucked him down, taking him to the root, burying his nose in Jack’s thick pubes, then pulled back, sucking and working his tongue around Jack’s shaft.

Edward deep throated him a few times and took Jack right to the fucking edge.

“Shit. Wanted to last. Longer,” Jack gasped. His balls pulled up, the buildup in his groin intensified and he knew he was going to shoot his load. He fought it, trying to make it last, trying to enjoy Edward’s gifted tongue.

Could Edward heal him with a blow job?

He didn’t know. All he knew was that he loved Edward more than anything or anyone in his entire life. He would gladly face the entire town’s wrath just to be with his lover.

Edward dug his tongue into Jack’s slit. Jack gurgled, thrust deep into Edward’s mouth and spilled down Edward’s throat. Edward sucked him until he stopped spurting, then licked Jack’s dick clean and left it with a kiss.

“Sorry.” Jack gulped air, his body still shuddering.

Edward stretched out next to him, playing in the hair on Jack’s chest with his fingers. Edward’s chest was smooth. It was a wonderful difference that Jack, as a man, appreciated, just as he loved the way Edward’s body was smaller, tighter, younger.

“Don’t apologize. I love that I can make you lose control.” Edward gave him a sly grin.

Jack took Edward by the arms and pulled him on top of his body. “I know. You have this power over me, baby. I can’t help myself. You make me so hot, so turned on, so fucking furious, all at the same damn time.”

Edward laughed and kissed him as he ran his hands over Jack’s chest. “Get naked.”

Jack sat up, kicked off his shoes, pushed off his pants and briefs and yanked off his socks. When he lay back on the bed, Edward was naked and crawling between his legs.

“I want inside you,” Edward whispered. He bit his lip and looked down at Jack from under dark, long lashes.

A shiver of fear ran down Jack’s spine. “It’s been a long time since anyone’s had my ass, baby.” It would hurt, no doubt, but he wanted it.

“But you like it?” Edward trailed his hands down Jack’s body, over his hips, along his thighs. Every stroke felt like lightning dancing across Jack’s skin, raising the fine hairs on his body.

“Not as much as I like fucking, but yeah, I like it. At least I did the few times I tried it.” Jack may have been older than Edward, but he definitely wasn’t as experienced, and most of his sexual encounters had been a very long time ago.

Edward ran his hands up, cupped Jack’s balls, then he leaned over and took one in his mouth. Jack’s hips surged back as if he was trying to bury them in the mattress. His dick came to life as blood filled it. Edward switched to the other ball and worked it over until Jack quivered.

Jack closed his eyes, his breathing came deeper and he just let go. He was safe with Edward. He could lose control and Edward would be there to catch him.

The sound of the top of the lube being flicked open brought the fear back and he tensed.

“Relax. I’m not as thick as you, love. I’ll go slow.”

Jack nodded. Edward eased his hand under Jack’s balls, stroking his lube-covered fingers down the sensitive underside all the way to his puckered hole. Jack couldn’t tell if the ache was fear or longing, but he wasn’t going to let fear stand in the way of pleasing his lover.

Another dab of lube across Edward’s fingers and he pressed them against his ass. Jack pushed back and Edward’s slender finger slipped inside him.

“Ah.” Jack grunted as the feeling of fullness fought with the pain of being stretched. Edward waited a moment, then went deeper. Pulled out, then back in, building a steady rhythm of in and out until Jack was humping Edward’s finger.

Edward nailed his gland and Jack cried out, arching his back off the bed, twisting his fingers in the covers. Edward kissed Jack’s belly, his tongue delving into Jack’s navel, nibbling flesh as he finger-fucked him.

And Jack loved it. He fucking loved it. Wanted more. Wanted Edward’s dick in him, wanted to feel Edward lose his load, fill him with his cum, warming him from the inside.

“Do it, baby. Fuck me.” Jack pushed back.

“Sure?” Edward rested his cheek against Jack’s belly and looked at him. Jack drank in dark, liquid eyes, dark hair, swollen red lips and a soft, stubble-covered chin. Everything about Edward turned him on.

“Fuck me.”

Edward pulled his fingers out, tore open a condom and rolled it on. Jack wrapped his legs around Edward’s waist, angling his ass upward. Edward brought his cock to Jack’s hole and pushed. Jack pushed back, needing Edward inside him, all fear gone, nothing left but the ache and the desire and the fucking want.

Another small thrust and Edward was in. Jack’s ass screamed with the stretch—then, as he gulped down air, his channel relaxed. Full. So full. Edward’s long, slender cock wasn’t all the way inside. As Jack’s dick sprang to life, he knew he could do this.

“Move.” Jack slapped Edward’s hip and impaled himself on Edward’s dick.

Edward didn’t hesitate—he pulled out, shafted in. They danced the age-old dance. The push and pull. The in and out. The back and forth.

Each giving control and each taking it.

Jack fisted his dick. “Gonna come.”

Edward nodded. He bit his bottom lip, groaned and rolled his eyes. He shifted and nailed Jack’s bump. Jack thought he’d lose his mind, it was so good. He hadn’t remembered it as being this good. Maybe it was because Edward was fucking him. Maybe it was because, for once, he’d given someone else control.

“More, baby.” Jack begged for it.

“Fuck, Jack.” Edward jerked his hips. He opened his eyes and looked down at Jack.

“I love you,” Jack gasped as he coated his hand and belly with spunk.

Inside him, Edward erupted, cried out and froze, pumping his release, filling Jack’s ass with the heat of his cum.

Jack lowered his legs and sank into the bed. Christ, he’d been fucked and it had hurt so damn good. Despite the initial pain of being penetrated, he wondered how long it would take before they could do it again.

With a final shudder, Edward pulled out, easing off the condom. He rolled out of bed, his legs a bit unsteady, but he made it to the bathroom so he could toss the used condom in the bathroom trash. Then he got a damp cloth and cleaned Jack. After dropping it on the floor, he climbed back into bed. As he fell to the side, Jack drew him into his arms, spooning his chest against Edward’s back.

“Thank you, love,” Edward whispered.

“For what?” If anyone should be giving thanks, it should be Jack. He’d never been happier than at this moment, holding his lover in his arms, nuzzling the soft nape of his neck.

“For loving me.” Edward brought Jack’s hand to his lips and kissed it.

“Unconditionally,” Jack whispered as he tucked Edward’s head under his chin.

 

* * * *

 

Two months later

 

Edward swung through the double doors of the police station.

“What’s the story, morning glory?” He perched on the edge of Kristen’s desk.

“What’s the tale, nightingale?” she sang back. “How’s business at the Spring Lake Day Spa?”

“Growing!” He snagged her hand, peered at her nails then tsked at them. “I’ve got you down for the full treatment next week, right?”

“You bet. I can’t wait. I’m taking a half day off.” She sighed. “One hour massage, spa pedicure and manicure. It’s every woman’s fantasy. I’m so glad you added those two women to do nails. If I ever win the lottery, I’m getting one of those massaging spa chairs.”

“Well, nothing’s too good for my clients,” Edward cooed. “Is Jack in?”

“Yep. Go on in.” She jerked her head at the door.

Edward rapped once on the door, heard “enter,” and went inside.

“Hey, love,” he greeted Jack. Good Lord, every time he saw the man, he broke out in goose bumps and his dick went rock hard.

“Hey, baby.” Jack looked up from the computer. “Are you sure you can watch him while I go to the police chiefs’ meeting in San Antonio this afternoon?” Winston sat by the desk, wiggling in anticipation of greeting his daddy.

“Of course. I told you before I don’t mind having Winston with me at work. The clients love him so much they ask for him.” Edward knelt and held out his arms. “Come, Winston.”

The little bulldog bounded toward him and landed in his lap. Edward scratched his ears, then cooed, “Did you have fun playing police dog? Catch any big, bad criminals?”

Woof.

Jack rolled his eyes. “He was a pain in the butt. Now he barks for me to run the siren whenever we get in the cruiser. And you’ve got him so spoiled that I’ll have to work on his training again this weekend.”

“Well, it just goes to show you, a free spirit can never be caged.”

 

“No, it just goes to show you that a little control is never enough.” Jack grinned as Edward sat on the edge of his desk. He wore Jack’s favorite jeans, the ones with the rips, that gave Jack glimpses of the flesh he loved so much.

“You’ll be home later tonight?”

Jack ran his hand over Edward’s leg. “Yes. Be ready.”

“Oh, I’ll be ready all right.” Edward leaned over and stroked Jack’s bulging erection. “Ready, naked and oiled up.”

“Oh fuck.” Jack surged up, catching Edward’s mouth with his, pushing his tongue between Edward’s lips. Edward melted against Jack. Christ, he loved that.

Jack pulled Edward against him as they rubbed their cocks together.

“Christ. I need you.” Jack moaned. He’d taken Edward’s ass this morning, then sucked him off, but it felt as if he’d gone days without being inside Edward. Over the last two months, Jack had had more sex than he’d had his entire life.

“Need you too,” Edward answered and with a final caress of Jack’s dick through his uniform pants, he pulled away.

Jack sighed. He’d never get enough of Edward. Never get tired of loving him and being loved by him. Of the taste of his mouth, his skin, his cock, his sweetly bitter cum.

Edward went to the door, Winston at his heels, then paused and looked over his shoulder. “I love you, Jack.”

“I love you, Edward. Unconditionally.”

Edward opened the door as if to leave, then leaned back into the office.

“Later, gator.” He winked, then he and Winston slipped out of the door.

Jack laughed and shook his head.

Yep. Always the last word.
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Chapter One

Spring Lake, Texas

One week before Christmas

 

The irony wasn’t wasted on Phillip Mott that he worked at a car repair place but didn’t own a car. In fact, he didn’t even have a driver’s license.

Dressed in his work clothes—dark blue Dickies pants, light blue shirt with his name embroidered on the pocket—Phillip quickly limped the twenty steps from his tiny trailer to the back door of Smith’s Garage where he worked. His bad knee had bothered him last night and now the strain on it made him wince with each step.

He sorted out the keys to the place, found the right one and unlocked the door. After slipping inside, he punched in the code for the security system, flipped on the lights, then walked through the storeroom filled with metal shelves heavy with assorted parts, past the manager’s office, and to the front counter. He’d been the counter guy—official title—for nearly ten months. 

Last year, after he’d climbed out of the big rig he’d hitched a ride on up on the interstate, he’d pulled up his hoodie and walked the few miles in the cold rain down the blacktop farm-to-market road into Spring Lake, looking for a place to land. As he’d made his way down the small town’s main street, the rain had turned to drizzle. He’d spotted the Help Wanted sign in the window of Smith’s Garage and had stepped inside looking mostly to get out of the rain, but he wouldn’t turn down a job.

The minimum wage job and the tiny trailer had fallen out of the sky like the drops of rain clinging to him, and into his lap with a little influencing on the shop manager to hire him. Nothing wrong with that, nothing illegal or dangerous, merely survival. Just a little push to get the owner to overlook Phillip’s lack of references while they shook hands. At eighteen, he’d decided his power’s boundaries weren’t his mother’s, and although he might have tested the limits, he’d stepped back from the cliff’s edge every time. 

It wasn’t his dream job, but it’d do. ‘Beggars can’t be choosers’, his mom had always told him each time she’d asked him to use his power. What she’d really meant was he couldn’t be choosy. Don’t worry, Mom, I know exactly what you thought I’m worth—whatever I could get you, and the moment I stopped delivering you put me out. 

At the front desk, he turned on the computer, then went to the waiting room and got a pot of coffee started for the customers who’d be rolling in at seven when they opened. He plugged in the sad, one-foot-tall plastic Christmas tree, hung with flashing multi-colored mini-lights, someone had bought a few years ago. It matched his lack of Christmas spirit—sad, short and blinking. That done, he headed to the first of three garage bays, unlocked the roll-up door, bent down to grab the handle and pushed the first one open with a grunt. The bay filled with the brisk morning air of December in central Texas. Better than the inferno of August in Texas with only a few industrial fans to cool the work areas. Thank God for the air conditioning in the office areas.

In fifteen minutes, the two mechanics would show up and his day would begin. The manager, Carl Flynn—the owner’s brother-in-law—would stroll in sometime around nine, go to his office, shut the door and only come out when needed, which wasn’t often, leaving Phillip to deal with whatever came up.

This quiet time, with no one around and only the smells of oil, metal, tires and stale sweat to keep him company, was the best part of his workday. “Christ,” he muttered. Fifteen good minutes out of nine hours. Six days a week. Fuck my life.

He moved to the next bay and opened it. As he gave it a hard pull—this one always stuck in cold weather—a voice called out and ran down his spine like nails on a chalk board. He jerked to the side, twisting his knee, and struggled to keep from wincing.

“Hey, P-dawg! How’s it swinging?” The voice boomed off the metal garage walls.

Jimmy.

God, he hated the guy. Hated the douche nickname. Hated him with all the power of a thousand suns. Homophobic, racist, bigoted Jimmy was an asshole. He checked all Phillip’s bug-the-shit-outta-me boxes. He schooled his face as he turned to Jimmy while he punched his time card. Phillip might be a beggar, but he wasn’t stupid. He’d seen Jimmy in action before, and no way did he want to be on the receiving end of his crap. Jimmy was trouble, but for now, he was trouble that could be managed.

“Fine.” He got the last bay opened, brushed off his hands and headed back to the office. He couldn’t get away fast enough. Trying not to antagonize Jimmy, but not encourage him either, was a delicate balance. Most days, Phillip succeeded. Today?

It was first thing in the morning and Jimmy’s uniform was covered in grease. Fuck. Can’t the guy wear clean clothes at least more than once a week?

“I’ll get the keys from the slot and fill out the work orders.” Phillip closed the door behind him, glad to be out of the garage. Outside, three cars had been dropped off, and the keys, including a note with each owner’s name and their car’s problem, had been shoved through the mail slot in the front door.

After he unlocked it he picked up the keys and notes, careful not to mix them up, and went back to the counter to pull up the forms on the computer. He filled them out in order of ‘Jimmy’ and ‘Estaban’, depending on the work needed.

The door from the bays opened. He braced himself, but it was Estaban, their real mechanic. Phillip relaxed his shoulders as part of him eased and yet a part of him felt excited, something that had been growing stronger over the months. Every day he looked forward to seeing Estaban’s smiling face, so different from the sneer Jimmy greeted him with.

“Morning, Phil. Clocked in.” Estaban gave him a nod, the smile on his face reaching his eyes. So different from Jimmy’s dangerous, shit-eating grin.

“Hola, Estaban. Give me a minute to get this sorted out.” Phillip wished he didn’t call him Phil, but it was better than ‘P-dawg.’ And Estaban was a great guy, probably ten years older than Phillip, with dark brown eyes and thick, black hair, and a body built by hard work, not a gym. He was an incredible mechanic. A fucking genius with motors. There wasn’t a car he couldn’t diagnose and fix. He wore a fresh uniform every day, and no matter how dirty he got during the work day, in the morning his nails were clean. Phillip didn’t want to admit he noticed, but the guy even smelled good.

“What you got?” Phillip eyed the brown paper bag in Estaban’s hand.

“I brought you some pork tamales.” Estaban put the bag on the counter.

“For me?” Phillip grinned. “You didn’t have to go to any trouble.” He tried not to be foolishly flattered, but it was damn hard. After close to a year working with the guy, he couldn’t shake his growing attraction. 

“Well, it was nada.” Estaban shrugged. “Right before Christmas, my family gets together and makes dozens of tamales. Pork, chicken, beef. It’s a tradition. I’ve got a refrigerator filled with them. Just thought you’d like some.” He gave the bag another push toward Phillip.

“Excellent! I love tamales. Thanks.” For a moment, Phillip stood there, grinning into Estaban’s smiling face. “Thanks for thinking of me.” Wow. Estaban brought them just for me? He picked up the bag and placed it behind the counter. “I’ll put them in the trailer’s fridge later. Looks like dinner tonight.”

“You just have to heat them in the microwave, you know.” Estaban looked all kinds of pleased as he rocked back on his heels, hands buried in his pockets. If Phillip wasn’t mistaken, a touch of pink colored Estaban’s cheeks, but that was probably due to the cold in the garage bays.

“Tell your family thanks. That’s a real nice tradition.”

“Yeah. A lot of Hispanic families do it at Christmas, at least here in Texas.” Estaban spoke without a trace of accent and for the first time, Phillip wondered if he’d been born here. Then he worried if Estaban might be in danger of being deported if he wasn’t. Despite him not knowing one way or the other, Phillip felt odd about the possibility.

“Thanks again.” Really? I need to just shut the fuck up. Master of witty banter I’m not.

“Great.” Estaban nodded, stepped away and leaned against the wall by the door.

“Good.” Could this be any more awkward? Phillip couldn’t take his gaze off Estaban even at the best of times. He forced himself to concentrate on the computer screen and figure out what work was up, but instead he let his mind wander to Estaban’s lips on his, his powerful hands on his skin, his tongue—

The door to the bays opened, breaking the spell, or at least waking Phillip up out of his daydream.

“What’s up first?” Jimmy came in, dragging a deep smell of sweat and grease with him. He leaned on the counter, leaving a smudge of black where his arm rested.

“Oil change. White Chevy truck.” Phillip handed him the keys. Jimmy did the oil changes, minor stuff like fuses, washer blades and tire changes. He wasn’t good for much more than a strong back, even though he acted like he owned the place.

“Got it.” He left and Phillip rolled his eyes. He picked up a rag and wiped away the grease spot.

Estaban snorted. “Now, what you got for me, Phil?” 

Oh, I got something long and hard for you…

Phillip coughed, printed out a form, then handed it to Estaban. “The green Bronco? Says it’s running rough.” He shrugged. “Give it a test drive then open the hood, and work your mechanic magic. I’ll call the owner for approval when you figure it out.” He tossed the keys to Estaban, who spun and caught them behind his back.

“Goooaalll!” Estaban grinned. “Back in a few.”

The chime on the front door went off as a customer pushed through. Phillip had one more car to write up, but he paused to give the living person his attention.

“Merry Christmas! Can I help you?” He smiled as a pretty young woman came to the counter. He’d been lectured by the manager the garage was a Christian place of business, and to tell every customer “Merry Christmas” whether they wanted to hear it or not.

No “Happy Holidays” here, folks!

Hell. If they ever found out about his un-Christian activities, he’d put money down on their Christian reaction—goodbye job, goodbye trailer, goodbye Phillip.

“My tire’s flat. I got the spare on, but…” She shrugged and waved in the direction of the parking lot. Through the window, Phillip spotted a little shiny blue Kia.

“Got it. Do you want to wait or just leave it? It’ll be about thirty minutes before we can get to it.”

“Then how long will it take?” She cocked her head at him and batted her lashes. 

Barking up the wrong tree, honey. “Maybe another thirty.”

“That’s good. I’ll wait.” She flung her long brown hair over her shoulder. 

Oh, I recognize that move. “Great. Can you fill this out?” He shoved the form at her and handed her a pen, being sure to let their hands touch while he thought, Go sit down and leave me alone. She wrote her name, number and address, then pushed it back at him.

“I’ll just sit over here.” She pointed to the chairs.

“Help yourself to coffee, it’s fresh.”

Phillip didn’t bother watching her as she sauntered over to the coffee. Head down, he entered the information into the computer then got back to the car left from last night.

Just nine more hours until he was free. Until he could sit on a bar stool, have a beer, and, if he was lucky, meet someone who wanted a quick trip to the bathroom for a blow job.

He’d kill to go on his knees for Estaban. Sure, he might be the man of Phillip’s fantasies, but he wasn’t gay.

Beggars can’t be choosers.

 

 


Chapter Two

Brian leaned against the side of his patrol car and swallowed the last bit of his coffee. Nights were boring in Spring Lake, well, at least during the week. Weekends were another matter. Friday nights? Anything could happen.

He crumpled the paper cup, tossed it into the trash can in front of the convenience store and turned to open the door. A wave of pain hit him. He’d felt it so many times before.

Trouble.

“Damn.” He squeezed his eyes shut and stopped fighting it. What would come couldn’t be stopped, so he let it wash over him.

In his mind he saw the lights of the Last Chance. They blinked off and on, almost a flickering. Then he spotted someone lying on the ground, curled around his belly. Hurt.

Brian’s head cleared and he opened his eyes, glancing around to see if anyone had seen him. The parking lot was empty. Thank God. He didn’t want to explain this.

The urge to get to the man filled Brian. He dashed around the car, jerked open the door and slid into the seat. After backing out, he threw it into gear, gunned it and merged onto the road, heading in the direction of the bar.

In less than ten minutes, he pulled the cruiser into the gravel parking lot of the Last Chance bar, his trouble lights flashing blue and red on the cheap vinyl siding.

The bar’s dark-tinted picture windows had been spray-painted with fake white snowflakes and Merry Christmas in red, and trimmed with a sagging string of multi-colored lights that only added to the visual assault. He’d been called to this place at least once a week since he’d started working at Spring Lake PD. It had a reputation as a dive. He hoped he was in time to stop this guy from getting hurt.

But no one was on the ground. Several cars were parked out front, but he didn’t spot anyone in the lot or by the front of the bar. Maybe he had gotten there in time after all.

Just as Brian sighed his relief, a man flew out of the door and landed hard in the gravel parking lot. The two men who’d ‘escorted’ him out shouted something Brian couldn’t make out and slammed the door shut. He recognized them as the bartenders.

Damn. Looks like my timing is off.

Brian shut off the flashing lights, got out of the vehicle and approached the man as he lay face down groaning.

“Police here. You okay?” He squatted next to him and patted him down, searching for ID or weapons. The young man barely moved. “You need an ambulance?” He checked for a pulse in the guy’s neck. Strong, but rapid.

“No.” More of a moan than a word. 

What Brian could see of his face in the headlights of his cruiser was scrunched up and bloody. Broken nose? Blond hair cut in a short on the sides but longer on top style. Guy might have been about five-eight, five-nine and maybe one hundred fifty-five pounds. The bartenders doubled as bouncers here, so they were a lot bigger than this guy. 

Brian found a wallet in his back pocket, flipped it open and studied the Texas State ID card. Odd. “Phillip Mott? That you?”

“Yep.” The man rolled over with a heave and a whimper. One of his arms flopped on the ground, while the other cradled his belly. “Shiiiitttt.”

“Jesus. The bartenders do that to you?” Brian winced at the guy’s face. “You hurt anywhere else?” He didn’t think they would do this sort of damage. Throw him out, yeah, but not this beating.

“No. Not them.” But the grimace on his face told Brian the guy was lying, probably about being hurt, not the bartenders.

“I think you should get a doctor to look at you. Let me call the EMTs.”

“No! No ambulance. No hospital.” He grabbed Brian’s wrist and stared up into the night sky as he gulped down air. “Can’t afford it.”

“Okay, no ambulance or hospital. But I’m going to have to put you in the patrol car for now. Can you sit up?” Brian put his arm around the guy’s shoulder and got him upright.

“You arrestin’ me?” He stared at Brian through one good blue eye, the other starting to swell shut.

“Not yet. This is for your safety and mine. I need to go in and find out what happened and I can’t have you out here alone.” He did not need this guy wandering off, only to wind up in a ditch or hit by a car. He got both his hands under Mott’s arms and lifted. Mott came off the ground and kept his feet under him, but protected his ribs with both hands.

“I can tell you what happened. I got the shit kicked out of me.” He flung an arm toward the bar. “Motherfucker.” In Brian’s estimation the guy wasn’t drunk, or at least not over the legal limit, but a breathalyzer would give him the results later. Right now, he needed to find out what had happened.

Brian walked him to the patrol car, leaned him against the side and opened the back door. “Go on and get in. I’ll be back in a few.” He guided Mott’s head down, helped him drag his legs in, then shut the door.

Time to find out the what, why and how. He already knew when and where.

He stepped into the bar, pausing to let his eyes adjust to the dim lighting. He scanned the place. Not a big crowd, but at least a dozen men and women. Brian located one of the bartenders he knew and strode over to the bar.

“What happened, Mel?” Brian took out his pen and pad and rested them on the bar. Mel had a phone in his hand, but when he turned and saw Brian, he hung up.

“Shit. Why’d you catch this? Guess it’s for the best, under the circumstances.” Mel shook his head, then let out a breath. “Okay, look, Phillip comes in here every couple of nights or so. Has a beer or two.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “Sometimes, he picks up a guy. They go into the bathroom and come out after ten, fifteen minutes. Thinks I don’t know what they’re doing.” He shrugged. “I don’t care. Live and let live.”

“He’s hooking? I didn’t think you’d let that go on here, Mel.”

“Nah. No money, just sex. Like I said, I don’t care. Consenting adults.”

“So, what happened?”

“So, tonight, he picked the wrong guy. I couldn’t get to him in time to warn him.”

“Who threw the first punch?” Brian took off his Stetson, wiped his forehead with his arm, and settled it back on. It might be in the forties outside, but with his department jacket on, in the bar it was a shade warm.

“Guy in the black hat. Jamie Crowder. I haven’t seen him in here for ages.”

“I guess he’s not gay?”

Mel snorted. “Guess not. When I looked over, Jamie was standing there and shouting, ‘Get away from me, you queer piece of shit.’ He hit Phillip smack in the eye, knocked him off his bar stool and started kicking him on the ground. That’s when I grabbed Paul”—he nodded toward the other bartender at the end of the bar—“and we pulled him off Phillip. We tossed him out, mostly to keep him from getting hurt worse. How’d you get here so fast?”

“You didn’t call us earlier?” Brian covered his early arrival.

“Nope. Someone else must have done it. Glad they did, though. You find Phillip?”

“Yeah, got him in the cruiser, out of the cold.”

Brian wrote the facts down as Mel told the familiar tale. Gay guy misses the cues, comes on to the wrong guy and wham. Beat down.

“I got it. Thanks for stepping in.”

“You might want to get Phillip to a doc. Steel-toe boots can do a lot of damage.” He shook his head.

“Will do. Listen, any physical damage to the bar?”

“No, luckily. Phillip can’t afford to pay damages, and frankly, if I was going to go after anyone, it’d be that jerk Jamie. If you ask me, Jamie’s in the closet, but no one is asking me and I don’t care if he is or not. I just don’t want him beating up my steady customers.”

Mel frowned and Brian got the feeling he liked Phillip way more than Jamie, and probably for good reason. Brian understood Mel didn’t care who a man or woman loved, mostly because he thought it wasn’t his business and anything that came between his bar and customers wasn’t in his interest.

“I’m going to have a chat with Mr. Crowder. Thanks.” Brian moved toward the table where three men in their early to mid-twenties sat huddled over their beers. As he approached, one of the men cocked his cowboy hat up on his head, leaned back in his seat, rocking the front legs off the ground, and tried to look tough.

Good luck with that.

“Mr. Crowder? Officer Brian Russell, Spring Lake PD.” He didn’t extend his hand but kept his gaze locked on his suspect.

“That’s me.” Crowder glanced at the other guys and grinned.

“Gentlemen, if you’ll give us a few moments alone?” Brian jerked his head in the direction of away. They slid out of their seats and eased to the other side of the bar, near the jukebox.

“Mr. Crowder, I understand you were involved in a fight tonight with Mr. Mott.”

“I was. Fucking fag offered to give me a blow job!” Crowder’s gaze danced away from Brian’s.

“You couldn’t just say no? You had to punch him and kick him?” Brian spread his legs a little more and crossed his arms over his chest, flexing his biceps just a bit. Crowder might think on beating Mott, who was half Brian’s size, but he’d never dare try that shit with Brian. 

“Well…” Crowder let the chair drop back to the ground. “Now, I ain’t saying I did nothing.”

“I have witnesses that say you did. And I have a victim that might need medical treatment. So, what I say is…” Brian rolled his eyes up for a second, then narrowed them down to Crowder. “Please stand up, put your hands behind your back. You’re under arrest.”

“Fuck.” Crowder tensed and, for a moment, Brian saw something wild flicker in Crowder’s eyes—flight or fight or give up. Brian didn’t feel up to a scuffle, but he would if he had to.

“Don’t be stupid, Crowder. I’ve got witnesses and your name.” Brian lowered his voice and Crowder sort of just drooped, even as he rose out of his chair and complied.

Brian ricked on the cuffs as he read Crowder his Miranda rights. Then he leaned in close to Crowder’s ear. “And by the way, just so you know, I’m one of those ‘fucking fags’.”

Crowder’s ‘what the fuck?’ expression almost started Brian laughing, but he kept control. “Come on, let’s go.” He spun Crowder around with his hand on the cuffs and got him facing the door then, with a push, started him moving.

He needed to get Crowder to lock-up, but he also had Mott to deal with. 

“Thanks, Mel!” He got a wave from the bartender as he opened the door and pushed his perp through it.

Brian reached up to his shoulder and pressed his radio button. “Going to need a car to transport to lock-up. One in custody. I have a victim with injury to deal with.”

He got the okay from dispatch then walked Crowder over to his cruiser. Time to pat him down and get him into the back seat of the transport as soon as it arrived.

He glanced into the back seat of his car. Phillip Mott sat there, head back against the seat, eyes closed. Or maybe it was the swollen shut eye he was seeing. No ambulance, huh?

“You arrestin’ him too?” Crowder sneered.

“Nope. He’s the victim.” Brian shook his head.

“He wanted to give me a blow job! Isn’t that illegal?”

“Did you ask him how much? Did you give him money?”

Crowder sputtered. “Fuck no!”

“Then it’s not illegal. But beating someone up, assault, that’s illegal.”

He found little on Crowder. A pack of smokes, his wallet, a condom. Typical pocket contents. No drugs. No weapons.

“Sit down on the ground, cross your legs and lean against my tire.”

Crowder grumbled, but obeyed.

Brian reached into the car and got out the breathalyzer. “Here. Blow hard.” He held it to Crowder’s mouth. The man took it and blew. Just under the limit.

“It’s your lucky day, Crowder. No DUI today.” Part of Brian wished he’d been over the limit, just to add some more onto the arrest. Guys like Crowder, willing to hurt someone over his own insecurities, needed to learn a lesson.

Guys like Phillip Mott, they needed people like Brian to help keep them safe, maybe find a little justice. It was what he’d signed up as a cop for and why he’d been a PI back in Houston. Getting justice for the little guy. 

Phillip Mott was one of the little guys. He’d seen them before at bars. Hell, at one time in his life, he’d been one of them. Barely nineteen. Just realizing he liked dick, but not knowing what to do about it, other than hit bars and look for fast, easy hook-ups. But he’d grown up in Houston.

In a small Texas town like Spring Lake, playing that game was taking your life in your hands. Brian wanted to be part of the fix for that problem. He wished life were different, but knowing how hard it had been for his own partner Rush Weston to come out of the closet here, well, he didn’t expect things to change too fast.

Still, with two ‘out’ gay couples, he and Rush, a rancher, and Jack, the chief of police and his partner Edward, who ran a day spa, now living in Spring Lake, the times were changing, just not as fast as he’d like.

Not fast enough for the Phillip Motts of this world.

Flashing lights appeared and in a minute a cruiser slowed, turned in and parked next to his car.

Officer Gale Blount got out, they swapped info and Blount took possession of his suspect. Brian would still have to write up the report, but at least he could avoid the time it took to do the booking and get on to seeing to Phillip Mott.

The patrol car drove off and Brian turned to his current problem waiting for him in the back seat of his cruiser.

He opened the door and leaned over. “Hey, you okay?”

Mott rolled his head to look at Brian out of his good eye. “Yeah. Can I just go home? Am I under arrest?”

“No, you’re the victim in this. And I’ll take you home. But you really should see a doctor. I’ll need a statement from you, but that can wait until tomorrow.” Brian sighed and shut the car door. He walked around to the driver’s side and got in. “You can come back for your car tomorrow too.”

“Don’t have a car.”

“How’d you get here?”

“Walked. Sometimes I catch a ride.” He shrugged. “It’s not that far.”

“Okay. Give me your address.”

“You know Smith’s, the tire store and garage? I live behind it.” He slumped back against the seat.

Brian pulled out and headed down the main street toward the garage. He remembered picking up Edward there when he’d first arrived in Spring Lake. That had not been a good experience for Edward, due to some homophobic mechanics who’d hassled him.

“You work there too?” Brian frowned into the rearview mirror.

“Yeah. Work the front counter. Live in a trailer behind the shop.”

No way this is the guy who harassed Edward, is it? He drove for a little while longer before his curiosity got the better of him.

“How long?”

“Just under a year. It’s not what I want to do with my life, but it pays the bills.”

Brian tried to remember the description of the guy… Hadn’t Edward mentioned his name? It started with a J, didn’t it? John? James? Jimmy?

“You got a mechanic there named Jimmy?”

Mott rolled his eyes and pursed his lips like he’d sucked on a lemon. “That son of a bitch? Yeah. He’s a real piece of work.”

Brian relaxed. Mott’s dislike of Jimmy couldn’t be plainer.

“Must be hard working with someone like him, day in and day out. He knows you’re gay?”

“Fuck no! If he did I’d be out of there before I could spit and in worse shape than now, for damn sure.” Mott stared out of the window for a time, then met Brian’s gaze in the mirror. “Are you going to out me? Write it up in your report? I can’t afford to lose my job and my place.”

“Well…I suppose I could keep the nature of your scuffle vague, but if Crowder gives a statement, it’ll have to go down in the report. So, it’s really out of my hands.” Brian shrugged. “Wish I could do more.”

“Right.” Mott sighed. “Well, Merry Fucking Christmas to me.” He closed his eyes and turned his head away to stare out of the window.

Brian reached the garage and turned the corner. “Back here?”

“Yeah. See? That’s my trailer. For now.” A ramshackle trailer, the kind towed behind a pickup back in the 1960s, stood parked in the farthest part of the rear parking lot, next to the back fence. Dents and peeling paint marred the aluminum siding. A soft light glowed from one of the two small windows. “Home sweet home.” Mott snorted.

God, he sounded so defeated. And Christmas was just a few days away. Brian could only imagine what it would be like for Mott. Did he have friends or family? He almost asked, but it really wasn’t his business.

He got out of the car, came around and opened Mott’s door. “I’m sorry, man. Wish I could do more.”

Mott eased out of the back seat with a few groans, then stood as straight as he could. “You’ve done enough, Officer.”

“Brian Russell. Here, take my card. If you need anything, just call. I’m serious.” Brian held out one of his business cards with the station’s phone number. “Call me tomorrow to set up a time for the statement. Just ask for me.”

Mott took it and slipped it into his back pocket. “Night, Brian.” And with that he limped off to the trailer as he got out his keys. He stepped onto a small wooden deck made from a shipping pallet and unlocked the door. Then, without a look back, he opened it and slipped inside.

Brian got back in his cruiser, reversed and headed to the station, thinking of how to write it up. Wouldn’t matter much if Crowder talked about Mott asking to give him a blow job. Then, all bets were off.

 

* * * *

 

Phillip hung on to the top of his tiny refrigerator as he pulled open the freezer door. After taking out a bag of frozen peas that he kept there for times like this, he stumbled to his bunk and fell onto it.

He winced as he placed the bag over the side of his swollen face. Fuck. How the hell was he going to explain this tomorrow? Maybe the swelling would go down enough. He could tell everyone his bad knee had acted up and he fell, hit his face on the table. That would work.

Man, he’d fucked up tonight. He looked around the trailer. It wasn’t much, but right now, it was all he had. Some clothes, a used laptop, a pair of boots, a pair of work shoes, a lightweight winter jacket. Everything else belonged to the trailer.

How long before the story got around and Joe Smith, Flynn, or, worse, Jimmy heard about how it happened? What would Estaban think of him getting his ass kicked?

How the hell would he get by if he lost his job?

Well, he’d fucked up when he’d come on to the guy at the bar. Or at least, when his gaydar had gone on the fritz. He should have waited longer, tried to get a better feel on the mixed signals the guy had been giving, not rushed. But he’d wanted to let off some tension.

He could have pushed the guy, but he’d promised himself to never do that again. Influencing someone who didn’t want to have sex was the same as rape. He’d understood that for years, ever since he’d first acted on his desire to be with men.

Ever since he’d realized his power could be used to hurt people.

That what his mother had made him do was not only illegal but immoral.

Had he been a different man, say, a man like Jimmy? Phillip shuddered at the thought of the pain Jimmy could inflict using influence on people to get his way or whatever he wanted. Over the years, he’d thought of his power as a curse, he’d wished it gone, but he’d never wished it on anyone else.

The frozen peas were thawing out. He should put them back in the freezer for thirty minutes, but damn, it just felt so good. He sat up, groaning and holding his side. He touched his tender ribs, testing to see if they were broken or just bruised.

Just bruised. He lifted his shirt and placed the bag against his side, shivering at the touch of the cold. Ten minutes later, he rose, holding on to the bag, and limped to the fridge, opened the freezer and tossed the bag in. He searched for something else to use.

He should’ve bought another bag of peas so he could swap off. Well, hindsight is twenty-twenty.

Right now, the sight in his left eye wasn’t getting much better. He got the plastic ice tray down and twisted it to pop out the cubes, letting them fall onto one of his dish towels. Then he refilled the tray and stuck it back in the ice-shrouded freezer. After wrapping the ice up, he took the makeshift pack back to the bed and put it on the shelf.

Then he went to the miniscule bathroom and looked in the mirror.

“Holy fuck,” he muttered. No wonder the cop had wanted to take him to the ER.

His face was messed up, bad. A dark bruise on his cheek and an epic black eye covered one side of his face. He fumbled with the bottle of painkillers, shaking out three, then, thinking about it, adding one more. He turned on the water, cupped his hands under the meager, spitting flow, then swallowed the pills.

Phillip stripped down to his briefs, then crawled into bed, put the ice pack on his face and closed his eyes.

The scene in the bar replayed in his head, like a bad movie. A horror movie. The guy climbing off his bar stool. Turning, in slow motion, his face scrunched up and distorted, lips pulled back, teeth showing in a snarl, like an animal. The pain hitting him, flying backward, impacting the floor. Stunned. Trying to catch his breath.

Then the kicking started. Curling into a ball.

Phillip shivered. He wrapped his arms around his chest, letting the ice pack slip away as he turned on his side. His ribs ached, as if remembering being pummeled. Shivers turned into the shakes, as if he was an addict going through withdrawal.

He howled like a wounded animal into his pillow.

What the hell is happening? Phillip put his hands over his head, holding his temples as if they might explode. He sucked in air, gulping it down, trying to fill his lungs, because, shit, he could barely breathe.

Relax. It’s not happening. It’s not real. It’s over.

He had no idea how long he lay there, trying to get back to normal. Trying to slow the rise and fall of his chest, the racing heartbeat. At last, he calmed.

Maybe he should have gone to the ER, but if they’d seen this, they’d just have called him crazy. Maybe sedate him against his will. Keep him there overnight, and he’d miss work. Something he just could not do, because it would not fit with the ‘I fell and hit my head’ excuse.

No, this was best. He could deal with this…reaction. He just needed to get back to work, forget about the…situation. It was over and he needed to move on.

That big cop, Brian, had said he’d take a statement tomorrow. Please don’t let him come to work. The last thing he needed was to explain that to his manager…or Jimmy.

He’d have to call the guy and arrange to see him after work. Where the hell did I put that card?

Phillip leaned over the bed and grabbed his jeans. He’d slipped the card into his back pocket. He recovered his wallet and slid the card into one of the holders.

Tomorrow. Get in, open the garage, then call the cop. Back to normal.

Phillip’s face and side throbbed in time with his heartbeat.

Fuck my life.

 

 


Chapter Three

Rush rolled over in bed as Brian lifted the covers and slid under.

“Hey, you.” He reached out, wrapped his arms around Brian and snugged him in close. “Missed you.” The scent of his lover never failed to arouse him. The damp hair told him Brian had showered before coming to bed.

Brian sighed, melting into the embrace. Rush kissed him on the temple. “Rough day?” It had to be after midnight, a long day for Brian’s shift. Usually he made it home before midnight.

“Yeah. Nothing bad, just…” A low, soft growl rumbled in Brian’s chest.

“Just?” After six months of living together, Rush had Brian’s signals down. This was a pause, not an ‘I don’t want to talk about it’ sign.

“My last call was over at the Last Chance bar. Fight.”

“That dive? You know it’s got a reputation, right?” Several, in fact. The one Rush knew about was, if a fellow was looking for some anonymous bathroom sex, that was the place to go. He’d never taken a risk to find out—he’d preferred going to Houston for his nameless sex. At least until earlier this year.

“Yeah. Well, tonight this poor guy propositioned the wrong guy, who instead of saying sorry, no thanks, beat the crap out of him.”

Rush frowned. “A young gay guy? Here in Spring Lake? Do we know him?”

Brian gave a soft chuckle. “You do know we don’t know all the gays in town, don’t you? Some of them have to be in the closet, right?”

Rush kissed him on the cheek and slid his hand over Brian’s belly. “I know. It’s just…” He played with Brian’s nipple. Brian moaned and turned toward him.

“Yeah. Familiar story, huh?”

Rush nodded. “What happened? You arrest the guy?”

“No. I arrested the asshole who beat him up. It wasn’t a money thing, it was a sex thing. Guy refused to go to the hospital or have the EMTs see him. I would have insisted, but…I took him home instead. He’ll make a statement tomorrow.”

“Good. Glad he’s not spending the night in jail.” Rush nodded and moved his hand lower on Brian’s belly.

“Well, he might just be in worse shape if it comes out he’s gay. He’s afraid he’ll lose his job and his home.”

“Damn.” Rush knew those fears up close and personal. Those demons had ridden him for years, until he’d met Brian and decided he was worth fighting for. Worth stepping out of the closet for.

“Hey, honey.” Brian rolled on top of Rush and gazed down into his eyes. “Speaking of blow jobs…” He gave Rush a wicked grin, then kissed him hard and dirty, tangling his tongue with Rush’s.

Rush pushed his hips up, letting Brian feel the hardness of his erection against his belly. “I love when you speak about blow jobs.”

“Do you?” Brian moved lower, kissing his way down Rush’s body. He lingered over his nipples, sucking, scraping them with his teeth then circling them with his tongue.

Rush moaned louder. “Brian, fuuuck.” When Brian pushed Rush’s legs apart and kissed up the inside of his thighs, Rush nearly came off the bed. His cock, standing up against his belly, leaked a drop of pre-cum.

Brian licked it up before it fell. “So sweet.” He gazed up at Rush and smiled.

Rush’s heart melted and sped up, beating faster in anticipation of the moment when Brian would take him completely into his mouth. But Brian kept kissing and licking the shaft, drawing it out, teasing Rush until he almost exploded.

“Please. Fuck. Brian.” Rush threaded his fingers into Brian’s short, crisp hair and urged him to take his cock.

A wicked chuckle vibrated against his belly. “Bastard,” Rush grumbled.

Just when he couldn’t take any more, Brian swallowed him.

“Jesus!” Rush rose off the bed as he thrust up, deeper into Brian’s mouth. “Take me, you bastard. Make me come. Suck me down.” Brian’s moves made Rush talk dirty and he ranted as Brian sucked hard then slid down with a scrape of teeth.

Brian worked his tongue under the head of Rush’s cock, flicking the thick membrane, then delving into the slit. Rush’s sac tightened and lightning raced along his shaft, to his balls and up his spine.

“Gonna come! Christ! Swallow it. Do it. Oh, fuck.” He groaned and exploded, his cum shooting, jerking his body with each spurt.

And Brian swallowed it, humming as he did, showing Rush that he loved it. When he finally pulled off, it was with a loud pop and a satisfied slurp.

“Damn, love the way you taste.” Brian shifted to the side and stretched out along Rush’s body. “Open for me. I have something for you.” He leaned over and kissed him, forcing his way in, parting Rush’s teeth with one hand on his jaw. 

Rush stopped fighting. “Give it.”

Brian tangled his tongue with Rush’s and the explosion of cum burst across his buds. Salty, bitter, and his. He knew his own flavor as well as he knew Brian’s. Lately, Brian had a thing about sharing their cum.

A hard cock pressed into Rush’s side. Brian hadn’t come yet. “What do you want?”

“I want to come on you. On your chest, then lick it off. Then make you taste it.” Brian’s smile went all evil and Rush moaned. Damn, yes!

“Climb on board, Officer.” Rush patted his belly. “Want to see you jerk that thick cock of yours. Want to see you come hard and hot all over me.”

Brian straddled him then leaned over and kissed him again. He wrapped his hand around his dick and made a little sound, like a sigh of pleasure.

“Oh fuck, you know I love watching you.” Rush pushed a pillow under his head to get a better view of the action. Brian sat on his knees, on either side of Rush’s hips, and rubbed his balls over Rush’s limp dick. Rush passed him a bottle of lube from the bedside table.

It was hot as hell, and Brian put on a show better than any porno he’d ever watched. The way Brian threw his head around, hissed as he stroked, applying the lube thick, the way he pumped his hips, making his balls drag along the length of Rush’s slowly thickening shaft, just drove Rush crazy.

The sounds. Christ. He could get off on the sounds alone. Brian’s gasps, the slurp of the lube as he worked it over his cock with his hand, and his own answering cries.

He’d given up the safety of the closet for this man and, every day they spent together, he was thankful he’d had the guts to do it. To realize he was damn lucky to have Brian, and that Brian wanted him as badly as he wanted Brian. Despite that, deep inside Rush lurked the fear that if Brian ever left, he’d destroyed his life for nothing.

Brian threw his head back, shook it and cursed a string of profanity a sailor would be proud of. He knew the dirty talk turned Rush on, the son of a bitch.

“I want to fuck you, Rush. Want to shove my dick up your ass, so hard and so deep you can feel me in your throat. Want to come on you, cover your face in my jiz, paint your chest with white-hot stripes. Make you taste me, come on your tongue, in your mouth. Fuuuck!”

Brian jerked himself so hard and fast his fist was a blur. He bent over on himself, as if gathering his cum inside, and with a hard thrust of his hips, he straightened. “Take it. I’m coming! Oh fuck, it’s so good!”

And he shot his load. Fat drops of hot cum landed on Rush’s chest, then turned into ropes of white, like whip marks laid over his skin, as Brian emptied.

“Oh, fucking Christ.” Brian exhaled as he slipped his hand over and over his deflating dick, easing the last drops of cum onto his fingers. Then he raised his hand to his mouth and licked them clean.

Rush shuddered, his cock now stiff and his balls aching. What this man did to him. Dear God. “I love you, babe.”

“Love you too.” Brian swung his leg over and knelt next to Rush. He bent over and ran his tongue through the patterns of cooling cum on Rush’s chest. “You’re going to eat this.” Rush shuddered, the idea of it making him even harder.

When Brian got a mouthful, he held out his tongue.

“Give it to me. I want to taste you.” Rush opened his mouth and accepted the gift from Brian. They kissed, swapping the cum back and forth, until it was gone.

Brian broke away, grinning like a fool. “You love that, honey, don’t you?”

“I love anything you do to me.” Rush rolled over on top of Rush. “You did such a good job of turning me on, I’m hard again. Going to fuck you till I come.”

“Fuck, yes!” Brian grabbed the lube and slicked Rush’s cock up. “Fuck me, babe. Use me hard. Make me feel you tomorrow.”

That was all Brian had to say. “Roll over.” He slapped Brian’s hip. “Want to fuck you like this.” He loved looking at Brian while they fucked, but there was something about fucking him from behind that cranked Rush’s engine. He wanted to come fast and hard and this would do it.

“Gonna fuck you into the mattress.” He grabbed Brian’s hips with his hands and pulled him back, then he guided his dick to Brian’s hole and pushed in. They slid together, slotting like two perfect pieces, a lock and a key, until Rush had buried himself deep in Brian.

“Do it.” Brian braced himself and widened his knees a bit more. “Don’t hold back. Slam me.”

Rush took his first stroke, pulling out then pounding back in. He didn’t stop, just kept going, deep and hard, making Brian cry out, in a mix of pleasure and pain that sounded so familiar and so damned sexy. Same as when Brian fucked him hard.

“Christ. I love fucking you.”

“Love being fucked by you.”

“You’re mine, Brian. Mine to fuck.” He angled down and slid over Brian’s prostate. Brian howled and his arms collapsed, with only his ass in the air, as he took Rush’s dick. Rush braced his arms on Brian’s shoulders as he rode him, pinning him to the mattress.

It was going to be soon. All Rush had to do was look down, watch as his cock slid in and out of Brian’s hole. Watch it open, contract, again and again.

“So fucking beautiful. My cock reaming your ass.” He placed his fingers on either side of his shaft as it entered and left, knowing he added another sensation of pleasure for both of them.

Brian cried out. “Coming! Oh fuck!” The pulses of his orgasm squeezed along Rush’s cock, setting him off.

He lost it. Pushed in deep as he could go and emptied. As if his soul had poured out of his dick and entered Brian.

When the spurting stopped, he pulled out and Brian slid down to the mattress. Rush pried Brian’s ass cheeks apart to watch his jiz ooze from Brian’s now closed hole.

“Fuck, that’s pretty.” He leaned down and licked a tongue-load of it. Two could play this game. “Gimme a kiss.”

Brian rolled partway over and reached for Rush without hesitation, opening his mouth to accept Rush’s cum.

They kissed, then Rush fell back on the bed, exhausted but satisfied. Rush got up, padded over to the bathroom sink, got a warm, wet cloth and came back. In a few quick wipes, he had them both cleaned up.

Brian rolled onto his side. “Spoon me.”

“You’re so needy.” Rush chuckled as he climbed into bed.

“You love it.”

“Yeah, I do.” He kissed the back of Brian’s neck as he tucked himself against Brian. “Perfect.”

“Perfect.”

A brief flash of worry ran across Rush’s mind. That poor kid beaten for just trying to connect with someone. 

It could have been me all those years ago.

 

* * * *

 

In the morning, they sat at the table over egg whites, turkey bacon and two pieces of wheat toast, light on the butter. A few weeks after Thanksgiving, Brian had gotten on a health kick, which meant Rush had to put up with their meals together being, how did he say it?, “Not quite satisfying.” And right before the holidays. At least he hadn’t ruined Thanksgiving.

Rush put down his fork. “So, I’m thinking, what do you think about inviting everyone to the ranch for Christmas? We’ve got enough bedrooms. We can have Christmas Eve dinner, then do a light breakfast before the big meal.”

“You just want to eat ‘real’ food.” Brian snickered as he shook his head.

“Naw, but that wouldn’t be a bad thing. I just figured, hell, it’s sort of all of our first Christmas together, and since we all sort of owe thanks to each other for meeting…” Rush shrugged. “It just felt a bit small on Thanksgiving. Not that I’m used to a big family to-do or I didn’t enjoy going into San Antonio to a fancy hotel meal, but I’d like to spend the day with friends, you know?”

Brian grinned. “I think that’s a great idea. I’m working Christmas Eve, but I have Christmas Day off. Not sure about Jack. Edward’s spa will be closed. Guess I’ll have to call Mitchell and Sammi and find out if they can make it. But I think it’s a great idea!” He dug into the last bit of egg white, scooping it up with a triangle of wheat toast, then popped it into his mouth. 

“A big Christmas blow-out with all the trimmings sounds great.” Rush nodded. “Can you call Mitchell and check with Jack? I’ll start getting the decorations out of the shed.” Rush’s voice couldn’t contain his excitement, as if he were a kid again. “I’ve never really hosted a party before, if you don’t count poker nights.”

“Say, what if y’all decorate the tree on Christmas Eve? Oh, and how about no gifts? I know money’s tight for most of us.” Brian stood, picked up the dishes and headed to the sink. He spoke over his shoulder, “It’d be awesome if this became a tradition.”

Rush rose then walked to the door where his coat and hat were hung. “Sure. Why not? And I agree about the gifts. Frankly, I have no idea what to get any of them anyway.” He slipped into his jacket, buttoned it up and swiped his hat off the rack and onto his head. With one hand on the door, he paused.

“Hey, what do you think about asking that fella from the bar fight, Mott, was it? Maybe he might need a place to land for the day.”

Brian looked up from wiping down the table. “Phillip Mott?” He scrunched his eyebrows together. “I guess so. I’m going to take his statement sometime today, I can ask him then.” With that he sauntered over to Rush and leaned into him. “Have a great day ridin’ the range, cowboy.”

Rush met him halfway and landed a kiss on Brian’s mouth. “You too, Officer. See you at lunch.” Rush ran his hands over Brian’s T-shirt, then let them drop to his side. Rush’s work started early, and Brian was on the late shift, going in about the time Rush finished. They’d only see each other at lunch and later when they passed each other as Brian left. In between, Brian usually did some housework, laundry and such. If he were lucky, he’d get a nap in before he had to go to work.

“I’ll start a crockpot meal for you and the guys’ lunch. If we leave any leftovers you can have them for dinner, if that’s okay?” Brian backed away toward the kitchen. Rush, Manuel, and his hired hand Joey wouldn’t show up for lunch until around one p.m.

“If they don’t, I’ll scrounge something up, don’t worry.” Rush touched the brim of his Stetson with his hand and left, shutting the door behind him before the cold seeped in.

Brian headed back to their bedroom and got his phone off the charger. He’d have to wait until later in the morning to call the guys to make plans for the holiday. In the meantime, he wondered why Rush wanted to invite Mott. Then he wondered why he hadn’t thought of it first.

 

 

 


Chapter Four

“So, everyone will be there?” Sammi cradled the phone between his neck and shoulder as he slipped on one of the oven mitts. Any minute now the timer would go off.

“Yep. And you can come up anytime you want or stay for as long as you want. You’re out of school, right?” Brian sounded excited about the holiday get-together he and Rush were planning.

“Yes, but Mitchell just started a new job, so I can’t promise. I need to check with him when he gets home. I’ve got time. School doesn’t start back until mid-January, but I’m working at the grill part-time until then. I’ll talk to Otto, but I’m sure I can get some time off. He was talking about shutting down for a few days anyway.”

“You could drive up and Mitchell could come up later.” Brian made it sound so tempting. A few days out of Houston and in the country, on Rush’s ranch? It’d be like a real vacation, something he’d never had in his life.

“Yeah, I could. Let me talk to Mitchell, see what days he’s got off.”

“Sure. And remember, no gifts. Just let me know the plans. Talk to you later.” Brian hung up.

Sammi did a little dance right there in the kitchen. A vacation! Maybe he could go to Edward’s spa and have a spa day! He’d heard some women talking about it at the grill and it sounded downright decadent. He knew Edward had opened a business in Spring Lake, but he’d never dreamed he’d go to one. He stopped dancing and looked at his bare feet.

There were a few things he’d always wanted to do and a pedicure was on the list. He’d never been pampered like that. Sure, he’d been kept locked up in a penthouse, but it didn’t mean he’d been spoiled. Far from it.

He closed his eyes and pictured the other thing he’d wanted to do—ride a horse. Ever since he’d been a kid, he’d dreamed of being a cowboy. Being a sex slave hadn’t been his choice. He could thank Mitchell for freeing him from that horrid life and an even worse future.

Now he was building his new life. He’d studied hard and gotten his GED, started his first semester in culinary school, worked part-time at Otto’s grill and had real friends. And one of them was Rush.

Rush had a ranch, and the one time they’d been there Sammi had seen the horses in the pasture, but they’d been busy moving Brian into Rush’s place and he’d never had a chance to bring it up or even get close to one.

Would Rush let him ride a horse? Not one of the bucking broncos, like in the rodeo, but a pretty brown horse with a white blaze on its face and sweet dark brown eyes. He would feed it an apple. Sammi sighed.

What a fabulous Christmas that would be! He’d have everything. Mitchell, the guys, a spa day and a horse ride.

The timer on the stove went off. His next batch of Christmas cookies was done. He opened the oven, took out the cookie sheet and inhaled. The scent of vanilla and ginger filled the kitchen.

He placed it on the stovetop and checked them over. Perfect. He grabbed the next batch off the kitchen table and popped them into the oven, shut the door and reset the timer.

On one side of the kitchen table, he’d set up a cookie packaging line complete with wax paper, Christmas decorated boxes, and ribbons. Since he’d been going to culinary school, his hours at the grill had been cut drastically, so money was tight. And no way would he borrow money from Mitchell—he already owed him for his school tuition. So, he used what he had to buy ingredients to make the cookies and buy the wrapping supplies.

Enough for two dozen for each of their friends. He’d just agreed to no presents, but he didn’t think of homemade cookies as presents. They were…holiday food! No one would make a fuss over that, would they?

Besides, who else could he give these to?

On the other side of the table, cooling cookies waited to be decorated with pink icing. He giggled at the ones he’d finished. Two dozen little pink penises, with shaved coconut or chocolate stuck on the balls. With his icing bag and tips, he’d even added a white pearl of cum at the slit he’d pressed into each one. He hoped the guys would get a laugh out of them, and they’d love the way the naughty cookies tasted.

He sat down and started to fill the next box. Counting the ones in the oven, he only had two more dozen to do and he’d be done.

 

* * * *

 

The door opened as Sammi tied the bow on the last cookie box.

“Hey, babe! You home?” Mitchell called to him from the front hall.

“In the kitchen,” Sammi sang out. He’d lost track of time working on the cookies.

Mitchell entered, pulling off his tie and sliding his suit jacket off to hang it on the back of his chair. 

“Gimme a kiss.” He held out his arms and, without hesitation, Sammi rushed to him, letting himself be wrapped up in Mitchell’s arms. He took a deep breath and sighed. Nothing better than Mitchell coming home to him every day.

Sure, he’d loved spending time all day with Mitchell after he’d lost his job, but working Mitchell was far better. The change in him had been subtle, and Sammi didn’t have to read Mitchell’s mind to see the way being unemployed had affected him. He’d tried to hide it, but he’d been miserable, his confidence had taken a blow, and Sammi’s guilt for being the reason for it all ate at him, feeding into it. A weird dynamic had soon developed—Sammi had been the one going off to work, picking up more hours at the grill to tide them over, with Mitchell staying home, hunting for a job. For a while, they’d sort of drawn apart, arguing over petty stuff, and it had scared the hell out of Sammi. Just the thought of him and Mitchell separating had nearly killed him. And if they had, with their soul bond linking them, it might have meant death for one or both.

Then, thank God, Mitchell had been hired and everything had gone back to normal.

Sammi tilted his head back and offered his lips to Mitchell. They kissed hello and I love you and I missed you until Sammi broke away. 

Mitchell stared at the table. “What’s all this?” He picked up one of the boxes and gave it a shake. “Presents?”

“I’m baking cookies for everyone. Homemade cookies are the best, right?” Sammi looked at Mitchell for confirmation.

“They sure are. I remember making cookies with my mom when I was a kid.” Mitchell sniffed the box. “This smells delicious.”

Sammi’s heart stuttered. “I never made…you know, with my mom dying when I was a kid…” Without warning, his eyes filled with tears. Ever since he’d found his grandmother and learned about his mom, the pain of what could have been surfaced more often and at odd times, like now.

Mitchell groaned. “I’m so sorry. That was dumb of me.” He pulled Sammi back into his arms. “But, hey, did you make some for your grandmother? I’m sure she’d love your cookies.”

Sammi giggled. “Maybe not these.” He grimaced. “They’re penises.”

“Uh, no. Maybe you should make some more…Christmasy-style cookies for her. You know, snowmen, trees and stars. That sort of thing.”

“And Otto, too.” Sammi nodded. “I’ll get those done tomorrow.”

Mitchell laughed. “Hey, do I get some of those penis ones?”

Sammi glanced up from under his bangs, trying for sexy. “Well, I do have a very special one just for you.”

Mitchell groaned and ran his hand over Sammi’s dick. It hardened under his caress. But Sammi pulled away.

“Before I forget, Brian called your cell, but you didn’t answer. So, he called here and I talked to him. That’s okay, right?” Sammi gazed up into Mitchell’s eyes.

“Of course. You can talk to whoever you want to. You can even call people, you know.” Mitchell brushed Sammi’s long black bangs behind his ear then kissed the tip of his nose. “What did he want?”

“Oh, it’s wonderful! He and Rush are inviting everyone to the ranch for Christmas! Jack and Edward and Winston are invited too! They’re going to do a Christmas Eve buffet, breakfast and then a big dinner! And they said no presents. Can we go?” Everything spilled out of him in a rush.

“Hey, that’s great!” Mitchell grinned, then sobered. “Damn. I only get two days off. Christmas and the day after. I have to go in to work on Thursday and Friday.”

“I told him I wasn’t sure when you had off. You can’t take any extra days?” Sammi bit his lip. This could ruin everything.

“No way. I’m still in my ninety-day probation period. Best behavior, remember?” He kissed Sammi again. “Don’t frown, baby.” He squeezed Sammi, then released him. “We can leave right after work and get there for the Christmas Eve party. And we can come back late in the afternoon the day after.”

Sammi chewed on the side of his cheek. “Well…” He let his voice fade out.

Mitchell put him at arm’s length. “Sammi. What’s up?” He put his thumb on Sammi’s chin and tilted his head up so Sammi could gaze into his eyes. “I’m feeling something from you…” He closed his eyes and touched Sammi with his mind. “Rush has horses.”

“What? You want to ride a horse?” Mitchell chuckled. “At Rush’s ranch?”

Sammi sighed. “And a pedicure at Edward’s spa.” He slumped a bit. “But there won’t be time, not with all the festivities, and the cooking, and everything.”

Mitchell smiled. “So maybe you can stay for a few days after. I can go back to Houston, and then come to pick you up on the weekend. Would that work?”

“Really? You’d let me stay?” Sammi bounced on his toes. Oh, he loved Mitchell so much!

“Baby, you don’t need my permission.” He sobered and kissed Sammi’s forehead. “You can come and go as you please. I’d hoped after six months you’d understand that I’m not going to keep you…” He huffed and exhaled. “Well, let’s call it locked up.”

“I know. I just… It’d be the first time we’ve been apart, that’s all.” Sammi’s heart hurt if he thought of being away from Mitchell. Not sleeping next to him at night. Waking to him each morning. But if he wanted to be an independent person, this might help. 

“So, you’ll stay with the guys, hang out, get a spa day and ride a horse. You’ll have a blast! It’s settled.” 

Sammi knew Mitchell wouldn’t deny him anything, so he was always careful about what he mentioned or asked for. History told him Mitchell would brave death for him. And no way did Sammi ever want to take advantage of that love, even if they were soul-bonded.

He reached out and touched Mitchell’s mind with his to see if he was okay about leaving him at the ranch and going back to Houston.

“I want you to go and have fun. I love you, baby.” A wave of Mitchell’s love washed over him.

“Thanks!” He threw his arms around Mitchell’s neck and wrapped his legs around his waist. Sammi kissed Mitchell hard, trying to show him all the love in his heart, even if Mitchell could feel it through their bond.

Mitchell broke away. “You don’t have to show me, baby. I know you love me.” He touched his forehead to Sammi’s. “Soul bond.”

“Soul bond.” Sammi grinned.

Mitchell grabbed a handful of Sammi’s ass and shifted him up a little higher for a better grip. “Bed.”

“Yes.” Sammi kissed the space between Mitchell’s ear and the collar of his work shirt. “Need you.”

 

Mitchell headed down the hall to the bedroom. He’d been waiting all day to come home to Sammi. He thanked God every day the tornado that was his lover had whirled into his life, destroyed it, then rebuilt it, making it better than Mitchell had ever thought he deserved or would ever have.

And all because they found each other through a weird mind bond neither he nor Sammi could explain.

Mitchell held on to Sammi as he kicked open the bedroom door. Man, all day he’d fought off thinking of all the things he and Sammi would do once he got home. They were a big distraction for him, but he couldn’t take a chance on losing this job. He didn’t blame Sammi for losing his previous job—that had been all his fault. And that goon of Donovan’s, Morelli.

It’d taken him a few months to find a new job and he would do anything to keep it. They needed the paycheck and benefits, especially while Sammi was in school and not working as much. He’d hated that he’d put that pressure on Sammi so soon after he’d gotten on his feet. He’d wanted to care for him, protect him, help him become the person he knew Sammi could be, not crush him under a sudden wave of financial burdens.

Mitchell staggered over to their bed, keeping a firm grip on Sammi’s tight ass.

“Bed!” Sammi laughed and launched himself onto it backward, arms flung out. He landed and bounced.

“Take off your clothes, baby.” Mitchell started stripping. His dick strained at his zipper, his balls aching. What he wanted to do to his Sammi…

“I know what you want.” Sammi pushed his jeans down. Commando. Mitchell shivered. His Sammi, his boy, loved going freestyle. 

My boy?

He shook his head. No. That wasn’t right. It bordered on…ownership. And Sammi’d had enough of being owned for a lifetime. He’d struggled to never treat Sammi as less than an equal, and never as a slave.

“I know you do.” Mitchell pushed the thought out of his mind before Sammi got hold of it. He’d never hurt Sammi. He’d die first.

Sammi rocked up, pulled off his shirt and flopped back down onto the mattress, naked as a jaybird. Fuck, his body was incredible. Mitchell kicked off his shoes, stepped out of his slacks and briefs, dropped his shirt onto the pile of clothes and yanked off his socks, tossing them on top.

His dick stuck out, hard and aching. Mitchell grabbed his nuts with one hand and stroked his shaft with the other. What Sammi did to him, how turned on he got just looking at Sammi, or hearing his sexy voice, or the expression on his face while he was being fucked.

“Blow me, baby.”

Mitchell closed his eyes and added, “…your finger in my ass…”

“You want me to blow you.” Sammi grinned, then his eyes opened and his smile grew bigger. “You want me to blow you while I finger fuck you, don’t you?”

Mitchell nodded. He squeezed the base of his dick to keep from losing it. Fuck, he loved to hear Sammi talk dirty. Tell him what he would do to him. Just hearing the words made Mitchell go crazy, want to pound Sammi hard. Spill all over him.

“And I know what you want to do to me.” Sammi’s voice was wicked sexy.

Mitchell groaned. Sammi patted the bed. “Lay down.” Mitchell stretched out on his back, his legs apart so Sammi could position himself there.

Instead, Sammi knelt next to him, at his hips. Mitchell reached up and ran his fingers through Sammi’s hair. “Suck me. Just thinking of you has me aching. I’m not going to last long.” “Fair warning.”

“I’m going to make you blow hard.”

Mitchell shuddered. Sammi bent over, his ass in the air, and held Mitchell’s cock upright. He licked the head, flicked the membrane under the rim and caressed his way over Mitchell’s balls, across his taint, then touched Mitchell’s hole.

Mitchell bucked, thrusting his dick deeper into Sammi’s mouth. Sammi swallowed him, dragged up hard, then went down again, all the time circling Mitchell’s opening with his finger. Teasing. Scraping. Pushing but not entering him.

Driving him crazy. Shit. He struggled to keep from coming. He wanted more ass play.

Mitchell watched Sammi blow him. Fuck. He reached out and ran his hand over Sammi’s shoulder, down his back to his butt, giving it a squeeze. And got an idea. No reason we both couldn’t have some fun. He grabbed the bottle of lube from the nightstand, squeezed out a dollop onto his finger, then tossed it to Sammi. It rolled and hit Sammi’s leg.

Sammi popped off his dick, picked up the lube and squirted some out on his finger. He resumed sucking Mitchell’s cock as he pressed his finger against Mitchell’s hole.

He groaned, relaxing to let Sammi inside. With a hard press, Sammi pushed and his ass opened.

“Oh fuck. Breached. Yeah, baby.” Sammi worked his finger in and out, twisting and opening him.

Mitchell exhaled. “Damn you. I know what you want.”

He smoothed his hand over the curve of Sammi’s ass, then ran his finger down the crack to his target. A quick circle to spread some lube, then he dove in, pushing deep. Sammi didn’t need him to go slow. He pushed back onto Mitchell’s finger.

“Yeah. That’s it. Finger fuck me. Hard and fast. Go deep, baby.”

This was one of the best parts of their bond. Not needing words. They could keep their mouths busy and still talk to each other.

“Want to fuck you. Want you to come. Shoot all over me.”

Sammi moaned, humping Mitchell’s finger as he sucked hard on Mitchell’s dick while fucking him deep and slow.

“Fuck. Like this?”

Mitchell angled his finger and hit Sammi’s prostate. Sammi jerked and did the same to Michell. They echoed each other’s moves. Whatever one did to the other’s ass got reciprocated. For a few times, Mitchell would lead, then Sammi would take over.

“Oh God. You’re making me come. Baby! Yes. Yes. Yes.”

The suction on his dick and Sammi’s finger rubbing his gland was too much. Mitchell arched his back, his balls pulling tight, his cock filling…and he emptied his load down Sammi’s throat.

Sammi swallowed, then popped off with a loud gasp. Mitchell worked his finger harder over Sammi’s prostate. “Come on, baby. Come for me.”

“Yes. I’m coming. For you, Daddy. All for you.”

Sammi sat back, wrapped his hand around his cock and gave it one long stroke. He cried out and shot, hot white ropes spewing, landing on Mitchell’s belly, painting him with his release.

“Oh, Daddy. So good.”

With a toss of his head, he whipped his bangs away from his face, as he continued to work the last of his cum out of his slit. A final drop fell and hit Mitchell’s spent cock.

“Daddy?” Mitchell croaked out. “Where did that come from?”

Sammi sat back and exhaled. A blush painted his cheeks. “Well, I’ve been on the internet…reading…about stuff.”

Mitchell cupped Sammi’s face in his hand. “About daddies and…boys? Did you hear me thinking?”

“Sort of.” Sammi rushed on, “But I’d been thinking about it…reading up on it before today. For a few months. I just didn’t think you’d…”

“Understand? What? That you want me to be your daddy?” Mitchell frowned. “I’m not really sure what that’s supposed to mean to you. I know I sometimes think of you as…my boy. But I don’t want you to ever think I own you, or think you belong to me. Not like a…slave. Not like Donovan.” He shook his head at the image of the fucker who’d captured Sammi and used him as a sex slave, almost selling him to someone. “Not like property. Never.”

Sammi got up, went to the bathroom and returned with a damp washcloth. He stopped at the bed, put his leg up on it, and wiped the cum dripping down his thighs.

Mitchell groaned. “Fuck, baby. You’re going to get me hard again.”

Sammi smiled. “And that’s bad?” He turned the cloth around, then wiped down Mitchell’s belly. When he was done, he tossed it onto the pile of clothes.

“No. Well, yeah.” Mitchell opened his arms and Sammi slid in, a perfect fit. He rested his head on Mitchell’s shoulder. “Look. This daddy-boy thing. What do you want it to mean, for us?”

Sammi ran his finger in a circle over Mitchell’s chest. He’d spent a lot of time thinking and researching. “Well, what I want is to know I belong to you. That you’re going to take care of me. That you’re the top to my bottom. And that you think of me as your boy. And understand that I want to please you so much, make you happy, any way I can.”

“I want to make you happy too, baby.” Mitchell kissed his forehead. “How about we give it a try for a while? Then we can decide if it’s what we both want. But, Sammi, look at me.” 

Sammi raised his head up to gaze into Mitchell’s eyes.

“I don’t own you. You’re not my slave. I’m not going to expect you to be a house boy, always cooking and cleaning or fetching my slippers. I want to share the chores with you. We’re partners. But in bed, yes, I want to be your daddy and you to be my boy. Will that work for you?”

Sammi nodded, gave Mitchell a quick kiss and pushed off him.

“Speaking of meals…how about we order pizza?” Sammi bit his bottom lip, waiting.

“Sounds great! You’ve been baking all day and I’m bushed after what we just did.”

Mitchell pushed Sammi, and they both got out of bed and headed to the closet to put on sleep pants and T-shirts. One of them had to answer the door when the pizza arrived.

 


Chapter Five

Phillip held his breath as he unlocked the back door to the garage. His shiner was still aching, turning purple and blue, but the swelling was almost gone. The bruise on his cheek had started to fade. His ribs still hurt, but he could deal with the pain.

After getting the lights on and fixing the coffee, he went into the garage bays to unlock and open the doors. As he bent down, his ribs complained. He braced himself and lifted… The door rose and his ribs twinged. First one done. The one that stuck was next. With a deep breath, he bent, pushed with his knees, straightened, and pain kicked him in the side, as if it had just happened.

Phillip cried out, clutched his side with one hand and braced his other hand on his knee as he sucked in air. Damn. Fuck. Shit. That hurt like a motherfucker.

This wasn’t going to work. He had one more bay door to open and it might just kill him. He limped over to it, unlocked it and grabbed the handle. On the count of three.

“One. Two. Three.” He pulled up, and the door, thank God, slid up without much effort. The pain was bearable. He turned toward the office to start the day. Two sets of keys and accompanying notes were on the floor by the front door. He needed to get them and log them in.

He was typing the info into the computer when the door to the garage bays opened. He glanced up. Estaban. Thank God.

“Hola, Estaban.” He kept his head down. It was stupid. Estaban would see his face anyway.

“Hey, Phil. What you got for me today?” Estaban leaned his folded arms on the counter.

“Nothing yet. The two cars from last night are—” Phillip looked up.

“Whoa! Man, what the hell happened to you?” Estaban grimaced. “Who did that to you?” A darkness passed over his eyes, as if his pupils had blown out as big as possible. 

“I fell in the trailer, hit my face on the table.” Phillip chuckled. “Looks worse than it is, you know. No big deal.”

Estaban reached out, took Phillip’s chin in his hand and used it to tilt his head one way then the other way, scanning the damage. Phillip had to fight the urge to lean into the touch. The frown on Estaban’s face deepened.

“Riiight.” Estaban nodded. “If that’s the way you want to play it.” He snorted and let go of his chin.

“It’s the way it happened. Look, I got one set of tires to install and one oil change. Jimmy can handle those. Enjoy your free time.” Phillip saluted Estaban.

“Okay. I got some things to tidy up, grab a cup of coffee. Might as well git-er-done.”

Estaban headed through the back door. The work bay had its own coffee maker so the mechanics didn’t bother the customers. They also had a small fridge out there, filled with sodas and water, and they could store their lunches in it. Phillip kept his lunch in there instead of going to his trailer to eat. Flynn would only cover the front desk for thirty minutes, so lunch had to be fast.

Phillip glanced at the time on the computer, then walked around the counter to open the front door. He stood there for a moment watching the street. Not much happening at seven in the morning on Spring Lake’s main street.

Not much happening with me, either.

“Hey, P-dawg! Heard you got a boo-boo.” Jimmy’s snide voice made Phillip wince. “Want me to kiss it and make it all better?”

Fuck.

What he wanted to say was, ‘Want to suck my dick, you fucker?’ but he gritted his teeth and turned around.

“Naw. I’m not rattlesnake-bit desperate.” He passed Jimmy and stepped behind the counter.

“How’d it really happen?” Jimmy, as usual, had grease spots on his uniform.

“I fell. My bad knee gave out and I hit the table in the trailer.” Phillip grabbed up the first set of keys and tossed them to Jimmy. “Here. Oil Change. Then I got a full set of tires on the Jeep.”

“Cool.” Jimmy threw the keys up in the air, then caught them. He stepped up to the counter, put his greasy hands on it, leaned over and lowered his voice. “I know you’re lying ’bout that shiner.”

Phillip put his hand over Jimmy’s. Get to work. Then he removed it.

“Well, can’t stand here all day. Got to get to work.” Jimmy whistled as he headed to the shop area, swinging the keys around his finger. The door closed behind him and Phillip exhaled.

This was going to be a long-ass day. He’d promised to call that cop Brian at nine and set up his interview. Phillip took out his wallet, found the card and put it next to the phone on the desk.

He’d be lucky if no one was around. If not, he’d have to wait a little longer. He just wanted to catch Brian before he showed up here.

That would be a disaster, especially if his manager was around. Phillip closed his eyes and pictured that scene. How fast would he get fired and lose his home?

Fuck. My. Life.

 

* * * *

 

Chief of Police Jack Whittaker jerked his head up from his computer when his office door swung open and banged against the wall.

Edward Beauregard the Third stood in the doorway, striking a pose with one hand on his hip, the other in the air, palm up. “I have arrived!” he sang out.

Despite how just the sight of Edward got him hard, Jack played it off.

“Kristen, you’re supposed to let me know when he’s here!” Jack bellowed to his secretary.

“Sorry.” She giggled and yelled back, “He gave me a gift certificate to the spa not to tell you.”

Jack glared at his lover. “Bribery is illegal. I should arrest you.” Damn if he didn’t look good enough to eat in those low-slung blue jeans and tight sky-blue T-shirt. Made him want to bend him over his desk and…

“Oh, Sheriff, you wouldn’t arrest me, slap me in cuffs, would you?” Edward tilted his head and peeked up from under his long lashes. 

Man, he was a sucker for that and Edward knew it.

Jack fought the urge to touch his cock. “It’s Chief to you, buddy.” He sat back in his chair. “Where’s Winston?” The little dog usually went wherever Edward went.

Edward shut the door behind him, turned the lock and leaned against it. Jack’s mouth watered for a taste of him. Edward up against that door brought back memories. Delicious ones, for damn sure.

“Winston is at the shop with the ladies. They’re spoiling him! I swear, if he gets any fatter he won’t be able to jump up on the bed.”

“Damn,” Jack drawled, “I’d hate for that to happen.” He and Edward had many ‘talks’ about Winston on the bed with them. Jack had lost them all.

Edward huffed at him. “You love him almost as much as you love me.”

Jack ignored him. “So why are you here?”

“Aww, I love you too. I have some news that couldn’t wait!” Edward sauntered over to Jack’s desk and fell into one of the chairs in front of it. He crossed his legs and leaned forward looking very serious.

“Good news or bad news?” Jack rubbed his chin. With Edward, it could be anything and his level of excitement would be about the same.

“Great news! Brian called and he and Rush invited us to come out to the ranch for Christmas starting Christmas Eve and for as long as we want afterwards. Mitchell and Sammi will be there too!” Edward clapped his hands and bounced a bit. “We haven’t seen them in ages.”

“That’s nice of them.” Jack smiled and wondered why Brian hadn’t mentioned it to him before, then remembered their schedules only overlapped in the late afternoon when he was leaving and Brian was coming in. “Sounds like a plan. We’re free in the evening and I’m off on Christmas, but I’m scheduled to work the next day.”

“Can’t you get longer? Don’t you have an ‘in’ with the boss?” Edward winked.

Jack held up his finger to signal Edward to wait. He typed on the computer and brought up the week’s schedule. Brian had to work the day before Christmas but had Christmas Day off. If Jack took another day, it’d be unfair.

“Nope, ’fraid not.” Edward’s face fell and damn if he didn’t pout. Jack struggled with the urge to get out of his chair, go to Edward and suck on his bottom lip.

“But that doesn’t mean you can’t stay a while, baby. What’s your schedule for the spa?”

Edward slumped in his chair. “We’re closed for the holiday and open the next day. There’s only a few days before New Year’s and with parties and such, it’s a super busy time. But if you were off, I’d rearrange my schedule. They could live without me for a day.” He put his elbow on his knee and leaned his chin on his hand. “Damn, I wanted to spend some time with the guys.”

“Why don’t you call Sammi and Mitchell and find out their plans. It’s a busy time and everyone might not have that many days off. Or not.” Jack shrugged. “What does Brian want us to bring to eat?”

“Oh, there’s a buffet the night before, so pot luck. And they’re doing a light breakfast, which for Rush and Brian might mean literally the whole hog, dozens of eggs and a huge pot of grits.” He laughed. “But Brian says Rush is doing a turkey and a ham, and we can help cook the sides. I think he means me and Sammi, since we’re the only ones with any sort of culinary skills.”

“That’s good, because you know”—he pointed at himself—“I’m the guy if you want something microwaved.”

Edward chuckled. “True. You’re right. I’ll call the guys and ask what’s up with them. Sammi and I can coordinate sides and pot luck.” He rose. “I’ll let you get back to work, Sheriff.” He waved a hand at Jack.

Jack stood and came around his desk. “It’s Chief Sheriff to you, Mr. Beauregard.” He pulled Edward close, using his fingers hooked into Edward’s jean pockets. “Thanks for stopping by. Makes my day.” He took Edward’s mouth in a claiming kiss. Edward did that melting thing, where he leaned in and sort of went all limp, as if kissing Jack was the most wonderful thing. Damn, he had it so bad for this man.

After he had tasted Edward thoroughly, he broke the kiss. Edward sighed and leaned his forehead against Jack’s chest.

“I’ll make your day right now.” And with those words, Edward slid to his knees, unbuckled Jack’s belt and had his zipper down before Jack could say stop.

“Edward,” Jack warned, but fuck him, he didn’t have the sense the good Lord gave him to make Edward stop. In the back of his lizard brain he registered that the door was locked, and Kristen wouldn’t interrupt them and if she did it’d be with a knock or a buzz on the phone.

Giving in, he tangled his fingers in Edward’s hair and held on as Edward got Jack’s dick free from his clothing. Edward’s strong grip on his shaft was just right and Jack closed his eyes, waiting for the first electrifying touch of Edward’s tongue on his now swollen head.

He clamped his lips shut as it hit, and just managed to keep a cry from escaping. Edward licked him, up and down his shaft, sucking light as a feather on his head, then with a quick nip, he took Jack’s cock to the back of his throat.

Edward, the bastard, was going for fast and dirty, and that was fine as frog’s hair with Jack. Oh, fuck, Edward knew just how to work his dick and get him to come.

“Suck me, baby. Make me come,” Jack whispered as he moved his hips back and forth, feeding his dick to Edward. Edward wrapped one hand around the base of his shaft and one hand around his thigh.

Edward alternated between licking, sucking and nibbling Jack’s cock, sending little thunderbolts shooting up and down it, making his balls ache to unload.

Jack looked down. So close. He grabbed Edward’s hair and pulled him off.

“Yes, Jack?” Edward’s half-lidded eyes, his swollen lips, the way he stretched his tongue out to keep touch with his cock drove Jack nuts.

“Suck me hard and fast, baby. Make me blow.” He let go of Edward. He moaned as Edward swallowed him down. Oh, fuck.

Edward showed no mercy. He jerked Jack off as he sucked hard on the upper half of his dick. Jack’s balls tightened, and he let himself go, no more holding back, just let his arousal take him to the edge—and over.

With a quiet groan, Jack erupted, spurting into Edward.

Edward swallowed his release, until he had nothing left to give. He licked the last of Jack’s jiz from his dick and tucked him back in, then zipped him up and re-buckled Jack’s belt.

“Oh, fucking damn, baby.” Jack exhaled and pulled Edward to his feet. He cupped Edward’s face in his hands. “I love you, Edward. Unconditionally.” He put his forehead against Edward’s.

Edward’s gentle kiss settled on Jack’s heart. Oh, yeah, I love this man so hard.

“Let me take care of you.” Jack reached for Edward’s jeans.

“No. I’ll catch you later tonight. I can’t go to work smelling like spunk.” He winked.

“But I can?” Jack growled. “Go on. I got to get back to work.” Jack slapped Edward on the ass.

Edward jumped. “Hey! Save that for later.” He rubbed his butt. “Okay, I’m going. See you at home.” 

“You too.” Jack headed back to his desk chair.

Edward unlocked the door, opened it, spun around, then paused. “Bye, Sheriff.” Then he scooted out and shut the door behind him, before Jack could say another word.

Jack chuckled, shook his head and got back to work. Five o’clock couldn’t come soon enough. Edward would be waiting for him at home, and with any luck, he’d be naked as the day he was born, stretched out on the bed, with a ready and willing hard-on.

Oh, sweet Jesus.

 

 


Chapter Six

Phillip walked to the police station for his interview with Brian. Thank goodness, the cop’s shift started at five p.m. They’d arranged to meet right after Phillip got off work at six. Phillip hung around, closing the garage, then in his trailer he changed clothes and put on his sneakers for the short walk.

At least today no one at the garage would know about the beat-down. Estaban might have suspected and Jimmy might have hoped, but for now, he was sticking to his story about falling. Flynn hadn’t even noticed Phillip. He’d just come in and walked straight to his office to hide. Then at lunch, Phillip had managed to pass him on his way to eat.

Phillip pushed open the front door and stepped up to the counter where a female officer sat.

“Can I help you?” She gave him a look, checking him and his bruises out, no doubt. He rubbed his cheek.

“I’m here to see”—he had to glance down at the card to remember Brian’s last name—“Officer Russell?”

“Sure. He’s in the squad room. Hold on.” She picked up a phone, hit a button and spoke, “Brian, someone to see you. What’s your name?” she asked Phillip.

“Phillip Mott.”

“Phillip Mott. Okay.” She hung up. “He’ll be up in a sec to get you.” She smiled at him now.

In less than a minute, Brian opened the door between the waiting room and the back of the station. He held out his hand. “Good to see you, Mr. Mott.” Phillip shook it.

“You too.” 

Brian motioned ‘this way’ and Phillip followed him down a hall to a large room filled with a scattering of desks topped with computers and phones. Chairs were placed next to the desks and behind them, and file cabinets and printers lined up against the walls. A few other officers were at desks, working on whatever cops worked on at computers. Nothing appeared new, but it didn’t seem busted up or run-down either.

Brian sat at a desk and Phillip took the chair next to it.

“So how are you doing?” Brian squinted at his face. “Black eye looks a bit better. How’re your ribs?”

“Better. I’m fine. Really.” Phillip laced his fingers together, then separated them. Then rubbed his palms on the thighs of his jeans. Man, is it hot in here? A drop of sweat rolled down his neck. The last time he’d been in a police station he’d been questioned about his and his mother’s activities. He’d gone home, packed his bag and left. No explanation, no note. 

“Good to hear.” Brian smiled. “So, I’m going to need to take your statement, okay? I want you to write down whatever you remember.” He slid a sheet of paper across the desk and handed him a pen.

“Okay.” Phillip held up the form to read it over. Simple enough. Name, date and time had been filled out. Statement of victim stood empty. Guess that’s me.

“If it helps, I can ask you some questions to guide you.”

“Sure.” Phillip held the pen ready.

“Tell me what happened, starting at you were at the bar.” Phillip started scribbling. “Tell me if you approached Mr. Crowder or if he approached you.”

“Crowder? That’s his name?” They’d never gotten to first or last names.

Phillip wrote, telling his story. The guy had sat next to him. They’d started talking, small shit like the weather and the holiday. Things were going good. Shared a few laughs. The scene played in his head. His throat tightened and his hand shook. He fisted it and pushed it into his thigh. Oh hell, not now, not here. Took a few deep breaths and let them out slow and long.

He paused. How the hell did he explain the next part? Did he just admit to asking the guy to take a walk to the bathroom? Oh fuck. Another bead of sweat joined the next one. He peered into Brian’s face for some sort of help.

Brian gave him a grimace. “I get it. But you gotta know Crowder told his side of the story to me last night. There’s not going to be any way for you to hide this.”

“Can anyone see the reports? If they find out about the fight and arrest, can they see his statement?” Phillip wanted to dig a hole and jump in. Why was he asking, when he knew the answer?

“Well, it’s public record.” Brian shrugged. “Look, I know this sucks.” He blew out his breath. “Luckily, the bar owners aren’t filing any charges. So, there’s no financial responsibilities for the fight. Unless Crowder, or the bartenders, or the dozen or so witnesses talk, you’re home free.”

“What are the chances of that?” Phillip snorted. “I guess I’m just waiting for the shoe to drop and kick me in the ass.” He started writing again, spilling the story out, as if it had been someone else, not him. How he’d asked him into the bathroom for a blow job. 

The pen scratched over the paper and his handwriting wavered. He swallowed down the panic rising in his chest. He could do this. Think of it as describing a scene from a movie. That’s all.

How Crowder had gotten pissed, jumped off his stool then slugged him in the face, knocking him off his bar stool onto the floor. How he’d started to kick the living shit out of him. How the bartenders had broken it up and put him out for his own safety.

He put the pen down and uncurled his fist. His fingers ached from being clenched so tightly. Phillip cracked his knuckles, trying to stretch them out to get some relief.

“You just need to sign here.” Brian pointed to the place on the form.

He picked the pen up, signed it and pushed the paper back to Brian, who read it, then took it over to the copy machine and ran off a few copies. Phillip let the pen roll out of his hand onto the desk. Brian came back, handed him the report and sat back down.

“Thanks, Brian.” Phillip got up. Man, I need a drink. Maybe he’d pick up a long neck or two on the way home. Maybe a six-pack.

Brian stood. “Hey. I was thinking…are you going to be doing anything on Christmas?” He rubbed the back of his neck.

“What?” Phillip blinked. “Like Christmas Day?”

“Look, my partner and I are having some friends over for Christmas Eve and Christmas Day for food and hanging out. If you’re not doing anything, I wondered if you’d like to join us.”

“Your partner?” Phillip glanced around the room at the couple of officers.

“No, not that kind of partner.” Brian huffed out a breath. “My partner Rush Weston. He’s a rancher. We live together out on his ranch. We’ve got two couples, men, who’ll be joining us. Low key. Nothing fancy. No presents. Just good food, maybe play some poker or watch a football game or two.”

“You’re gay?” Phillip gulped down the last of the sentence.

“Yeah, and everyone here knows. In fact, our chief of police is one of the other couples.”

“Wait. There are ‘out’ gays here?” Phillip just about fell over. Un-fucking-believable. “How come I never heard about it—you? Them?”

“Didn’t you get the town memo?” He chuckled. “Guess all the talk has died down a bit since everything came out.”

Phillip bit his lip. What did he have to do on Christmas? Go to the diner or eat one of those sliced turkey, dressing and gravy frozen dinners? “I guess so. I don’t have any plans. If you don’t mind me tagging along?”

“We don’t mind. In fact, it was Rush who suggested it.”

“You told him about me?” Phillip tilted his head. Wow. Four gay guys. He’d thought he was the only one in Spring Lake. The guys he blew at the bar, most of them were straight guys who just wanted to get off and didn’t care who did it. The rest were buried deep in the back of the closet and rarely took the risk.

“Yeah. I think he sees you as a kindred spirit. On the down-low, hiding in a small town.” Brian gave Phillip a gentle punch on his shoulder. “Hell, we’ve all been where you are now.”

“Okay.” Maybe they had been there. Maybe for the first time in years he could make some friends. Real friends. People he didn’t have to hide who he was from. A warm rush filled his chest, working its way up to his eyes and throat. “Let me know the details and I’ll be there.”

Brian wrote it all down on a piece of paper and handed it to him. “We hope to see you. Pack a bag for a day or two if you can stay.”

“Thanks, but the garage will be open the next day.” Phillip held out his hand and they shook. He started to the door then looked down at the note and stopped. “Hey, I might need a ride out there. It’s kind of far to walk.”

“No problem. I’ll pick you up around six p.m. on Christmas Eve. That work?”

“Yeah. Thanks.” Phillip grinned, stuffed the note into his jeans pocket and left. He exited the station and damn if his steps felt lighter, his limp not so bad. Maybe his life didn’t suck after all. Maybe Spring Lake had more going for it than he thought.

Maybe this place could be home.

 

 

 


Chapter Seven

Phillip leaned on the counter. Almost six p.m. and he could call it a day. One day further from the fight and worrying about losing his job. One day closer to the holidays, when they’d be closed. 

Business had been brisk in the morning, but had slowed after two. Now he was just playing catch-up on some part orders and paperwork. The guys out in the garage bays had music cranked up loud enough to bleed through the door. On the coffee counter, the branches of the little Christmas tree sagged under the weight of the mini-lights. They should probably throw it out and get a new one for next year.

The front door opened and he glanced up. The next second, his heart froze and his mouth went dry as cotton. Crowder. Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

“So here you are, you little queer.” The guy from the bar stood in the doorway, sneering at him. “You fucker. Piece of shit. Got me arrested.” He’d bunched his hands into fists and the hatred in his narrowed eyes and the hard line of his lips told Phillip this wouldn’t end well.

Phillip put his hand on the phone to call the cops, then changed his mind. This guy had beat him like a dirty rug and now he was here, blaming him? A rage, one that hadn’t been able to form before, filled him. Who does this bastard think he is?

“Hey, you beat me, remember? What the hell are you doing here?” Phillip leaned against the counter, the only barrier between them.

“Just wanted to speak to the manager. Wanted to let him know who he had working here.” Crowder grinned, but it wasn’t due to humor. He knew he had Phillip.

“Maybe I should just call the cops.” Phillip picked up the phone.

“Hey! Where’s your manager!” Crowder shouted loud enough for everyone in the building to hear. “I got a complaint to make!”

Down the hall, the door to the manager’s office opened. Almost at the same time, Estaban came in from the garage bays.

“What’s going on?” Estaban gave Phillip a quick look, then shifted his gaze to Crowder. “I heard yelling.”

Phillip wanted to go to Estaban, shelter next to him, but he gripped the edge of the counter and stood his ground.

Fuck. His manager, Carl Flynn, the owner’s brother-in-law, came rushing down the hall to the front office. “Phillip. What’s happening?”

Great. All he needed was—Jimmy. Who rushed in, wiping his hands on a greasy shop towel. “What’s up, P-dawg?” His expression was feral, a dog in on the kill.

Great. I’ve hit the trifecta of crap.

Holy fuck my life sideways.

Crowder stood there looking pleased as punch at the idea of destroying Phillip’s life. And there was nothing Phillip could do to stop him.

“Can I help you?” Flynn asked, stepping around the counter. Phillip stared at Crowder, wishing he had eyes that shot laser beams so he could end this guy. For a second, he thought of grabbing Flynn and suggesting he go back to his office, but everyone else was there and how could he get to all of them? No way would he get close enough to Crowder to influence him, he’d just land another punch.

“Yeah. I wanted to let you know you got a cocksucker working for you. A real life, blow-job-giving, gets-it-up-the-ass fag-boy.” He pointed at Phillip.

The ice in Phillip’s heart spread through his body and he couldn’t move or speak.

Flynn glanced back and forth between him and Crowder, then turned to Phillip. “What’s he talking about, Phil?”

Phillip had to swallow hard. “This guy is nuts. He attacked me the other night. Got arrested and now he’s trying to stir up trouble.” All true.

“Is that what really happened to you?” Estaban took a step toward Phillip. “Phil, you should have told me.” He turned and glared at Crowder. “You should get the hell outta here.” He waved at Crowder as if to shoo him away, but Phillip noticed his other hand had curled into a fist.

“Whoo-hoo!” Jimmy crowed and slapped his towel against his leg. “I knew it! Knew there was something wrong about you!” He just about danced in a circle.

Estaban glared at Jimmy. “Shut up, man.” 

Phillip said to Crowder, “I’m calling the cops if you don’t leave now.” He started dialing nine-one-one.

“Hold up!” Flynn held his hand out at Phillip. “This true?”

“That he beat me up? Yes.” Phillip hung up the phone. His knees shook so hard he braced his hands on the edge of the counter to keep himself upright and he hated himself for it. What he should do was vault over the counter and give Crowder the beating he deserved for trying to destroy his life.

“No. That you’re a fag?” Flynn’s eyes narrowed and his mouth twisted in disgust.

“I don’t think that’s anyone’s business or the point of this. He attacked me, and the cops arrested him for it. He’s the criminal.”

Estaban took a step closer. “Look, boss, this is stupid. This guy comes in here, threatening Phil, trying to cause trouble. It ain’t right.” 

Phillip wanted to smile at Estaban, but he wasn’t sure about taking his gaze off Crowder.

“It don’t matter what you think.” Flynn snorted at Estaban. “I got a clientele to think about.” He turned to Phillip. “I asked you, son, is this true?”

“What if it is?” Phillip was tired of this shit. He could see where this was going and it wasn’t him coming out on top.

“He’s a fag!” Jimmy laughed. “Pretending to be a man. I knew it.”

“Shut up, Jimmy.” Phillip wanted to say more, but it might be what pushed Flynn over, even if it was true.

“So, you gonna keep a fag working here? Coming in contact with all the fine upstanding Christian customers who do business with y’all?” Crowder threw his arm out toward Phillip, pointing him out again.

Flynn cleared his throat. “This is a Christian business.” He stared at Crowder. “You need to leave or I’ll call the cops myself. Go on, now. Get outta here.” He walked past Crowder and opened the front door.

Crowder gave Phillip a last stare. “Don’t let me catch you alone, fag.” Then he stormed out. Flynn let the door close behind him and Phillip exhaled, only his braced arms and knees keeping him upright.

Flynn pointed at Jimmy. “Get back to work.” He nodded at Estaban. “You too.”

Estaban gave Phillip a searching gaze. “Go on, Estaban. I’ll be fine.” Phillip nodded. Estaban left, but the set of his shoulders told Phillip he didn’t want to leave.

Flynn locked the front door and turned the closed sign over. “Let’s go to my office, Phil. We need to talk.”

Fuck. That wasn’t good. But he’d put Crowder out, right? Maybe Flynn would come through for him, but he didn’t get his hopes up. 

He followed Flynn back to his office. Flynn sat behind the desk and didn’t offer Phillip a seat. Phillip stood at attention. Whatever happened, he was going to face it like the man he was, no matter what anyone thought of him.

“So.” Flynn ran his hand over his face, then looked at the ceiling. “You’re a queer.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement.

Phillip didn’t answer. What was the point? Either he was okay or fucked.

“You know Joe ain’t going to stand for this. He’s got this whole Christian thing working here.” Flynn pulled open a drawer and took out a small flask and a cup. He opened it, poured himself a drink and tossed it back.

“Okay.” What did he want Phillip to say?

“Shit. I can’t believe this is arriving on my doorstep, right before the holidays.” He shook his head. “I’m in a pickle, Phil. If I keep you on and Joe finds out, he’s going to bust a ball. Might fire me. If I fire you, I’m stuck with no one to work the front and I have to do it myself.” He exhaled and shifted his gaze to a wall calendar next to the desk.

“Finding someone new is going to be a bitch this time of year.” He twisted his lips to the side.

Phillip almost opened his mouth, but he was afraid nothing but a whine would come out as he begged for his job. Best to keep quiet and let the chips fall. Flynn was working through all the possibilities, and knowing Flynn, he was figuring his own best interests as most important, that was for sure.

He was fucked. He wished Flynn would just get on with it and put him out of his misery, because he didn’t know how much longer he could stand here before the panic hit him and he fell apart.

Flynn clapped his hands together, signaling he’d made his decision. “You got to go. I can’t take a risk on Joe finding out.”

Phillip sagged. No job. Fuck. Not much he could say about it and he sure as hell didn’t want to ask about staying in the trailer.

“I know it’s right before Christmas, but today’s your last day. I’ll give you this week plus two weeks’ pay, but you got to move out of the trailer tomorrow.” He shrugged. “I’m sorry.”

“Right.” A numbness spread through Phillip, sapping his strength. Jobless. Homeless.

He’d been here before. This he could survive.

Flynn took out a large checkbook and opened it. “Look, I’ll give you a good reference, not mention you being queer.” He punched some numbers into a tabletop calculator. It whirred and spat out a slip of white tape. He leaned over and stared at the numbers, then typed them into his computer.

Phillip locked his knees to stay upright when all he wanted was to fall down and curl into a tight, howling ball of despair. He should have known this would happen, that his life would eventually fall apart. It always did. Beggars can’t be choosers.

The thought of pushing Flynn to let him stay in the trailer a little longer flitted through his mind and right out of it. If he were going to influence him, it would be to change his mind or for another week or two of pay, like old times.

And what about Jimmy and Estaban? He couldn’t make them forget what they’d seen or heard.

But abusing his power never got him anywhere good and only led to more trouble. And he’d sworn he’d never use it that way again.

Flynn finished figuring out his pay and wrote out the check. “Now, your uniforms are yours. I’ll stop by at the end of the day tomorrow to pick up the keys to the trailer. Give me the office keys now.” He held out the check between two fingers of one hand and held the other hand palm up, for the keys.

Phillip got out his keys. They chimed as his hand shook. He fumbled off the trailer key, then handed the ring over to Flynn, who tossed them into the desk drawer. Phillip took the check, folded it without looking at it, and stuffed it into his shirt pocket. God, it hurt his heart to do this one thing. Surrendering all his responsibility. Just because he preferred men to women.

Is this ever going to change?

“Five o’clock tomorrow. I’ll see you out through the back.” Flynn jerked his head to signal Phillip to leave, so he turned and left, with Flynn following. Phillip limped down the hall to the back door. Flynn unlocked it and held it open as Phillip walked through.

“I’m sorry.” Flynn did sound sorry, but Phillip sure wished Flynn had a stronger spine to stand up and do what was right, not cave to Joe Smith’s homophobic beliefs.

“Sure.” And just to turn the knife a bit, Phillip added, “Merry Christmas.”

The door shut behind him.

He crossed the yard and climbed the few steps to the door of the trailer. He unlocked it with the single key he still possessed and went inside.

Phillip stood in the entry of the trailer and looked around. Not much to pack up, really. Lucky me. Lucky fucking me.

He had a large duffel bag that had carried everything he owned when he’d come to Spring Lake. It would hold everything when he left. He’d start packing tomorrow, because right now, he just wanted to lie on his bed, close his eyes and wish the world away.

Homeless on Christmas Eve. 

Sounded like the worse country music song ever.

 


Chapter Eight

“So, what can I bring? What are you bringing?” Sammi sat on the kitchen table as he talked to Edward over the phone.

“The usual. Everyone wants the traditional things—dressing, cranberries, sweet potato with marshmallows, peas, corn on the cob, hell, you know.”

Sammi bit his lip. “Well, yeah, only I don’t know. I never really had a traditional Christmas dinner. When I did, the food at the foster homes wasn’t much to talk about. But I’m learning so much from Otto and at school. I really want to do some of the dishes.”

“Great! Because, to tell you the truth, I’m exhausted. The business is kicking my bubble butt. It’s good, don’t get me wrong, but the idea of spending the holiday slaving over a hot stove makes me tired just thinking about it.” His sigh gusted over the line. “So, if you want to take over, I’ll be your helper. I think Rush and Brian are cooking the turkey and the ham, but that’s easy. It’s all the sides that they can’t handle.”

“I’m glad of that. How about I work up a menu and email it to you. If you see anything you want to add or change, email me back.”

“Cool. Keep the receipts, so we can split the costs, okay? I don’t want y’all to pay for everything. Fifty-fifty, right?”

“Right.” Sammi nodded, even though Edward couldn’t see him. “And I’m so glad your spa is doing well.” He paused. “I guess you’ll be closed the rest of the week, huh?”

“No. I’m opening the next day. Everyone wants to be beautiful for New Year’s Eve. It’s going to be busy.”

“Oh.” Sammi didn’t keep the disappointment out of his voice. “I was sort of hoping…”

“Mmm?” Edward made an encouraging noise.

“Well, I’ve never been to a spa before and I was hoping I could visit yours.”

“Of course, honey! I’ll book you in for the works!” Sammi could hear typing in the background.

“What’s ‘the works’ and how much does it cost?” He counted his available funds in his mind. With the present he’d bought Mitchell and the cookie costs, he was just skating by until his next meager check.

“Start with a facial. Manicure with paraffin. Pedicure with hot rocks and paraffin. And finish with an hour massage, done by me personally…” Keys typed again.

“Wow. That sounds expensive.” No way could he afford all that. 

“For you…” Edward hummed, typed a bit more, then exhaled. “I’m sorry to say…” 

Sammi held his breath. Maybe he could just get the pedicure.

“Merry Christmas!” Edward shouted.

“What?”

“This is my gift to you. I’ve been racking my brain thinking of something for you.” He lowered his voice. “I know we agreed not to do presents, but I wanted to do something special for you.”

“For me?” Sammi blinked, then held out the cell phone to stare at it. He put it back to his ear. “I…can’t… It’s all too wonderful.” Tears filled his eyes. “This is the nicest thing anyone’s done for me, except when Mitchell rescued me and Brian found my grandmother.”

“Now, don’t get all…sentimental over it. I think you’re worth it. You and me, we’re kind of the odd men out in all this macho-man thing going on here, you know.” 

Sammi did know. He and Edward were high on the femme side of the gay spectrum, while the other men were on the pass-for-straight side.

Sammi snatched up a paper napkin and wiped his eyes with it. “Thanks.” Then he frowned. “I don’t have anything that nice for you. I made everyone the same thing—cookies.”

“I love-love-love cookies!!” Edward sounded happy, but Sammi wasn’t sure. He wished he could be there, in person, to get a glimpse into Edward’s mind and see the truth. He’d just have to trust him.

“Wonderful! I can’t wait. I’ll email you the list tonight.” Sammi tossed the damp napkin in the trash. Excitement bubbled up through him just thinking of planning the menu. But something popped into his head and he decided to go for it.

Sammi cleared his throat. “Uh, Edward. We’re friends, right?”

“Of course we are, honey.”

“Can I ask you something…personal?” Sammi swallowed down a lump in his throat.

“Sure. Anything. You know I’ll only judge you a little bit.” A pause. “Just kidding, of course I won’t judge you. You’re safe with me.”

Sammi sighed. “Okay. Well, I’ve been doing some…research on the internet…just to answer some questions about the thoughts I’ve been having.”

“Is this about you and Mitchell? Is everything okay between you two?”

“Yes. It’s about Mitchell and me. Our relationship is great, you know, but you know my history, right?” Sammi didn’t know how much Mitchell had told him about his former life.

“I know you were a sex slave because of your power, and you were in the foster system most of your life.”

“Okay. Well, I asked Mitchell to be my daddy.” Sammi exhaled. That was out, at least. “I want to be his boy.”

“That makes sense, honey. I get that.” Edward’s calm reply eased Sammi’s mind. “What did he say?”

“He wants me to be his boy, but he’s really worried about what it means. He says he doesn’t want to own me, like a slave. He wants to take care of me, especially with sex.”

“So, that sounds good. Isn’t that what you want?”

“It is. I just don’t think he’s completely…honest. About the worry that I might be falling back into ‘slave’ mode, even if he doesn’t say so.” Sammi chewed on his bottom lip.

“I get that, sugar. You’re worried he’s thinking deep down you wanted to be a slave, is that it?”

“Yeah. But I don’t, it’s not the same thing at all. From what I can see from the research I did, a daddy-boy relationship isn’t as demanding or as controlling as a slave-master. I don’t ever want to be anyone’s slave.” Sammi shook his head.

“But can’t you just mind-tell him that?”

“I’ve tried. And I know he knows I love him, so so much. But I feel he’s tiptoeing around it. I want him to call me his boy, to tell me what to do when we’re together in bed, and for the most part, he does, but…”

“You’re thinking he’s got doubts.” Edward exhaled. “Sammi, sugar, I think this is going to just take time for both of you. He wants the same thing as you—to be closer and to define your relationship. That’s not a bad thing. But it can’t happen overnight.”

“So, you think I should relax and give it time?”

“Yes. Let it grow organically.”

“Organically?” Edward was using words he wasn’t sure he knew.

“Naturally. Don’t try to force it. Just call him what you want, when you feel it’s right, and he’ll catch on. You want to be his submissive, right?”

“Yes, that’s it. I want to make him happy, to please him. Pleasing him makes me happy.”

“Exactly.”

Sammi grinned. “Can I ask a personal question?”

“Shoot. I’m an open book with no filter.”

“Is that what you and Jack have? He’s so…alpha. And you’re so…”

“He likes to call me a brat. I’m submissive, but with attitude.” Edward laughed. “I give him a hard time, push his buttons, get the last word. It drives him crazy…crazy wild!”

“Oh. I think I get it.” He’d only been around Jack and Edward when they’d first gotten together and had no idea what their relationship was like. “It’s not so…submissive?”

“No, it’s not. Not that we don’t have our moments of dom-ness and sub-ness. He’s totally in control, but I sort of top from the bottom. Look, he fucks me and I love it. But I let him dominate me, so I really have all the power. He can’t force me to have sex and I can’t force him, but I might push his buttons, or tease him, or sass him, to get him hot and bothered, but ultimately, he’s got to feel in control.”

“I got it. With Mitchell and me, it’s more we both want to please each other, but with none of the attitude. I’m just not like that and Mitchell’s overly careful with my feelings, you know?”

“I think y’all are a perfect match. Just like Jack and me. We’re made for each other—our…let’s call them needs are a tight fit.” Edward laughed. “It’s a cliché, but he completes me.”

Sammi laughed along. “Mitchell completes me.”

“Is that everything you wanted to talk about, honey? Did I help?”

He nodded, even though Edward couldn’t see him. “It is. You’ve been a great help. I’m so glad you’re my friend. Haven’t got many of them, so you, Jack, Brian and Rush, you guys mean a lot to me.”

“Good. I feel the same way. Other than a few of the ladies at the shop, I really don’t know many people here as friends. There’s plenty I’m acquainted with, of course. But true friends? Just all y’all.” Edward paused. “I mean it. If you need to talk more, I’m here.”

“Thanks, Edward. I mean that. I’ll see you tomorrow. Watch for my email.”

“I will. Bye, sugar.” Edward hung up.

Sammi disconnected, put down the phone then did a dance around the dining table. Edward was awesome and he couldn’t believe how comfortable he felt sharing with him. He fell into a chair, flipped open his laptop and began searching for recipes.

This Christmas with his friends would be the best ever!

 

* * * *

 

Phillip rolled over on the bed and stared at the large duffel bag lying on the bench of the trailer. Not so much after all. He’d thrown out a bunch of crap, keeping only what he decided was necessary. He left the shirts with the shop name and his name on the pocket. He’d never wear them again, but he kept the pants. The duffel held mostly clothes, shoes, jackets, a few photos, his toiletries, his cowboy hat and boots, and a few odds and ends. He’d never picked up many extraneous belongings. As a kid, he was used to traveling light, moving from town to town whenever their welcome ran out or folks got suspicious. As an adult, he’d never broken the habit.

Everything else in the trailer stayed. Phillip wasn’t the type to trash a place. He respected the trailer—it’d been his home for nearly a year. And despite being thrown out, he’d had a roof over his head and a job to be thankful for.

He’d already been to the bank, cashed his payroll check and put half in his wallet, and hidden the rest in his boots. Nothing left to do but wait.

In a little while, Flynn would show up, take his key, and Phillip would have to leave. He had no idea where to go. With money in his pocket, he could spend a few days at a motel before deciding where to go next. Most likely, farther on down the interstate, maybe all the way to Houston.

Right now, he had to make a call. Brian was supposed to pick him up tomorrow at six to go out to his ranch. He’d have to cancel on that. He mourned the chance of making friends, seeing the ranch, getting close to his dream of a life spent riding the range.

He picked up Brian’s card off the side table, which was nothing more than a ledge sticking out enough to put an alarm clock and a small lamp on. He punched in the numbers and listened to it ring.

“Officer Russell here.” Brian’s voice came over loud and clear. All business.

“Hey, it’s Phillip Mott. Remember me?”

“Of course. What’s up? Did you want to change the time to pick you up?”

Phillip scratched his head. He hated this. “Look, I can’t come. Something’s come up.”

“Oh. I’m sorry.” He paused. “You sound down. You okay?”

“Yeah.” He exhaled. More than anything, he’d wanted to go to visit the ranch. Horses. Cattle. The life he’d always dreamed of having.

“Doesn’t sound okay. Look, I know I’m pushing but can you tell me what happened? I promise not to judge or meddle.”

“Christ.” He ran his hand through his hair. “I got fired. I’m out of a job and the trailer as of five p.m. today.”

“What the hell?” Brian’s voice rose. “What happened?”

“Crowder showed up at the garage yesterday. Told everyone in earshot I was a fag. The manager fired me. Said he was sorry, but he couldn’t take the chance in keeping me on and having Joe Smith find out he’d hired a queer.” Phillip sighed. “So, I can’t come to the ranch for the holiday. I got to leave town.”

“Leave town? How come?”

“Well, once the news gets around, and it will, because that asshole Jimmy was standing right there, listening and gloating, and just waiting to get out of there and spread it from one end of this town to another. No one’s going to want me to work for them or rent to me.” Phillip slapped his thigh and sat up. Man, I want a drink.

Brian chucked. “Look, it’s not that bad. Spring Lake has changed over the last year or so. Rush came out, I moved in with him. So, gay rancher and a gay cop. Also, my chief of police, Jack Whittaker, is gay and living with Edward Beauregard, the gayest man in town, if you get my drift. He owns that day spa. So, frankly, you being gay isn’t the most earth-shattering thing around here.”

“What?” Phillip stood and got a glass of water from the tap. He drank it down in one long gulp. “You sayin’ it’s no big deal?”

“Well, a lot of folks around here just don’t care that much and those that do, well, we just ignore them. Jack and Edward go to the Methodist church every Sunday, for Christ’s sake.” He laughed. “Look, why don’t I come get you tonight and you can bed down at the ranch until you figure out what you want to do.”

“Stay at the ranch?” Oh my God! Stay on a real working ranch? Phillip did a quick spin in the middle of the trailer. Just as he ended his twirl, a knock sounded on the door. He’d forgotten about Flynn.

“Look, sounds good. I’ll wait for you at the diner, okay? See you at six?”

“I’ll be there.”

“Thanks, Brian.” He hung up, stuffed his phone in his pocket and grabbed his duffel bag. “Just a minute,” he called out. He felt lighter than he had in ages. Maybe this wasn’t the end of the world.

Phillip exited the trailer with his bag slung over his shoulder. He stepped down and handed Flynn the key. “All done. Want to inspect it? I’ll wait.”

“Sure.” Flynn kicked the deck with his shoe. “Sorry about this.” He stepped up and went inside. After about five minutes he came out, locked the door and pocketed the key. “Everything looks fine.”

Phillip nodded. “Good.” There wasn’t much more to say, and what Phillip did want to say wouldn’t do anyone any good. He turned away and left Flynn standing there.

He reached the corner of the building and Estaban stepped out. “Hey, Phil. Where you are going?” His dark eyebrows knitted together in a tight row.

Phillip’s heart pounded as he dropped his bag and leaned against the building, trying to act cool. “Estaban. Hi.” He ran his hand through his hair. This was the last person he wanted to see him like this. He swallowed down some pride. Tasted the same as usual.

“It was wrong, you being fired. I told that to Flynn.” He leaned next to Phillip, maybe a little too close, but Phillip didn’t mind. “The guy’s a dickless wonder. Phil, are you okay? Got a place to go?”

“Yeah. I’m fine. I’m meeting a friend in a few and he’s letting me stay with him and his…partner. Just until I get on my feet, find another job.”

“You’re staying in town, right?” Estaban gave him a gentle shoulder bump.

“Yeah. I’m staying for now. If nothing turns up after the holidays, I’ll probably move on. Maybe to Houston.” Phillip shrugged.

Estaban pulled out his phone. “Give me your number. Maybe we can get together, you know. Shoot the bull.” Phillip rattled off his number and Estaban typed it in. Then he called Phillip. “Now you got my number. If you need anything, anything at all, call me, Phil. I mean it.” Estaban stared deep into Phillip’s eyes. For a moment, all Phillip wanted to do was lean in and surrender, but Estaban straightened and pushed off the wall.

“Sure. I’ll call. I’ll see you, okay?” Phillip tore himself away when he wanted to just stand there and gaze at Estaban. He gave him a smile and limped off. Damn, he wished he’d had the balls to do something, but he’d already had the shit stomped outta him once this week. To make a move and lose Estaban’s friendship would just about kill him.

Down Main Street was the diner where Brian would meet him. Maybe a day or two in the country would clear his head. He could take time to think about his next steps, instead of running from one place to the next with no clear game plan.

He hurried toward the restaurant. Maybe he could find his childhood dream job, riding a horse and working on a ranch.

It had been wishful thinking, but what the hell. Sometimes dreams come true, right?

Beggars can’t be choosers, his mother’s voice whispered in his head.

Phillip slowed down, his knee starting to hurt from pushing it too hard. He spotted the sign for the diner four blocks away. Plenty of time to take it easy and get there before six.

“Hey, fag!” Phillip froze at the sound of Jimmy’s voice. Fuck. Not this asshole.

 

 


Chapter Nine

“Go away, Jimmy. I got no time for you and your bullshit.” Phillip kept walking.

Jimmy had pulled his truck over to the side of the street, against traffic, just to harass Phillip. What an asshole.

“Where you going? Gonna hook up with one of your girlfriends?” Jimmy sneered as he trailed Phillip. 

Like a flash of lightning, Phillip realized the entire time he’d worked at the garage, Jimmy’s only facial expression when he talked to Phillip had been disgust. The feeling had been mutual, only Phillip had tried not to show it. Jimmy hadn’t bothered.

Phillip kept walking. If he reached the diner, he’d be safe. But if Jimmy followed him, he’d most likely go in and tell everyone inside Phillip was a fag. The idea of that scene churned Phillip’s stomach. Everyone staring at him with hatred and disgust in their eyes…

The door slammed on Jimmy’s truck and Phillip’s gut did a freefall. What the hell is Jimmy up to? No way would he fight him, right here on the street.

“I said, where you goin’?” Jimmy grabbed Phillip’s duffel bag and swung him around. Phillip stumbled as his knee wrenched, then righted himself as he shook Jimmy off.

“Fuck you, Jimmy. Let me go. Get the hell away from me.” Phillip backed up.

“There ain’t no place in this town for you. We got enough fags already. You better get lost or I might kick your ass into the next county.” Jimmy laughed, but his eyes were filled with hatred. Hands clenched, he stomped toward Phillip. “In fact, might just do it right now.”

There was only one way out of this clusterfuck with his skin intact. Phillip put his hand out, hitting Jimmy right in the center of his chest. Get back in your truck and go home.

Jimmy stepped back, a look of confusion on his face. “Well, you’re lucky, you fucker. I got to go home.” He turned around and headed back to his truck. As he opened the driver’s door, he shot Phillip a look, more ‘what the fuck’ than ‘I’m going to kill you.’

He slammed the door and drove off.

Phillip exhaled. Tremors started in his feet and traveled up through him until even his teeth chattered. Christ, this had to stop. This constant fear of being attacked. Of not feeling safe. The attack at the bar had messed him up, more than physically, like some sort of PTSD. His only recourse had been to influence Jimmy, and he’d been lucky he’d had the chance.

Jimmy had been caught off guard and Phillip had had the quick wits to defuse the situation. If he’d been another person, he might have pushed Jimmy to do something dangerous or even deadly, like drive his truck into a concrete post or off a road.

Phillip wondered if there would ever come a time he’d be so afraid for his life as to stoop to that level of self-defense. To what he saw as nothing less than murder.

But it would be a perfect murder. How would anyone know he’d influenced someone? He probably wouldn’t even be a suspect. Jesus, do I really have that in me?

Another shiver racked him. He waited for it to dissipate, then he picked up his bag and put one foot in front of the other until he arrived at the diner.

Just twenty minutes before Brian arrived. And I’ll be safe. 

 


Chapter Ten

Brian was true to his word. Right at six p.m., he pulled up in a big black truck. Phillip had paid for his coffee, so he left a dollar for the tip, scooted out of the booth, grabbed his duffel bag and made his way through the diner to the door.

Once on the sidewalk, he limped over to the truck.

Brian rolled down the passenger window. “Toss your bag in the bed.”

Phillip did, then came back and got inside. He snapped the seatbelt in place and smiled at Brian. “Man, thank you so much. I was going to hitch up to the motel on the highway and get a room.”

“It’s no trouble. Did everything go okay? Did you leave anything at the trailer you want to go back for?” Brian checked the mirrors then pulled out into traffic.

“No. Everything is in my bag. I travel light. Force of habit.” He gazed out of the window as they drove through town. “So, you’re off work until after Christmas?”

“No. I’m on schedule for tomorrow’s shift, then back on duty the twenty-sixth. I’m lucky to get Christmas Day off.” He watched the road again.

“How far out is it?” Out of habit, Phillip calculated the distance he’d have to walk to get there or back. Nothing much on the road as they headed south out of town. Getting a ride would be hard out here.

“About ten miles. Rush owns a lot of land, has a couple hundred head of cattle.”

“Does he have horses too?” Phillip couldn’t help but get excited at the thought of the ranch.

“He does. Most of the hands don’t live at the ranch this time of year, but we keep all the ranch horses so they have a horse to ride.”

“How many hands does he have?” And does he want another one?

“Depends on the season. Anywhere from one, like now, to three to six, plus his foreman, Manuel.”

“Oh.” Phillip nodded, as if it made sense to him. He had no idea what it would take to run a cattle ranch. “You know a lot about the ranch for a cop.” He smiled.

Brian chuckled. “Comes from living with and having to listen to Rush talk shop all the time. Can’t help but pick it up. Can’t say the same about him. I try to keep the bad stuff at work.” Brian shrugged.

“Bad stuff. Like accidents?” Or beatings?

“Sure.” Brian didn’t go into details and in a way, Phillip was glad he didn’t. He’d already been one of those details.

They drove on in silence.

When they came to the ranch, they turned off the highway and passed under a large metal sign spanning the drive—Double T Ranch—and good-sized trees bordered the road all the way up to the house. It was real pretty.

Phillip let out a low whistle. “Wow. This is some ranch.” He turned around, looking at all the outbuildings, barns, and the house. It had a porch running around it.

“We like it. Rush is damned proud of it, just to warn you. This place’s been in his family for three generations.” Brian parked next to another truck and got out. Phillip followed, grabbed his bag from the bed, slung it over his shoulder and marched behind him.

“You’re sure Rush doesn’t mind me crashing here?” Phillip had one foot on the steps.

A tall man stepped out of the house, letting the screen door slam behind him. “No, he doesn’t mind. In fact, I asked Brian to invite you.” His handsome face split into a big grin as he reached forward with his hand for a shake.

Brian stepped aside as Phillip came up to take it. “Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Weston.”

They shook. “It’s Rush, Phillip. Or is it Phil?”

“Phillip, please. Can’t tell you thanks enough.”

Brian slapped him on the back. “Told you. It’s nothing. This place has five bedrooms and there’s a bunkhouse with room for six more men.”

“Well, I can take a bed out there, if you want.” He didn’t want to be any inconvenience to Rush or Brian. In a way, the thought of sleeping in the bunkhouse kind of excited him. Man, could I be any more childish? 

“The house is fine. We have bedrooms enough for everyone. Mitchell and Sammi won’t get here until tomorrow night and Jack and Edward are coming about the same time.” Rush turned to Brian. “Hey, babe.” He gave him a soft smile, his eyes filled with love. A pang of jealousy hit Phillip hard. Will that ever be me?

Brian stepped in and they kissed, not long or hard, just a sort of welcome home kiss. The way people who were comfortable with each other, sure of their love, with nothing to prove, might do.

Phillip turned and looked out at the ranch, afraid his face would give him away.

Rush opened the screen door. “Let me show you to your room. You can unpack while we get dinner together. Each room has its own bathroom, so if you want to get clean, go ahead.”

Brian put his hand on Phillip’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Come on down when you’re ready.”

Phillip nodded then followed Rush up while Brian headed past the stairs to the rear of the house. They reached the landing. Rush pointed to the first room on the left. “I think this’ll do fine for you.” He opened the door and stepped aside.

Phillip entered and smiled. “This is so nice. Real homey.” Soft brown wood floors, quilts on the bed, lots of pillows, a chair off to the side and a small dresser. The bed had a simple white painted iron frame with a matching side table that had a marble top.

“That’s the door to the bathroom. Shower, sink and toilet. That one is the closet. It’s not big, but it’ll hold a few things.” Rush chuckled.

“It’s wonderful. So much nicer than the dinky trailer I was staying in. A real bed.” He sighed and ran his hand over the quilt.

“Like I said, take your time. We’ll be in the kitchen.” Rush backed out of the room and closed the door.

Phillip slung his bag down on the bed to unpack. Best only take out a few days’ worth of clothes. His boots, for sure. He noticed the window and walked over to it. Blue cotton curtains framed the glass panes and it looked out over the rear of the house. He could see cattle off in the distance. At least he thought they were cattle. Maybe horses?

His phone chimed, signaling a text message. Phillip frowned as he pulled it out of his pocket and checked the screen. He hit unlock and held it up to see.

 

It’s Estaban. You okay? Worried about you.

 

He grinned and typed Fine. Staying with friends just out of town. On a ranch.

 

Phillip sat on the chair and waited. He chewed his bottom lip, stupidly happy Estaban had contacted him. Then he mentally kicked himself. It meant nothing. Estaban was a nice guy, just checking up on a friend.

 

Great. You good for Christmas? Want to eat with me and my family?

 

Phillip groaned. He gave it a quick thought then typed. Can’t. Eating here. But thanks. If I wasn’t tied up, I’d come for sure. For emphasis, he posted an unhappy face emoji.

 

Estaban sent one back too, then a laughing one. Then Okay. How were the tamales?

 

Phillip had eaten most of them. He’d had to throw the rest away when he cleaned out the trailer. Delish. Thanks.

 

Nada. A long pause. See you soon.

 

Yes. See you soon.

 

Phillip closed his phone and leaned back in the chair. He chewed on his lip, trying to figure out what this meant. He’d never done much flirting and he wasn’t even sure it was flirting on Estaban’s part. He was just a friendly guy, that was all. A man like Estaban, older, sure of himself, would never want a beat-up kid like him, for damn sure.

He shoved his phone into his pocket, got up and explored the bathroom, setting up his kit on the sink, then decided to go on down. He’d showered that morning and hadn’t worked up a sweat at all walking to the bank. He sniffed under his arms. Nope. No stink.

He left the room, closed the door and headed downstairs. 

Brian looked up as Phillip entered the kitchen. “Hey, hungry?”

Rush stood at the stove stirring a big pot of something that smelled delicious. 

“Is that chili?” Phillip inhaled deeply. “Smells great! I’m starved.”

“Well, Brian fixed a big pot for lunch and the guys didn’t finish it off. There’s plenty left.” Rush stepped back and handed out bowls to each of them.

“The guys?” Phillip helped himself to some, then went to the table as Rush and Brian filled their bowls and took seats. Someone had put a glass of iced tea at each place, along with a large spoon and a knife. Butter and cornbread muffins sat in the center of the long table.

“Yeah. Most of the winter, we have Manuel, the foreman, a day hand, and Rush.” Brian passed around a serving dish with separate places filled with diced chives, shredded cheese, sour cream and chopped onion. All the fixings.

Phillip helped himself to some of them and took a bite. “This is awesome. What’s a day hand?”

“He doesn’t live on the ranch. He could, but he’s young, still living at home, so he comes out each day, then goes back home.” Rush grinned. “Says he likes his mom’s cooking better than mine or Brian’s.”

Brian tossed a crumpled paper napkin at Rush. “No shit. We both suck at cooking. If it can’t go in a crockpot, a casserole dish, or on the grill, it isn’t happening.”

Rush laughed. “You’d think I’d learned something, but during the summer and spring seasons, I hire a live-in cook. We have hands who live on the ranch, and they get three meals a day. If they had to eat my cooking, I’d have to pay them extra or do all the ranch work myself.”

“So, all you need now is the one guy?” Phillip pushed his chili around a bit, not sure how in the world to ask for work.

“A lot of the work in the winter is maintenance—checking machinery over, riding the fences, making sure the herd is doing okay, that sort of thing. The rest of the time, there’s hay to cut and roll, tagging cattle, calving—” Rush stopped to take a bite of chili.

After he swallowed, then took a sip of his iced tea, he continued, “I usually hire about five hands. Some years more, some less. Depends on the herd numbers.”

“So what skills does a hand need?” Phillip looked up, deciding to find out if this was even possible.

Rush sat back, glanced over at Brian, then back at Phillip. “Well, a good hand can not only ride a horse, but knows how to care for his mount. That means tack, feed and curry. He needs to know a bit about the cattle. What it takes to keep them healthy and when they might be distressed.”

“Distressed?” Phillip frowned.

“Sure. We use horses for herding. Some ranches use ATVs, even trucks. I believe the engine noise upsets the cattle. They get all distressed, go off their feed. Bad feed leads to lost weight, low fat content. Some argue it changes the taste of the beef. A few years ago, I switched over to organic. The company I sell to insists on it. I get a guaranteed sell and higher prices, so it’s worth it to me.”

“Wow.” Phillip scraped the last of the chili out of his bowl. “I never realized there was so much to learn. Guess you hire guys that already know all this, huh?”

Again, Rush threw Brian a look, but said nothing. Maybe he’d asked too many questions or shown just how much he didn’t know. He’d never get hired on now. He could ride a horse, and knew how to take care of one from his time on his grandfather’s farm, but all the cow stuff? Not a clue. He’d only visited the farm, which grew vegetables and had some chickens, during the summers.

“Not always.” Rush cleared his throat. “If you want more, help yourself. I don’t have dessert, but we always keep ice cream in the freezer.” He stood and picked up their empty bowls and the silverware. Brian sat back in his chair, wiping the condensation from his glass.

“So, what are your plans now?”

“Well, I thought I’d think about it for a few days, maybe check out the help wanted ads at the local market. You know, that board they keep.”

Rush stood at the sink, washing dishes. “Phillip, what’s your dream job? If you could do anything?”

He leaned back in his chair. Now or never. He sucked up a lungful of air, held his breath and dived in. “I want to work on a ranch. I want to live on a ranch, work with the animals.”

Brian coughed into his hand. 

Phillip snapped his head to get a look at him. “It’s not a joke.” He lowered his head. God, they thought he was stupid and silly. “I know how to ride a horse and take care of it.” He put his hands on the table, forcing them to stay loose and not ball up. “I’m a fast learner. I learned how to run the garage in no time.”

“I’m sure you are, son.” Rush came up and put his hand on Phillip’s shoulder. “Some folks have a…glorified vision of what ranching is, but it’s hard work. Lonely sometimes. But for a certain type of person, there’s no better life.”

Phillip glanced up at him. Rush had a big smile and a faraway expression in his eyes.

Brian nodded. “No matter how much Rush loves me, he’d never leave the ranch. I knew that the first few times we were together. It’s in his blood. I think he’d die if he had to live in Houston. That’s why I came here, hired on at the police department. I made the move because he couldn’t.”

Rush stepped over to Brian, who tilted his head back in anticipation of the kiss Rush leaned down to give him. That little zap of not jealousy but envy hit Phillip. What he wouldn’t give to have that with Estaban. Someone who knows you, and will do anything to make you happy, even move and change his life to be with you.

“You’re both lucky.” Phillip tried to smile, but his heart wasn’t in it, so he picked up his glass and downed the rest of his iced tea.

“We are.” Rush nodded. “Hey, got an early morning. We get up about five-thirty, eat breakfast, and I get to work when the guys show up at six.” He paused, then added, “If you want to eat breakfast with us, you’re welcome to, just come on down. And if you want to get a taste of ranching, I got an extra horse needs exercising.”

Phillip almost fell out of his chair. “Seriously? You’d let me tag along?” He couldn’t believe it. Rush was the nicest guy to offer this to him.

Brian laughed. “I think you got an extra hand, babe.” He stood and clapped Phillip on the shoulder. “You might just regret this.”

“No way!” Phillip held out his hand for Rush to shake. “I’m happy to get a chance to ride along.”

“Tell me what your ass says at the end of the day.” Brian hooted. “If you can walk. Or sit.”

Rush took Phillip’s hand. “You got a heavy coat, son? It’s not that cold, but the wind can whip right through you and make you miserable, especially early morning.”

“I do. I’ll dress in layers. Five-thirty. I’ll be here.” Phillip couldn’t stop his grin. He wanted to laugh out loud, crow his excitement. It might not mean a job, but for once, he’d see what his fantasy might be like for real.

“Great. Good night, then.”

“Night, Phillip.” Brian nodded. “Morning comes early around here.”

Phillip headed upstairs, taking them by twos, his heart about bursting it beat so hard. 

 

Rush turned to Brian, his head cocked, listening to Phillip rush up the stairs. “I’d say, that was nigh on the best thing that kid’s ever experienced, next to sex.” He chuckled.

Brian sat. “Well, he’s out of a job and homeless.” He twirled his glass between his palms. “He can spend the holiday here, but his plan is to leave town if he can’t find a job and head to Houston.” He leaned back in his chair. “He might be better off there, Rush.”

“Maybe.” Rush pulled out a chair and sat. “Are you saying you do or don’t want to hire him at the ranch?”

“Look. This is your place. You run it. I think he’s looking for something, someone maybe, and I’m not sure it’s in Spring Lake. He’s young. What, twenty-three or four? I’m not sure we know enough about him.”

“Maybe letting him try his hand at it tomorrow will help him decide. The fantasy isn’t always what it’s cracked up to be.” He stood, went to Brian and ran his hand through Brian’s close-cropped hair. “And, babe, you have just as much say here as I do.”

“Aw, it’s sweet you think that, but I’d rather not. We’ve talked about this before. I’m not an owner, or a partner in this operation. Your family’s ranch is yours. I just want to be a small-town cop.”

Not this argument again. Rush knew where this would lead, but he had to push. “But I want—”

Brian stood and took Rush in his arms. “I know you do, babe, but we’re not there yet.”

“We would be if you’d just marry me.” Rush gazed into Brian’s eyes. He’d asked Brian two months ago to make it legal, and Brian hadn’t out and out refused, but he sure as hell hadn’t said yes. As much as Rush tried to hide it, it had really hurt. He’d broached the subject and gone out on a limb, and he’d been disappointed with Brian’s reaction.

“We’ve only been together for, what, six months? Let’s take our time. There’s no rush, Rush.” He winked to ease the sting, but it didn’t work, 

Rush sighed. “Ha ha. I’m just…worried—”

“Scared. You’re scared I’m going to leave.” Brian gave a short, hard laugh. “Seriously, babe, I gave up my business, moved here, hired on as a cop in a hick town and you’re worried I’m not staying?” He waved his arm around. “And give all this up?”

Rush laughed, despite wanting to be mad at Brian. He kissed Brian’s temple. “Babe, I know. I’m insecure. It’s stupid and I should just relax.”

Brian touched his forehead to Rush’s. “No, I’m not saying that. I understand. I gave things up, moved, but you gave up your nice, safe closet for me. Put your entire life and your business in jeopardy to be out to everyone here. And you’re scared, if I dump you, you’ll have destroyed your safe life for nothing. And if you did, you’d never get it back. Believe me, I’m not going anywhere and we will get there. I promise.”

“Okay. Guess I can wait.” He let it go. “In the meantime, what do you think about Phillip?”

“Let’s see how he does tomorrow. See what Manuel thinks of him, too. He’s the one you need to convince, not me.”

“You’re right. If Manuel doesn’t think the kid can make it on the ranch, then we have our answer. He’s always been a fine judge of a cowboy.” Rush tugged on Brian’s belt to get him moving in the right direction. “Let’s go to bed. I’m bushed.”

“Me too. Mind if we just blow each other in the shower?” Brian chuckled. “If you want more than that, I’m going to have to sleep in late and you’ll have to fix breakfast yourself.” He followed Rush down the hall to the master bedroom.

“Shower sex. I think I can manage that.” He winked over his shoulder as he entered the room. He sat on one of the chairs and pulled off his boots and socks, then began stripping off his clothes. Brian did the same and before long they were naked under the warm blast of the showerhead and tugging on each other’s soapy, hard cocks.

“I’m going first.”

“Oh, makeup sex, huh?” Rush snorted.

“Didn’t think we had a big throw-down.” Brian’s smile turned into a frown as he stared into Rush’s eyes.

“We didn’t. Just giving you a hard time.” He hoped Brian understood how much the refusal to get hitched hurt him. “Besides, I know you like to go last. Sleep better that way.” He kissed Brian open-mouthed, plundering his way in deep, tangling his tongue with Brian’s.

When they broke apart, Brian whispered, “I love you, Rush. More than anything in this whole world, I’m yours. Don’t ever doubt that or me.”

Warmth spread through Rush, and it wasn’t the hot water. Hearing Brian tell him he loved him, words that a year ago he’d thought he’d never hear, gave him such peace. Maybe he should listen to Brian and just not worry about getting married. Maybe he should just enjoy life, this moment, and their time together.

“I don’t doubt it or you.” He buried his hands in Brian’s hair, staring deep into his lover’s eyes. “I love you.” He grinned. “Now, get on your knees and suck me, babe.”

With a bark of a laugh, Brian got on his knees, took Rush’s dick in his mouth and sucked him, fast and dirty, as water coursed down Rush’s body. Rush guided him, one hand holding his wet hair, and he used his hips to urge Brian to take him deeper. Damn, Brian knew just how to set him off, how to play with his balls. He had to shift over and lean against the tiles to stay upright as Brian took him to the edge in a matter of minutes.

“Coming. Oh, fuck. Take it.” Rush fell over the cliff, suspended for a moment, then exploded. Brian swallowed his cum and when his tremors ceased, Brian pulled away.

“Give me a second to catch my breath.” Rush held up a finger as he gulped down air.

“Hurry up. Water’s getting cold.” Brian got to his feet. “I’m getting sleepy.”

“Fuck, babe. You’re getting old if this is wearing you out.” Rush shook his head and went down on his knees. “Gonna be fast.”

“Yes. That’s how I like it. Wet, hot, and fast.” Brian laughed, until Rush grabbed the base of his dick and swallowed down the head. “Fuuuck. So good.”

Rush had a few tricks of his own and he knew what got Brian off. He pumped his shaft fast and poked his tongue into the slit while he pulled on Brian’s balls.

Brian cried out. “Faster! Pull my balls.” 

Rush complied, careful not to damage anything he might need or want to have later. He worked Brian’s balls, massaging, then tugged on them. Full-bore sucking on his dick while jerking Brian off usually did it.

And this time was no exception. “Come on, babe. Shoot me full of your cum. You know I love it. Give it to me.” With a hard drag up, he let go of his hand and swallowed Brian down to the root.

Brian came, shuddering and blowing his load so hard and fast, Rush couldn’t keep up with it all. He choked a bit and let the excess run out of his mouth. He climbed to his feet and kissed Brian. They shared cum between them until it was gone.

Brian turned off the now tepid water and pushed open the door. He grabbed a towel and handed it to Rush, then got one for himself.

“Last one in bed cooks breakfast.” And with that he raced into the bedroom, with Rush on his heels. They tumbled together, still damp, on the quilt, then finished drying off.

After getting under the covers, Brian pulled Rush into his arms. Rush was glad Brian understood that he needed some cuddling. He’d never figured himself for a cuddler—he was a big, tough cowboy—but there it was. He put his head on Brian’s shoulder, wrapped his arms around him and slid his legs in between Brian’s legs. All caught up in the man he loved felt fine as frog’s hair.

“Love you, Rush.” Brian kissed the top of his head.

“Love you, babe.” Rush kissed his neck and closed his eyes, but didn’t go to sleep. He had a lot to think on. Mostly, what he was going to do about those rings he’d bought and hidden in among his clothes in the dresser.

 

 


Chapter Eleven

Jack walked through the door of the house and emptied his pockets into the bowl on the little table in the hallway.

Woof. Woof. Woof.

“Hey, boy!” 

Winston waddled up to Jack, rear end wagging, mouth open and tongue hanging out. Jack squatted and gave him a good ear rubbing. 

“Have a good day at the spa?”

“He did.” Edward strolled down the hall, rolling his hips in a sexy as hell gait that just about drove Jack crazy. His dick sure liked what he saw. “He got his nails polished, like a good gay dog.”

Jack glanced down at what he hadn’t noticed before. “Hell, Edward.” He groaned. “Did they have to be bright pink?” The little dog’s nails, normally black, just about glowed, and they weren’t even in the dark.

“He picked it out.” Edward looked down at his dog. “I held out two shades, this one and a lovely French blue. He wanted to get his gay on.” He shrugged. “So, how was your day?”

“Fine. Everyone’s ready for the holiday. The spa busy?” Jack stood and headed toward the bedroom to change out of his uniform. Edward and Winston followed him.

“Lord Almighty, we didn’t stop until I threw the last customer out and locked the damn door.” He sat on the bed while Jack moved in and out of the closet, putting his weapon away in the gun safe, hanging up his Sam Browne belt, then changing into a pair of sweats and a T-shirt.

“Did you talk to Sammi about the food?” Dressed, Jack stepped into the bedroom. Damn, but Edward looked good, sitting on the bed. Winston sat next to him, grinning. That dog knew Jack didn’t like him up on the bed, but it was too late to get him to move now. He slept up there every night and only got off the bed when he and Edward had sex.

“Yes. We had a long chat, and not just about food.” Edward raised his eyebrows.

“Anything I need to know?” God, he hoped not. He didn’t want to get in anyone’s business. The thought of other people knowing personal stuff about him and Edward made his stomach ache.

“Not really. Sammi’s going to do most of the sides, while I write him a check. I promised to be his kitchen help while we’re there.” Edward petted Winston, who had flopped onto his back, belly up, paws in the air.

“He’s in culinary school, right?” Edward nodded. “Good. Should be a decent meal then.”

“Hey! I can cook!” Edward glared at him. “You just don’t have a refined palate.”

“My palate is just fine enough.” Jack sauntered over to Edward. “It thinks you’re delicious.” He leaned down, buried his hand in Edward’s hair and tilted his head back for a deep kiss.

 

Edward sighed. Now this was good. His Jack, horny and hard. He reached out and rubbed Jack’s cock through the fabric of his sweats. Jack hissed and drove his tongue deeper into Edward’s mouth.

Jack broke the kiss. “Get rid of Winston. We need the bed.”

Edward didn’t argue. “Down, Winston. Out.” He tapped the dog with his hand and Winston flipped over, gave them both a dirty look, then hopped down off the bed and trotted out of the bedroom.

As soon as the dog left, Jack grabbed Edward and pushed him back onto the bed. Edward moaned as Jack covered his body with his, pressing him into the bed and kissing him like it was the best thing in the world.

He loved that about Jack. That ‘gotta-have-you-now’ feeling when he kissed Edward or when he fucked him. It was the best. And when Jack got all alpha and manhandled him, tossing him around on the bed, moving him into positions to fuck him better and harder? Fuck. Edward could blow his load just thinking about it.

Jack pushed off him. “Too many clothes.” He started to strip down and Edward matched him in speed. He hadn’t quite gotten his jeans down when Jack grabbed the waist and yanked them off, nearly taking Edward off the bed with them.

“Hey!” Edward laughed. His cock slapped his belly as it came free. He ran his hand over it for a quick stroke or two as Jack stared down at him, lust burning in his heated gaze.

“Fuck, you’re beautiful.” Jack might act all proper when he was working, but Edward loved how dirty his mouth became while they fucked. He ranted in four-letter words.

Edward hadn’t been lying to Sammi about letting Jack taking charge. Edward might cajole Jack into sex, but he really didn’t need to give it much effort. Jack wanted Edward all the time, and he was damn happy about that, because the feeling was mutual.

“Get on your knees.” 

Oh, Jack was in that mood. Not that Edward didn’t love getting fucked from behind. He knew it might start out that way, but Jack loved to change it up during sex.

Edward scrambled into position as Jack stalked over to the bedside table to get the lube. They’d stopped using condoms a few months ago, after their last blood tests.

“Use plenty lube.” Edward knew giving directions to Jack just got him stirred up.

“I know what to do. Don’t tell me.” Jack growled, but Edward knew he was loving this.

Jack slicked up his shaft then added a dollop of lube to Edward’s hole, wiping it around the rim. Without warning, he pushed a finger in, breaching Edward.

“Oh fuck.” Edward groaned, loving the feel of Jack’s finger inside, twisting and stretching him. Jack found his prostate and rubbed it hard. Shocks traveled through Edward and he had to bite his lip to keep from crying out in pleasure.

“Goddamn, you’re tight. So hot. Got to get inside you now.” He pushed the head of his cock into Edward, rocked once, then slid inside, filling Edward.

With both of his hands digging into Edward’s hips, he thrust in and out, working up speed until he pounded Edward, grunting with each attack. Edward knew any moment Jack would start swearing.

“Fuck. Sonofabitch. Goddamn. Fuck.” Jack moaned out each word. “You fucking kill me, you bastard. I want to jerk you, see you come on my hand. Feel you on my cock.”

“Fuck me, Jack.” He loved when Edward used his name. Jack didn’t like when Edward used pet names with him, so Edward did it often. Got Jack worked up something fine. “Do it, honey lamb.” He put a heavy Georgia accent on his words.

“Don’t call me that, brat.” 

Oh yes. Edward was a brat and he owned it. He grinned as Jack slammed him even harder. 

“You’re such a fucking brat. Always got to smart-mouth me.”

“I do. It makes you nuts.” Edward wiggled his ass just to get a rise out of Jack.

“Fuck, yes.” Jack groaned. He pulled back, sitting on his heels, dragging Edward onto his lap without losing contact. Edward let his knees straddle either side of Jack’s thighs as he rode him, reverse cowboy style. Jack wrapped one hand across Edward’s chest to hold him in place and play with his nipple. With the other hand, he took hold of Edward’s dick.

Edward hissed. “Yes, Jack. Yesss.” Damn, that felt so good. Jack knew just how to work him.

Jack stroked Edward tight and slow. “God, brat, you’re so hard for me, even when I’m fucking you.” To punctuate his words, he thrust up hard, grinding into Edward’s ass.

“I’m always hard for you, sweetie.” Edward pushed back through the pounding.

Jack cursed him. “Don’t fucking call me sweetie.” He leaned forward, his chin resting on Edward’s shoulder as he watched himself jerk Edward off.

“God, that’s it, Jack.” Edward whimpered. Jack’s dick in his ass, his hand wrapped around his shaft, his fingers flicking his nipple almost to irritation. All of Edward’s senses were on fire, his balls tightening, nerves firing up and down his cock.

“Gonna come, Jack. You’re making me come.” Edward gasped as his arousal built, climbing higher and higher.

Jack’s mouth was right by his ear as he whispered, “Do it, baby. Come for me. Spill all over my hand. Come on my cock, you sexy brat. Make me feel you on my dick.” He gave his hand a twist as he passed it over the head, and Edward howled his release.

Jack froze to watch. Edward pulsed, each shot of cum exploding from him, bleeding through Jack’s fingers. Jack stroked him, forcing all of it out of him, extending his orgasm until he couldn’t breathe.

“That’s it. I can feel you on my cock. Each time you jet, I feel you tighten inside.” Jack’s voice had gone hoarse and sexy as hell. “Fuck. You feel so good. Every time I fuck you, it’s incredible.” Jack let his cock go and Edward slumped back into Jack’s arms.

Jack lowered him to the bed, face up. Edward sprawled, his legs wide and inviting Jack to finish. Jack, his eyes half-closed in pleasure, stroked his own cock using Edward’s cum to slick it. Then he opened his eyes and focused on Edward.

“Got to come, baby.” He leaned over and kissed Edward, all tongue and teeth nipping his lips, his neck, his shoulder. He entwined his fingers with Edward’s and held him down. Edward loved how Jack possessed him, controlled his body, completely owned him.

“Fuck me again. I can take it. Want your cum inside me. Want to feel it drip down my thighs.” Edward pulled his balls up, showing Jack his hole.

Jack groaned. “God damn. What you do to me. You get me so hard.” He slicked up again and pushed into Edward as he wrapped his legs around Jack’s waist. Their moans filled the room.

Edward relaxed, letting Jack inside once again. No way could he get more than a little hard, but he knew Jack wouldn’t last long. By the look of pleasure on Jack’s face, the way he squeezed Edward’s hands, the frantic thrust of his hips, he could tell Jack was on the edge.

Jack shouted as he came and Edward locked his feet around Jack’s back, holding him in place deep inside. His channel warmed with the load Jack blew, filling him up.

Jack exhaled, shook his head and pulled out slow and gentle, careful not to hurt Edward. He’d been rough, but Edward loved it.

He dropped to the side and pulled Edward on top of him. Edward sprawled over Jack’s chest and buried his head in Jack’s neck. “Love you, Jack,” he whispered.

Jack chuckled. “Brat.”

“You looooove me, you want to marrrrry me.” Edward gave his best Sandy Bullock impression.

Jack slapped Edward’s ass. “Baby,” he crooned, “every time…it just gets better with you.” He kissed the top of Edward’s head. “Edward, I love you so much it scares me.”

Edward grinned as he ran his hand through the hair on Jack’s chest. “I know. I’m the best thing in your life. I make it worth living. Blah blah blah.”

Jack growled but it turned into a laugh. “We’ve both had a hard day. How about ordering pizza? You can get the pasta you like so much.”

“And Winston can share!” Edward exclaimed. At the mention of his name, Winston trotted in, jumped onto the bed and walked over Jack to nudge his way between them.

Jack grunted as the dog stepped on his balls to get to where he believed was his place in the bed, right between them. “Winston! I swear you’ve gained weight.” He glared at the dog. “If you’re not careful those ladies at the spa are going to make you so fat we’re going to have to call you Waddle instead of Winston.” 

Winston stretched out, his short legs sticking straight out, his head on his front paws, facing Jack and Edward. His tongue peeked out between his teeth. He closed his eyes and fell asleep.

Edward scratched behind the bulldog’s ears. “Everyone there loves him. They can’t resist his puppy-dog eyes.”

Jack harrumphed. “He’s not getting any of my pizza this time. He needs to go back on his doggie diet, Edward. It’s not good for him.”

Edward sighed. “I know. I’ll tell everyone tomorrow. No treats for you, Winston.” He shook his finger at the dog.

Winston, eyes still closed, growled.

 

 


Chapter Twelve

Rush glanced across Manuel to where Phillip sat on his horse. They’d given him one of the more settled mounts, a bay mare. She wasn’t a trail nag, but she wasn’t high-spirited either. Manuel wanted to see what Phillip could handle.

Phillip had managed to saddle her up and had even picked her hooves and done a good job when he’d brushed her off. Rush had been impressed. So far, so good.

This morning, they had to check the fences and the water troughs. If they needed more water, they’d bring out the big tanks in the back of the truck. There were two big waterholes located elsewhere that ran from a windmill pump.

The route they were taking would circle the entire ranch and take most of the time so that by lunch they’d be back at the house. If Phillip wanted to call it quits, he could end his day there.

From the look of happiness on Phillip’s face, Rush bet on the young man continuing to the afternoon’s chores, like the water, and barn maintenance. Much more physical labor than riding, but neglect could run down a ranch faster than anything.

“This is some beautiful land, Rush. You’re so lucky.” Phillip pointed toward the rolling hills covered in tan grass. They hadn’t had their first frost yet—that would come in late February. For now, it was just a lack of rainfall turning the grass brown.

“How’s your ass?” Manuel asked as he reined his horse to a halt. He pulled out his water bottle and took a drink.

Despite the cold, they still needed to stay hydrated, so Rush did the same.

Phillip stood in his stirrups to stretch. “Not bad, but I can sure see how you’d have to get used to this.” He ran his hand over his butt. “I can tell I’ll need a soak this evening.”

Manuel laughed. “At my age, I need one every night. Cowboying’s a young man’s game. Like you and Rush and the other hands.”

“I’m not so young,” Rush reminded him. Manuel had been running the ranch since Rush’s father’s time. “But I still have a little bounce back left in me.”

Phillip joined in the teasing. “Well, since I’m the baby of the three of us, guess I got the most bounce of all.”

Manuel leaned over and spit on the ground. “Hell, boy, your bounce might bounce you right off that horse if you’re not careful.” He shot a hard glare at Phillip.

“Yessir.” Phillip sobered and nodded. “I’ll try hard to keep my seat.”

“See to it.” Manuel gave a sharp nod, then looked to Rush. 

Rush shook his head and kicked his horse into motion. “Let’s check the south pasture, do a head count and head back for lunch.”

“Sounds like a plan, boss.” Manuel clicked his teeth and his horse trotted off.

Phillip followed and caught up to them. Rush tried to keep his gaze from going to Phillip, but he couldn’t avoid the man’s infectious grin. He noticed even Manuel was smiling, in his own, half-mouth way.

Maybe Phillip could work out as a hand. Rush didn’t want to speak too soon, and he needed to hear what Manuel had to say on it. Phillip might just have found a new job and a new home.

Rush wished Brian would agree to share in some of the decisions about the ranch. Maybe he should discuss it with Manuel? He had a good head on his shoulders, especially about people. Rush worried Brian was right about moving too fast, but damn it, he wanted to share everything with him—the ranch, their lives, their future.

Manuel squinted at him. “Boy, you look like you got a world of worry on your mind. Care to talk about it or is it one of those things I wouldn’t understand?”

Rush knew he meant his and Brian’s relationship. Manuel had figured out Rush was gay a long time ago, but had just let him be and waited until Rush found someone to come out for. He never felt judgment from Manuel, and for that he thanked God. Manuel even made sure none of the hands had a problem with them being gay—if they did he’d run them off damn fast.

In many ways, the old man had been more of a father than his own. Manuel damned sure never beat him like his old man had when he’d come out to him.

Rush looked over at Phillip and wondered how many times he’d been beaten for being gay. He had no idea where the kid was from, where he’d been, or what might or might not be chasing him.

But before he hired him, he’d make damned sure to find out.

 

Phillip rode along with the two men, one on each side of him, as they checked the fences. His ass was sore as shit, but it was the good kind of sore, the one you got when things were going right, when you knew you were where you were meant to be and the hard work you did was righteous. He’d only had a few days of that, mostly on his grandfather’s farm as a teenager, picking crops, feeding the chickens, and the few times he’d helped his grandfather build or repair something around the farm.

But riding the horse? Looking out for the cattle? That was pure heaven.

They reached what had to be the south pasture. They’d been riding with the morning sun coming up over their left shoulders. Black cattle dotted the landscape. Had to be a hundred at least, huddled in groups spread out over the field.

Manuel signaled for them to halt with his hand in the air. “Gotta count ’em, son.”

Rush nodded. “Right. Phillip, see that group over there by the water tank? Ease on over there, don’t spook them, check the water level, and count them up. Just take your time and don’t get off your horse. Without a rider, she’ll head straight for the barn. If you lose your mount, it’s gonna be hell walking back.” Rush slapped his hat on his thigh and laughed. “I’ll take the bunch under the tree and, Manuel, you get the stragglers.” 

Manuel nodded and headed off.

“Sure thing. Nice and easy. Got it.” Phillip gave his horse a soft kick and a flick of the reins and she started off in a slow walk.

He was on his own and so excited he wanted to whoop and holler, but he tamped it all down inside. He had a job to do, and no way would he make a mistake. It took a few minutes to get close enough to the tank to see it was halfway down, then he moved away to get a broad angle view of the cattle. He started counting. Keeping track in his head was easy—he’d done well in math and his work at the garage had had him totaling up sums all the time.

After thirty minutes, he finished. Sixty-four cows. Cows? Steers?

He turned the horse around and headed back toward Manuel, who sat on his horse away from the others. He reached him, halted and waited until Manuel gave him a sign.

Phillip inhaled. The scent of dry grass, cows, open land, horse and leather filled his nostrils. Man, nothing better. He took another deep breath, thinking some might not like it, but to him it was the best perfume.

Except maybe the way Estaban smelled first thing in the morning. He was remembering it when his phone chimed. Manuel grimaced as Phillip fought with the phone to get it out of his pocket. He almost dropped it, but caught it and hit the on button. Estaban texted him again. His heart fluttered and he snorted at his reaction. 

 

Hey. What are you doing?

 

Believe it or not, I’m out riding the range. 

 

No. Really? On a real horse?

 

No. On a dead one. I keep whipping it but…

 

Smartass. Having fun?

 

Yes. I counted cows.

 

Is that a thing?

 

Yep. It’s a cowboy thing.

 

So now you’re a cowboy?

 

For today.

 

Just checking in.

 

Thanks. I’m going to be here for a few days.

 

Then what? Still leaving?

 

Maybe.

 

There was a long pause and for a moment, Phillip thought Estaban had quit texting.

 

I know you’ll do what’s best for you.

 

How’s things going at the shop?

 

Jimmy is a dick. Flynn is going nuts running the counter. Everything is fucked-up.

 

Sorry. Not sorry.

 

LOL!

 

Manuel made a noise and Phillip looked up. The foreman had his arms crossed and was giving him the stink-eye.

 

Got to go. Back to work. See you soon.

 

See you, cowboy.

 

Phillip shoved his phone back into his pocket. “Sorry. A friend.” His cheeks burned under Manuel’s knowing stare.

“A friend, huh? Got you all… Boy, you’re blushing like a Baptist in a whorehouse.” Manuel chuckled.

Phillip rolled his eyes. “It’s not like that. He’s the guy I used to work with from the garage.”

“That’s right. Rush said you worked at Smith’s.” He scratched his chin. “Not that asshole Jimmy, was it?” Seemed everyone knew Jimmy and nobody liked him.

“Hell no.” Phillip made a sour face. “It was Estaban. He’s the real mechanic there. He’s a good guy, checking up on me, that’s all.”

“That’s all? You sure it ain’t something more?” Manuel cocked an eyebrow up.

Phillip swallowed. “You know I’m gay, right?”

Manuel nodded.

“So Estaban, he’s not gay.” Phillip picked at a loose thread on his jacket.

Manuel squinted at him. “Not gay, huh? He that Hispanic feller? Works on the engines? He’s a good mechanic. Worked on my wife’s car a time or two. Figured it out in no time.”

“Yeah, that’s him.” Phillip couldn’t hide his smile of pride.

Manuel hooted. “Man, I thought y’all had that ‘gaydar’ thing that tells you who is and isn’t gay. Yours broken?”

“Broken?” He shook his head. “Hell, no. Estaban’s not gay.”

“He’s not your kind of gay, but he’s sure as hell Rush and Brian’s sort of gay.” He leaned over and winked. “The kind that don’t look like it, who hide it real well.”

Phillip laughed it off. “What do you know about it? Are you gay too?”

“Hell no. But I seen enough in my time. Watched Rush hide it for ’nigh over ten years.” He sat back. “He got a wife?”

“No.”

“Divorced?”

“No.”

“Kids?”

“No.”

“How old is he?”

“Over thirty, I guess. All that don’t mean nothing.”

“He ever touch you, get in all up close and personal when he’s talking to you?”

“Well…I suppose once or twice.” He remembered the time Estaban had held his face to survey the extent of the damage. The time he’d stepped in and stood up to Jimmy and Crowder. The time he’d leaned against the wall of the garage, so close to Phillip he could smell him.

Realization dawned on him like the sun on a summer morning.

Phillip sucked in a deep breath because all the air had left his lungs. What if what Manuel said was true and he’d been missing all the signs?

Manuel hooted and shook his head. “Boy, you should see your face.”

Rush rode up. “What’s so funny?” He glanced back and forth between them.

“Well, I think someone here has seen the light.” His voice sounded like a preacher as he shook his hands over his head. “Boy! What was your count?”

“Uh, sixty-four and the tank is half-empty,” Phillip barked out.

“Thirty-one.” Rush pushed his hat back on his head.

“And I got twenty-nine. That makes…” He scratched his chin.

“One hundred and twenty-four,” Phillip answered.

“Good. Cattle all accounted for, boss.” Manuel jerked his reins and started off toward the fence. Phillip and Rush kicked their horses into a fast trot to keep up.

Rush called out to Phillip, “You okay? Manuel giving you a hard time?”

“No. He helped me, I think.” Phillip smiled and leaned forward, letting the horse have his head as all three broke into a canter. The sun in the sky had risen almost straight over them.

“Time for lunch!” Manuel called as they caught him.

A surge of happiness passed through Phillip. Whether it was thinking he had a chance with Estaban or the wind in his face as he rode toward the ranch house, he wasn’t sure what caused it.

But damn, he could get used to this feeling.

 

 


Chapter Thirteen

Edward came out of the massage room with his last customer. “If you’re not feeling better after Christmas, come back and see me.” He handed her a bottle of cold water.

“I can’t thank you enough. That kink in my neck is gone! It’s like a miracle.” She took the water, opened it and slugged down a mouthful, then rolled her shoulders and grinned at him.

“Well, I’m glad. All you needed was a little relaxation. Massage works wonders. Beth’ll see you at the front desk.” He motioned for her to move to the front then went back to the room to ready it for the next customer.

Winston sat in his doggie bed, head on his paws. He’d been sleeping while Edward had worked on the woman. He turned up the lights in the dim room, stripped the sheet from the massage table and put on a fresh one. He checked his oils and the temperature on the heated table.

Then he sat on his rolling stool. Only ten minutes between his appointments. He rubbed his temples as the last of the neck pain he’d taken away from her dissipated. On occasion, he used his power to treat a few of his customers, but most were just normal massages.

“Winston, I swear, I can’t wait for this day to end. I feel zapped. I hate doing pinched nerves, it always leaves me with a hangover.” He reached down, opened the small refrigerator under his oil table and got out his own bottle of water. After opening it, he guzzled half of it down. Then he closed his eyes and let go of the pain. The last remnants of it floated through and out of him, passing like a gentle breeze.

He sighed and opened his eyes. Winston looked up at him and whined. 

“Sorry, buddy, but as of today you’re on a diet. Jack wasn’t happy about how heavy you are these days. I think you mashed his balls last time you stepped on him.” He put his hands on his hips and cocked his head at the dog. “Can’t have you damaging the merchandise, now, can I?”

Woof.

“I know. It’s my fault, I encouraged the ladies to give you those treats. But I want you to know, I threw them out, so don’t bother begging for them.” He wagged his finger at Winston.

Woof. Woof.

“It’s for your own good.”

Woof. Woof. Woof.

“Don’t get sassy with me or you can hang out with Jack all day. And you know how boring it is at the station.”

Winston whined, got up and waddled over to Edward. He stuck his cold nose under Edward’s hand, asking for treats or a pet. Edward petted him, refusing to give in to the dog’s deep brown eyes filled with fake doggie sorrow. “Oh, no. Don’t try that look on me.”

Edward laughed. He felt better than before. Pain-free. He rolled over to his desk and checked the computer schedule to see who was next. The system showed she’d already checked in, so he finished the last few things, chose a calming ocean wave recording and dimmed the lights before he left to get the woman and bring her back. She wasn’t a regular, but any new customer would be fine. Business was good and for a small town that was amazing.

Of course, it didn’t hurt that he used his power to give most people a little burst of well-being during the massage. After all, there was no harm in that. Ever since he’d helped his grandmother pass on, he refused to use his power to heal to do anything more than ease a few aches and pains.

He never forgot her words about playing God. Where do you draw the line and when do you cross it? Sadness welled up in him when he thought of her, how much pain she’d been in with the cancer and how much he’d grieved after losing her. It had been the hardest thing he’d ever done in his entire life, and for a moment there in the hospital room at her bedside, he hadn’t thought he had the strength to let her go. For months afterward, he’d wallowed in his own pain of loss, making everyone, including Jack, miserable too.

Jack had been a trouper and kept right on loving him. He’d never stop being amazed at the depth of Jack’s love, when all of his previous lovers would have turned tail and run like a pair of cheap pantyhose.

Edward finished off the bottle of water, tossed it in the trash and left the room with Winston following, his bright pink painted nails clicking on the gleaming hardwood floors. Edward sashayed up to the front desk, letting his hips sway. His snakeskin print yoga pants clung to his legs and the tight black V-neck T-shirt fit like a second skin.

“Who’s next?” he sang out as he stepped into the front room of what had once been his grandmother’s house in the heart of Spring Lake. He’d converted it to his day spa six months ago when he and Jack moved out to her former, now Edward’s, small ranch. Jack’s old house sat empty because he couldn’t decide to sell or rent. Along with his grandmother’s houses, Edward had inherited a small fortune, some of which he’d invested in the spa. If he added his father’s inheritance which he’d get at forty, Edward was a very wealthy man.

If he hadn’t met Jack, a grounding influence in his life, Edward would have blown his money on bad boys, champagne and wild living. And he’d still have been as miserable as he’d been before falling for his Chief Sheriff.

His receptionist, Beth, smiled at him and rose from her chair at the antique desk that dominated one corner of the room. Across from it, sitting on one of the four white and brown spotted cowhide chairs, was a woman he thought he’d seen before but couldn’t place.

“This is Mrs. Eggers, Edward. She’s new and she has a gift certificate for a hot stone massage.” Beth handed him a clipboard with the woman’s details. He scanned it and glanced up at Mrs. Eggers.

“Do I know you from church?” Edward never forgot a face.

“Why yes. I’ve seen you…uh, there.” She nodded.

“Well, happy holidays! So glad you could come in. Someone must really like you to give you one of these. It’s one of our specialties.” He waved her on. “Follow me.”

Mrs. Eggers was a little hesitant. “I’ve never had a massage before.” She seemed like most of the middle-aged women around Spring Lake, trim, blonde hair done in a semi-modern style, nice sweater set and slacks, and a designer purse.

“Well, don’t worry, you’re in good hands.” He got to the room and stood aside as she crossed the threshold. “Don’t be nervous. You don’t have to get…naked.” He peered down the hall as Beth stood there, hand over her mouth. He winked at her and waited until Winston came in and went to his bed to curl up. Then he shut the door.

“There’s a dog in here!” Mrs. Eggers clutched her purse to her chest as she stared at Winston.

“That’s Winston. He’s my…emotional support dog. He goes everywhere with me.” He smiled down as Winston got comfortable in his doggie bed. “Now, you need to disrobe to whatever point you’re comfortable. Most of the ladies leave their undies on, but take off their bras. A few of the braver souls go all the way.” He raised his eyebrows in feigned shock. “Don’t worry, I’ll be sure to keep all your special lady bits covered by the sheet.” He pulled down the covers on the table and patted it. “Once you’re ready, just get on the table, face down, and in a few I’ll knock to see if you’re ready.”

“Oh.” She blinked at him and lowered the purse. “What sort of emotional support do you need?”

“Here in Spring Lake? All the support I can get, honey.” He winked at her and flipped his hand, camping it up a bit for her. It never ceased to amaze him at how comfortable the ladies were once they realized he was gay. Some of them needed a bit more…uh, evidence. He didn’t have many male customers, surprise, surprise. But he planned to hire a female masseuse, so that might get them in. If their wives let them.

She smiled. “Well, I suppose so.” She giggled. “So, it’s true? You and…?” She let the rest of her question hang in the air, but Edward knew what she was asking. Everyone who came in the first time did. For the first few months the spa was open, he’d figured most of the customers came just to get it straight from the horse’s mouth. Fine by him. The money was the same either way.

“Yes, Chief Whittaker and I are partners.” He batted his lashes.

“Oh my. He’s such a…manly man.” Her eyes widened.

“And don’t I know it!” Edward sang out, then he leaned in as if imparting a secret. “You know, gays come in all shapes, sizes, colors and types.” Every encounter with a person here in town had become a teaching opportunity to him. His personal mission was to make gay normal. It was the reason he’d agreed to attend church with Jack. He figured once everyone realized they knew someone gay, and they were just like everyone else, the mystery and fear would be eased and that would lead to acceptance.

“Well, of course.” She nodded. “Uh, does the dog stay while I change?”

“Don’t worry. He’s gay too!” Edward shifted from one hip to the other.

Her eyes widened even more as she giggled. “Oh, okay.”

“Now, go ahead and get ready. I’ll come back in a few minutes.” He gave her a smile and stepped out of the room, closing the door behind him.

He leaned on it and covered his mouth to keep from bursting out in laughter. The one about Winston being gay always cracked him up.

Down the hall, Beth sat at the desk, ringing up one of the nail salon customers. He killed time by checking into the other rooms. The kitchen and bath were the same, but he’d renovated the three bedrooms into his massage room, a nail room with four stations, and a pedicure room, complete with two state-of-the-art pedicure chairs that had temperature controlled water tubs for feet and remote-controlled massaging backs.

The day before Christmas, and half the chairs and stations were filled. Not bad. The holiday season had been good to his business. They had sold a ton of gift certificates. The hardest part was finding qualified technicians, but ever since he’d spoken at the local high school’s senior class career day about employment opportunities, several of the young women had gone on to get training, had passed their exams and been licensed to work. If business kept improving, he’d need to hire two more nail salon employees.

“Hi, Edward!” a chorus of female voices sang out as he entered the manicure room. He’d had the doors removed from both the manicure and the pedicure rooms. 

“Everyone having fun?” he posed in the doorway. “Y’all looking good enough to eat, I swear.” He spun and moved on to the pedicure room, where the same thing happened. He’d discovered he was just as big a draw as the services he provided.

Time well spent, he headed back to his room and knocked on the door.

“Ready?”

“Uh, come in?” Mrs. Eggers sounded a little uptight. He’d have to do something to remedy that.

Edward entered, shut the door and adjusted the covers to expose her back. “Now, we can chat or you can close your eyes and just relax. It’s up to you. I’ll let you know with each step of the massage what I’m going to do, so there’s no surprises, okay?”

“That sounds fine.” She exhaled.

“If anything hurts, you tell me, okay? Or if the pressure is too much? I’ll start off gentle and build up.” He pumped out some oil, rubbed his hands together, and started on her back. He opened himself up to her spirit, waiting for an answer from inside her.

“Right now, I’m working on the tension spots on your back and shoulders.”

He massaged her upper back, easing her into a more intimate lower back touch and there it was. A knot of pain…he reached for it…right there…and it loosened and slipped away, passing through him to wherever it went.

She sighed, a soft exhale that told Edward she’d felt the release. “Oh my. That was…”

“I know. It just needed a bit of loosening. You’ve got some knots, but nothing bad. If you come once a month, we can work those right out of you.” He rubbed her lower back until all the tension had dissolved and moved out of her and through him.

He walked over to the small heater that held the hot stones, opened it and gathered four of them into a bowl. 

“Now, I’m going to place the hot stones down your spine. Don’t worry, they won’t burn you, but they are hot.” He placed the first one between her shoulder blades. She tensed, then relaxed and he knew he could keep going.

As long as he could help people like her, people with minor aches and pains, he’d be content. Anything bigger than that was off limits. Not only for his own physical safety but for his mental sake too. He’d almost died healing Jack when he’d first met him and that had scared the hell out of him. Made him realize his power was nothing to play with. 

And he never wanted to be in the situation he’d found himself in with his grandmother again. She was the reason he’d come to Spring Lake, to heal her, only to discover what she had was cancer. He’d eased her passing as best he could, because she’d made him promise he wouldn’t heal her and put himself in danger. 

His power had put him in a position of having to choose to let his grandmother die or decide to go against her wishes and save her, at the expense of endangering, possibly killing himself.

Never again. 

 


Chapter Fourteen

Phillip finished his shower and dried off. A soak in the tub would have to wait until later. His bedroom only had a shower and once all the guests arrived, he’d have to use the tub in the bunkhouse to soak in. Manuel had told him the one there was large and had jets. Rush took good care of his hands and from what Phillip could see, that was true. Which only made him more determined to get hired on.

Manuel seemed to like him and so did Rush. But that didn’t mean they would hire him now, not in the middle of the slow season. They had a hand already, so they didn’t need him. But maybe if they said they’d hire him in the spring, he’d hang around Spring Lake doing odd jobs or something until then.

But from the time he’d spent today, he knew deep in his heart, this was what he was born to do.

He dressed in a clean pair of jeans and one of his nicer shirts, a western style plaid, put on his good boots and went down to the kitchen to see if he could help. His knee only twinged as he took the stairs—he’d barely used it while riding, another good point for being a ranch hand. Most of the day was spent in the saddle, not on his feet like at the garage.

He hadn’t noticed it before, but a bare Christmas tree stood in a corner of the living area. It hadn’t been there at lunch or he’d have remembered. Had to be Brian who’d set it up.

Brian and Rush were in the kitchen, locked in an embrace, forehead touching forehead, whispering to each other. Phillip came up short and cleared his throat to let them know he was there.

They stepped apart without rushing and faced him, arms still around each other’s waists. Brian was in his uniform. Rush had changed into jeans and a nice shirt.

“Hey. Feeling okay?” Brian asked. “How’s your butt?”

“Sore, but I’ll manage.” Phillip rubbed one cheek. “I know it wasn’t a full day, what with Rush letting us finish early since it’s Christmas Eve, but I think I did okay.” He looked to Rush for confirmation.

“You did great.” Rush smiled at him. “Better than most tenderfoots.”

“Hell, I’m not sure I could take an entire day in the saddle.” Brian shook his head. “You’re a better cowboy than me, for damn sure.” He laughed and gave Rush a peck on the cheek.

“I just noticed the tree.” Phillip pointed to the living room.

“Brian put it up. Tonight, after the meal, thought we’d decorate it. Not Christmas without a tree, right?” Rush grinned. “He got the ornaments out of the shed, too.”

Phillip backed up and took another look. Several boxes were stacked up next to the tree. “Cool.” It’d been years since he’d decorated a tree. That last Christmas before he’d left home at sixteen, money had been tight, but he’d insisted his mom cough up the money for a small tree. They’d decorated it with popcorn strings and construction paper ornaments. There hadn’t been much under the tree that year, or any year that he could remember. His mom was not Susie-homemaker by any stretch.

“Figured with everyone just getting off work, best to not do anything too intensive,” Rush added. “I want everyone to just relax while they’re here.”

“When’s everyone else arriving?” Phillip wanted to be sure to pull his weight around here, not just sit on his ass expecting to be waited on. “Can I help with anything?”

“Sure. Jack and Edward should be coming over soon. Mitchell and Sammi will be here closer to dinner time. They’re coming after work from Houston, so it’s a bit of a drive.”

“Can’t wait to meet them.” Phillip rubbed his hands on his thighs. “I can’t believe I’m sharing the holiday with a bunch of gay guys.” He paused. “Since I came out, I never been any place where I could make friends or meet people like me. You know, that didn’t involve anonymous bathroom sex.” He looked at Rush and Brian. “That’s why I thought Houston might be a good place to go. From what I hear, it’s pretty open and accepting there.”

Brian nodded. “It is. There’s a lot of acceptance there, especially in some areas of the city. But there’s also a sort of fast and loose lifestyle. Lots of bars, parties. Someone…naïve might get into some trouble there, if he’s not careful.”

Phillip chuckled. “Spring Lake is pretty slow, but I still managed to get my ass beat. I can’t see how Houston would be much worse.”

“It can be in a lot of ways, Phillip,” Brian warned, then lightened up. “Hey, I hate that you got hurt here, but glad I got to meet you.” 

“Yep, we’re happy to have you join us, Phillip.” Rush tilted his head toward the kitchen. “It’s buffet style tonight. Nothing fancy. Mostly casseroles and crockpot food. But with Sammi cooking, who knows?”

“Sammi?” Phillip had heard the name a few times. “He’s with Mitchell, right?”

“Yep. And he’s worked as a grill cook and is currently in culinary school. I’m sure whatever he cooks will be tasty.” Rush lifted one of the crockpots and put it in the center of the dining table, along with a large spoon to dish out whatever was in there. It smelled heavenly to Phillip. “Grab the pot on the stove. I have a serving dish on the counter. Can you transfer it and bring it over here?”

“Sure.” Phillip got to work and in a few minutes, he had the dish filled with chunks of chicken, vegetables and dumplings on the table, sitting right in the middle of the long red runner. He went back to grab another serving spoon just as the doorbell rang.

“Come on in!” Brian yelled. “Look, I can’t stay, I’m on duty. Babe, I’ll see you around midnight.” He kissed Rush—nothing too erotic, but Phillip longed to have someone he could kiss too. Maybe hanging out with these couples wasn’t such a good idea.

Brian opened the front door. “Hey, boss man! Edward! Gotta jet. I’m due at work in thirty.” He shook hands with the taller of the two men, hugged the smaller guy, then left, closing the door behind him.

Rush hurried over. “Jack! Edward! So glad you made it. Here let me take that from you. Hi, Winston.” 

Phillip stepped up. “I’ll get it, Rush. You say hi to your friends.” 

He went up to a slender, dark-haired man, in his early thirties, handsome as fuck, and who, for a second, seemed familiar. He held out his hands for the casserole dish he carried. “Hi, I’m Phillip. I’m crashing the party.”

A white bulldog sat at Edward’s feet, gazing back and forth between all the men.

Edward narrowed his eyes at Phillip, as if trying to place him. A tickle of warning ran down Phillip’s spine. “I know you.” He glared and the twist of his mouth looked as if he’d tasted something bad. “You’re that guy from the garage. The homophobe who treated me like dirt. What the hell are you doing here?” His voice rose to a near-screech.

Rush stepped forward. “What’s going on?”

Jack put his arm around Edward. “Babe, this is the guy from the garage? The one who threatened you?” Edward nodded.

Phillip backed up, hands out. “No! That wasn’t me! I worked there, sure, but that was Jimmy, the mechanic.” He shook his head. “I worked the counter. I tried to get him to go away, remember?”

Edward, still vibrating with anger, narrowed his eyes at Phillip. 

That’s it, Rush is going to ask me to leave. Fear filled Phillip as his dreams crashed around him. This was so fucked-up. What were the chances of running into this man and here of all places?

Jack looked as if he wanted to pummel him, but Edward put his hand on Jack’s chest. “Wait. I do remember what happened.” His shoulders went down and his gaze softened. “That other guy, the one covered in grease. Jimmy. He’s the one who threatened me. You were sort of…trying to defuse the situation.” He titled his head. “So, you’re gay?”

“Yes.” Phillip nodded as if his head was barely attached.

“And he works at the garage? What is he doing here?” Jack glanced at Rush.

Rush exhaled. “Okay. Let me explain as best as I can, Jack. Brian met Phillip on a call out to that bar on the edge of town. Phillip had been beaten up by some guy he thought was gay, but wasn’t. Turns out, Phillip got outed, lost his job and his home, so Brian thought he’d invite him out to the ranch for a few days to help him get his head on, decide what to do about things.”

“Is that true?” Edward asked.

“Yeah. The guy came by the garage, outed me in front of everyone, including Jimmy, and then the manager fired me.”

“Because you’re gay?”

“Yeah. It’s a Christian garage.” He shrugged. “Said it was bad for the garage’s reputation and shit. They let me live in a trailer behind the place, but he put me out of that, too. Brian’s a nice guy, taking me in. He didn’t have to, you know. Rush, too. I was going to…well, I’m not sure what I was going to do. Probably leave Spring Lake.”

“Is that how you got the black eye?” Jack relaxed a bit too.

“Yep. Guy hit me and then kicked the shit out of me. I didn’t get a chance to…defend myself or nothing. But losing my job and a place to stay hurt worse.”

“Did you file a police report?” Jack asked. 

“I did. With Brian.”

Edward shifted the dish to one hand and stuck out the other hand. “Okay. If Brian and Rush say you’re welcome, you’re welcome. Let’s start this over. Hi. I’m Edward. This is Jack. And this is Winston.” Edward nodded at the dog. After shaking, he handed Phillip the dish. “Here. It’s still warm, so no need to reheat.” He took off his jacket and hung it up, then turned to take his partner’s coat.

For Phillip, all the tension in the room dissipated. The fear of being turned out faded.

“Hi, Jack. I’d shake but—” Phillip shrugged, then added, “Hi, Winston. I’d pet you but—” He took the dish to the table and placed it at the end.

“Hey, you’re funny!” Edward chuckled. “Sorry about that scene. I can get a bit dramatic.”

“A bit?” Jack snorted. “Did anyone make dessert? I wasn’t sure, so I picked up some pies. They’re in the car. Edward insisted on driving.” He rolled his eyes.

“You just hate giving up control, don’t you?” Edward dug his elbow into Jack’s ribs.

“Yes, dear,” Jack deadpanned.

Phillip snickered. I think I’m going to like these guys. I hope they like me.

“Sounds great!” Rush motioned them to the living room. “We’ll eat as soon as the others get here. In the meantime, anyone want a drink?”

Jack stepped up to the makeshift bar. “I’ll take a whiskey.” He held up two fingers.

“Rough day?” Rush poured out the drink.

“Not really. But when I got home?” He shook his head. “You have no idea what it takes to get this one moving in one direction.” He took a sip, closed his eyes and sighed.

Edward said sweetly, “That’s not what you were saying when I was on my knees blowing you earlier.”

Jack choked and spit-sprayed whiskey in an arc. “Edward! That’s not true.” He wiped his mouth off on his sleeve.

“You’re right. That’s not what you said while you were fucking me.” Edward cocked his hip and winked.

Jack groaned. “TMI, you brat.”

Rush burst out laughing. Even Phillip had to smother his laughter, but it was pretty damn funny. Oh, Edward was a handful, he could see that. Jack must be some sort of man to handle him.

He wondered how Estaban would handle him, if they ever got together. His mind wandered until—

“Phillip! You want a drink?” Rush tapped the top of the counter with his finger.

“Sorry. Woolgathering. A beer okay?” He shrugged.

“Got Corona, Shiner Bock and PBR.”

Oh, man. “A Shiner would be awesome.” Phillip hadn’t even thought about having a beer or two.

“You old enough to drink, son?” Rush got serious. “Might need to see some ID.”

For a moment, Phillip reached for his wallet, then Rush laughed. “Aw, just kidding. Brian told me you’re twenty-three. That’s legal enough for me.” He reached down into an ice chest, pulled out a beer and opened it.

Phillip took it and brought it to his lips. The taste of dark beer flowed over his tongue and down his throat. “Man, that’s good and cold!”’

“And, Edward, for you and Sammi, Brian picked up some of those fancy frozen drinks.” Rush winked. “Piña colada, margarita or daquiri?”

“Ooh!” Edward rubbed his hands together. “Piña colada. I can pretend I’m on an island cruise surrounded by men who appreciate me.” He glared at Jack as Rush handed him the drink. “Thanks!”

Jack groaned. “I appreciate you, baby. I do. I’m just not sure how much these guys want to hear about…”

“Our a-mazing sex life?” Edward’s eyes sparkled.

Jack shot back the rest of his drink. “Edward.”

Rush chuckled. “No worries, Jack. I’ll forget I heard that.”

“Thanks.” Jack tapped his glass and Rush poured another shot.

Phillip liked that Rush thought about his guests and didn’t make anyone feel…well, not like they were…he didn’t know what. And that he’d stood up for him when it looked like things were going to turn ugly. How Jack had stepped in to protect Edward, kind of like how Estaban had done for him. What would it be like to know someone cared enough about him to have his back? If Edward had said the word, Jack would have leveled Phillip, but once things had been cleared up, both men had let it go and accepted him there.

These were good people, people he’d be proud to call friends. Of course, he might not be around long enough to get there. Best to keep his distance and not get too comfortable.

The doorbell rang again. “I’ll get it!” Phillip went to the door and opened it, praying he didn’t know the other guys. No drama would be nice about now.

“Happy holidays! Come on in. I’m Phillip.” He waved his arm, inviting them in, getting into the spirit of the holidays.

“Well, hello, Phillip.” A young man, bundled in a military style jacket, with a swath of long black bangs hanging over half his face, stepped in carrying a large tote bag. “I’m Sammi, with an ‘i’. This is Mitchell, my boyfriend. I don’t think we’ve met before. Wow, that eye looks painful.”

“Not anymore. And no, we haven’t met before. I’m sort of crashing the party.” He held out his hands. “Can I take that? Do you need help with anything?”

Edward came up and greeted Sammi with a kiss on the cheek. He turned to the handsome man with him. “You’re looking good, Mitchell.” He winked at him and the guy chuckled.

“Edward, how are you?” Mitchell leaned in for a kiss too. “Hi, Rush.” He waved. “And it’s Phillip?” He shook hands with Phillip. “Look, if you really want to help, Sammi’s got a metric ton of food in the back of the car. I’m sure between you, Edward and Sammi, you can make short work of it.”

“We’ll get it inside along with Jack’s pies.” Phillip opened the door and led the way to one of the cars. Sammi and Edward brought up the rear, arms linked and their heads together. A wave of worry came over Phillip. Were they talking about him? Was Edward filling Sammi in about who he was? About his limp? He’d crashed their party, even though Rush and Brian had invited him, and for some reason, they’d neglected to tell anyone else he’d be here. It was all types of awkward.

Maybe he wasn’t really wanted, after all? Maybe it’d been one of those invitations you were supposed to turn down? He groaned inside.

Sammi came up to him, touched his shoulder and spoke soft and low. “Don’t worry. The guys want you here. We know you tried to help Edward. And no one cares about your limp.”

Phillip stopped dead and stared at him. “What?”

Edward rolled his eyes and shook his finger. “Don’t do that, Sammi. It’s rude to read people’s minds.”

“Read minds? What are you talking about?” Phillip looked from one to the other.

“Sammi can’t help himself, honey.” Edward glared at Sammi. “Think of it as a party trick.”

“It’s not a trick.” Sammi frowned. “But I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have listened in.”

“If it’s not a trick, what is it?” Phillip tried to make sense of what he was hearing.

Sammi hit the remote for the car and the trunk popped open. “Let’s get this stuff inside. That’s for tonight.” He pointed to a tray covered with plastic wrap. “The rest is for tomorrow. We can get it after dinner. It’s cold enough to keep for a while.”

“Sure.” Phillip edged toward the trunk. “You didn’t answer my question, Sammi. How did you know what I was thinking?”

Sammi huffed and leaned against the car. “Look, for as long as I can remember, I’ve been able to hear people’s thoughts. Not really read their minds and not always clearly. Most of the time it’s all a jumble of noise, but every now and then certain voices come through to me.”

“And my voice came through?” He picked up the tray. From the weight of it, had to be a casserole. He stepped back so Edward could grab another dish. 

“Yeah, it did. Please don’t worry. We’re fine with you being here. The more the merrier!” Sammi smiled at him, then tossed his bangs and gave Phillip a considering look. “I’m thinking…there’s something special about you.”

“Me?” Phillip coughed. “Nothing special about me. I’m just…”

“Drifting through life?” Sammi put his hand on Phillip’s arm.

Phillip stared at Sammi. “Yeah.” He shook his head. “Man, that’s weird.”

“I told him to keep his mind to himself.” Edward huffed. “No one listens to me.”

Sammi laughed. “Jack does. Especially when you talk dirty to him.”

“Sammi! Just tell all my secrets.” Edward giggled. “When he gets going, my man is all sorts of nasty.” He gave an exaggerated shiver.

“TMI!” Phillip laughed.

“Hey, you guys need help?” a voice called from the porch. Rush.

They all ducked, then laughed again. “Busted.” Edward sighed. “Let’s get this stuff and go inside.” He leaned closer to Phillip and Sammi, then lowered his voice. “We can get the pies next. Jack’s looking forward to the apple crumble.”

They brought all the food in, made another trip, got the pies and emptied the trunk. Then dinner was served and everyone filled their plates.

Phillip watched from the other side of the table as the guys found places to eat. As he waited until everyone had taken a seat, he puttered around in the kitchen trying to stay out of the way and fade into the background. These were not his friends and despite their welcome, he felt like a third wheel.

When the last of them sat down, Phillip took the remaining seat. It would have been Brian’s if he’d stayed. Phillip concentrated on eating and listening to the conversations around him.

Could what Sammi had said be true? Could he hear people’s thoughts? Like a power? Like his power of influencing?

If that was true, man, he wanted to talk to Sammi. He’d never met anyone who was…weird like him.

He glanced up and looked around the table.

Sammi sat next to Mitchell, who was talking about something to do with oil, but Sammi’s gaze homed in on Phillip.

A small nod and a rapid smile from Sammi, then he leaned over to Mitchell to say something.

Weird.

But interesting.

 

* * * *

 

After dinner, they gathered around the living room. Large couches and comfortable plush chairs meant to hold a big man were set around the room, focusing on the massive fireplace. Everyone was full and an air of peace settled over them.

Phillip had never been in such a welcoming home, much less around so many gay men who weren’t on the prowl. The couples sat together, with only Rush and Phillip in the chairs. On a loveseat, Sammi sat cradled in Mitchell’s lap as if he belonged there. Edward snuggled under Jack’s arm on a couch.

Phillip offered to untangle the lights before they decorated the tree, so he levered himself down to the floor, sitting cross-legged. He didn’t feel as if he’d earned a spot among them, no matter how Rush encouraged him. He made excuses about being sore, which Rush thankfully accepted.

Once they’d fixed up the tree, Phillip decided it was time to make himself scarce and give the friends time alone. He made his excuses and headed upstairs to bed.

Once undressed and under the covers, he picked up his phone and brought up the text conversation with Estaban. He reread it, taking his time, hearing Estaban’s voice in his head. Had he mistaken flirting for concern? Could he have missed Estaban’s attempts to reach out to him?

It was after ten. No texts tonight. He put the phone on the side table and rolled over. What would it feel like if Estaban had been with him here tonight, acting as if they were a couple, like the others? With kisses and holding hands and sitting so close together he could feel him breathe.

Wonderful. It would have felt wonderful.

Beggars can’t be choosers. And of all the people he knew, he was a beggar. Had been most of his life. He’d just let the dice fall, accepted what little he had, whatever came his way, like that job at the garage and the dinky trailer. As if that was all he was worth or deserved.

Maybe it was time to stop begging and ask for what he wanted.

A job as a cowboy and a home here on the ranch.

Estaban in his arms and in his bed.

Yeah, I’ll get right on that.

 


Chapter Fifteen

Christmas morning at the Double T Ranch

 

Phillip woke early, showered, dressed and headed downstairs. This was a ranch and there would be some work to do first thing. He wanted to show Rush he was willing to step up if needed.

The aroma of fresh-brewed coffee filled the air as he tiptoed downstairs, then into the kitchen.

“Morning.” He nodded to Brian and Rush sitting at the kitchen table, coffee cups in their hands.

“What’re you doin’ up so early, son?” Rush took a sip.

“Figured there was work to be done, and that Manuel might be home and you might need some help.” He poured a mug, fixed it with a little cream and sugar, then sat across from them.

Rush smiled over his cup. “That’s nice of you.”

“Not nice. I want to.”

“Got something to prove, do you?” Rush winked at Brian.

“Maybe.” Phillip shrugged. “What needs doing?”

“Got to feed the horses, mostly. Cattle can take care of themselves for today.” He pushed back his chair and stood. “Babe, we’ll be out in the barn if you need us.”

Brian held up his cup of coffee in a salute. “I’ll have breakfast ready when you get back. The others should be getting up by then.”

Rush motioned for Phillip to follow him. At the door, they put on their coats and hats. Phillip glanced over to the tree, multicolored lights making it look so pretty. He stared harder. Encircling the tree were four boxes tied up with red ribbons. Gifts. Fuck. He didn’t have a gift for anyone, not even Brian and Rush.

No one mentioned handing out gifts.

He groaned.

“What’s that?” Rush gazed at him. “Something hurting?”

“No.” He sighed and pointed with a jerk of his chin. “Gifts. I don’t have a gift for anyone.” He stared at his feet. “I feel so lame.”

“Don’t worry about it. We told the guys no gifts. Those are just from Sammi.” He leaned in. “They smell like cookies.”

“Oh. That was nice of him.”

“He’s a nice guy.”

Rush opened the door and stepped out. Cold air hit Phillip in the face and he tugged his hat down lower. At least they’d be working in the barn and not out on the range where the wind would cut through him.

They headed at a trot to the horse barn. Once inside, Rush pointed to the feed room. “Go ahead and get a wheelbarrow and load it up with that oat mixture. Put one scoop in each of the feed buckets hanging on the stall. I’ll fill the water troughs.”

Each stall had a water pipe leading to it, so all Rush had to do was climb up on the rails of the stall, turn on the spigot, fill the trough, then shut it off.

Phillip got the barrow and wheeled it into the feed room. He found a large plastic container filled with a grain mixture. On top of it sat the scoop. He pried off the top and started digging out grain and dumping it into the barrow, one scoop for each horse.

As he pushed the barrow past each stall, he stopped, got a scoop of oats and dumped it into the buckets. The horses nickered and stomped, ears forward and noses pushing at Phillip as if to say, hurry up, I’m hungry.

Once he’d done that, Rush slapped him on the back. “Good job. Having you here made short work of a long job. Usually Manuel and the hands take care of this, so it’s good to have help.”

“Sure.” Phillip nodded. Now that the chores were done, he started thinking about breakfast. His belly rumbled.

But Rush seemed to have something else on his mind, because he walked over to an old chair and sat down. “Phillip, put the wheelbarrow away and come on over here. I want to talk to you.” He pointed to a stool.

Oh shit. Nothing good comes of ‘I want to talk to you’.

Phillip stored the barrow, shut the feed room door and limped over to sit. He sat, hands clasped between his legs, bracing himself.

“Brian seems to think you might want to go on to Houston after the holiday.”

Phillip didn’t answer. He didn’t think Rush wanted an answer yet, and besides, his mom had taught him only answer a question with a yes or no. Keep the chatter short, less chance to let slip something that could do you harm or get you arrested.

“I seem to think…I know what that look on your face all day yesterday means. You were happy. And maybe it’s the happiest you’ve been in a long time. Am I right?”

“Yes, sir.” Phillip could only get a few words out because his throat had closed tighter than a drum.

“You said being a cowboy was your dream job.” Rush glanced around the barn. “Taking care of the horses, riding the herd. Living on a ranch.”

Phillip nodded, he closed his lips tight, afraid he’d bust out and say something to make Rush not want him. This conversation could go bad or good, he knew it, and it scared him something fierce. For once, his mom’s advice was good.

“Before I hire someone, I want to know about him, who he is. And I don’t know much about you, son.” He sat back and studied Phillip. “Where are you from?”

“I was born and raised in Nevada.”

“When and why did you leave home?”

“I left at sixteen, when I came out. My mom…she wasn’t…happy about me being gay. Told me I could fix it, or leave. I decided to leave. Didn’t think being gay needed to be fixed.” He shrugged. It hadn’t been the whole truth, but it was part truth—she hadn’t been happy, she’d told him to fix it, he’d decided to leave. But he left out the part about them being questioned by the police. He’d seen the writing on the wall and gotten the hell out before he wound up behind bars.

“So, you’ve been drifting for about six or seven years?” Rush pushed his hat back on his head. “That’s a long time.”

“It is. Some days it feels like it, some others time just flies. But mostly it’s okay, I guess. It is what it is.”

“What’s the longest time you’ve stayed in one place?”

Phillip didn’t have to think long. “Here. Spring Lake. Been here almost a year. For a while, I thought I’d stay here…well, longer.” He snorted. “If that guy hadn’t shown up at the garage, I’d still be sitting in my trailer, working the front counter. Maybe worked up to manager.”

“I don’t want to hire someone who looks at this ranch as a temporary gig. I need someone who has staying power. Someone who can maybe grow into Manuel’s job as foreman.” 

Phillip sat up straight. “As foreman?” His voice squeaked like a little girl’s.

Rush held out his hands. “Now hold on, I’m not offering you a job. Yet.” He grinned. “But I have to think about the future. Manuel will retire in a few years. I want someone who doesn’t care about me and Brian living together, loving each other. A gay man would be ideal. Most of my hands are straight, from what I can tell. I don’t care if they are or aren’t, as long as they do their jobs and treat me and Brian with respect.” He took off his hat and ran his hand through his hair, then settled it back on his head. “What I want is someone who can grow with this job, who sees a future here, not just a job to get him through. Think you got that in you?” Rush narrowed his eyes at Phillip, as if he could see right through him to his heart and soul.

“I guess I’ve been wandering, sir. Looking for a place to land. To put down roots. Frankly, I never thought it was Spring Lake. Until I met Brian and he told me about how the town is changing. How it’s been accepting of you and the others. More gay-friendly, so to speak. And that’s got me to thinking.” He rubbed at the fading marks on his cheek. “What I want is to be a ranch hand. You’ve got a fine ranch, Mr. Weston. And I like the way you run it, how you treat people, even people you don’t know. Like me. Kindness has been hard to find in my life.” He sighed and gathered his courage. “I’ve been thinking hard about things. I don’t want to wake up at thirty and have nothing to show for it. I want to work here, sir. For as long as you’d have me.” Well, he’d done it. Said out loud what he wanted. No more begging for broken tortilla chips, he wanted the whole enchilada. With sour cream and cheese.

Rush stood. “Well, son. After the holiday, you can move into the bunkhouse. There’s a separate bedroom for the foreman. It’s got a heater. There’s a galley kitchen if you don’t feel like eating dinner with us. I’ll need some info from you, social security number and such, because I hire above board. We’ll discuss wages after the holiday when I do your paperwork.” He held out his hand for Phillip to shake. “Deal?”

“Deal!” Phillip grabbed his hand and pulled Rush in for a one-handed bro-hug. “Thank you, sir!” Rush slapped him on the back, then let him go and stepped away.

“And one more thing? Call me Rush. That ‘sir’ shit makes me feel old as hell.”

“You got it. Rush.” Phillip’s heart beat out a joyful rhythm. Could it really be true? He had his dream job? And on Christmas morning?

“Best Christmas ever!” he crowed.

Rush laughed. “Now, let’s get inside. I’m ready for breakfast.”

Phillip followed his soon-to-be new boss back to the ranch house. When they stepped through the door, he saw Mitchell and Jack seated at the kitchen table with coffee. They looked up and waved to him and Rush. He gave them a nod back. Even Winston sat on a little dog bed in the corner, his eyes fixed on the activity in the kitchen.

Everyone appeared happy, relaxed and content. And for the first time in ages, Phillip felt that too in his heart.

Brian, Sammi and Edward crowded the kitchen, working on breakfast. The smell of frying bacon, sausage and eggs, melded with biscuits baking, filled the air, along with their chatter as they worked. He’d ask to help, but not one more person could fit in there, so he got some coffee and took a seat, with Rush sitting next to him.

This time, Phillip felt like he belonged at the table.

 

 


Chapter Sixteen

Just as Phillip had finished his breakfast, his phone chimed. Everyone glanced up with raised eyebrows.

“My phone.” He pulled it out. Estaban. He waved it and stood, nearly knocking over his chair. “I got to answer this.” Heat filled his face as he tried not to act as if he had a crush on someone. Which he kind of did. Fuck.

Edward and Sammi shared an eyeroll, then Edward giggled. “Who in the world could make him blush like that?”

“I remember that expression.” Mitchell snorted. “It’s a guy.”

“Got to be a man.” Edward nodded. “Oh, honey, he’s got it bad.”

Sammi sighed. “He’s in love.”

Jack gave Rush a sympathetic nod. “Oh, Lord. Better you get to deal with the drama. I’ve had my share with you and Brian.” Jack chortled and tossed a crumpled napkin at Rush, who groaned.

“It’s no one.” Phillip rolled his eyes, but the burn in his cheeks worsened. God, he’d burst into flames if the looks around the table got any more…teasing.

“Tell no one we said hi!” Edward sang out as Phillip backed away.

He stalked over to the one of the chairs in the living room, fell into it and opened the text messenger.

 

Merry Christmas! Were you a good boy? Did Santa give you everything you hoped for?

 

Phillip nearly fell out of the chair. Estaban was killing him.

 

Merry Christmas! How’s the family?

 

Phillip wanted to share the job offer so bad, but he waited to see what Estaban had to say.

 

Everyone’s great. Kids are tearing the place apart. It’s like a war zone.

 

Good. Phillip frowned. Had he been so wrong about Estaban being gay? Whose kids?

 

My sister’s two and my brother’s little one. Cute, but glad they’re not mine.

 

I hear you. So, what did Santa bring you?

 

Oh no. I asked first.

 

Phillip curled his legs under him and got settled. The time had come to step up, stop being a beggar. He’d done it with Rush and look what he’d got—his dream job.

 

Rush offered me a job as a ranch hand. Starting after the holiday.

 

Awesome! So this means you’re staying in Spring Lake?

 

Yep. Going to make it home.

 

I’m happy for you, Phil. Really. So glad you’re staying.

 

Are you?

 

I am. When can I see you?

 

The tone of the texting changed with that one line, and Phillip could feel it over the…ethernet or airwaves, or whatever it was that make a cell phone work.

 

How about tomorrow? You free or got to work?

 

Working. Dinner?

 

Phillip gulped. Dinner sounds great. Where?

 

The steak place at seven? Should I come out there and pick you up?

 

Phillip chewed on his bottom lip. Estaban knew he didn’t drive. Picking him up at the ranch made it sound like a real date.

 

Sure. That’d be nice.

 

Okay. See you tomorrow at seven. Text me the address.

 

It’s the Double T ranch, south of town.

 

I’ll find it. I’ll call if I get lost, okay?

 

Great.

 

Great.

 

The text stopped. Holy shit! He had a date!

Phillip jumped up, spun around, did a fist pump and a leap, then landed facing the guys, who were all staring at him.

“Uh,” he cleared his throat. “That was…Estaban. My friend from the garage.”

“He’s in love…told you.” Sammi grinned and held up his hand. Edward slapped it in a high-five, then got up and came over to Phillip. 

He snapped his fingers. “Hand it over. I need to see the texts. Got to make sure you’re not messing this up. Sexting is an art, you know.”

“God, if you want lessons in phone sex, ask Sammi. I lost my job over his.” Mitchell snorted.

Brian opened his mouth to say something, but a hard glare from Rush and a ‘Don’t even’ growl had him shutting his mouth fast.

Phillip pulled his phone away. “Wait a minute! This is kind of personal, you know.” These guys just thought they could barge into his life, as if they were…his friends? He smiled and held out the phone. “What do you think?” He stepped closer so he could look over Edward’s shoulder as Edward started scrolling through the text message thread. “See, it starts here. He’s just being nice, right?”

Edward read the texts, giving little aahs and oohs, and an occasional tsk. He stopped, sighed and handed back the phone.

“So?” Phillip held his breath.

“Oh, he so wants you. Bad. This is a date. Definitely. A sexy time date.”

Sammi clapped his hands. “Go, Phillip!”

Rush, Mitchell and Jack groaned. “Young love,” Rush commented.

Phillip froze. “That’s okay, right? I can have dinner tomorrow? It’s after work.”

Rush exhaled. “Phillip. You’re going to work here. I don’t own you. Your life is your own.” He took a sip of coffee. “And good luck on your date. I hope you have plenty of sexy time. Just keep it safe. By the way, I keep condoms stocked in all the bathrooms.” 

Brian sprayed coffee out of his mouth. “Babe!”

Edward laughed. “He does.”

Sammi nodded. “I saw that. Don’t need them anymore.” He gazed at Mitchell with adoration.

“TMI!” Mitchell called out.

Phillip laughed. “I’ve never met so many…uh…sharers.”

“Over-sharers.” Jack shook his finger at the younger men. “It’s killing me.”

Edward slinked his way to Jack and climbed onto his lap, straddling him in the kitchen chair. “I’ll kill you, Sheriff.” He didn’t wait for Jack to say anything, he just kissed him, hot and dirty, mouths open and tongues tangling. Jack groaned under the onslaught.

As did everyone else in the room. Rush called out, “Get a room!” and they all laughed—even Jack and Edward broke their lip-lock to snicker.

Brian and Rush started clearing the table. “Let’s get this straightened up, then everyone can go to the living room. I have an announcement to make.”

Rush gave him a questioning look. “Okay. Come on, guys.”

Everyone headed to the kitchen and started clearing plates, glasses and serving platters. There wasn’t much left, so putting the food away took no time. Sammi insisted on getting the dishwasher filled and running so he’d have space in the kitchen to prepare the afternoon’s meal.

Once the last counter had been wiped down, they headed to the living room and took seats, spreading out on the comfy furniture. Phillip figured he could get used to this, and wondered how the bunkhouse was furnished.

Would his room there be as well done as the room here? Would the heater keep him warm? It didn’t matter. He’d love it anyway.

He settled into a chair, sinking deep and enjoying the lights on the tree and the warmth of the fire in the hearth.

Now what in the world did Brian have to say?

 

“Got to use the facilities. Be right back,” Brian whispered to Rush, then he ran down the hall to their room as the others put the finishing touches to the kitchen. He only had a few minutes before Rush would come looking.

He went straight to the dresser, opened it, dug around a bit, then pulled out the little box. He opened it and stared down at the two matching platinum bands. Rush didn’t know, but he’d found them a month ago. It’d shocked the hell out of him at first, but he knew Rush’s insecurity about their relationship. He got it, he did. The last thing he wanted to do was make Rush feel insecure, or fearful of him leaving.

But, was he ready to get married? Just a few years ago, it wouldn’t have been possible. Then things had changed and he’d always thought it would be in his future, but just…in his future. Not now. Marriage was a big step, but he’d thought it over, spent most of his waking time over the last few months deciding what to do about Rush’s proposal.

And now he knew a solution to both of their problems.

He shoved the box into the front pocket of his jeans, pulling his shirt over it to hide the bulge, and left the room. He tried to swallow past the lump in his throat. This could be wonderful or a disaster, but it was time to make a move, take a chance on him and Rush.

Brian strolled into the living room. Rush knelt at the hearth, adding another log to the fire. Brian halted in his tracks and memorized what he saw. The look of happiness on Rush’s face, the domesticity of the scene. He swallowed again, trying to get some moisture to his dry mouth.

His heart thudded, each beat banging against his ribcage. This is it.

Brian cleared his throat. “I just want to say, on Rush’s and my part, we’re so happy to spend this Christmas with each of you, new friends and old. And I couldn’t think of any other people I’d rather share this moment with.”

Rush nodded and moved to take a seat, but Brian held out his hand to him. “Rush. Can you come over here?” 

Rush came over to stand beside him, a puzzled look on his face. “Babe? What’s up?”

Brian took his hand. “Y’all don’t know this, but something big happened to me and Rush a couple months ago. Rush asked me to marry him.”

Everyone gasped. Edward clapped.

“But I told him no. I wasn’t ready.”

And just like that the room deflated. Rush frowned, then a rash of red bloomed on his cheeks. “Brian, what the hell are you doing?” He tried to pull away, but Brian wouldn’t let him go.

“Hear me out, Weston.” Brian stared into Rush’s eyes. “I’ve thought long and hard over this.” He turned to the room. “I wasn’t ready to get married. I wanted more time to grow our relationship. Rush wanted security. To know I wasn’t going anywhere.”

Rush groaned. “Fuck, Brian. Telling our business…”

“I think I’ve come up with a solution, babe.” He dug in his pocket and pulled out the box.

Sammi squealed and squeezed Mitchell’s neck so hard his eyes bulged. Edward sucked in his breath and grabbed Jack’s hand. And Phillip sat there, eyes wide and mouth open.

Brian opened the box and took out the rings. “Rush Weston, will you accept this ring as a symbol of our engagement for one year? All I’m asking is for you to wait until next Christmas for the ceremony to make it official. Can you do that, babe, give me…us that time?” His eyes filled with tears and he fought to hold them back. If Rush refused him…he’d die. Dig a hole outside and crawl into it and die.

Rush chewed his lip. “Damn, Brian.” He blinked hard, then ran his hand over his face. “One year? That’s a long time.” He sniffed and took one of the rings from Brian. “Here, put it on me, you bastard.” He broke down, tears spilled. “Oh fuck. Don’t anyone tell anybody I cried like a baby.” Rush glared at the guys through his tears, but there was no heat in it.

Brian slipped the ring onto Rush’s left finger. “I know some say to wear it on the right hand until the deed is done, but I want everyone to know you’re taken. You’re mine.” He held out the other ring to Rush. “Here.”

Rush took it, kissed it then slid it onto Brian. “I’ll be your fiancé. For a year.” He wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “You’re all invited to a wedding, right here, next Christmas.”

Everyone applauded and whooped.

Brian pulled Rush into a tight embrace, then sealed their engagement with a kiss. Edward and Jack could get hot and heavy, but they hadn’t seen nothing yet. Brian bent Rush over backward as he plundered his fiancé’s mouth.

When they finally came up for air, there wasn’t a dry eye in the room. Even their new ranch hand, Phillip, cried.

Now that he’d done it, took the plunge, he wondered what the hell he’d been afraid of.

He belonged to Rush. Always had since the moment they’d met in a dark, stinking alley behind a gay bar in Houston.

“I love you, Rush Weston.” He gazed into the wet eyes of the man he loved.

“Love you too, Brian Russell.” 

“So, whose name is going first? Weston-Russell or Russell-Weston?” Edward called out above the noise.

Rush laughed as he held Brian around the waist. “Hey, we’ve got a whole year to decide. Don’t push us.”

Brian shook his head. “Now, wait a minute. I like the sound of Russell-Weston.” 


Chapter Seventeen

Day after Christmas

 

Phillip, Manuel, Rush and a teenager named Joey rode the fences, looking for damage. They found a spot that Manuel declared weak, and marked it off with a hot orange ribbon to come back to with the tools to fix it. Either Joey or Manuel would drive the truck back and make repairs.

The air was cold and dry, making it hurt to breathe through his nostrils, but the scenery couldn’t be finer. Rolling hills as far as he could see. Black Angus grazing in the pastures. Even the turning windmill next to a cattail-fringed pond made a fine picture.

And Rush had made Phillip’s day by introducing him as his new hire to Joey. Joey shook his hand and welcomed him to the ranch. Although he’d turned eighteen a month before, he was still in high school, planning on going to Texas State next fall.

Which explained why Rush was ready to hire someone new.

And Manuel? He’d just nodded, as if he’d known it. He probably had. Phillip figured nothing happened on the ranch that Manuel didn’t know about. If he shadowed the foreman, learned from him, maybe in time he really would be able to replace him.

Well not replace. Neither Rush nor Manuel would go for that, but maybe try to step into those big boots. Phillip didn’t think he could do better.

And tonight?

He had a date. A real, live, true date. An eat-dinner-and-get-to-know-you date.

Phillip grinned. He’d done it. Broken the curse. He wasn’t a beggar anymore. He’d managed to change his life, without using his influence on anyone. He’d done it. By himself. And he was damned proud of himself right now.

They headed back to the house for lunch. Life was good. And it was going to get better. They trotted up to the corral at the back of the horse barn and dismounted.

“We just turn them out in the corral while we eat. No reason to unsaddle them.” Joey grinned as he opened the gate. Phillip took the reins of the other horses and led them inside, while Rush and Manuel made a beeline to the house to wash up.

“So, this is your first ranch job?” Joey asked as they walked back. He matched Phillip’s limp, not rushing past him, but keeping steady with him. Phillip liked that bit of kindness. Joey seemed like a good kid.

’Course, he was only a few years older than Joey, but Joey had tons of ranch experience on him.

“Sort of. When I was younger, my grandfather had a farm. I spent most every summer with him. If you want to know how to grow beans, okra and watermelon, I’m your guy.” He chuckled. “But I’ve always dreamed of being a cowboy.”

“Well, I’ve always dreamed of being a math teacher. I’m going to get my degree and come back here and teach elementary school.” He rolled his eyes. “I know, it sounds lame, teaching, but I love it. This job is just to earn money for school.”

“Rush and Manuel know that?”

“Sure. Rush even told me if I get on the Dean’s list, he’d pay my next semester. Calls it the Weston Scholarship.” He shook his head. “He’s a great guy. You’re going to really like it here.”

“I know. He’s been good to me too.”

They reached the porch and went up the steps. After kicking off the trail dust on their boots, they stepped inside. The guys were still there, lounging about watching sports on the big screen television, snacking on leftovers from the fabulous meal Sammi, Rush and Brian had cooked up for Christmas dinner.

The table was set, ready for lunch for the hands. Phillip and Joey washed up at the kitchen sink as Sammi and Edward dealt with making sandwiches.

“Where’s Brian, Mitchell and Jack?” Phillip looked over his shoulder as he dried his hands off on a towel, then passed it to Joey.

Edward turned. “Jack and Brian had to go to work today. They left after breakfast. Jack said to say goodbye and he’ll see you around. I’m here for today, then going back to the spa tomorrow.”

“Mitchell had to work, too. He’s coming back for me on Saturday. In the meantime, I’m going to Edward’s spa for a day of beauty!” Sammi grinned. “Can’t wait!”

“Nice.” Phillip came to the table and eased his way down with a grunt. His knee had been acting up all morning. Sitting cross-legged on the floor untangling strings of lights and pushing that wheelbarrow filled with oats hadn’t helped. But if he meant to work here, he’d have to get used to it.

Edward frowned. “You okay, honey?” He took a seat next to Phillip. “I noticed your limp is worse today.”

“Oh, it’s nothing. An old injury, that’s all.” He rubbed his knee then smiled. “Bothers me now and then.”

Edward touched his arm. “I can fix that, Phillip. If you’ll let me.”

“Fix it? No way. Doctor said it was a torn meniscus. Needs surgery.”

“So why didn’t you get it fixed?” Sammi asked from across the table.

“No insurance. Surgery is expensive. It’s nothing I can’t live with.” He shrugged.

“But what if I could…ease it a bit? Massage can work wonders.” Edward gave Phillip’s arm a squeeze, then flicked his gaze to Sammi.

God, the last thing he wanted was anyone feeling sorry for him or thinking he could get better with a little massage. If he didn’t stop this, Edward would never let it go. The man was just like his little bulldog.

He reached out and put his hand over Edward’s hand. Let it go. Drop it.

Edward sighed. “It’s up to you. I won’t mention it again.”

Sammi gasped and slapped the table. “That’s what it is!” He stared from Edward to Phillip and back.

“What are you talking about?” Edward cocked his head to the side.

Rush sat down next to Phillip. “What’s going on?”

“I’m not sure.” Phillip took a bite of his ham sandwich.

Sammi leaned over and whispered, “Phillip, Edward, I need to see both of you, right now.” He got up and left the room.

Edward shrugged at Phillip. “I guess we should follow, but we’ll never beat that dramatic exit.” He rose and Phillip glanced to Rush for permission.

“Go on. If you don’t, we’ll never get back to work.”

Phillip joined the other two in the living room. Sammi dragged Phillip down on one side of the couch and Edward on the other.

“What’s all this about? I can’t be wasting time here. I got to get back to work.”

Sammi huffed. “I’ll make it short and sweet. You’ve got a power, Phillip. I don’t know if you know it, but you use it to make people do what you want, right?”

All the blood in Phillip’s body rushed to his feet and for a moment, he thought he might faint. No one, other than his mother, had known about his power. It had been a matter of survival to keep the secret.

He peered at Edward, who leaned over and spoke to Sammi, “You said he was special.”

“I just didn’t know what it was.”

When he found the ability to speak, Phillip croaked out, “How did you know?”

“Remember.” He pointed to himself. “I can hear your thoughts. I heard you suggest to Edward to drop the massage stuff and he did. Just like that.” He snapped his fingers.

“He tried to…control me?” Edward put his hand on his hip and looked put out.

“No, it’s not control, it’s just sort of influencing. I’m sorry, but I just didn’t want to keep being reminded I’m not…whole. I didn’t mean any harm.”

“I forgive you.” Edward patted his thigh. “Just don’t do it again.”

“I won’t.” Phillip sighed. “I promise.”

“So, Edward, are you going to fix Phillip’s knee?”

Phillip groaned. “Not that again!”

Edward laughed. “Okay, the way I see it is something in the cosmic universe has put all of us together.”

“All of us?”

“Yes. People with powers. I know it’s weird, but believe me, it’s true. Sammi can hear thoughts, I can heal people with my touch, Rush can see in the dark and Brian gets premonitions.”

“That’s all.” Phillip blinked at them. “Hey, what about Jack?”

“Oh, he’s normal and so is Mitchell.” Edward waved his hand. “But they know about the rest of us.”

Phillip sat back and digested this. “So, this is some sort of town that gathers weird people?” Sounded like some TV show on one of those sci-fi channels. And just as unbelievable, if he didn’t have a power himself.

Edward gasped. “I never thought of it that way.”

“Can’t be. Mitchell and I live in Houston.” Sammi shook his head.

“This is nuts. Can you really heal my knee?” Phillip whispered because saying it aloud would be tempting fate.

“Yes. I can.” Edward put his hand on Phillip’s knee. “Will you let me?”

“Uh, sure. What the hell. Either it will work or not. Can’t say I got much to lose.”

The weight of Edward’s hand grew heavier and a warmth spread beneath it, flowing into Phillip’s knee. His breath caught, but he didn’t move as the heat and tingling increased.

Then, as if all the heat and pain flooded out of him, relief in his knee grew until the pain was gone. Vanished. Like it’d never been there. Holy crap!

Edward released him. “Okay?”

Phillip stood, bent his knee a few times. “It’s… It’s…” He walked to the stairs. No limp. Not even on a good day did his limp go away, much less the pain. Going up and down stairs was the hardest for him.

He took the stairs one at a time. Pain free. He didn’t even have to use the banister. Climbed to the top then started back down. Edward and Sammi stood at the bottom, gazing up at him.

“It’s gone! The pain is gone.” Phillip laughed. “I can’t believe it. Is this some sort of placebo thingy?”

“Nope. It’s fixed. I healed the tear. You’re back to normal.” Edward grinned.

Phillip jumped the last four steps and landed in front of Edward. He grabbed him and swung him around. “Thank you!” Winston barked at them as he chased them around in a circle. Then Phillip gave Edward a big kiss on the cheek.

He laughed as Phillip put him down. “You’re welcome. Us weirdos need to stick together.”

Rush strolled in. “What’s the celebration?” He looked from Phillip to the guys.

Edward came over to Rush, rose on his toes and whispered, “I just healed Phillip’s knee. He’s all better.”

“Oh.” Rush’s eyebrows rose. “So, he knows about you?”

“And you, and Brian and Sammi, too. We told him.”

“Wait. You told him about our powers?”

“Yes.” Sammi clapped hands. “He’s got one too.”

Before Phillip could stop Sammi, he’d spilled the beans. Not what Phillip had wanted.

Rush turned to him. “A power, huh? What is it?”

Phillip groaned. What if Rush found out and thought he’d used it to get a job? This could be horrible, but he should be honest. No way he could lie about it, not with Sammi and the others right there.

“I can sort of…influence people.”

Rush put his hands on his hips. “I’m not sure I like the way that sounds. Explain that to me, son.” His eyes narrowed.

“Well, if I touch you, I can push you into thinking of doing something.”

“Like I wanted to heal him, and he influenced me to drop it,” Edward added.

Rush stood there, and Phillip could see the wheels turning. It wasn’t good.

“Look, I’ve never used it on you or Brian. Never. I wanted to get the job by myself this time.” He covered his mouth. He hadn’t wanted to let that slip.

“This time?” Rush growled.

“Yeah, well, I sort of influenced the manager at the garage to hire me. But I was desperate!” He reached out to Rush, who took a step back.

Phillip couldn’t control his bottom lip’s quivering. He’d fucked up. Bad. Rush was going to fire him. All his dreams would be ruined. Fuck my life.

“I swear I never tried it with you.” His words came out weak and he hated the sound of them.

Sammi came forward and stood in front of Rush. “Rush, listen to me.” Rush brought his gaze down to Sammi. “He didn’t use it on you or Brian. I can hear his thoughts, you know. He’s not lying about it.” He put his hand on Rush’s cheek. “Phillip needed to do this on his own. He needed to not be”—Sammi glanced over at Phillip—“a beggar?” He smiled. “To choose his own path and make it happen. Right?”

“Right.” Phillip ran both hands through his hair. “And I did it. I proved to you I could handle this job. I was so happy…” He slumped into a chair. “But I’ll go, if that’s what you want. I understand if you can’t trust me.” He stared at his boots.

Rush let out a big breath. “Son.” Phillip raised his head. “I got to have your promise, as a man of honor, you won’t ever use it on anyone here at the ranch. You proved to me you can do that job. I want you to stay. Besides, if I fired you, Brian would kill me.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Part of having this sort of power is learning when and how to use it or not use it. Control is key, get it?”

Phillip nodded.

“Hey, is the party over? We got to get back to work!” Manuel shouted from the kitchen.

“Be there in a second!” Rush answered. “Now, come on, son. Let’s get going. There’s still hours of daylight to burn.” He punched Phillip’s arm in a playful manner.

Phillip hooted. “Yes, sir! I mean, Rush!” He glanced back at Edward and Sammi. “Hey, y’all, thanks for being my friends. What can I do to thank you?”

“Well…” Sammi bit his lip. “There is something, if you have some free time.”

“What is it? Name it!”

Sammi looked at Edward, took a deep breath and whispered, “I want to ride a horse. Can you teach me?”

Phillip laughed. “Of course! Let me make sure I can do it, clear it with Rush and Manuel. But sure, I can teach you to ride.”

Sammi hugged him. “I can’t wait!” He let him go and looked at him as if he’d just won the lotto’s big prize. 

Phillip slapped him on the back. “Gotta go.”

Phillip followed the other men of the ranch out to the corral, where they caught their horses, mounted up and headed out to finish their chores.

Damn. His heart couldn’t take much more. If Rush had fired him…he’d have just given up. Left Spring Lake and gone to Houston, to whatever waited for him there.

Now, he didn’t have to worry over it. He’d found a home here. New friends. People who understood him. And accepted him for who he was and what he could do.

He didn’t feel like a weirdo anymore. He felt like…a normal man.

A normal man with a big date tonight with Estaban.

“Yeehaw!” Phillip slapped his reins on his horse’s rump and she broke into a gallop. He waved his hat in the air and stood in his stirrups, letting the wonder that was life raise him up as if he had wings.

“Slow down, cowboy!” Rush shouted.

“Darn fool kid!” Manuel laughed.

“Hey, wait for me!” Joey chimed in.

But before Phillip could catch his breath, the men, no, his friends, rode by his side, all of them waving their hats and hooting like…

Cowboys.

 

 

 


Chapter Eighteen

Estaban climbed into the driver’s seat of the cherry-red Ford SUV parked in the front lot of the garage. He sat back, closed his eyes and wrapped one hand around the steering wheel. With the other hand, he turned the key and listened to what the car had to tell him. Mechanical things had been ‘talking’ to him for as long as he could remember.

The engine rumbled into life and input flooded into Estaban’s mind as if he were plugged directly into the vehicle. Along with the vibrations he picked up through his contact with the wheel and the seat, the smell of the exhaust through the open door registered whether it was the right aroma or a bit off or a lot. He inhaled. Smelled fine, no oil burning or water overheating, and no rubber hoses melting.

However, the sputtering of the intermittent exhaust, giving not a steady stream of gray, sent him searching for more evidence of what he suspected.

There. The rhythm of valves stuttered. He focused deeper. It was as if the entire engine was laid out in front of him. Each part identified. Working. Yes. The second spark plug wasn’t firing. 

He gave it a little more time and a listen, but nothing else touched him.

All the car needed was that plug changed. A simple, inexpensive job. Nothing to be worried about, or dangerous to the driver, but it should be fixed. To him, letting a vehicle run ‘wounded’—as he thought of it—was just wrong. And fixing the wounded he came in contact with had been his life’s calling.

He closed the door, backed out of the parking space, drove the SUV into the left bay and stopped. He turned it off and got out. For show, he popped open the hood and leaned over it, pretending to look for the issue, but his thoughts strayed to Phillip.

His heart had danced every morning he’d walked into Smith’s Garage and seen Phillip. When the first flare of attraction had hit him, about the second week Phillip had started working, he’d told himself Phillip was far too young for him, and that he wouldn’t want Estaban. So he’d played it cool, pushing down any urges to touch, or smile into Phillip’s eyes. Joe Smith, the owner of the garage, had stressed his business stood for Christian values, which Estaban translated into ‘if you’re gay you’re not wanted here’.

Estaban buried his feelings, kept his head down and did his work.

But Jesus, the younger man brightened his world like no one else in a long time. 

Now, with Phillip gone, the place depressed him. It became what it truly was—just a garage.

He needed his Phillip fix like a junkie needed a hit. And why the hell had it taken him so long to get up the courage to woo Phillip? Right when Flynn goes and fires him. And at Christmas. That was certainly not Christian behavior.

And that guy who’d come into the shop, outing Phillip? The one who’d beat him up? Hell, all he’d wanted was to put his hands around the guy’s throat, to smash his smug face in, and to kick him to the curb. 

Fucking asshole.

Letting his anger get the best of him, he banged his fist on the edge of the fender. No one should put their hands on Phillip like that. No one.

“What’s wrong?” Jimmy, the scumbag, looked over from changing the oil in a foreign sedan in the last bay. If anyone should be fired, it should be him. The hydraulic lift had the car suspended over Jimmy, and for a split second, Estaban wished for a mechanical failure. But he let his ill will dissipate on the chilly wind blowing through the bays. 

“Nothing. Just figuring this out.” Estaban grimaced. Why the hell did Jimmy have to inhabit his world, work here, make his work life hell? But it wasn’t just Jimmy. He was a small part of it—Flynn and Smith were a bigger part. Their homophobic stances made working here like walking a tightrope every single day, keeping a large part of himself hidden. And Phillip had been a casualty of their hatred. Christian, sure. Keep telling yourselves this is what Jesus would do.

Not for the first time, he wished he didn’t have to work here, but Smith’s was the only garage. And Spring Lake was where his family had roots, and they needed him. No way could his mother survive without him—she needed his help maintaining the house, both physically and financially. His brother and sister had moved out, had their own growing families to care for, and Estaban was alone, with no one, so the obligation fell to him. Not that he minded—he loved his mom. 

But how could he forget his loneliness, if they kept reminding him of it all the time, unaware of how much it hurt to hear they’d given up hoping he’d find someone? They assumed here in Spring Lake, small-town Texas, he’d never find another confederate soul to love him. He’d never mentioned Phillip, because, well, really, there was nothing to tell. He’d never worked up the courage to flirt, much less tell Phillip of his attraction.

But when Flynn had fired Phillip, Estaban had decided it was time to take a leap into love, or at least dating, before Phillip walked farther down the road and out of Estaban’s life. They weren’t working at the same place, so no danger in Flynn or Jimmy suspecting anything between them. Maybe Phillip’s dismissal had been the best thing for them both.

Estaban sighed and wiped his hand with a shop towel. He pushed his work and family problems out of his head for now. Tonight, after work, he was going out to the Double T ranch to pick up Phillip for dinner. A huge grin broke out on his face just thinking about it.

He sobered. It was time to let Flynn, working the counter, know the SUV’s problem so he could get the authorization to do the work.

Estaban entered the front office and walked up to the counter. Most days, customers sat around, sipping coffee and reading out-of-date Texas Monthly magazines. Today, it was empty. Well, it was the day after Christmas.

Flynn’s face was contorted in a grimace as he scratched his head.

“Can’t figure out the computer, boss?” Estaban leaned on the counter. He kept his tone bland. He didn’t want Flynn to think he could help him—he wanted Flynn to wish every minute that he hadn’t fired Phillip. Jerk.

“I got it.” Flynn looked up. “What’s up with the Ford?”

“Got a bad plug. Shouldn’t take long to pull it and put in a new one. Mark it down as thirty minutes’ labor.” Part of Estaban’s job was to estimate how long it’d take him to do the work. Usually, Phillip would add the cost of the part, plus ten percent overage, then call the owner and let them know. That was Flynn’s job now.

“That’s all? Thirty minutes?” Flynn frowned.

“Yes.”

“Can’t you stretch that out a bit? Maybe they need the whole set replaced? Might as well do it all now, right?” Flynn winked at him.

Estaban blinked. What the hell? Was Flynn trying to get him to pad the work?

“Uh, we don’t do that here, boss.” Something crawled down his spine. Joe Smith might be a lot of things, but he never cheated anyone. At least not since Estaban had worked here. 

Flynn glared at him through narrowed eyes. “You don’t run this place, I do. Do the full set, Martinez.” He waved him off with a flick of his hand, then he went back to staring at the computer.

Estaban turned and walked out, feeling all kinds of dirty. Sure, some shops might pad the work, but Smith’s was known for being honest, not just Christian. Man, what would Phillip say if he knew? Hell.

What would Smith say if he thought Estaban was in on it? He’d be fired, as sure as the sun rose in the morning. Who the hell did Flynn think he was to put Estaban’s job in jeopardy? He fisted his hands and strode back to the SUV.

No way would he do more than what was necessary. He picked up the clipboard and filled out the worksheet. At least he’d have a record of his work—a correct record. He filled in the form, wrote his findings and signed off on it.

Without waiting, he removed the damaged plug and put it in one of the small parts boxes, labeled it and put it on the workbench. He’d have to go through the front office to get the part from the supply room. Hopefully, Flynn would have the owner’s permission for work by now.

Estaban went back to the counter. A customer was handing over the keys to a car as Flynn typed in the info. When they were done and the man had found a seat and a magazine, Estaban stepped up to the counter.

“So, you get permission for the plug change?” He wanted to let Flynn know it was just one plug, not the set.

“Yeah. He wants you to do the whole set.” Flynn gave him a don’t-mess-with-me look.

For a moment, Estaban thought about defying his manager and standing up for what he believed Smith’s garage stood for—honesty and integrity. But if he bucked Flynn, he’d take a chance on being fired and he needed his job.

He chewed his cheek, spinning the choice over in his head. It was the difference between twenty bucks and a hundred. He had no idea if the owner could afford it or not. Was cheating a customer worth risking his job over? Or his honor? He’d backed off a relationship with Phillip to avoid being fired and almost lost his chance. He swallowed down his anger at being put in this position.

“Carl, can I talk to you? In your office?” Estaban needed to either shut this down or get sucked in. Just thinking of that made him feel dirty.

Flynn glanced over at the customer flipping through a magazine, then back at Estaban, with a twist of his lips.

“Make it fast.” He stood and moved faster than Estaban gave him credit for, down the hall to his office. Estaban followed him in and Flynn shut the door.

“I think you’re making a mistake padding the bill.” Estaban put his hands on his hips and shook his head. “If Joe finds out you’re cheating customers, he’ll have your hide and mine for going along with it.”

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” Flynn reared back and narrowed his eyes. “I run this place, not you.” He poked his finger into Estaban’s chest. “Don’t forget it.”

“But Joe Smith owns it and I don’t think he’ll be happy if I tell him what you’re up to, now that you’re running the front desk.” Estaban pushed Flynn’s hand away.

Flynn took a step closer, backing Estaban against the door. “Listen. If you think you can blackmail me over a measly spark plug job, you got another thing coming. I’ll get rid of you so fast, your head will spin.” He snapped his fingers in front of Estaban’s face. “Now, you can walk out of here and change those plugs, or you can walk out of here and keep walking. You choose.”

Estaban clenched his teeth and his fists. Flynn knew he needed the job, but Flynn also needed him. He was the best mechanic between San Antonio and Houston, and he knew it. If he walked, Smith’s would be shut down. And if he told Joe why he’d quit, Flynn might find himself trying to explain his new management style of ripping off customers.

“I’m not doing it and I’m not leaving. You need me. You just lost Phillip up front, Jimmy’s nothing but a packhorse, and there isn’t another mechanic worth a damn to be had for miles.” Estaban snorted. “And if there’s one thing Joe Smith prides himself on is his reputation. He won’t be happy if he finds out you’re working to besmirch it.” He crossed his arms and stood his ground. “Go ahead. Let’s call him and ask.”

Like air escaping from a slashed tire, Flynn slumped with a hiss. “Fuck.” He wiped a shaking hand over his face. “You’re right. Go ahead. Replace the plug. I’ll straighten the paperwork.” He couldn’t meet Estaban’s gaze. Something about his reaction bothered Estaban.

“What’s going on? This is about more than padding some tickets.”

Flynn moaned and pushed his palms into his eyes. “I fucked up. Bad.”

“What? How?”

For a moment, Flynn looked as if he was on the verge of collapsing. He lost the color in his face and his hands shook. Phillip thought he’d just wave him out of the office, but he took a deep breath and exhaled.

“I borrowed some money. Wrote a few checks I shouldn’t have on the garage’s account, that’s all. I’m just trying to put that money back.” He dropped his hands and shrugged. “I got a little too deep in debt, gambling at the casino. But I can earn it back in no time. I just need a little help, that’s all.” He pleaded with his eyes for Estaban to understand, but he was barking up the wrong tree.

“Not embezzling from Smiths.” Estaban shook his head. “This is not a good way. You’ll get found out! Hell, I found you out! If Joe finds out, whether you’re married to his sister or not, it won’t mean a damn thing. He’ll put you in jail, you idiot!”

Flynn grabbed Estaban’s arm. “You gotta help me!”

“Like hell I do.” He shook Flynn off. “Come clean to Joe. Borrow the money from him and then pay him back. Don’t do this.”

“Fuck!” Flynn gulped hard and Estaban expected him to burst into tears, but he pulled himself together. “Never mind. I’ll figure it out.”

“I hope so.” Estaban opened the door. “I got to go back to work. You too.”

He left the office with Flynn trailing. He went to the supply room, picked out the right plug and headed back to the front. Without a look at Flynn, he exited into the work area, letting out a long breath.

For now, he’d kept his own honor and Smith’s reputation intact. He’d avoided a major mistake getting involved in a scam, but Flynn’s last remark didn’t set well with him. How would Flynn figure it out and what did that mean?

 


Chapter Nineteen

Edward showed Sammi through the doors to his salon, making a sweeping motion with his arm. “Voilà! The Spring Lake Day Spa!” His eyes sparkled as he looked around the front room.

“Oh, Edward!” Sammi clapped his hands. “It’s marvelous!” He took in the antique desk, the shelves filled with everything from handmade soap to all sorts of hair products. The aroma—a mix of vanilla and lavender—filled the air, giving him a feeling of relaxation and contentment. Diaphanous curtains puddled on the varnished hardwood floors and spilled soft sunlight through the windows. Even the cowhide-covered chairs were elegant. “This place is to die for!”

“Thanks! I’m so proud of it.” Edward pointed down a hall. “The first room is manicures, the second is pedicures, and at the end is the massage room. Now, let’s see what we’re going to do today.” He sashayed over to the reception desk. “This is Beth. She’ll know your schedule for today.” He propped one hip on the edge of the desk and winked at Sammi.

“Hi, Beth! I’m Sammi.” He held out his hand and she took it for a gentle shake.

“Hi, Sammi! Let me see what Edward booked for you.” She ran her gaze over the computer monitor. “Okay. I’ve got you with Joy for The Man-icure, it’s designed for the guys. After that, you’ll head to the pedicure room, for a one-hour hot stone massage and pedi with Maylene.” She sighed. “You’re going to think you’ve died and gone to heaven. Maylene knows how to work a body’s feet.”

Sammi exhaled. “Wow. That sounds…incredible.” He couldn’t believe he was finally here, in Edward’s spa, getting a day of pampering. He threw his arms around Edward and gave him a big smack on the cheek. “Thank you! This is the best Christmas present I’ve ever had!”

Edward laughed and hugged him tight. Beth winked at Sammi. “Merry Christmas, honey. But that’s not all! Don’t forget, after all of that, you’ll get a one-hour massage with Edward. It’s guaranteed to cure what ails you!”

Sammi released Edward. “I can’t wait to get started!” He tossed his head, whipping his bangs out of his face. “I think I’m going to enjoy being spoiled like this.”

“Good. You deserve it. Beth, Sammi is in culinary school in Houston. He’s a wonder in the kitchen”—Edward cleared his throat—“and in the bedroom,” he fake whispered. “Hopefully, Mitchell will do some pampering of his own when you get back to Houston.”

“Oh, I would never let him spend this kind of money on me.” Sammi shook his head. They didn’t have a lot of money to just throw around, which was why this meant so much to him.

Edward smiled. “I know. But every now and then?”

“Well, maybe…” Sammi giggled. 

“Right. So, let’s get you started. I’ll take you to Joy, then I’ll see you later. If you need anything, just ask for it. We offer wine, cold drinks, water and coffee. Let Joy know and she’ll make you comfortable.” Edward winked again and led him down the hallway, stopping at the first room.

He guided Sammi inside. “Joy, this is Sammi. A dear friend of mine. He’s getting The Man-icure today. Then take him to see Maylene for a pedi.”

Joy, wearing a trim white jacket, stepped forward. “Nice to meet you, Sammi. Come on over to my station and take a seat.”

Sammi followed her, sat down, and listened to all the things she was going to do to him, his hands and his arms. From trimming, shaping, buffing, and exfoliation, he’d never had it so good.

For the next three hours, he’d be treated like he was someone special. Not like the whore he’d been, or the slave, or even a lowly culinary student, but a man who had friends, a life of work and study and learning and love.

Sammi blinked back tears as Joy lowered her head over his hands and got to work.

 

* * * *

 

Maylene shepherded him down the hall, carrying his boots. “Do you need to use the restroom? It’ll be another hour before you can.” She paused at the door.

“Good idea.” Sammi stepped inside, closed the door and relieved himself. He’d had a cup of coffee with his manicure and a glass of white wine with his pedicure. His feet felt so good, he didn’t want to put on his boots back on. The wine helped with the relaxation of his body. He finished, flushed, and washed his hands.

“Okay. I’m ready.” He stepped out and smiled at Maylene.

She nodded and knocked on the next door. “Sammi’s here.”

Edward opened the door with a big grin. “How’d you love it, so far?”

“Amazing!” Sammi sang out. Maylene put his boots next to a chair in the corner of the darkened room, then slipped away. A few candles were lit and soft music played. The scent of eucalyptus filled the air.

“So, now we get to the good stuff.” Edward waved to the large table. “You’ll need to undress—with or without your briefs—and stretch out on the table, face down, and use the sheet to cover yourself. I’ll step out and give you a few moments. Put your clothes on that chair.” He winked and left the room.

Sammi stood there for a moment, letting his eyes adjust to the dim light. He took a deep breath and pulled off his sweater, pushed down his cargo shorts, then paused as he decided whether to go completely naked or not.

Naked won. He folded his clothes on the chair and climbed up on the table, pulling the sheet over his ass. The table was warm beneath him as he snuggled down, and positioned his face in the pillow ring. He giggled when he saw the floor through the opening. A knock on the door sounded.

“Ready?”

“Yes!” Sammi had to keep remembering to breathe and he wasn’t sure where to put his arms, either dangle over the sides of the table or next to him.

Edward shut the door and came to him. “Okay, put your arms next to your body. Are your head and neck okay?” He stroked Sammi’s back. “I’m going to tell you what I’m doing to you, and we can chat or you can just close your eyes and enjoy. Right?”

“Right.” Sammi inhaled and exhaled.

“If you feel any pain, let me know. Some soreness is expected but this is a relaxation massage, so I won’t be going into deep muscle territory.”

Sammi wasn’t sure what that meant, but he was up for anything. He trusted Edward completely.

Sammi closed his eyes as Edward began. The oil he used smelled citrusy with a hint of almond. Delicious.

“I’m going to work on your shoulders and back. Most people carry their tension there.” Edward kneaded his back, only digging a bit harder on his shoulders. Sammi moaned—he couldn’t help it. It hurt.

“How’s school going? Do you like it?”

“It’s good. Hard, but in a good way. I’m learning so much.” Sammi sighed.

“You’re going to be a wonderful chef.”

“I hope so. Adjusting to school at first was…well, I’m doing well now. Mitchell has been so supportive.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”

Their conversation died down as the combination of the soft music, the dim lights, the scents of the oils, and Edward’s constantly moving, caressing hands lulled Sammi into a state of relaxation. His worries vanished, his breathing leveled out, and his thoughts emptied.

When Edward moved the sheet over his ass lower, Sammi came more awake.

“I’m going to do some massage on your glutes. I’m getting a hint of tightness there.” Something in Edward’s voice changed. A hint of worry, maybe.

“Anything wrong?” Sammi tried to push up and look back at Edward.

“Shh, honey. It’s nothing.” Edward pushed him back down. “Really.” He massaged one cheek, digging his fingers into the firm globes. Sammi hissed.

“Sore there? No surprise.” Edward chuckled. “I’ll bet that sweet ass of yours gets a workout from Mitchell.”

Sammi laughed. “You bet. He’s a beast.”

Edward moved on to the other cheek and Sammi hissed again. Another tender spot.

“As long as it’s okay with you. You have to let him know what you need, not just know what he needs, honey.”

“I talked to him, like you said.” Sammi sighed. “I think he understands what I want and that it’s okay to be my daddy, to be more…dominant. I want him to care for me, but not order me around all the time, you know. I think he’s cool with it and he’s relaxing more into the role.”

“That’s so good. I’m happy for you.” Edward moved lower down to Sammi’s thighs and worked those long muscles. Since Sammi waxed his legs, there wasn’t any hair to pull, so Edward’s oiled hands glided over his skin. 

“Uh, that feels so good.” Maybe he should let Edward know.

“Good.” Edward continued working.

Edward working his thighs, calves and good Lord above! His feet! Edward’s skill shone bright as he worked Sammi’s feet, using his thumbs to press into his heels, then pulling on his toes.

Sammi moaned. Who knew rubbing your feet could feel so good? And that it was…erotic? Anyway, his dick thought it was.

“Now, roll over.” Edward removed his hands and held up the sheet.

“I think there’s a problem.” Sammi cleared his throat. “I’m not sure I should, uh, turn over.” He leaned on one elbow and looked back over his shoulder.

Edward looked up, blinked, then burst into laughter. “Oh! I get you now!” He got himself under control. “Don’t worry. It’s normal. Guys get hard all the time during massages. Face it, if we’re getting rubbed and stroked, we think it’s sexy time.”

Sammi giggled. “I wasn’t sure if it was normal or not.” He turned onto his back and Edward lowered the sheet to cover his groin.

Yep. His cock stood up, tenting the sheet.

“I guess you like my massage?” Edward wiggled his eyebrows at Sammi.

Sammi grinned. “My body sure does. What do I do about it?” He pointed at the sheet as he tracked his cock’s stiffening.

“Well…” Edward bit his lip. “This isn’t supposed to be the ‘happy ending’ sort of massage. I think Mitchell would kill me if I did that. Besides, it’s sort of illegal.”

“And what would Jack say if he knew?” Sammi rolled his eyes. Both had men who were alphas and not good sharers. “Would he arrest us both?”

“Probably only me. You—I’m not sure what he’d do. It might not be good. Or fun.” Edward sniggered and shook his head.

“I can’t stay like this. And the more you touch me…”

“I have the front of you to do still.” Edward put his fists on his hips. “What do you want to do? Finish the massage? Quit? You could think of something boring, like baseball or one of the other sports?”

“I’ll try. I really want to finish the massage. I might not get another one for a while.”

“Okay. Let’s just talk a bit.” Edward oiled up Sammi’s arm and worked on it, sliding down to his fingers.

“How’s business? You must be doing really well?”

“It’s going great. At first it was a bit…slow, but now it’s taking off. I’m thinking of hiring more employees.”

“Wow! I’m so happy for you.”

Edward moved to his other arm. “Thanks.”

“It must have cost a lot to get the house fixed up as a business.”

“It did, but Jack helped me keep the costs down. Nothing extravagant. No big spending. At first, I was a little resentful, but he was right. Starting a business is hard and the odds of it failing are pretty high.”

“You’re lucky to have him.”

Edward snorted. “I think he’s lucky to have me. His life would be boring without me.”

Sammi laughed. “I think I’ll ask him about that.”

Edward moved to massage Sammi’s head. “I’m going to work on your head a bit. You’ve got a lot going on up here.” He thumped Sammi’s forehead.

“Good or bad?” Sammi opened his eyes and stared up into Edward’s.

“Nothing to worry about.” He ran his fingers over Sammi’s temples.

“That feels good. Are you sure?”

“Honey, I’d tell you if I came across any problems. You’re fine.” He leaned down and gave Sammi a kiss on his forehead.

Sammi sighed, closed his eyes and trusted in his friend. “This is so nice. I want one every day.” He giggled. “Well, maybe once a month.”

 

 


Chapter Twenty

Sammi had fallen asleep. Edward hated to wake him, but his time was up.

“Sammi, honey.” He gave him a pat on the arm. “It’s over. How do you feel?”

“Wonderful.” Sammi stretched and sighed.

“I’ll be back. You go ahead and get dressed.”

“Okay.” Sammi sat up as Edward slipped out of the door for some water for him. But he needed it as much as Sammi. Massaging was thirsty work. He drank his down in one long thirsty gulp, then tossed it in the trash.

He waited outside with a bottle of cold water. Sammi opened the door and spotted him.

“Here. You’ll need to hydrate.” Edward held out the bottle.

Together, they walked to the front desk.

“I hope you enjoyed your spa day.” Edward gave Sammi a kiss on the cheek. “I know I did.” He winked. 

“It was fantastic!” Sammi finished off the water and Beth stood to take it from him and throw it away. “Thank you. It was a thoughtful gift. I’ll never forget it.”

“I’ll see you at the ranch tonight.” Edward waved as Sammi left.

Nothing would have made him happier than knowing Sammi had been spoiled rotten. Of all his friends, Sammi needed pampering the most. Edward loved his gentle soul and his kindness despite all he’d been through. Knowing Sammi had found Mitchell and a new life, well, it warmed his heart.

And the relief he felt knowing Sammi was healthy? Priceless.

He’d use his power if he had to, to save a friend like Sammi, but he didn’t want to be in that position ever again.

He wasn’t sure if he was brave enough.

 

* * * *

 

Estaban couldn’t get out of work fast enough. He took a deep breath of fresh, cool air as he strode to his truck, letting it wash out the smells of the garage. Some days, he just about drowned in the mixture of oil, sweat, rubber and metal.

Tonight, he was going to pick up Phillip and take him to dinner. A real date. First one he’d had in years, if he didn’t count trolling gay bars in San Antonio. Looking for love in all the wrong places. He hadn’t met a man he’d wanted to see more than once or twice. Most guys hooked up on those online apps. Swipe left. Swipe right.

Most of the time he wanted to toss his phone into the garbage.

Whatever happened to meeting some guy, flirting, getting to know them? Have a few drinks, coffee, dinner?

If he thought about it, that was what had happened between him and Phillip. They’d met at the garage. Shared stories about family and their weekends over the shop’s cheap coffee, and, as of late, done a little flirting. Now, a date. Dinner. Talk. Maybe if he played his cards right, a kiss good night.

He knew nothing could happen between them tonight. He lived with his mom in her house. With all his spare money going to keeping her bills current and the mortgage paid, it didn’t leave him enough to rent a place of his own.

And from what he got out of Phillip, he was staying at the ranch with friends. No way could he bring a man there—it would be rude to say the least. And Phillip was not that guy.

Estaban had watched Phillip for nearly a year, how he’d interacted with everyone, from Flynn, to Jimmy, to him and the customers. Phillip was kind, level-headed and knew his manners. It amazed Estaban how Phillip always seemed to de-escalate problems, get people to see the reasonable side to any conflicts that arose around work or prices.

He had a way about him with people. He could probably sweet talk a miser from his money, if he wanted to, Estaban supposed.

But he’d never do that. Phillip was as honest as the day was long. A man with principles and honor. If he’d seen what Flynn had tried to pull padding that bill, he’d have flipped out. Probably reported him to Joe Smith right then and there.

Estaban smiled. Deep inside, a pride in Phillip filled him. To Estaban, honor and reputation meant everything. He’d grown up with everyone thinking he was something he wasn’t, a lowlife, an illegal immigrant, just because his last name was Martinez, or his skin was brown, not white.

His parents had been born in Texas—second generation. No one in his family had much of an accent, although they could sure make it thick if they wanted to. Mostly they had a Texas drawl. Hell, his nephews and nieces barely spoke Spanish, and the little bit of the language he knew was mostly dirty words.

Phillip had never treated him like a second-class person. Never looked down on him. Had treated him just like everyone else he met, courteous and respectful.

That was the kind of man he could build a life with, could give his heart to.

He pulled into the driveway of his house and parked. He grabbed his lunch cooler and slid out of the seat, slamming the door. Instead of going in the front door, he went farther down the drive, to the back door, where the kitchen was located. His mom would be working there, baking or cooking something.

Estaban pulled open the screen door and pushed into the kitchen.

His mom looked up from the table where she was peeling the husks from a dozen or so ears of corn. “Estaban! How was work?”

“Hi, Mom! Just fine.” He bent over to kiss her cheek, then put his cooler on the counter. “What are you fixin’?”

“Thought I’d do some roasted corn for the kids. They love eating it.”

“You’ll spoil them.” He shook his head, but remembered how much he loved it too. “Save some for me, okay?”

“Of course. What do you want for dinner?”

Estaban bit his lip. He’d dragged his feet about telling his mom about the date, but it was now or never. And he’d never lie to her. His family knew he was gay, but since he never acted on it they just never mentioned it. But it hurt, having that piece of him ignored.

He pulled out a chair and sat down across from her. “Mom, I’ve got a date tonight.” He watched her for any signs of disapproval, hurt or anger.

Her face lit up with a huge grin. “Wonderful!” She put down the ear of corn and clapped her hands. “Finally! You’ve found someone!”

He made a motion with his hands to calm her down. “It’s just a first date, Mom. Dinner. That’s all.”

She narrowed her eyes at him, giving him the ‘mom’ stare. “Don’t give me that crap. This is the first date I’ve heard about in years. Tell me everything! Where did you meet him? I want details!”

Estaban laughed. “Okay. Okay.” He exhaled and leaned back in his chair. “You know that guy from the shop?”

“Jimmy?” she screeched, and the look of horror on her face made him laugh.

“Hell, no! Why would you think of him?” He shook his head. “It’s Phillip.” He bit his lip and waited for her to say something.

“Phillip. That nice boy you talk about all the time?” She frowned. “Didn’t you say he was younger than you? Like ten years younger?”

“Yes, he is. But he’s very mature.”

“What is Joe Smith going to say about you two dating?” She picked up the corn and finished stripping the husk from it. Then she dropped it into a basket with the others. “How’s that going to fit in with his so-called Christian values?” She snorted.

“Won’t be a problem. Flynn fired Phillip right before Christmas. For being gay.” Estaban growled deep in his throat.

“Stupid man.” She shook her head, then froze. “Did he find out about you?” She gave him a sidelong glance as she picked up another ear of corn and handed it to him. Her subtle way of saying ‘get to work’.

“No. So it don’t matter if we date or not. And if he fires me, he’ll have to shut down the garage. No mechanic. No fixin’ cars.” He stripped off the husk with an easy, practiced technique.

They worked on a few more ears, until Estaban cleared his throat. 

“Mom. I think Phillip might be worth something. Worth giving him a chance.”

She reached out and put her hand on his. “Son, if he makes you happy, I say go for it. Life’s not easy round here for a man like you and if you can find someone who loves you, someone to build a life with, you’re damn lucky. You have nothing to lose trying, son.” She patted him then got back to work.

“Nothing but my heart.” Estaban put his cleaned ear in the basket. “I’ve got to get ready if I want to pick him up at seven. He’s staying out at the Double T Ranch.”

“The Weston ranch?” She nodded her approval. “Is he friends with them? Working there?”

“A little of both. He got invited there for Christmas, and they asked him to hire on. He’s always wanted to be a cowboy, work on a ranch.” He rose and kissed her on the top of her head.

“Dress nice, but not too nice,” she called to him as he headed down the hall to his room. “And I see that swagger in your step, son!”

He laughed as he went into his room, shutting the door behind him. Now to find the perfect outfit for dinner. Nothing too fancy or too casual. Something that showed off his eyes, maybe his broad shoulders.

Or his tight ass.

 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-One

Phillip sat on the porch steps of the ranch house and waited as Rush pulled his truck up to park. Sammi hopped out of the passenger side and Rush got out of the driver’s.

“Hi!” Sammi waved to him.

“You ready for your first lesson?” Phillip stood and brushed off the seat of his jeans.

“I know I said I wanted to ride, but, to tell you the truth, after my day at Edward’s spa, all I want to do is continue relaxing. Can we put it off until tomorrow?” Sammi bit his lip and smiled at Rush. “Do you think you can spare him?”

Rush laughed. “I can spare him. Y’all get a time set up and I’ll work around it. Maybe you can ride with us out to one of the pastures in the afternoon? Think you’d like that, Sammi?”

“Well, yes! That sounds awesome! Thanks! And thank you again for picking me up from Edward’s.” Sammi gave a big grin to Rush.

“Hell, it’s not a bother. Anything for Brian’s best friend’s boyfriend.” He laughed and headed up the steps. “Phillip, maybe this afternoon you could introduce Sammi to his horse.” He ducked inside the house.

“Good idea.” Phillip glanced over at Sammi. “Can your relaxing wait for a bit?”

“Sure. I can’t wait to meet my horse. Which one will I ride?” He bounced on his feet like a kid getting his Christmas wish—which, in a way, he was, Phillip figured.

“I’ve got a couple in mind for you, but I thought I’d let you do the final pick. Come on.” Phillip jerked his head toward the stable. “Let’s go pick one out.”

Sammi clapped his hands and followed him. Once they reached the stables, Phillip led the way to a stall.

“I thought one of the ladies would be good for you. This is Star.” He clicked his tongue to get the horse’s attention. She ambled over and stuck her head over the stall door. “I’m new here, so I’ve only met a few of the horses.”

Sammi’s eyes grew as big as a full moon at midnight. “She’s beautiful, just like I imagined. Damn, I wanted to feed her a treat.” He pouted.

She snorted and tossed her head, as if telling of her disappointment.

“You can bring her a treat tomorrow, or whichever horse you pick.” Phillip stroked her muzzle. “Here, feel how soft.”

Sammi reached out and touched her. “Oh, she’s so soft. I’ve never seen a horse up close before.” His wide eyes, huge grin and tentative touch spoke of his wonder at the horse. “And she’s got those incredible eyes!”

Phillip chuckled. “Yep. She’s a sweet lady. Like I said, I haven’t ridden many of the horses, but Manuel says she’ll be gentle and not give you any trouble.”

Sammi stepped closer. “Can I pet her?”

“Sure. Most horses like to have their necks scratched. Here.” He took Sammi’s hand and guided it to Star’s neck. “Just take it easy.”

Sammi petted her neck and Phillip let go. “Want to see the next one?”

Sammi bit his lip. “I suppose so, but I really like Star. She looks just like the horse in my daydreams. She’s even got that strip of white down her face.”

She nuzzled at his shoulder and he giggled.

“I think she likes you, too.” He motioned with his head. “Let’s check out Bart.”

They walked down to another stall on the other side of the aisle. A big roan stuck his head out, nickering for a treat.

“Bart?” Sammi held out his hand. “I don’t have anything for you, sorry.” Bart lipped his hand, then tossed his head.

“Manuel says Bart’s a good old boy. Gentle. He’ll do whatever you tell him to.”

“He’s pretty. Sort of reddish and all marbled.” Sammi glanced back down the stable to Star’s stall.

“But you like Star better?”

“Yeah. She’s what I think of when I dream about a horse.”

Phillip followed his gaze. Star stuck her head out again and whinnied, as if calling to Sammi.

“Hey, you can’t read their minds, can you?” The idea just came to him. “’Cause if you can, that would be an awesome power.”

Sammi shook his head. “Nope. Just people. But it would be cool, especially if you had a horse.”

“It would be great for a cowboy.”

Sammi might not have been aware of it, but his body canted toward Star’s stall. Looked as if they’d made some sort of connection.

“Well, I think there’s no reason to check out the other horse. You seem to have your heart set on Star.”

Sammi gave Bart a last pet. “Sorry, Bart. But there’s something about Star. It doesn’t mean you’re not a good horse, just not the horse for me.” He sighed.

“How about I give you your first lesson before lunch tomorrow? Show you how to saddle her, mount up and we’ll do some turns around the corral. Then, if you feel up to it, you can ride out with us.” Phillip suggested. 

“Sounds perfect.” Sammi gave Bart a last pet.

“I have a date tonight.” Phillip scuffed his boot in the dirt as he walked back to Star’s stall.

“With Estaban.” Sammi nodded. “I don’t have to read your mind to see how excited you are about it.”

Heat burned Phillip’s cheeks. “Hell, I’ve been dreaming of him for so long.” When they reached the stall, Star hung her head over to get Sammi’s attention.

“I understand, I think. Well, I understand wanting something for a long time.”

“You do? Did you want Mitchell for a long time?”

Sammi giggled. “Mitchell? No. I picked him up in a bar and we’ve been together ever since.”

“Really? Like love at first sight?”

“Something like that. You know I read minds, but…” He bit his lip. “If I tell you about my past, will you promise not to hate me?”

“Hate you? Why would I do that? I think you’re pretty great.” Phillip scratched Star’s nose while, on the other side of her, Sammi petted her neck.

“Everyone here, Rush and all, they know about me. About my past.” He cleared his throat. “I used to be a sex slave. I had a rough time growing up, eventually ran away from the foster home system and I landed in the wrong hands. This guy found out about my power and grabbed me, held me prisoner.” He lowered his voice to a near whisper so Phillip had to lean closer to hear. “At first, I thought he liked me, but before I knew it, he wouldn’t let me go. I had no one, no friends, not like now. He sold my body to wealthy clients and kept me locked up in a penthouse in Houston.”

“So how did you meet Mitchell?” Phillip whispered back.

Sammi leaned into Star’s neck, as if seeking comfort. “I escaped, slipped past his guards and went on the run. I used my power to seduce men to take me home and get me off the street, because I knew the guy…Donovan…was looking for me. I went into a bar, listened for a mark and heard Mitchell. It was so loud and clear, like his voice spoke to mine, cut through all the music and chatter and homed in on me.” His eyes closed. “I think I fell for him right then. I knew he was the one for me, the one who could hear me as well as I can hear him.”

“But you can hear others? Like you did with me?” Phillip blinked at the story Sammi told. A sex slave? How did that even happen? He’d heard stories on the news channels about the cops busting sex rings, but he’d never met anyone involved in it before.

“Yes. Sometimes it’s clear, but most of the time I have to work really hard to hear it. And no one has been able to talk back to me, in their mind. Mitchell can hear me and speak to me in his mind.” Sammi gave Star a kiss on her muzzle and a final pat.

Phillip pushed off the stall and led the way out of the stables as they talked.

“So, when you talked about longing for something, you meant your freedom?”

“Yes, but I think I just wanted someone to love me, not my power or my sexuality or what I could do for them. I ached for security and stability. Someone who would take care of me.” He smiled and cut Phillip a side glance. “Mitchell is my daddy and I’m his boy.”

Phillip halted. “Daddy?”

Sammi looped his arm through Phillip’s. “Do you have time to chat more or do you have to get ready for your date?”

“Well”—he glanced at his watch—“I could spare about ten minutes.” Maybe what Sammi needed to talk about would help get something off his chest. And that’s what friends do, right?

They sat on the porch swing. Phillip kicked off and set the swing moving.

“Did what I tell you about myself change what you think of me?” Sammi stared out at the ranch.

Phillip snorted. “Sammi, if you knew my past, you wouldn’t ask. I’m the last person to judge anyone or look down my nose at a person. Especially someone who was just doing what they had to do to survive.” He leaned his head back and exhaled. “Been there.”

Sammi put his hand on Phillip’s knee. “Is your leg still good?”

“Better than it’s been in years.”

“How’d it happen?”

Phillip hadn’t told anyone, at least not around Spring Lake, what had happened to his knee, but Sammi had been so truthful with his past, and didn’t friends share stuff like this?

“So, you know my power. I discovered it when I was about ten. I guess I had it all along, but only knew what it was, used it, I mean, around then. But I was so excited about it, I told my mom.” He gripped the chain holding up the swing. “Big mistake.”

“Why?” Sammi shifted in the swing, tilting his body away from Phillip, and brought his gaze to meet Phillip’s.

“Because my mom was as crooked as a snake. She never did an honest day’s work in her life, and once she found out I could influence people, well, she did what came natural to her…she used me to steal from people.”

Sammi gasped. “Not your mom!”

Phillip hung his head, breaking their contact. “Please don’t tell anyone, especially not Rush or Brian. By the time I was fifteen, I knew it was wrong and someday we’d get caught. She’d go to jail and I didn’t know what would happen to me. So, I left.”

“You were fifteen?”

“No, sixteen. But I’d been fighting with her about it for nearly a year. I’d refuse and she’d…” He rubbed his knee as if the old pain was back.

Sammi closed his eyes. “She beat you. With a…broom handle? Oh, Phillip, I’m so sorry.” He shook his head. “I used to get beat too.” He reached out and took Phillip’s hand. “My mom died when I was very young. I was in foster care, I don’t remember how many homes. Everyone was scared of me because I knew what they were thinking. Most people have such awful thoughts, they scared me. Some of them just gave me back. Some thought they could make me behave by punishing me.” He squeezed Phillip’s hand tighter.

Phillip had never met such a kindred spirit. He gave Sammi’s hand an answering squeeze. “I understand. It’s like a betrayal, you know. Your mom’s supposed to look out for you, teach you how to be a good person, not teach you how to be a thief. I’m not sure I’ll ever forgive her, as long as I live. Because I was so scared of her, I stole from folks. Old people mostly. Got them to write her checks. Give her jewelry and stuff.” He ran his hand over his face. “And the worst part is I knew better.”

“You can’t forgive her if you can’t forgive yourself.” Sammi patted his face.

Phillip snorted. “Guess you’re right. Not sure if that’s ever going to happen. I hurt a lot of people, Sammi.”

“But you were a kid, and a scared kid as well.”

“Not sure if the cops would see it that way. The day I left, the cops had my mom and me picked up and questioned. There was no way they could prove we forced someone to give us money, unless one of us told. And would they even believe it?” He shook his head again. “They let me go first, and I rushed back to the room we stayed at, packed a bag and lit out. Never looked back.” He stood. “So, you see, I’m not one to judge. I got to go get ready, Sammi.”

Sammi let go of his hand. “I’m glad we talked. I can always use another friend. Thanks for listening. And sharing. And I promise, I won’t tell a soul.” He made the motions of zipping his mouth closed and throwing away the key.

Phillip laughed. “Same here, friend.” With a nod, he went inside and up the stairs to his room to get ready. Somehow, he felt lighter, like he’d dropped a heavy sack of grief off his shoulder.

“I guess that’s what friends are for,” he mumbled as he stripped off his work clothes.

Naked, he went into his bathroom and started the shower. He had plenty of time to get ready.

Would it look too anxious to wait for Estaban on the front porch? Or should he act cool and wait for him inside?

He’d never been on a date before. Maybe he should ask one of the guys.

Brian would probably know what to do, since he’d been out for so long. Most likely, he’d had a lot of dates.

Phillip crowed, his head bent back, his voice echoing off the tiles of the shower.

“I got a date!”

.


Chapter Twenty-Two

Estaban drove down the highway until he reached the turn-off. A metal sign stretched across the drive—Double T Ranch—and he turned in. The gravel road was well kept, no ruts or potholes. The trees lining it gave it shade and looked pretty.

He spotted the cluster of buildings. Ranch house, a couple of barns and a small work shed, all freshly painted.

The Westons had a going cattle concern and it showed. Phillip had been very lucky to land here. He said he was happy, but Estaban missed him at the garage. Phillip made his life happier just being there.

And speaking of the man, Phillip sat in the swing on the front porch. Estaban drove up, parked and got out. His mom had taught each of her boys how to properly pick up a date—you got out, didn’t honk, and rang the doorbell.

No doorbell, but he walked up the steps to meet Phillip, who’d risen to his feet and came forward. They met at the top of the steps.

“Hi!” Phillip sounded breathless. And he looked good enough to eat. Tight jeans, pressed western-style white shirt, nice boots. Not too fancy, but mouthwatering.

“Hola!” Estaban got to the porch and couldn’t decide to offer his hand or not. He paused, then stuck it out, but Phillip grabbed it and pulled him into a bro-hug, one-handed shake and a chest bump with a back slap.

Estaban hung on long enough to get a sniff of Phillip’s aftershave. Something woodsy and leathery. Nice. Then he let go and took a step back.

“You look great!” Phillip grinned at him as his gaze swept up and down Estaban’s body.

“You too.” Estaban swallowed. Man, all he wanted was to take Phillip in his arms and kiss him. But that would be for later. He had to keep telling himself to go slow, that this was a date, not a hook-up.

The screen door opened and a man stepped out. He was tall, slender but his muscles showed, and he had a twinkle in his eyes.

Phillip stepped back. “Uh, Rush. This is Estaban Martinez, from the garage.”

Rush extended his hand. “Nice to meet you, Estaban.” They shook. “Phillip says you’re a great mechanic.”

Estaban glanced at Phillip. “Thanks. I do my best.” He shrugged. “It’s sort of a calling. Been doing it most of my life. It’s awfully nice of you to let Phillip stay here.”

Rush leaned against the wall of the porch. “Well, he needed a spot and it looks like I needed a new hand. So, I guess it worked out good for everyone.”

“Except me.” Estaban frowned. “I swear, it’s been so boring without Phillip there to talk to, you know?”

Phillip grinned even bigger. “Aw, you miss me.”

Now, it was Estaban’s turn to blush.

“Okay, you two. Best be on your way.” Rush laughed. “And Phillip? If you come back late, the front door will be open. Brian gets home around midnight.” He turned to go inside, then halted. “Oh, if you stay out all night, remember work starts at six a.m.” He winked, but before Phillip could respond, he went inside and shut the door.

“Ranching starts early.” Estaban stared at where Rush had been. “Don’t worry, I’ll get you back home at a reasonable hour.”

Phillip blushed and Estaban’s heart tripped. Man, the guy looked so cute.

“Sure. It’s just dinner, right?” He gazed into Estaban’s eyes. He was such a goner.

“Dinner. Yep.” Estaban moved down the steps and Phillip followed. He opened Phillip’s door and stepped around to the driver’s side. He wanted to treat Phillip right, but not too much like a lady. He wished he knew the rules for guys dating guys. Damn, this dating stuff was confusing.

“Thanks.” Phillip got in and put on his seatbelt. “I’m hungry. Can’t wait to dive into that steak.” He rubbed his hands then placed them on his thighs.

“Me too.” Estaban started the truck and backed out. He drove down the road to the highway, paused to check for traffic, then headed back to town. “I noticed you’re not limping. What happened?”

“Oh, well, uh…one of the guys, Edward, he does massages. Seems like all I needed was to get those muscles loosened up.” He turned to gaze out of the door’s window. “It’s really helped.”

“I’m glad. I hated to see you hurting.” He wanted Phillip to know he’d noticed and cared, without getting too mushy.

“I hope this wasn’t too far out of the way.” Phillip smiled at him. “I usually walk everywhere, you know, but this was a little far. And it wouldn’t feel right to ask Rush or Brian to drive me to a date, like I was still a kid.”

“It’s not a problem.” Estaban tapped his finger on the wheel. “I’d drive just about anywhere to get you.” Damn, he’d done it again. Sounding all sappy.

Phillip blushed and lowered his head. Estaban’s heart beat harder. All he wanted was to hold Phillip against him, kiss him, bury his face in his neck. Dinner might not last long enough before he gave in and touched Phillip.

They drove in a comfortable silence for a while, not really needing to fill the space with small talk. Estaban was happy just having Phillip sit next to him, breathing the same air inside the truck.

He reached Main Street and continued toward the interstate, until he came to the restaurant. The Cattleguard was the nicest place in town. Okay, it was the only nice place in town. The only other choices were the Dairy Queen or the diner. Spring Lake was small-town Texas, for sure.

The parking lot was full, so he hunted for a spot, found one toward the back and parked. They got out and walked to the front of the long, low ranch-style building. At the entrance, a low porch stretched across it, with benches lined against the wall for customers who had to wait. Only a few of the benches were filled.

“Good thing I made a reservation.” Estaban nodded toward the people. He and Phillip went inside to the hostess’s desk. “Reservation for two, Martinez.”

She looked down her list. “Yes. Please wait and I’ll get your table ready.” She scribbled on something, then motioned to one of the waiters. “Please show Mr. Martinez to table forty-two.” She handed the server two menus and smiled at them. “Enjoy your meal, gentlemen.”

“Follow me, please.” The waiter walked off and Estaban almost reached to take Phillip’s hand, but at the last second, pulled it back. As much as he might like to be able to hold his date’s hand, this wasn’t the place to try it.

The Cattleguard was one of those old-fashioned steak houses, where you could go pick out your steak. They walked past a long glass case where steaks were laid out for selection. Estaban licked his lips.

“Getting worked up?” Phillip grinned at him. “Careful, you’re drooling.”

Estaban laughed. “Don’t laugh at me, you’re drooling too.”

The waiter stopped at a table and motioned for them to sit. They were placed against the wall and had a great view of the room. They sat and he handed them the menus. “I’ll be right back. What can I get you to drink?”

“Iced tea for me. I’m driving.” Estaban glanced over at Phillip.

“Iced tea.”

“Sweet or unsweetened?” The waiter held his pen over his pad.

“Sweet!” they both said at the same time. The waiter nodded and walked off.

“Is there any other kind of tea?” Estaban grimaced.

“I think they ask that for the ladies who are dieting,” Phillip whispered.

“Never thought of that.” Estaban opened his menu and scanned it. “Don’t worry about the cost, Phillip. I asked you out, so I’m paying.”

Phillip looked up and their gazes locked. He didn’t say anything for a long moment and Estaban worried he’d said something wrong.

“Okay. But next time, I’m paying.” He smiled then read the menu.

Next time! “Sure. Of course.” That had to be a good sign. Estaban exhaled.

“These all look good. But I think I’ll have the ribeye, baked potato with everything and do you want to split the mushrooms?” Phillip licked his lips.

“Look who’s drooling now?” Estaban chuckled. “Sure. I’m getting the sirloin and potato.” He put down his menu. “Should I hold the green onions?”

Phillip frowned. “Green onions?”

“On the baked potato.”

“Oh.” Phillip frowned, then a smile lit his face. “Oh, yes. No onions.” He shook his head and gave Estaban a shy smile.

“Good.” Estaban’s heart might just explode. This was ridiculous. He was acting like a teenager with his first crush—giddy, heart-pounding and excited like he hadn’t been in years. All over this younger man. A younger, adorable man.

The waiter returned with their drinks, took their orders, then left.

“So, how’s life on the ranch?” Estaban sipped his tea.

“So far, great. My ass is sore, but I’ll get used to it.”

Estaban nearly sprayed his tea out of his nose. “Your ass is sore?”

“From riding. Horses.” Phillip laughed. “What did you think I meant?”

“Uh…never mind.” Estaban cleared his throat.

Phillip sobered. “You know there’s nothing going on between me and Rush or Brian, right? They’re just nice guys. Friends. And I haven’t had many friends, so I’m not going to do anything to screw this up.” He reached across the table to touch Estaban’s hand, then stopped.

“I… Guess my mind was in the gutter.” Estaban shrugged. “I can’t help be a little jealous.”

“Jealous?”

“That they get to see you every day. Work with you. Have meals with you.” Estaban looked around, then exhaled. “I miss you, Phillip.”

Phillip’s cheeks turned that adorable shade of pink. “I miss you, too.” He sighed. “But the ranch, it’s what I’ve dreamed of doing most of my life. I want to give this a try, find out if it’s right for me, not just some dream I’ve blown up into something unreal.”

“I hear you. I want you to be happy.”

“Right now, at this moment, I think I’m the happiest I’ve ever been.” Phillip gazed into Estaban’s eyes.

“Really?”

“Really.” Phillip gave a short nod.

Estaban couldn’t fight back the grin that exploded on his face. “That’s good to know.”

“And you? Are you happy?”

“Now? Hell, yes. Like a kid with a new puppy.” Estaban bit his bottom lip. “Uh, I didn’t mean to say you’re a puppy…”

“It’s all right. I got your meaning.” He leaned closer. “And I’m not worried about our age difference. I like that you’re older than me.”

The waiter delivered their meals on a huge tray, interrupting what Estaban would have said. He swallowed it down, saving it for later. I want to be your man. His mind kept telling him to go slow, but his body, his damned body wanted every piece of Phillip.

But everything Phillip was saying, and how he was acting, told Estaban that Phillip might just feel the same way. For once in a very long time, he’d found someone he could share his life with, someone he could tell his deepest secret to, and who would still love him.

He dug into his meal, glad he’d held the onions on the baked potato. He didn’t want anything to spoil it when he kissed Phillip tonight. And he was sure as the sky was blue and August in Texas was hot as hell, he was going to kiss him for all he was worth.

Phillip cut into his steak and moaned. “That’s so tender, it just melts in your mouth.”

Christ, the guy was killing him. He wanted to lean in and whisper, ‘you’re going to melt in my mouth when I blow you’ but he swallowed it down.

Instead, he nodded. “It’s really good. And the potato is perfect.”

Phillip nodded. “So fluffy and light. And I love all the salt on the skin. Tasty.” He licked his lips and Estaban watched as his tongue slid over his plump bottom lip.

Salty skin? Jesus, was he saying and doing these things to get Estaban hot, or was he oblivious to the reaction he was getting? Because it was working, no matter what he intended.

Estaban took a long sip of his tea, letting the chilled liquid cool him down. His cock stiffened, strangled in his now too-tight jeans. He wanted to shift it, but would anyone see him? He glanced past Phillip, around the restaurant, and froze.

Sitting a few tables away was his boss, Joe Smith, and his wife, having dinner.

The ground almost fell out of Estaban’s world. He grabbed the edge of the table and held on. Smith stared at him, eyes wide and brows reaching for his hairline.

Estaban nodded to him, just in recognition. Phillip’s back was to Smith, so maybe Smith didn’t recognize him. Oh, shit.

“Shit.” He tried to act casual. “Don’t look, but Joe Smith is here with his wife and he just spotted me.”

The color drained from Phillip’s face. “What if he comes over? What if he asks what you’re doing with me? I don’t want you to get in trouble.” He blinked as if he was fighting back tears or fear. Estaban hated that he looked so afraid.

“Hey, we’re just friends having a meal, that’s all.” Estaban shrugged.

Phillip nodded and took another bite. “Is he coming over?”

Estaban glanced back, but Smith was gone. Where the hell did he go? Estaban leaned a little to the left to see past Phillip. Nothing.

“Maybe he went to the gents.” He went back to eating his steak.

A minute later, a familiar voice said, “Well, look who’s here. Two of my favorite employees.” He slapped Phillip on the back and grinned at them.

Phillip choked. “Employees?”

Estaban grimaced. “Hello, Mr. Smith. Guess you didn’t hear about Phillip? Flynn let him go, two days before Christmas.”

Smith’s face drained of color, as if someone pulled the plug on a tub of water. “What are you talking about?” He gripped Phillip’s shoulder.

“He fired me, sir.” Phillip stared up at Smith, who still stood next to him. “I got in a bar fight…well, this guy punched me and kicked me. The police arrested him.”

Smith dragged out a chair and sat. “So? Young men get wild at a bar at times. You drunk?”

“No, sir.”

“You throw the first punch?”

“No, sir.”

“So why did Flynn fire you? You come in late? Miss work?” His gray eyes moved between Phillip and Estaban.

“No, sir.” Phillip swallowed. “The guy who hit me, he came to the shop, started some mess. Flynn asked him to leave and then fired me.”

“Has he lost his ever-lovin’ mind? I don’t have enough good employees to just let a good worker like you go free.” He huffed. “I need to have a talk with Carl, asap!”

Well, that would not be good. Flynn would spill the beans about Phillip, for sure. But what did it matter? Phillip had a new job that he loved, and his employer didn’t care if he was gay or not. Best if Phillip take the high road and let him know the details.

Estaban twisted his lips like he’d tasted a lemon. “It’s okay, Phillip. Tell him the real reason.” He leaned closer. “He’s going to find out anyway. Best be from you and not Flynn.”

Phillip exhaled. He put his hands on the table, palms flat down on the linen tablecloth on either side of his plate. “Okay. He fired me for being gay. Said it wouldn’t look good for the company brand.”

“Gay?” Smith sat back like he’d been slapped. “You’re gay? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“One. You never asked. Don’t ask, don’t tell, right? Figured if I did my job, what did it matter? And two. It’s really none of your business.”

Wow. Estaban had never been prouder of Phillip.

Smith sat there, an odd expression on his face. “Phillip, I—” He shut his mouth and ran his hand through his hair. Then he exhaled and looked Phillip in the eye. “You’re right. It shouldn’t matter. And it’s none of my business. Did any customers see this…scene?”

“No, sir. Just Jimmy, me, Estaban and Flynn were there.”

Smith nodded. “Okay. You want your job back?” He sounded very determined.

Phillip gazed down at his hands for a moment, then back up at Smith. “No, sir. I’m working as a ranch hand at the Weston ranch, the Double T. It’s sort of my dream job. In a way, I should thank Flynn for firing me. If he hadn’t I might never have gotten this job.” Phillip extended his hand to Smith. “But I appreciate your offer, although I don’t rightly understand it.” 

Smith shook it. “What’s not to understand?” 

“Well, all Flynn kept saying was Smith’s was a Christian business and that meant no gays. Not sure how that’s Christian, but…” He shrugged.

Smith growled. “That dumb sonofabitch. We are a Christian shop. And that means being Christ-like. Showing everyone kindness, love and mercy. I’ll have to explain that to Carl when I drop in to check on the shop.” He glanced over at Estaban. “I hope he never made you feel…as if you don’t belong there.”

Estaban held up his hand. “No. He knows I’m legal because he knows my family. And he knows I’m the best mechanic around.” Was this the right time to warn Smith about Flynn’s shady business practices or to tell Smith he was gay too?

But Flynn had said he’d stop, so maybe he should give the man the benefit of the doubt. And what Phillip had said before, it was none of Smith’s business he was gay. He let both go without comment.

“Well, I hope you’ll forgive me for intruding on your dinner. I hope I’ll see you around, Phillip. I remember the day you walked in off the street, soaking wet and looking for a job.” He smiled. “You did a fine job. If you ever need a reference, just ask.”

“Thank you, sir. Flynn offered me one too, but right now, I’m set up fine.” Phillip nodded as Smith stood.

“Good night, fellers.” Smith dipped his head and went back to his table. His wife smiled at Estaban and Phillip as he took his seat across from her. No doubt, he’d explain what they’d talked about, and it didn’t bother Estaban if he did.

He turned his gaze to Phillip. “Well, you about finished? Do you want dessert?”

Phillip patted his mouth with his napkin, then folded it and placed it on the table. “I’m done. Dessert, yes. Here, no.” His eyes twinkled and the corner of his mouth rose in a sly smile.

Damn, but the man set Estaban’s heart pounding and his dick filling. But he had to control it. Standing up in the middle of the restaurant, sporting a hard-on, just wasn’t done. At least, not in Spring Lake.

“Great. Let me get the waiter and pay the bill.” He signaled their waiter for the check, making that writing in the air motion.

“Remember, next time, I’m paying.” Phillip chuckled. “But I might need you to pick me up and drive, if you don’t mind. I don’t plan on buying a truck anytime soon. I’d like to save up my money, build a nest egg, you know? I’ve never had a bank account or a savings account.”

“I understand. Most of my money goes to supporting my mom.” He looked down. “You know, I live with her.” He cleared his throat. “It’s not like I can’t get my own place, but she’s alone, and she’s always been a housewife and she’s almost sixty. Slim pickings for any sort of job. I maintain the house, pay the mortgage and the bills. Eventually, the house will be mine.” He frowned, then smiled. “But I hope that’s a long way off.”

“I hope so too.” Phillip reached out and patted his hand. “And I don’t think any less of you because you’re thirty and still living at home.”

“Thirty?” Estaban snorted. “Try thirty-four. I’m at least ten years older than you.”

“I don’t care.” Phillip shrugged. “As long as you don’t mind I’m only twenty-three.”

Estaban groaned. “Eleven years older.”

“But I got a load of experience under my belt. Been on my own since I was sixteen. I’ve lived a lot of life since then. Some good, some not so good.” 

The waiter returned and handed Estaban the bill. He checked it, paid it in cash, leaving a nice tip, not too showy, and handed it back. The waiter disappeared.

“Come on. I can’t wait for that dessert.” Estaban stood and Phillip did too. He led the way as Phillip followed him through the tables to the front door and outside.

The wind blew a gust of cold air. “Man, the temperature really dropped since we’ve been inside.” He pulled his jacket up around his neck.

Phillip did the same. They were too full to dash to the car, so they did more of a fast walk to it. Estaban hit the remote, unlocked the doors and they dove inside.

“Brrr.” Phillip rubbed his hands together and shuddered. “Damn Texas weather.”

Estaban turned to face him. “I know a spot where we can indulge in some dessert.” He turned on the truck, backed out and drove through the parking lot. He reached Main Street and turned back toward the ranch. “And if we don’t take too long, I can get you home by ten.” He winked as he drove.

“Sounds…delicious.” Phillip licked his lips and Estaban about groaned as his dick stiffened. His jeans did not have enough room to accommodate his shaft. Not the way Phillip turned him on.

“I’m thinking we’re both going to like it.” Estaban winked back.

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Three

Phillip took a few sly glances at Estaban and wanted to pinch himself. He couldn’t believe it. He was in Estaban’s truck and they were going someplace to be alone.

His heart beat faster and his cock matched its enthusiasm for what was about to happen. A bead of sweat trickled down his back and it wasn’t from the truck’s heater.

He was going to do something tonight with the man he’d been crushing on for months. He tossed it back and forth in his head—go all the way? Just a blow job? Making out?

Estaban had looked hungry and hot when he’d started the truck, giving Phillip a sexy wink. Phillip had nearly died.

What he’d said was right. He had lived a life filled with ups and downs, but not with relationships. Hell, he’d never even kissed a guy until he was nineteen. They’d met at a bar and he couldn’t deny any longer the pull he felt for men. It’d just been some kissing and groping in the back hall leading to the restrooms.

Phillip had influenced the guy to go away when he’d tried to force Phillip on his knees to give him a blow job. The guy had gotten a funny expression on his face, stopped and said, “I got to leave.” Phillip had run out of there so fast he’d almost knocked people over.

But now he was twenty-three. He’d done just about everything, except go all the way. The big A. Anal. He swallowed hard. He’d learned to give blow jobs, hand jobs and rub off on a guy, but getting it in the ass? That scared him. To go that far meant a boatload of trust. And Phillip didn’t trust anyone. If you couldn’t trust your mother, who could you trust? No one.

At least, until he’d met Estaban. But did he trust him enough to lose his virginity to him? Estaban was older, surely more experienced in sexual techniques. What would he think of his blow-job skills?

Would he laugh when he found out he hadn’t had full-on sex yet?

Phillip’s cheeks flamed hot at that thought. He’d just die if Estaban laughed or teased him. Just curl up into a ball and die.

What if Estaban tried to just go for it? What if he got hurt? A trip to the emergency room would kill him. How would he ever explain it to Rush? 

Maybe before they went too far, he should mention his inexperience.

But time was up. Estaban pulled off the road, then he backed the truck about a hundred feet down a dark road. He put it in park and turned off the lights.

“No one bothers coming out here.” He waved his arm. “It’s part of an abandoned farm, but it’s got a great view of the night sky.”

Phillip leaned down to see out of the windshield. “I guess so.” All he could see was the half-moon and stars hanging above a rolling pasture of tall grass.

Estaban reached behind the seat and pulled out a large bundle of fabric. “Come on. Let’s get in the truck bed and look up at the sky. Maybe spot some shooting stars?”

“Are you nuts? It’s cold as fuck out there.” Phillip shivered at just the idea of getting out of the now warm cabin.

“That’s what this is for.” He patted the bundle. “We’ll get wrapped up in this sleeping bag and our body heat will keep us cozy. Come on.” He opened the door and the overhead light went on, shining down on Phillip.

“What the hell.” Phillip threw his door open and hopped out. Before he knew it, he and Estaban climbed into the bed. Estaban hurriedly stretched out the sleeping bag.

“Go on. Lay down. I’ll get it zipped up, then get in.”

“We won’t fit.” Phillip stomped his feet to keep the circulation going.

“It’s a two-man bag. We’ll fit.”

Phillip wiggled into it and waited as Estaban fussed with the zipper. “Come on, man. I’m freezing my nuts off!” He laughed as Estaban cursed at it.

Finally, the zipper moved and he worked it almost all the way around. Then he got in and scooted close to Phillip. The heat from his body wrapped around him.

He reached for Estaban, pulled him in tight and inhaled his scent. God, nothing finer than man and that citrusy-woodsy aftershave.

Estaban rolled back into his hold. He faced Estaban, staring into those bottomless dark brown eyes.

“Hi.” He couldn’t think of anything better to say? What a dope! 

“Hi.” Estaban smiled. “I want to kiss you. Is that okay?”

Phillip exhaled. “Yes, thank fuck. That would be excellent because I’ve wanted to kiss you for a long time.”

Estaban carded his fingers through Phillip’s hair then cupped the back of his head and pulled him in. Phillip kept eye contact until Estaban’s face blurred in the darkness, then he closed his eyes.

Estaban kissed him, soft and sweet. Phillip’s heart near about broke at all the things that kiss told him. He reached out and buried his fingers in Estaban’s shirt, pulling him even closer as he opened his mouth, telling him he wanted more. Deeper.

Estaban lapped at him, driving Phillip’s arousal even higher. He wanted to get lost in these kisses, to never come up for air.

And damn if Estaban didn’t just keep kissing him, taking it deep, then backing off, then driving him nuts with bites and sucking and always, always going back to tenderness.

“I’ve wanted you for months, Phillip. You’re the bright spot in my life. Just these last few days without you at work have made me…lonely.” He shrugged. “I know we never really did much talking about stuff, but it was having you there. Seeing you smile at me. Does that sound lame?”

“No. Not lame.” He shook his head. “Same here. The worst part about being fired was not seeing you.” He braced his forehead against Estaban’s. “It’s weird, but I’m so glad I got fired. If I hadn’t there’s no telling how long we’d have kept mooning at each other. Flynn did us a favor.”

Estaban smiled. “I guess so. And I’ll be okay, long as I can keep seeing you. I want more, Phillip. I’m not sure if you’re ready, but I’m looking for something long term. I want a life with someone.”

“I might be young, but I want the same thing. I’m tired of running, moving from place to place, no roots, no one who cares if I stay or leave. I want friends. A real boyfriend, not a hook-up.” Phillip kissed him. “I think I want you.”

Estaban leaned back and howled into the air like a wolf. Phillip laughed and joined in. They howled like crazy coyotes at the half-moon in the sky. Somewhere in the distance, a pair of coyotes howled back.

They snickered and dove deeper under the sleeping bag. Phillip wrapped his arms around Estaban’s neck. Estaban grabbed Phillip’s ass and hauled him up and on top of him. Phillip stared down into deep brown eyes smiling up at him.

Estaban arched into Phillip, letting him know how much he turned him on. Oh, yes. That hardness pressed against his shaft. They rutted against each other until Phillip thought he’d come in his jeans.

And all the time, Estaban kissed him, dragged his tongue down Phillip’s throat to bite where shoulder met neck, then licked back up to devour his lips and plunder his mouth.

His cock jerked each time Estaban’s slid across it. Man, he wanted more. But he didn’t want to rush things. He still wasn’t sure if he could go all the way, or if Estaban wanted that also.

Phillip backed off to stare into Estaban’s eyes. “Hey, I need to talk to you about…stuff.”

“Sure. You can tell me anything.” Estaban squeezed his ass and Phillip couldn’t resist thrusting against him.

“Well, I’ve tried a few things, you know, sexual things over the years. I’m not an innocent.”

“Sure. I understand that. And you know I’ve been with my share of men.”

Phillip nodded. “But have you had any relationships? Because I haven’t. Lots of hook-ups.”

Estaban rolled Phillip off and to the side, then turned to face him. “Yes to the hook-ups, of course. It’s practically a way of life for a gay man.” He paused, licked his lips and exhaled. “As for relationships…once. When I was younger than you. I fell for an older guy. He wasn’t good for me.”

“What happened?”

“He wasn’t who I thought he was.” He shrugged. “I’m all young and idealistic and thinking this is a worthy man. He’s handsome, honest and truthful. Only I found out he was anything but honorable or truthful.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s okay. But I learned, you don’t give your heart away to someone unless you really know them. Know the kind of person he is, deep down inside.” He thumped his chest with his fist. “That’s why I want to take our time, get to really know each other. My mom, she always told us, find someone who has the same beliefs as you. They can be opposite in a lot of things, but someone’s beliefs, that tells you what kind of person you should look for.”

“What kind of person are you looking for?” Phillip probably shouldn’t have asked because he didn’t think he would be the same as Estaban’s answer. How could he ever measure up? And as far as beliefs, he wasn’t sure he knew what he believed.

Estaban put his arms under his head and gazed up at the stars. “I want a man who doesn’t keep secrets from me. Someone I can tell my secrets to and who’ll love me despite them. I want a man with moral fiber, someone with honor, who’d never do anything wrong if he could help it. I want a good man. He doesn’t have to be gorgeous or ripped or anything. Nice looking is fine, if he’s the right man deep inside, you know?”

Phillip’s stomach clenched. Well, fuck. The man Estaban described wasn’t him, not even remotely. He’d done some bad stuff when he was a kid and teen. Used his power to con and steal from people. Would it matter he’d done it under duress from his mom? Probably not to Estaban. And definitely not to the cops.

No, he’d be locked up so fast his head would spin as the jail door slammed shut.

Phillip gazed up at the stars, blinking back tears. A shooting star streaked across the sky, burning out before it came close to earth. Beautiful. Just like Estaban. But he wasn’t the man for him. How could Estaban trust him? How could he confess his sins and expect redemption or forgiveness? Estaban was sure to always wonder if he’d used his power, from everything from what movie to watch to…falling in love with him.

He fell far short of the kind of man Estaban wanted—demanded—deserved—to spend his life with here in Spring Lake.

“What kind of man do you want?” Estaban nudged him with his elbow. “I shared mine, now you tell about your ‘dream’ boyfriend. What kind of man do you see yourself with?”

Phillip swallowed down his emotions and tried to think of something to tell Estaban. Just when he began to give up, he blurted out, “Someone kind and loving and…forgiving.”

“Forgiving?” Estaban scrunched up his face. “What could you possibly have done to need forgiveness?”

Phillip hadn’t wanted to go there, but if he wasn’t who Estaban wanted, then better to know now and end this—no matter how hurt his heart would be if they broke up now. Once he fell in love, the heartbreak would be ten times worse.

“I don’t think it really matters because I’m not the kind of man you want. Maybe we should just forget about this.”

“What are you talking about?” Estaban touched his hand. “Look, how about you tell me a little bit about yourself, let me decide for myself if I want to end this before it’s even started?”

“Can’t you just take my word for it?” Phillip groaned and tried to turn away, but Estaban stopped him.

“No. I want you to talk to me. Tell me. You know, I think I’m a pretty forgiving kind of guy.” He gave Phillip a smile.

“Fine.” Phillip huffed. “You know I left home when I was about sixteen, right?” Estaban nodded. “I never knew my dad. He didn’t stay around long enough after I was born. At least that’s what my mom told me. So, my mom…she was a grifter—I guess that’s the best way to say it. I don’t know how we survived when I was a kid.”

“Hey, not everyone has a perfect family, you know. My dad died years ago, so I understand about being raised by a single mom. We have that in common.”

The hopeful expression on his face made Phillip want to puke.

“No, you don’t get it. She never did an honest day’s work in her life. She was always one step ahead of the cops, no matter where we lived. And I was her accomplice. She used me to”—he swallowed—“take advantage of people. Get them to give us money and stuff.”

Estaban broke eye contact and stared at the stars. Phillip’s heart shattered, but he continued. Better get it all out and over and done with. Fuck my life.

He bit his lip. “The cops brought us in for questioning. They let me go. Didn’t have any evidence to hold me on. I decided I could not live this way anymore. So, I didn’t wait for her, I left. Ran home, packed a bag and got the hell out of town. I have no idea what happened to her. She could be in jail for all I know.” He glanced over at Estaban, waiting for him to say something.

Moments passed. Another shooting star burned across the sky then faded in a flash of light, mimicking his destroyed hopes for a life with good man like Estaban.

“How?” Estaban still didn’t make eye contact. “How did she use you to steal from people? Were you a pickpocket?” His brow scrunched up. “A sneak thief, robbing houses? Bust into cars?”

“No. Nothing like that.” Phillip sighed.

Even if he told Estaban about his power, would he believe him? And that didn’t excuse his actions. He’d known he was doing wrong the first time his mom had told him of her plans. And he’d done nothing. What kind of honor did that show? Where were his morals then?

“She just did.” He shrugged.

“Did she beat you?” Estaban’s voice dropped an octave, and the threat in it rocked Phillip. Again, he showed that same aggression as when that guy had showed up at the shop to out him as gay.

“Well, yeah, but that wasn’t it. Can we just drop it? I told you I’m a thief. A crook. And you told me the kind of man you want. It’s plain to see, it’s not me.” Phillip pushed up and climbed out of the sleeping bag. The cold bit into him and he wrapped his arms around himself. “Can you just take me home?” He hopped over the side of the truck and stood by the passenger door.

Estaban narrowed his eyes but didn’t say a word—he just nodded. After he rolled up the bag, he tied it up, climbed out of the bed and opened the driver’s door.

Phillip got in and buckled up, still not looking at Estaban.

“I’m not sure we can hold kids responsible for what their parents make them do.” Estaban started the truck and put it into gear. “It sounds to me like you’ve got a shitload of guilt going on there. Maybe you should be held to account, maybe not. But I know that as long as I’ve know you, you’ve been an honest, hard-working man. I’m not giving up on you so easy.”

Phillip held back a groan. If Estaban knew he’d used his power to get Joe Smith to give him the job and use the trailer…he’d be singing a different tune. When Estaban found out about the power, his feelings of betrayal would come to the surface. He’d toss him out like three-day-old garbage.

“I’m not the man you think I am.” Phillip stared out of the side window, watching the fence posts fly past in the glare of the truck’s headlights.

“I think you don’t think much of yourself. But I do.” Estaban put his hand on Phillip’s leg. “Can you trust me to believe what I see in you?”

He was killing Phillip. Killing him. Those words, the touch. He wanted to believe in Estaban and in how he saw Phillip. But he knew the awful truth of what he’d done.

“Let’s sleep on this, okay? I’m not going to give up on you. You’re the man I want.” He gave Phillip’s leg a brief squeeze. “I know what my heart is telling me.”

Estaban’s touch burned Phillip’s flesh. He wanted to yell “Yes! I’m yours!” but he couldn’t drag Estaban down with him. The only way he could discourage him was to tell him about his power. Hear the whole sordid story.

And what would Estaban think about his power? Like Rush, he’d probably think he’d used it to make Estaban fall for him or something. But it wasn’t that kind of power. It didn’t work that way, it just sort of suggested… Influence was the right name for it.

The highway whined under the wheels of the truck for a few miles as Phillip gathered his courage and locked down his heart. His heart wanted him to never tell, to be the man Estaban saw when he looked at Phillip.

Heartbreak now or later? When he’d fallen so deeply in love with Estaban that losing him would destroy him? Grind him into dust to blow away on the cold winter wind?

Fuck my life. I want this over. I can take the pain now, but I won’t survive it later.

“Okay. You want the truth?” Phillip spit the words out. “Here it is, believe it or not. I’ve got a power. It’s not a super power, not like I can fly or shit. To me, it’s more of a curse. Anyway, I can touch someone and push them to do what I want. So, when my mom found out, she made me ‘influence’ people, usually older folks ’cause their wills are weaker, to give us money, jewelry, even cars. We robbed people using my power and I let her. I was in on it all.” He turned away, crossed his arms over his chest and hung his head. His cheeks burned and tears filled his eyes. If Estaban didn’t hate him now…

Estaban turned down the road to the ranch, driving slowly, staring forward through the windshield. 

Damn him. Would he just say something?

“I guess you don’t believe me or think I’m nuts. Fine. You don’t have to, but it’s true. I can’t tell you where the fucking power came from, or why I’m the one who has it. I don’t understand that myself. But I’m not the kind of man you deserve. Not by a long shot.” He put his hand on the handle so he could jump out as soon as the truck stopped.

Estaban exhaled. “I believe you.” He fell silent as he pulled up to the house, turning the truck so he could continue his way out after he dropped off Phillip. He threw it into park and leaned back. “I guess you could say I have a power too. Nothing like yours. Mine’s just simple. I can listen to anything mechanical and I just hear what’s wrong with it. Or see it in my head, like a diagram. It’s why I’m a mechanic.”

Phillip gaped at him. “I don’t believe it.” He shook his head. “No, that’s not much like mine at all. It’s an honest kind of power. Can’t hurt anyone with it, can you?”

“No, not really. But I could cheat someone out of money, if I were that kind of man.”

“Like me, right?” Phillip looked away.

“I didn’t mean that.”

“Sure you did. I’m a crook and you’re not. I got it.” Phillip ran his fingers over the chrome door handle.

A long sigh escaped Estaban as he ran his hands over his face. “Holy shit. We both have powers, but they’re not nearly the same thing. Isn’t this a mess?”

“Yeah, well, my life is what it is. No going back.” Phillip opened the door, but Estaban reached over and pulled him back.

“Wait. Let me ask you this. Your power? Have you ever used it here in Spring Lake? On folks here?” He didn’t say what Phillip knew he really wanted to know.

“Did I use it on you? Is that what you’re really asking?” Phillip faced him, his head held high.

“Yeah, I guess it is. You said you touch someone and they do what you want. You’ve touched me a few times…” It came out as a whisper, but Phillip could see the whites of his knuckles as he clutched the steering wheel like a cowboy on the end of a lassoed calf.

No point in lying. There would always be that little piece of doubt, like a stone caught up in your shoe, rolling around, reminding you it was there and always would be.

“I’ll tell you the truth. I used it to get my job at Smith’s. I’ve used it a few times to get Jimmy to back off.” Phillip’s admission tore him open inside. It might not have been illegal, but it sure as hell was wrong. 

He didn’t bother to add, I never pushed you. Never. 

Estaban wouldn’t make a distinction between using it on him or on someone else, or see the difference in how he’d used it. Like a little white lie and a big whopper. He’d used his power against people and that was all Estaban needed to know, so why deny it?

“Fuck.” Estaban spit out the curse. “Don’t say another word.” He slumped in his seat, closed his eyes and shook his head. “Go on, Phillip. Best you get out and go inside.”

 


Chapter Twenty-Four

The sound of Estaban’s truck tires crunching down the drive sounded so loud Phillip wanted to put his hands over his ears to block it out. He’d never forget the sound of him driving away.

He turned toward the house. The lights were on downstairs. Brian’s truck wasn’t parked so it had to be Rush still up, probably waiting for his man to come home.

Phillip took the steps one at a time, dragging his feet as he wrapped his arms around his chest against the cold, not just outside, but inside as well.

He knocked the dust off his boots, killing time, thinking of what he’d say to Rush, because he knew the rancher would ask him about his date and why he was home so early. He’d play it down. Let them think they just hadn’t worked out.

He opened the screen door then entered the house.

“Hey, Phillip!” Rush sat on the couch watching a movie. He held up the remote and paused it. “Home a little early, aren’t you?”

“Well, we had dinner. It was nice. Good food.” He nodded and headed to the stairs to go to his room. He had one foot on the first step when Rush called him back.

“Come sit down. Tell me about it.” Rush patted the seat next to him. “Did you have a good time?”

Phillip gave up trying to get away. He owed Rush everything, so he deserved at least a little conversation. He sat on the other end of the sofa and leaned back.

“It was okay, like I said. We talked. Estaban paid for everything. I told him I’d get the next bill.” That wasn’t lying.

“That was nice of him.” Rush turned off the TV. “So, tell me why you’re home so early and looking like you just lost your—” He gasped. “Shit. It didn’t go well. What happened?”

Phillip leaned his head back on the couch and exhaled. “I started off fine. Then we started talking.”

“And what did you talk about?”

“Well, at first the usual stuff. Movies we like. Music. He lives with his mom ’cause his dad died and she can’t support herself and her house.” He shrugged.

“Then…” Rush motioned with his hand to spill the beans on the rest of it.

“Then, after dinner, he took me to this place where we could watch the stars.”

“Oh, so you went parking.” Rush chuckled. “Sounds romantic.”

“Yeah, it was. We started talking again. He told me the kind of man he’s looking for and it sure as hell wasn’t me.” Phillip ran his hands through his hair and over his face. “That’s when he took me home.”

“Whoa, whoa, whoa!” Rush sat up. “What kind of man did he say, because I can’t figure out why you wouldn’t be the kind of man any man would want.”

Phillip gave him a smile, but his heart wasn’t in it. “Nice of you to say that, but…”

“But?”

“You know about my power, right? Well, I told him about my life before I hit the road. What my family was like, how my mom used me to…” He choked on his words, because telling Rush, a man he admired and wanted to have him like him, was about near as worse as telling Estaban.

“She what?” Rush’s voice had gentled as he encouraged him to finish the story.

“I was a kid when she found out about my power. She used me to steal from people. Mostly older folks. They’d give her money and valuables.” He hung his head. “I knew it was wrong, sir. I knew it, but if I refused, she’d beat me. And she was my mom!” He broke then and it all came out. “She was supposed to take care of me, teach me right and wrong, keep me safe.” He shook his head, dashing away the tears. “But all she ever did was use me, teach me how to steal. We never stayed in one place for long. We ran away from the cops. She couldn’t cook so most of my meals were peanut butter and white bread.” He sniffed and rubbed his palms against his burning eyes. “I left her when I was sixteen. Never looked back. Don’t care if I ever see her again.”

“A lot of people have hard lives, son. Lots have bad families. But looks to me like you got out of there as soon as you were able. In my book, that says a lot about the kind of man you are.”

“Not to Estaban. He told me he wants a man of honor. An honest man. A man he can be proud to stand next to.” Phillip pointed to himself. “That’s not me.”

Rush leaned over, squeezed his shoulder and gave him a gentle shake. “Hey! That was who you were, not who you are. And you were a kid trying to survive in a world he didn’t have any part of creating. If Estaban can’t see that, he’s not the one for you.”

Phillip rubbed his shoulder. “Ouch. You don’t get it. I told him about my power.”

Rush’s eyes widened. “Shit. If he thought the way I thought when you told me…”

“He did. Asked if I’d influenced anyone here in town. I knew he wanted to know if I influenced him into liking me.” Phillip groaned. “I told him the truth.” He cut his gaze to Rush. “I used it to get my job at Smith’s. I was desperate, Rush. I swear, I’ve only used it for little things, like getting Jimmy to go back to work, that sort of thing.”

“I believe you. I think myself a good judge of horses, cattle and men. These powers we have, we all use them. It’s a part of us, of you, and I can’t say don’t ever use it, son. I use mine all the time.” He chuckled. “But mine doesn’t really do much but let me see in the dark. Brian, he has premonitions. He can’t control them.” Rush gave him another shake. “Look, give Estaban some time to digest this. If whatever is between you two is right, it’ll work out. And if not…I won’t lie and tell you it won’t hurt.”

“What won’t hurt?” They both glanced up at the front door. Brian stood with his hand on the doorknob, wearing his Spring Lake department jacket that made him appear bigger than usual. He shrugged out of it.

“Phillip’s got man problems.” Rush strode over to Brian, greeted him with a kiss, took the jacket from him and hung it up.

Brian winced. “Sorry to hear that. Anything I or Rush can help with?”

“Rush has listened to me, that’s enough.” Phillip rose and walked to the stairs. “I’m going to go on up to bed. Morning will come early. Thanks, Rush.” He gave them both a nod and headed to his bedroom.

For tonight, he’d listen to Rush’s advice. Give Estaban some time to take it in.

Maybe Estaban was a man who could forgive.

Because Phillip sure needed some forgiveness in his life.

 

* * * *

 

Estaban drove down the road to the highway, the urge to turn around and have it out with Phillip bubbling out of his chest. Goddamn. All he could think of was when, where and how many times Phillip had influenced him.

He replayed every time they’d touched. Had his reactions to Phillip been his, or some sort of implanted demand to do what Phillip wanted? What the hell happened to free will? Was this like when a hypnotist made you cluck like a chicken?

No. It was worse. Phillip had played with his emotions. He’d taken what he thought was good, twisted it like a tangled tumbleweed and blown it down the fucking road.

Estaban stopped at the highway, checked both directions then pulled out, heading back to his house. With a deep sigh, he remembered how excited he’d been driving out to pick Phillip up for their date. How hopeful he’d been to maybe start thinking he’d have a future with someone. I’m a damned fool.

He’d thought they’d get to talk, like normal people, and discuss things they liked and disliked, what drove them nuts. Pet peeves, that sort of thing. He’d even looked forward to talking about politics and religion.

How could he have been so wrong about Phillip? How could he have thought he was the right man, when it was as clear as the Frio River, Phillip wasn’t the man he pretended to be?

He’d admitted to using his power to get the job at the garage. Hell, he’d probably influenced Joe Smith himself into giving him the trailer to live in. And what about his salary? Had he influenced Flynn to pay him more money than he should have?

The man was a thief, by his own admission. Or at least, he’d been a thief when he was younger. People change.

Do they?

Oh, shit. Estaban groaned. Flynn hadn’t tried to pad the books until Phillip had left. What if Flynn and Phillip were in it together? Or maybe he’d just taken over the scam. It sounded like the sort of scam he and his mom had run. Had he gotten it all wrong about Phillip refusing to do such a thing?

He shook his head, trying to clear all the doubts before he exploded.

No. Wait. Hold on.

If they were in cahoots, then why’d Flynn fire Phillip? Phillip would have been able to hold it over Flynn’s head, threatened to tell Smith unless he kept his job. But Flynn had fired him and didn’t look worried at all.

So, no. Phillip wasn’t in on the scam.

Estaban exhaled and a part of him that had been tied up loosened, but only a bit.

Now he wished he’d gone back and asked the one question he needed the answer to—had Phillip influenced him to feel something for him?

He pulled into his driveway and parked. For a moment, he sat there staring through the windshield at nothing. He’d lost…something. And he didn’t know if he’d ever get it back, or the opportunity to have it again.

Phillip. Why the hell did you tell me?

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Five

Morning came early for Phillip. His eyes held half the sand in the river bed, his mouth tasted as sour as a dill pickle and his spirit had sunk lower than a water well in west Texas.

He groaned and rolled out of bed. No need to keep lying there—sleep wasn’t going to come to him. He’d spent most of the night replaying the conversation he and Estaban had had, the disastrous ending to the once-hopeful date.

God. This sucks. Relationships were just not worth it. They hurt too damn much.

He stumbled over to the bathroom, showered under water far too hot, brushed his hair and his teeth, and got dressed.

He stomped into his boots with a grunt. There go my hopes of finding love.

Phillip left his room, went down the stairs and found no one in the kitchen. He glanced at the clock. Five-forty. A bit early, but he’d go ahead and make the coffee. At least it’d give him something to do to keep his mind off…Estaban.

He leaned his hip against the counter, watching the coffee flowing into the glass carafe. Behind him, the soft sound of feet on a wooden floor grew louder.

Sammi or Brian. Rush would have his boots on.

“Hey, Phillip! Got the coffee going, thank God.” Brian entered the kitchen, dressed in a pair of sleep pants and a Spring Lake PD T-shirt. He grabbed a cup from the cabinet and waited next to him as the last of the coffee dripped into the pot.

“Here.” Phillip picked up the coffee and poured it into Brian’s cup. He chuckled at the picture of a tight pair of Wranglers on it, with the words, Cowboy butts make me nuts over it.

He poured his own cup and added a bit of milk and sugar.

After Rush came down and had his cup, he’d brew another pot to take with them in their thermoses.

“Where’s Rush?” Phillip swapped places with Brian, whose head was now stuck in the refrigerator, looking for ingredients for breakfast. He pulled out stuff, still holding on to his cup like a lifeline.

Brian chuckled, warm and happy. “He’s getting dressed. He got off to a slow start this morning.”

Phillip wondered if that meant they’d had sex. Lucky guys. Then he pushed those thoughts out of his head. He took another long slug of coffee and swallowed. He really needed it this morning if he didn’t want to fall off his horse.

A gentle hand ran down his back. “Morning.” Sammi, barefoot and in a pair of skimpy shorts and a white muscle shirt, went to the sideboard, pulled open the drawer and got out the silverware and napkins, then started to lay them out for breakfast. Phillip grabbed four plates from the cabinet. He stopped and gazed for a moment at Sammi’s feet.

“Purple toenails?”

Sammi grinned, scrunched his toes and stared down at them. “Yes, do you like? I had them done at Edward’s spa.”

Phillip peered up at Sammi’s happy face. “Very pretty.” Painted toes did nothing for him, but on Sammi, they were…sexy.

He and Sammi worked well together, in a sort of dance around the table, until all the places were set. Sammi went to the fridge, got out some orange juice and poured a glass. He put it at his place and sat, one foot on the seat, the other dangling, wiggling his painted toes.

“Breakfast tacos okay?” Brian had sausage frying in a pan on the stove. “Sausage, egg and hash browns?”

“And cheese,” Rush’s deep voice rumbled as he entered the kitchen. He walked to the fridge, opened it and leaned over as he hunted for something. “Got the salsa!” He pulled out a jar and shut the door, then stopped behind Brian and gave him a kiss on the back of his neck.

“And cheese and salsa.” Brian leaned back into his arms for just a second as Rush ran his hand up his stomach to his chest. Damn, Phillip had to turn away because it just fucking hurt. Across from him, Sammi caught his gaze and sent him some warmth in a smile. Phillip hoped Sammi didn’t listen in, because he didn’t want anyone to know how he felt.

“So, guys. I’m wondering. You said after the holidays you wanted me to move into the bunkhouse. I’m thinking, today might be a good day. Later, I mean. I’m sure you want me out of your hair.” He sat down at the table, in what had become his spot.

Rush sat down after he’d poured his coffee. “I suppose so.” He shrugged. “Not that you need to rush or anything.”

Brian spoke over his shoulder, “Manuel won’t be moving in until March first, and the rest of the hands, those that come back or I hire, won’t move in until mid-March. I’ll leave it to you to decide if you want to use the foreman’s room right now and then move or pick a bunk out and get a primo spot ahead of the others.”

“Sure. Getting a jump on them would be nice.” He gave a wicked grin to Rush. Rush rolled his eyes and Sammi giggled.

“Just let me know what you need for food and I’ll go into town and pick it up. But once the others and the cook show up, we all eat together here. But anything you want special, just use the kitchen there. Like I said, the bunkhouse is a communal set-up, and all the pans and pots and stuff are there for anyone to use.” Rush got up to take the tortillas from Brian, who balanced a platter of a scrambled mix of eggs, sausage and potatoes in his other hand.

“Wow. This looks delicious!” Phillip almost drooled at the sight of the cheesy goodness.

“Sure does! I didn’t know you were such a good cook.” Sammi pouted. “Are you holding out on me?”

“Hell no. I can do three things—one, breakfast, because it’s mostly frying. Two, grilling, and three, crockpot meals.” He counted each of them off on his fingers then slid into his chair.

“Well, don’t worry. I’ve got lunch and dinner today. Mitchell’s coming out tomorrow morning to pick me up and get me out of your hair.”

“There’s no rush, Sammi. You’re welcome as long as you want to stay.”

“I’m kind of missing Mitchell.” Sammi peeked up from under his thick bangs.

“I hear you.” Brian looked around the table. “Let’s eat! Daylight’s wasting!”

They dove into the food, stuffing the warm tortillas with the mixture, dousing that with salsa, then rolling them up just tight enough to shove them into their mouths for a big bite.

No one said a thing, for which Phillip was damn glad. Last thing he wanted was to rehash last night, or be asked how he was feeling. And the food was so good, he just wanted to fill up on it.

Sammi put down his half-eaten taco then cleared his throat. “Uh, Phillip. Are we still going horseback riding today?”

Phillip groaned. “Damn, I forgot.” He turned to Rush. “Do you mind if I come back early before lunch? I promised to give Sammi a lesson.”

“And he said if I did good, maybe you’d let me ride along with y’all this afternoon.” Sammi’s eyes sparkled.

Rush nodded. “Fine with me. If you get saddle sore, Phillip can bring you back, then if there’s enough day left, he can come back and finish up with us.”

Sammi clapped his hands. “Yay! I can’t wait.” He picked up his breakfast taco and finished eating.

They’d just finished when the front door opened and Manuel came in, carrying his Thermos. “I need more coffee!” He waved it as he shut the door.

Phillip jumped up and, thank God, Brian had started the next pot. “It’s ready. Fill it up.” He passed the carafe to Manuel, got it back, then filled the other two standing on the counter, one each for him and Rush. He made a note to buy his own Thermos so he didn’t have to borrow Rush’s.

He and Rush got into their jackets and headed out. Brian followed them to the door, then leaned in for a last kiss from Rush. “Bye, honey. See you at lunch.”

Rush tipped his hat on and ran his hand down Brian’s arm. They linked fingers for a second, then let go and Rush closed the door behind them.

Phillip stood on the porch next to Manuel as they pulled on their gloves.

Manuel snorted at Rush, but Rush just rolled his eyes. “Jealous?” 

“Hell no!” Manuel laughed, but Rush glanced over at Phillip.

“Sorry.” He grimaced. “I wasn’t thinking.”

“It’s okay. I’m okay.” Phillip didn’t want him thinking he had to change his ways or walk on eggshells just because Phillip had blown it with Estaban.

Manuel looked from Rush to him and held up his hands in a warding off motion. “Whatever it is, I don’t want to know.” He took off toward the stables.

Rush hung back to walk beside Phillip. “Look, give it some time. If he doesn’t call or text in a couple of days, you do it. Don’t let pride stand in your way or you’ll find yourself standing all alone.” He slapped Phillip on the shoulder and strode after Manuel.

 

* * * *

 

When Phillip rode up to the ranch house an hour and a half before lunch, he didn’t see Sammi waiting on the porch. As eager as Sammi had been at breakfast, one guess led him to the only other place he figured Sammi would be—the stable.

He dismounted, tied his horse to a hitching post and went inside.

“Hey, thought you’d be here.”

Sammi stood at Star’s stall door, feeding a piece of carrot to the horse. “Brian said it was okay to give her a little bit.” The horse lipped his now empty hand and he stroked down her long face, then kissed her muzzle.

“My guess is you really like this horse.” Phillip chuckled. “Hope you feel the same after you get your butt in the saddle for a while.” He opened the stall door, took Star by the halter and led her out. Then he tied her off to brush her down and get her saddled.

“Here.” He handed Sammi a brush. “Watch me. Always brush in the direction the hair grows.” He demonstrated, then stepped back to let Sammi try.

Sammi did well, all the time speaking in a soothing voice, mostly about how pretty Star was, how sweet and how gentle. Star sucked it up.

Then when he finished with that chore, Phillip showed him how to pick her hooves. Sammi watched as if it were the most interesting thing he’d ever seen.

“Time to saddle her up.”

“Do you have to do all that each time you ride?” Sammi put the brushes and pick away where Phillip showed him.

“Yes, before and after. You don’t want dirt under her saddle blanket or she’ll get sores. And same for not cleaning out her hooves. If she picks up a rock, it’ll hurt her.”

“I’d never do anything to hurt her.” Sammi leaned into her neck and patted her.

“I think she knows that.” Phillip smiled. “Now, let’s get the saddle on.” He showed Sammi how to place the blanket, add the saddle and tighten down the cinch. Then he eased her into her bridle, explaining how he’d guide the horse using the reins.

Sammi took it in with wide eyes and a few questions.

Then it was time to mount up. “Let’s take her outside. There’s a mounting block there. You’re sort of short, so I’ll need to adjust your stirrups.”

“Okay.” Phillip let Sammi lead Star outside and up to the block next to the corral.

He climbed up on the section of tree trunk and put his foot in the stirrup. “Now, swing your leg over and sit in the saddle.”

Sammi did, with no trouble. “I did it!”

“Yep! Now let me get these stirrups right.” Phillip adjusted them until they fit Sammi’s legs.

“We’re good to go.” Phillip opened the corral door. “We’ll start you off in the corral.”

“But I want to ride the range.” Sammi pouted. Damn, the guy looked sexy, even making a face.

Phillip laughed. “We will. But in the corral, you can learn her gaits without her taking off across the pasture with you. It’s safer.”

“Oh, okay.”

“So, pick up the reins, not too tight. That’s right. With one heel, give her a little soft kick. It’s okay, it won’t hurt her. And pull the reins in the direction you want her to go.”

Sammi maneuvered the horse into the corral. Phillip followed on foot and shut the gate. “Now, stay close to the fence and just walk her along. Get used to the feel of sitting in the saddle.” Sammi and Star moved along. “Try to keep your heels down, toes up.”

“Wow. This is so much fun!” Sammi grinned like a kid. “Look at me! Do you see, Phillip? When can we go fast?”

He laughed. “How about a few more circles, then we’ll try a trot.”

For the next forty minutes, he put Sammi and Star through the paces of walk, trot, back to walk, adding a few turns, halting and repeating the sequence over and over. Sammi got the hang of it pretty fast.

“You’ve got great balance,” Phillip called out to him as he stood in the center and tracked Sammi’s pace around the corral. “I think you’re a natural.”

Sammi glowed at the praise. “It feels great. I want to do this all day!”

“You say that now, but later, when you can’t straighten your legs and your butt hurts when you sit, you’ll be singing a different tune.” He shook his head.

Star responded perfectly to her rider, giving Sammi everything he asked of her.

“She’s a good horse.” Phillip signaled for Sammi to halt. “Bring her to the gate.” He checked his cell phone for the time. “The guys should be here for lunch any minute. Dismount and we’ll tie her off for later, if you still want to ride.”

“I wouldn’t miss it, no way!”

Phillip opened the gate and showed Sammi where to ‘park’ Star. “Now, just swing your leg back over, hold on to the pommel and the back of the saddle and slowly drop down.” Sammi dismounted and, with only a slight stumble, found his feet.

He showed Sammi how to tie her to the hitching post, next to his horse.

“How’s your butt feel?” Phillip walked with Sammi to the house.

“Fine. Want to feel it?” Sammi winked.

Phillip held out his hands. “Uh, no. I think I’d get into a lot of trouble if I did.” They climbed the steps and Sammi moved to the porch swing and sat. He patted the bench next to him. “Before everyone gets here, can we talk a bit?”

Phillip came over and sat with a sigh. “What’s up?” Sammi had something on his mind. And that was what scared him.

“So…I’m picking up traces of…sadness.” Sammi leaned back in the swing. “I’m not prying or listening, it’s just that your body language is messed up. It’s like you’re going through the motions, but there’s this aura of sadness all around you. Do you want to talk about it?”

“Would you mind if we didn’t? It’s just that I keep running it through my head enough already, and talking about it isn’t making me feel better. But thanks, I appreciate your kindness.” Phillip patted Sammi’s hand.

“Well, if you do, I’m here.” Sammi rolled his eyes. “Okay, I won’t be here for long, but… Give me your phone. I’ll put my number in and you can call me if you want. Just to talk, you know. It’s what friends do.” He held out his hand and, with a sigh, Phillip handed it over. Sammi punched in his number, saved it then gave the phone back.

Sammi was a nice guy. He offered friendship, and that was something Phillip didn’t have much of, so he was grateful. And maybe he’d call Sammi…one day.

“Do you and Mitchell come here often?”

“Every now and then. Mitchell and Brian are best friends. Mitchell misses him a lot, so we try to make an effort to visit.”

“You’re not jealous?”

“Of Brian? No. He’s got Rush. Brian and Mitchell, well, they’ve been friends for years. I’m new in the mix, but what I have with Mitchell isn’t the same as Brian and Mitchell.” He leaned over. “Mitchell’s my daddy. I’m his boy. Brian and Mitchell are guy friends, like best bros, at least that’s what they call it. They have a lot of history, but it’s not sexual.” Sammi brushed his bangs away from his face.

Phillip shrugged. “I get it. I just never had any guy friends…that weren’t…sexual.”

“Not even in school?”

“Well, I stopped going to school in about sixth grade. My mom pulled me out and we sort of hit the road. Never stayed long enough in one place to go to school.”

“But you’re so smart. You know so much. Way more than me, and I never went past maybe seventh grade before I ran away.”

Phillip bumped his shoulder with Sammi’s. “Well, I learned to read and I love it. Wherever we wound up, I’d read newspapers and magazines. Books when I could get them. And I watched a lot of television. Mostly game shows and some public television if we could afford it.”

“My reading was okay, but I had to really study hard this summer. I earned my GED.” Sammi’s face glowed. “Mitchell helped me so much. He helped me to think about what I wanted to be, what I wanted out of my life, and what I love to do. It was easy once he explained it to me. I love to cook! This fall, I enrolled in the culinary school and now I’m going to be a chef. One day.”

“Damn, you’re lucky. I still don’t have a GED.”

“What did you want to do? Do you need a GED? Or college?”

“Not really. I get along fine without it. At least, so far.” Phillip laughed. “As for what I dreamed of doing? What I’m doing right now. Being a cowboy and working on a ranch with horses and cattle. I’m living the dream!” He threw his arms out.

“I’m glad. Now if you could just find your Mitchell.” Sammi sighed.

Phillip shrugged. “Maybe.” He didn’t want to get into why he believed he didn’t deserve a ‘Mitchell’ in his life. “I like being alone.”

“No one likes being alone. Not even me when I was a slave. Being alone isn’t the same as wanting no one to touch you.” He wrapped his arms around his chest and shivered. “I spent a lot of years wishing no one would touch me. But when I met Mitchell, all I wanted was him touching me. Forever. That’s how I knew he was right for me. That and I could hear his thoughts clear as we’re speaking now, and he could hear me. No one had heard my inner voice before.”

“That’s an incredible power.” Phillip nodded.

“But dangerous. People like us, we have to learn to control our powers, not let them rule us or use them for bad.” Sammi leaned away from Phillip. “Your power, that’s one of those that need control.” He squinted at Phillip. “I think you learned to control it when you ran away, huh? You realized it’s dangerous, not to others but to yourself.”

Phillip nodded. Sammi had nailed it on the head. He’d never known anyone who had powers like his and now, he’d met four men with them, if he didn’t count Estaban.

“Estaban has a power?” Sammi sat up. “Whoa!”

“Hey, you weren’t supposed to be listening.” Phillip frowned at him and pushed off the swing. He paced to the end of the porch and stood there, hands resting on the railing. “That’s not right.”

“I’m sorry. Sometimes, when I’m close, it just pops through. I’m not listening. It’s like someone talking at a table next to yours, you hear it, but aren’t really on purpose eavesdropping. I’m sorry.” He stood and his soft tread on the boards of the porch halted a few feet away. “I’m just surprised, that’s all. Did you know it about him?”

“No. Not until last night.”

“Oh.” Sammi took a few steps back. “Well, from my experience with all these guys, having two men with powers in a relationship works just as well as one with and one without, like me and Mitchell or Jack and Edward.”

“I guess.” Phillip gazed out toward the pasture. “Here come Rush and Manuel. Time for lunch.” He took off his hat and waved to the men as they trotted into the yard and over to the corral to dismount. “Can we not talk about this right now?”

“Sure. No problem.” Sammi turned to the door and opened it. “I’ll see if I can help Brian with setting out lunch.” He slipped inside and closed it.

Damn. He hadn’t meant to hurt Sammi’s feelings, but he needed some time to figure out what he was feeling before discussing it. And all this talking! Fuck! He’d never talked this much about anything with anybody in years. Uncomfortable didn’t near describe it. Maybe painful. Definitely depressing.

Fuck my life.

Rush and Manuel came up the steps. “How’d the riding lesson go?” Rush swept his hat off his head before entering. Manuel did the same.

“Great. He’s a natural. I think we’re going to have an extra hand this afternoon.” Phillip grinned at the men.

“Always can use an extra hand.” Manuel held the door as they went inside.

“Let’s see how long his cute little butt can stand it.” Rush chuckled.

“Hey, you’re not supposed to notice that!” Manuel smacked Rush with his hat, but Rush just shrugged.

“Can’t blame a man for looking.”

“Looking at what?” Brian stood near the table, carrying the crockpot.

“My ass.” Sammi spun around and slapped his butt cheek.

“Figured.” Brian snorted. “Yes. It’s a pretty butt. Yes. It’s nice to look at.”

Sammi giggled.

Rush groaned. “Don’t encourage him, honey.”

“He doesn’t need much in the way of that.” Brian waved at the table. “Grab your plates and help yourselves. Got chicken pot pie, without the pie, and biscuits.”

Everyone sat and served themselves. For a long while, only forks on plates and chewing could be heard. Phillip enjoyed the moments of peace, of just quiet camaraderie between the men.

What would it be like when all the men were here? Loud, for sure, but there’d be good times he could look forward to, also. For once in a very long time, Phillip believed that his life could be a good life, filled with friends and honest work.

He could have that good life, even without Estaban. 

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Six

On Saturday morning, Sammi had all his belongings packed and waiting on the porch, but he had to say goodbye to a very special friend—Star. He raced to the barn then slowed his walk to Star’s stall so he didn’t startle her or the other horses. She hung her head over the door and nickered at him.

“Hi, Star, my pretty lady.” He petted her, then held out his hand to offer her the piece of carrot he’d snitched from the fridge. She lipped it out of his hand and crunched it. He’d never had a pet of any kind. He knew the ranch didn’t consider her a pet—all the animals here worked. But if he could ever have an animal, Star would be it.

“I’m going to miss you. Will you miss me?” Sammi leaned his face against hers. She whinnied. “I promise to come back soon and we’ll go riding again. Mitchell will be here soon, and I have to go back to Houston.”

She shifted her weight and stomped a foot.

“I’m sorry.” He petted her neck then backed away.

“Sammi? Where are you, boy?”

“I’ve got to go, Mitchell is calling for me.” He gave her a quick kiss on the nose and turned and walked away before he started crying.

He exited the stable and found Mitchell leaning against his Jetta, arms folded. Brian stood next to him, telling Mitchell about his new-found friend, Star.

“I know. I’m in love with a horse.” Sammi laughed, but had to wipe a rogue tear from his cheek. He walked up to Mitchell and fell against him, burying his face in Mitchell’s chest. Mitchell kissed the top of his head and put his arm around his shoulders.

“It’s okay. We’ll come out more often, so you can visit her.”

“Promise?” Sammi looked up into Mitchell’s face, then turned his gaze to Brian. “Are you sure?”

“You are both welcome here anytime. Even if you just want to ride Star.” Brian pushed off the car. “Mitchell, good to see you. You should come to the ranch more often. I miss the hell outta you.” He stuck out his hand and Mitchell took it and pulled him into a bro-hug with a slap on the back.

“Thanks. Just let me get past this probation period and we’ll be here. Sammi, I got your bags in the car.” He led Sammi to the passenger door and opened it for him.

Sammi turned to Brian. “Give Rush this kiss for me.” Then he stood on his toes, grabbed Brian by the shirt, and laid one on him. They parted with a loud smack.

Brian hooted. “You bet! I’ll let him know it’s from you.”

“You deliver it just like he sent it and you might be in some trouble.” Mitchell laughed.

“Hell, yeah. But that’s trouble I can handle. Bye, Sammi. It was a pleasure having you here. See you both soon.” Brian waved as he backed away from the car.

Mitchell started it up, reversed, then drove back down the long drive.

“I’m glad you had fun, rode a horse and had a day at the spa.” He patted Sammi’s knee.

“It was such fun. The spa was incredible. I felt like a king, you know? Everyone there was so nice to me.” He sat back and sighed.

“If you really liked it, maybe you could go to one of the places in Houston.”

“No. It’s way too expensive.”

“Once I get off probation, my salary will go up and we can afford it.”

“I’m so happy to see you. I missed you. I missed our house.”

“Well, we’ll be back to Houston in a few hours.”

“I have to make a stop first before we leave Spring Lake.” Sammi gazed out of the window.

“Edward’s place?”

“No. Smith’s Garage. I have to talk to someone and it’s very important.”

Mitchell narrowed his eyes and glanced at him. “What’s going on?”

“Don’t worry. I just have to talk, that’s all.”

“Sammi.” Sammi closed his mind down so Mitchell couldn’t read what he planned, because he’d probably warn Sammi about getting involved in other people’s lives. But he was the only person who could really help Phillip.

“Hey, you shut me out!” Mitchell frowned at him.

“I’ll tell you once I’m done. Promise.” He crossed his arms and pressed his lips together. No way would he talk about this until it was done. He had to think of just the right things to say.

Mitchell reached Smith’s, pulled into the front lot and parked.

“I shouldn’t be too long.” Sammi got out, shut the door and headed into the office.

Inside, it was warmer. An older man sat at the front desk. Through a glass paneled door, he could see a bit into the garage. Cars were up on lifts and a couple of men were moving about.

“Can I help you?” The man stood.

“I’d like to talk to Estaban, please.” Sammi leaned on the counter and gave him a conservative smile, one he used for business people. Nothing sexy—at least, not that he counted it. He checked the guy’s thoughts…nothing there but curiosity.

“Estaban? What about?” Now the man took a second glance at Sammi. “Are you a friend of his?”

“Not really. I’m a friend of Phillip’s. He used to work here, I think.”

“Yes. He did.” The man rubbed his chin. “A friend of Phillip’s, huh? Makes sense. Hold on, I’ll get him.” He got off his chair and went to the door. He opened it and yelled, “Estaban! Someone to see you.”

A moment later, Estaban walked in. “Yes? Can I help you?” He wiped his hands on a clean towel then shoved it in his back pocket.

“Nice looking. And those brown eyes, my, my. All the better to see you with. Phillip has good taste.” Sammi smiled at him.

“What?” Estaban’s eyes bugged out. “How do you know Phillip?”

“I’m friends with Rush and Brian. I met Phillip there.”

“Oh.” Estaban shrugged. “Did Phillip ask you to come by?”

“Maybe we should take a little walk outside?” Sammi waved at the door.

Estaban turned to the man. “Joe, is it okay?” He shrugged.

“Sure. If this is about Phillip…”

“I’m not sure what it’s about, to tell the truth.”

Sammi opened the door and left, with Estaban right behind him. When he was a few feet from the window, almost around the corner, he stopped and wheeled around.

“You’re an idiot.” Sammi pointed at him. “Phillip is the one, and you know it.” He squinted at Estaban and let the images and sounds of Estaban’s reeling mind fill his. “You love him. And I’m pretty sure he loves you. But both of you are so silly.” Sammi flipped his hand. “I know about these things, trust me. And you need to trust Phillip. He didn’t do anything wrong. He never used his power on you.”

“His power?” Estaban opened his mouth, then shut it with a snap.

“I know all about the power. I have one too. So do you.” Sammi flipped his hand as if it didn’t matter. “What I’m talking about is you thinking, and I know you do, that Phillip isn’t a good man. And Phillip is so fucked up, he doesn’t believe it either.” Sammi stamped his foot, his hands in fists. “But I’m telling you, he’s as good a man as you, maybe better because of the nature of his power. And he deserves to be treated better.”

Estaban still hadn’t said a word, just stared at Sammi as if he’d seen a Texas jackalope hop across the street. He licked his lips and ran his hand over his face. “How do you know—that stuff about us?”

“Because… Weren’t you listening? I have a power too. But Phillip is a friend and he’s hurting because of you.” He pointed at Estaban’s chest. “And you’re hurting too. Don’t let your pride keep you from being happy. Don’t you see? You can have it all with Phillip. He so needs you, and you need him.”

Sammi held his arms out and spun around. “And here, in Spring-Hooterville-Lake, the chances of you finding someone as wonderful as Phillip are next to nothing. Don’t throw it away.” He dropped his arms and waited for Estaban’s response.

Estaban sighed. “Did Phillip send you here?”

“No, he didn’t. But he told me about how he screwed things up between you. Coming here was my idea. Because I like Phillip and want him to be as happy as I am with Mitchell.” Sammi pointed toward the car with Mitchell sitting in the driver’s seat. 

He waved and Mitchell waved back.

“Boy, what are you doing?”

“Just give me a minute, Daddy.”

“Look. It’s not like that. It just didn’t work out between us.” Estaban shook his head.

“Bullshit. You laid down a pretty high bar for him to jump over. Look, all of us have a past. We don’t get this old, or older”—he gave a pointed stare—“without having baggage. I know what it’s like to be under someone’s control, even as a young kid. Phillip did what he did to survive. Just like you use your power to survive every day, here at the garage.”

Estaban took a step back and held up his hands. “It’s not the same.”

“Of course, it is. Two powers. Same thing.”

“Is not.”

“So, if you didn’t use your power to fix the cars, you could figure out what’s wrong with them?” Sammi tapped his foot on the sidewalk.

“Well…” Estaban swiped his hand over his hair. “It’d be a lot harder, but I’d get it. Eventually.”

Sammi frowned. “Right. So why don’t you just let yourself have this? Phillip is worth it. He’s a good man. Give him a chance. Trust him.”

Estaban looked down at his shoe then flicked his gaze back to Sammi. “How do you know what I feel for him is really…my true feelings?”

“Because my power is hearing people’s thoughts. You can believe me or just take the fucking leap and believe in the man you love. Don’t you think I could cause a lot of damage with that sort of power?”

Estaban nodded.

“Well, I was forced to use it. So was Phillip. I’ve done bad things, but deep inside me, once I was free of…Donovan…I could be the person I was meant to be. Good, honest, hard-working. Just like Phillip.”

Estaban’s eyes grew wet. Sammi heard the conflict in his head. The worry about being hurt or used and the only way to keep the heartbreak and pain from killing him was to never let love in.

“Just give him a chance. Give yourself a chance. Open your heart and let the love in. It’s waiting for both of you. And a broken heart does hurt, but it won’t kill you.”

“Holy shit! How did you—?” Estaban’s eyes grew so wide it seemed as if he was having a fit.

“Told you I could hear you. Now do you believe?” Sammi winked as he rocked on his heels.

Estaban opened his mouth, but the front door opened and the old man leaned out. “Estaban.” He pointed at his wristwatch, then shut the door.

“I got to go.” Estaban sped to the door, swung it open and dove inside.

Sammi hung back. He hoped he’d done enough.

“Hey, boy. Let’s go. Want to get you home and back in our bed.”

“Coming!”

Sammi raced over to the car and got in. He snapped his seatbelt in place. “Hit it!”

Mitchell snorted. “Didn’t someone tell you about reading people’s thoughts without asking?”

“Yes. But they also said use your power for good. I think that was for good.”

“Only if he listens.”

“I hope he does. They’re a good fit. And they do love each other.” Sammi slid his hand under Mitchell’s as it rested on his thigh. He curled his fingers with Mitchell’s and squeezed.

“Well, I don’t know about that. You heard him, I just heard you. One side of a conversation and with you doing most of the talking.” He snorted. “But if you say they deserve love, I believe it.” He brought their linked hands to his lips and kissed his knuckles.

Sammi stared out of the window as they merged onto the interstate heading east to Houston. He’d call Phillip in a week and see what had happened.

He hoped Estaban could convince Phillip that he was a worthy, honest man. If he didn’t even try, then he’d failed at helping Phillip.

Just the thought of that broke a little bit of Sammi’s heart.

Next to him, Mitchell rubbed his chest as if it hurt him too.

 

 


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Estaban stood under the sedan he’d raised up on the lift, staring at the undercarriage. It’d taken him only a few minutes to diagnose the trouble—the strut on the left had busted. And he hadn’t needed his power to figure it out, so screw that guy Sammi.

He stepped out and over to the workbench, where he’d left his clipboard. After marking down the issue, he estimated the time to replace the part, then brought it into the office to give to Joe.

It had shocked him earlier that morning, when Joe Smith had opened the garage and plopped down at the front desk, as if he’d never left. Flynn hadn’t shown up by nine, so Estaban figured he’d called in sick. Without Phillip to run the shop, and Flynn gone, Joe’d had to step in.

Estaban leaned on the counter and handed Joe the estimate. “Here’s the work on the Ford. Just a strut replacement.”

Joe looked up. “Just the one?”

Estaban froze, then nodded. “Yes. Just the left side.” He held his breath.

“Great! I know Ms. Mason will be happy to hear that. She’s a single mom. I’ll call her after I get the price on the part. Thanks!”

Damn. For a moment, he thought…but it was crazy. Joe Smith was the most honest garage owner he’d ever met.

“Uh, Joe? Where’s Flynn?” He probably had no right to ask, but it’d been bothering him all day.

Joe’s face crumpled, his lips turning down as if he’d learned someone had died. “He’s taking some time off.”

“Oh, right.” Estaban wanted to ask if Flynn had come clean about padding the books.

Joe folded his arms and leaned back in the chair. “Look. Truth is Carl’s got a gambling problem. Talked to me about it Christmas Eve. My sister wants him to go into rehab for it. We all agreed it was the best thing. So, with Phillip gone, you’re stuck with me.” He chuckled. “Right now, I can’t look for a new counter man. I’ll deal with it after the first of the year. Besides, my wife is thrilled I’m outta her hair for a while.”

“Okay. Well, I’m glad he’s getting help.” He wondered how much Flynn had told his brother-in-law, but no matter, it took a strong man to admit his problem and take steps to fix it.

“Well, I’m Christian, and I believe in giving people a second chance. Even if they’ve lied to you or cheated you. I believe people can change, if they have a mind to. Besides, he’s my sister’s husband and she loves him and…” He shrugged. “What am I going to do?”

“Right. Second chances are good.”

“We all need someone to trust in us.” Joe smiled. “You believe that too, don’t you?”

Estaban nodded. What could he say? He hadn’t given Phillip the benefit of the doubt, didn’t trust in his word. Wow. He’d been…hurt. Frightened. Had that been cause enough to just turn his back on Phillip, a man he thought he might be in love with?

That he was in love with?

“Say, how’s Phillip? You seeing him again?”

“Seeing him?”

“Yeah. Have dinner, that sort of thing.” Joe tilted his head. “I figured you and he…” He waggled his eyebrows.

Estaban choked. “What? You what?”

Now Joe’s eye roll and snort pinned Estaban to the spot. “He’s gay. You’re gay. Just figured you two had a thing going on.”

“Please, don’t say ‘thing going on’ ever again.” He shook his head, then frowned. “How did you know I was gay?” He glanced over to the shop door to see if Jimmy was lurking.

“Just from the way you two were staring at each other, making googly-eyes, at dinner the other night.” He batted his lashes. “It’s fine with me. What is it y’all say? Love is love?”

If anyone had touched him, Estaban would have fallen right over, flat-out on the floor. Joe Smith, teasing him about his date with Phillip. And quoting a queer mantra? Joe Freaking Smith? Wow.

He smiled, trying to take it all in, but his mind spun like a windmill in a thunderstorm. “I need to get back to work.” He pointed to the garage and sidled over to it.

Joe picked up the phone. “I’ll let you know when I get the okay on the work from Ms. Mason.”

He nodded and left, thinking on the words Joe had said. He walked over to his workbench and sat on the stool next to it.

Damn. Was the world trying to tell him something he didn’t want to hear? Because if it was, he was fucked. Or saved. Depended on how he looked at it.

On one hand, he’d walked away from Phillip, refused to give him the benefit of the doubt, no second chance, not even a tiny bit of trust. He’d put protecting his heart above opening his heart.

How’s that working for you?

On the other hand, he could believe in Phillip. Follow his heart and give him another chance. Trust him. He’d never lied to him before, not that he’d ever known. Could he give Phillip a second chance?

Hell, could he give himself a second chance?

Sammi had believed in Phillip. Joe Smith believed in second chances. His mom? She’d kick his ass right back to Phillip and tell him to get on his knees and beg for that second chance.

But…Phillip’s power. It was mighty, much more than his. 

Yet.

If he opened his heart and let Phillip in, only to have him manipulate him, he didn’t think he’d survive. He’d shut his heart away forever.

He shook his head. How much pain could one man stand?

And could love really be worth the risk?

 

* * * *

 

“Hey, whose truck is that?” Manuel pointed. “Phillip? You expectin’ someone?”

Phillip pulled back on the reins and halted Bart, the horse he was riding today, next to Manuel. Rush came up on the other side of him. He squinted down at the ranch from the hilltop they’d stopped on.

“I’m not sure, but I think I know who it is.”

“So, gonna enlighten us?” Manuel shot Phillip a glare. “Or just leave us hangin’?”

Rush laughed. “Come on, cut him some slack.” He lifted his hat off his head, scratched his temple, then reseated the Stetson. “I think I can make a wild-ass guess.”

Phillip groaned. “Maybe. Might be Estaban.”

Rush chuckled. “Well, this should be interesting.”

“Leave me outta it.” Manuel snorted. “I ain’t interested in personal crap.”

“Don’t worry. You’ll be safe.” Phillip exhaled and kicked Bart to get him started down the hill.

The other men followed him, Manuel making tsking sounds and Rush shaking his head. Phillip stared at the man who got out of the truck and had come around to lean against it.

Estaban.

His breath caught in his throat and the temptation to steal a quick sip from his water canteen almost got him, but no way would he show Estaban that coming to see him affected him. Damn his heart for racing at the sight of him, and damn his dick too, for getting excited, especially while he was riding.

They rode into the stable yard. Rush raised his hand to Estaban, who waved back. Phillip ignored him, too afraid to give his emotions away. Manuel dismounted and waited for them to get off also.

“Here, let me take Bart. I’ll put him away for you.” Manuel took the reins of all three horses and led them into the stable.

“Thanks, Manuel.”

Rush headed toward Estaban, hand outstretched for a shake. They met, said a few quiet words Phillip couldn’t hear, then Rush strode off to the porch and inside.

Leaving Phillip to face…whatever.

He couldn’t wait any longer next to the corral fence, so he ambled over to Estaban.

“Hi.” Estaban gave him a half-smile, then cleared his throat. “I figured you’d be back at the ranch around now.”

“Yeah.” Phillip kicked the dirt with the toe of his boot. “I’m back.” He paused, then leaned against the truck’s hood. “So, why are you here?” Time to get down to business and stop messing around. He had no idea what would make Estaban drive out to the ranch… Well, he had some idea, two actually, but without him telling the real reason, guessing was a waste of time.

“I wanted to talk to you.” He looked up, catching Phillip’s gaze. “Anyway, I think we need to talk.”

“Okay. Talk.” He wasn’t going to make this easy on Estaban, whatever this was. An ‘I screwed up’? A ‘Don’t ever speak to me again’? Deep in his heart something whispered ‘Let’s try this again.’

Estaban exhaled. “Look. I’ve never met someone who had a power like mine. Well, better…stronger than mine. And I never for an instant thought about how someone might handle it, if what they could do might hurt someone.”

“What the hell?” Phillip pushed off the truck, his anger surging from his belly.

“Wait!” He held out his hands for him to stop. “Let me try to explain. My power, it’s not so much. I can ‘feel’ what’s wrong with a vehicle or motor. I sort of visualize the problem.” He shrugged. “But I can’t really affect anyone, good or bad. Either I fix the car or not. But you, and that Sammi guy?” He shook his head. “Man, you’ve got wicked power. Real power, you know, over people.”

“I suppose.” Phillip let him go on, really trying to listen, because this might be not only an apology, but what he’d dreamed of…a second chance.

“So, like Sammi can hear thoughts, right? He can hear people’s deepest, darkest thoughts and dreams and wishes. You have to have some real internal strength to not go around hearing shit and then using it to get stuff from people. You can hurt folks with it, but Sammi, he uses it to help.” He ran his hand over his face. “I know he could use it for bad, but he’s made a choice to only use it to help, right?”

Phillip nodded. “Sammi’s a good guy. Honest and caring. He’s my friend.”

“You’re lucky.” He exhaled. “So, I figured if I can see that in Sammi, why can’t I see that in you?” He held out his hand to stop Phillip from speaking. “I thought on it a long time, turning it all over in my head. And I took a step back. I let it get personal, because of how I feel about you. And that colored my thinking, made me nuts, got me scared and mad all at the same time.”

“Okay.” He didn’t want to interrupt because it looked as if Estaban was going somewhere with this speech.

“So, once I backed up, came at it from a longer perspective, I saw the real truth. You took a power that could hurt someone, you broke away from your mom’s hold on you, and you walked away. Gave it up. But you still have this awesome power, so what do you do with it? Forget it? Ignore it? Or maybe because it’s a part of you, you control it, and you put limits on it that you can live with, right?”

Phillip smiled and, for the first time since he got off his horse, a spark of hope flickered in his chest. “Right. I came to grips with what I can do, and set boundaries. I’m glad you can see that. And I hope you can believe it when I say I never used it on you to make you feel anything about me.”

Estaban took a few steps closer, coming almost chest to chest with Phillip. “I do. Believe you.”

“Really?” He gazed up into Estaban’s eyes. 

“Yeah. Hell, if everyone I meet who knows you can trust you, I can too. And I have a bigger stake in this than they do.”

“Stake? What are you talking about?” Phillip inched closer, eliminating any space between them.

“My heart. I’m giving you my heart, if you’ll forgive me and take it.” Estaban cupped his cheek and tilted his head back. “It’s all I got and I want to give it to you. I want you to say you want it, and you want me to have a piece of your heart. I want you to tell me that you’ve been miserable without me, like I’ve been miserable without you.” He buried his fingers in Phillip’s hair, knocking off his hat.

Phillip’s heart near about stopped dead. “You want to…to…?” he stuttered.

“Date. See what happens. Spend all our free time together. Hell, I’d even ride a horse for you, if you want.” He grinned. “I want us. I want there to be a future for us here in Spring Lake. I got dreams, and you’re in them.” He leaned down and pressed his lips to Phillip’s for just a heartbeat, then sighed. “You think you can give me a second chance to get this right?”

Phillip’s throat tightened and he tried to swallow, but…nothing. Instead, he nodded his answer. He wrapped his arms around Estaban’s neck and kissed him this time, with all the passion he could muster. His toes curled in his damn boots and happiness bubbled up.

“I can. Give you a second chance, if you can give me one too.” Phillip sandwiched Estaban’s head between his hands and pulled him down so their foreheads touched. “I’ve been trying to make up for all the wrong I did when I was a kid. And I never thought a good man like you would ever want me. But you do. Want me. And it’s so fucking great. I’m about ready to burst open.”

“You are a good, honest man, Phillip Mott. And I’m crazy wild about you. You make me want all my dreams to come true. And when I look in your eyes, I see them. And you’re right there with me.”

“What are we doing? In your dreams?” Phillip spoke with his lips against Estaban’s.

“Well, in one, we’re moving in together. In another, you’re smiling as I open my own garage. Sometimes, it’s a new place. In other dreams, I buy Smith’s and change the name to Martinez Motors.” He laughed and kissed Phillip. “And always, we’re lying in bed together, saying good night with a sweet good night kiss.” He kissed Phillip, showing him how he’d do it.

“I like your dreams. I like being in them. I’ve never been in anyone’s dreams before.” He shook his head, the feeling of being someone’s special person swamping him. “It’s good. Feels so right.”

“What about your dreams? See me there?”

“I never thought I’d be with someone like you. Never let it be, so I never had to feel the pain of it not happening. But my dreams? Mostly I had dreams about working on a ranch. I just wanted a simple, honest job.” He closed his eyes. “Now, I can see new dreams.”

“What do they look like?”

“Like heaven. Like lying in bed with you, kissing good night. Like coming home to you, making dinner, talking about the day. About riding out to the pasture for a quiet picnic on a Sunday afternoon. About standing next to you when you open your own garage, being so damn proud of you I could burst.”

Estaban pulled him into his arms and whooped as he spun him around in a circle. Phillip laughed harder than he’d done in years.

Could it really be true? Could this be my life from now on?

“Well, no one invited me to the dance!” Manuel cackled as he approached them.

Estaban stumbled and nearly dropped Phillip, who slid down his body until he reached the ground. “Dance?” Phillip held out his hands. “Come on, I’ll dance with you!” then he ran at Manuel, grabbed him and tried to spin him around.

“Get offa me, you fool boy! I got two left feet,” Manuel grumped, but the twinkle in his eyes told Phillip he was just teasing.

The door slammed and they stopped, then turned to face Rush, who leaned on the porch post. “What’s the celebration?”

Phillip and Estaban stared at each other. Phillip turned back to Rush. “Well, I guess I got a boyfriend.”

“Boyfriend, huh?” Rush narrowed his eyes at Estaban. “What’s your intentions toward my best ranch hand, Estaban?”

Phillip’s heart about burst with pride. “Best,” he whispered to himself.

Estaban strode over to the stairs and gazed up at Rush. “Well, Mr. Weston, I guess I intend to make Phillip Mott mine. Forever. If he’ll have me.” He turned back and held out his hand. Phillip rushed to him and took it, linking their fingers together.

“And you, Phillip? What do you say to this?” Rush flashed a grin, then sobered.

“I say… Hell, yes!” He threw himself into Estaban’s arms and hugged him so tight he could barely catch his breath. He glanced at Rush. “If that’s okay, sir.”

“Rush.”

“Rush. If that’s okay with you?”

“I’m not your father, Phillip, but as long as you do your work, get along with the other hands and keep your power to yourself, I’m good.” He pushed away from the post. “Now, you two get. I think you’ve got some talking to do.” And with that, he went inside.

“I got to go.” Manuel headed to his truck. “Morning comes early, son.”

“Yes, sir!” Phillip gave him a loose salute then retrieved his hat. As he brushed it off, Estaban opened the truck door.

“Go for a ride?”

“You bet!”

Phillip got in the truck and buckled up. “Where we headin’?”

“Well, if you don’t mind, my mom’s cooking tonight and she told me not to ever come back if I don’t come back with you.”

 


Epilogue

Six months later

 

“If you don’t go to sleep, you’ll never wake up for the grand opening.” Phillip nudged Estaban, who spooned him from behind.

Estaban groaned and pulled Phillip back into his body. His erection prodded Phillip’s ass, making his intentions clear. He’d woken up two hours after going to bed, randy as hell.

“Don’t care. Want you,” Estaban mumbled into the back of Phillip’s hair.

“Again?” They’d made love earlier, Estaban taking Phillip hard and fast, both of them coming one after the other. His ass could still feel the stretch to accommodate Estaban’s cock. God, he’d never thought fucking could be so very good, but Estaban had eased Phillip into full-on anal and he’d taken to it like a duck to water.

Turned out, he was a greedy bottom, as Edward and Sammi would, and did, tell him.

“Yes. And I’ll want you in the morning too.” He chuckled deep in his throat. “Don’t you want me to fuck you again? You do it so sweet, babe.”

“Of course, but I have to get to the ranch in time to feed the horses. Rush gave me the rest of the day off so I can be with you. He’ll be there too, by the way. Brian said he’s on duty, but he’d try to swing by.”

“Good. I’m glad they’re coming. Now, I want to be coming…inside you…with you coming on my cock.” He bit Phillip’s shoulder, sucking and marking him. Phillip loved that too, being marked, belonging to Estaban.

“But you’ve already kept us up past our bedtime.” He loved teasing him. Seemed he was a mouthy bottom too…as Edward had informed him.

Estaban sighed. “We need to find a place between town and the ranch. This commuting is for the birds.” 

“I mentioned it to Brian the other day. He said Jack has a place, closer to the ranch than the town. It’s empty. He thinks we can rent it.”

“Really? That would be great. Can you call him and find out?”

“Sure.”

“Right away. I love my mom, but I want out of here. We need privacy and she needs…well, privacy from us.” He chuckled.

“I’ll talk to him after the ceremony.”

“Good.” Estaban snuggled tighter as he reached around Phillip and took hold of his cock. “See? You want me.”

Phillip laughed. “I do. All the time.” He slid over onto his belly and shoved a pillow under his hips. “Like this?”

Estaban moaned as he ran his hand over Phillip’s ass. “Damn, you are finer than an April morning.” He leaned over and took a bite of one cheek, then sucked up a mark. “Mine.”

“All yours.” Nothing was better than Estaban making love to him. Fast and hard or slow and tender. On his hands and knees, on his back, or just on his knees, Phillip loved loving his man.

Estaban sat up, found the lube under the pillow where they’d left it a few hours before and applied the slick. They’d stopped using condoms once their tests had come back negative.

Phillip arched, sticking his ass up higher, then pried his cheeks apart with his hands. “See what you like?” Man, he’d gotten so bold in just a few months.

“Yeah, babe. I see it. It’s crinkled and pink and made just for me.” He ran a lubed finger around Phillip’s hole, setting off all the nerve endings surrounding it.

Phillip shuddered. “Stop playing with me.” Now that he’d been riled up, he needed to get to the part where Estaban breached him, so he pushed back.

“Eager, huh?” Estaban licked down his spine, sending more waves of pleasure through him.

“So eager. You started it, now let’s finish it.”

Estaban chuckled deep in his throat. “I’ll finish you. Leave you boneless. Too weak to stand.”

Phillip knew he could make good on his promises. Behind him, Estaban grabbed his hips and dug in his fingers as he pushed the head of his cock against Phillip’s hole. This was the best part, besides coming. The first stretch of his muscles, the tension and the fight to be entered. Then, the collapse of his body’s resistance and the heavenly slide of Estaban’s thick cock inside him.

He pushed back, easing the way, and with a flash of pain Estaban broke through and filled him. He cried out, but muffled it into the pillow. After all, they were in Estaban’s mother’s house tonight. And it was only right to keep their noises to themselves.

No way could he let Estaban sleep over at the bunkhouse, not with the crew of four other men sharing it. They might be gay-friendly, but their tolerance would be stretched to the limits.

Just like Estaban was stretching him to his limits. “Ah, fuck. Me. Harder.”

And he did, thrusting in and out, burying his cock inside Phillip, riding him until sweat dripped on them both. Estaban’s quiet grunts and the slap of flesh on flesh filled the room.

He knew that soon the scent of their release would fill the air.

Phillip’s balls pulled up, the first signal he was close. Estaban’s rhythm faltered, a sure sign he was near to losing it.

“Jerk yourself, babe. Come on my dick.” Estaban’s voice whispered harshly in Phillip’s ear as he wrapped his arms around his chest and pulled him back to straddle his lap.

Estaban thrust up into him and he bounced as he took the force of the blows in his ass. He grabbed his dick and stroked it from base to tip, and the sensation of fullness blended with the urge to come.

“Soon.” He jerked his cock, making a circle of his hand and fingers to fuck into, matching Estaban’s thrusting. Without much more warning, his balls slammed into him, his cock swelled and he gasped as he shot his load onto the bed.

“Fuck. That’s good. So tight when you come. Fuck.” Estaban held him as he crooned into Phillip’s ear. “Makes me…oh, fuck. Shit.” His cock grew thick inside Phillip and in a heartbeat he came, covering Phillip’s tunnel with his release.

They both shuddered, then slid down to the bed, Phillip moving to avoid the wet spot and Estaban rolling off and to the side. When Estaban stopped panting, he got out of bed, went to the adjoining bathroom and returned with a damp washcloth to clean Phillip and the bed.

Once finished, he tossed it onto the floor and climbed back in, spooning Phillip with a kiss to the back of his neck.

“Can you sleep now?” Phillip laughed. That was what the sex had been about. Estaban was nervous and eager and scared to death all at the same time.

And Phillip didn’t blame him one bit.

After all, it’s not every day you open your own mechanic’s garage in your home town.

 

* * * *

 

Phillip rushed to find a place to park. It was almost ten and that was when the ribbon cutting was scheduled. By the lack of parking, he assumed the entire town had turned out.

Amazing. He’d never thought this day would come, but he’d learned when Estaban set his mind on something, he made it happen. Like when he’d decided Phillip would be his. Or that he and Phillip would spend the weekends at his mom’s place, which was technically his. Lucky for them, she insisted on sharing her home with them.

But Phillip still had his job at the ranch, so during the week he lived in the bunkhouse. Now that Estaban had the garage and they were talking about moving in together permanently, the where had become the big question.

So that was why Phillip was running late, because he had to do his chores way out of town at the ranch first, then hightail it back for the ceremony. And his ranch hours played hell with their mornings, with Phillip getting up at zero-dark-thirty, waking Estaban up way too early.

They both knew it had to change.

He found a spot and maneuvered the small pickup he’d bought two months ago for transportation. It was cheap, gas efficient and Estaban had it purring like a kitten. He’d even helped Phillip learn to drive.

But parking was a bitch, so he took his time getting into the spot, knowing if he messed up, he’d only be even later. He hopped out, locked it and took off running to the garage.

Two months ago, Joe Smith had agreed to sell the shop to Estaban. He’d grown tired of dealing with it, and since Estaban had made him a fair offer, he’d taken it and retired.

It would be tight for a while, paying off the loan and making payroll, but Estaban assured Phillip he’d picked the best of the guys who applied for the mechanic position and a very sharp local teenage girl, just out of high school, to run the front counter.

Phillip had even worked on the weekends with her to show her the ropes—running the register, calling for parts, writing up the estimates—until she had it down without too many mistakes.

He skidded around the corner and stopped. Where his old trailer had once sat, there was a fresh blacktop with new parking spaces marked off in bright yellow. Estaban had worked after hours and on weekends painting and cleaning and making the waiting room pleasant and comfy.

And today was the big day.

A crowd had formed around the front of the garage, so Phillip had to work his way through the people to the door.

“There you are!” Edward waved to Phillip. “Over here!” Jack, in uniform, stood next to him. Brian, also in uniform, and Rush stood next to Jack. Phillip broke into a huge grin. He knew their new friends wouldn’t miss this.

Jack leaned closer to be heard above the crowd. “Brian says you and Estaban need a house to rent. Say the word and my old house is yours. All I want is nine hundred a month. You pay the utilities.”

Phillip gasped and stuck out his hand. “You bet! We’ll take that deal!” Jack was offering him a steal and he’d be a fool not to take it.

“Come out tomorrow. I’ll meet you there and show you around. If you like it, it’s yours.”

Phillip shook his hand. Man, this day couldn’t get any better.

Estaban’s mother pushed forward. “I’m so glad you’re here! He would have been so upset if you‘d missed it.”

“Are you kidding? Miss this? Never!” He hugged her and she broke into tears. Phillip wiped them away with his thumb.

“Don’t or you’ll get me started.” Phillip laughed, but he knew he was too damn close to even joke about it.

“Hey, where is he?” He glanced around the crowd. “I had no idea this many people would show up.”

“There’s at least thirty people here, is my count.” Manuel stepped out behind Rush.

“Thanks, everyone, for coming. It’s going to mean so much to Estaban.” Phillip fought back his emotions. Damn, these men are the best.

Estaban stepped out of the front door, looked around and their gazes met. A shiver raced through Phillip as he smiled at Estaban, the new owner of Martinez Motors.

He pushed through the crowd to Estaban’s side, pulling Mrs. Martinez with him. After all, she’d put up a second mortgage on the house for the down payment. With every cent they could raise going into the garage, all their hopes and dreams rode on it.

For a moment, Estaban stared at him, then Phillip moved next to him, grabbed Estaban by the shoulders and gave him a hug.

“I’m so proud of you,” he whispered in Estaban’s ear.

“I couldn’t have done it without you and your support.” Estaban pressed his forehead to Phillip’s. “Love you, babe.”

“Love you too. Now, let’s get this place open!”

A big red ribbon stretched across the garage bays and the roll-up doors stood open. Everything was set.

Clapping started when Joe Smith came out of the front office, dressed in a dark suit and holding a huge pair of shears. He moved over to the middle bay and the crowd fell quiet.

Estaban stepped next to him. They shook hands and posed for the sea of phones taking pictures. Flashes went off and they both blinked, then laughed.

Joe cleared his throat. “I am just proud as can be to cut the ribbon, opening the new Martinez Motors Garage. I hope everyone will continue to bring their business here because they need to pay the mortgage. I don’t want it back.” People laughed. “And if you haven’t, well, what are you waiting for? Estaban Martinez is hands down the best mechanic in this part of Texas and I’m happy he saw fit to take this place off my hands and let me retire.”

The crowd laughed again. Estaban’s face turned a shade of pink beneath his darker skin color. 

“Speech!” someone shouted and the crowd took it up. “Speech! Speech!”

Estaban nodded and held up his hands to quiet them. “Thank you for coming out today to celebrate with me and my family.” He nodded to his mother, who grinned back at him, her pride in her son lighting her face. “Thanks, Mom, for believing in me.” He put his arm around her waist and kissed her on the temple.

He walked over to Phillip, standing off to the side, and pulled him over to where he’d been. Phillip whispered, “What are you doing?” but Estaban didn’t answer. Instead, he motioned for silence.

“This is my life partner, Phillip Mott. He used to work here at the front counter, but now he’s working at the Westons’ Double T Ranch. Without him, I never would have believed in myself or trusted my ability to make this dream of mine happen. Thanks, babe.” He gave Phillip a kiss on the cheek. Then he turned to Joe Smith.

“Hey, if you’re planning on kissing me, think again.” But Joe was all smiles.

“No, but I would like to say thank you. For giving me your baby and for letting me take over. I promise to do you proud, Joe.” They shook hands. “Now, will you please cut the damn ribbon?”

Joe laughed, raised the shears, opened them, paused then snipped them closed. The ribbon fluttered to the ground in two pieces. “I declare this garage open!”

The crowd cheered.

Estaban, Phillip and his mother hugged each other. They all had tears in their eyes. Phillip looked out at the crowd and waved to the guys, Rush and Brian, Jack and Edward, clapping and cheering. This had to be one of the happiest days of Phillip’s life, being a part of a new family, Estaban and his mom, and having the great friends he’d made here in Spring Lake.

Beggars might not be choosers, but he wasn’t a beggar anymore.

He had a man he loved and who loved him, a wonderful mother who loved him, great friends, a dream job, and the ranch.

And he’d done it all without using his power.

Estaban pulled him in close, pressing his head to Phillip’s. “You, not this garage, are the best thing that ever happened to me. You’re the best, most honorable man I know, and I love you.”

Then he kissed Phillip, right there in front of everyone.

Phillip lost it, and he threw his arms around Estaban and let those damn tears spill as he buried his face in Estaban’s neck. “Damn it, I love you too.”

Estaban tucked him to his side and looked out at the crowd of smiling, happy-for-them folks.

“I don’t think Spring Lake is going to ever be the same, Phillip.”

Phillip laughed. “I have to agree. Someone once said this town was turning into the San Francisco of Texas. Maybe he was right.”

“Who said that?” Estaban gave him a look.

“Jimmy. Of course, he didn’t mean it in a good way.”

They looked at each other, then broke into laughter.

Estaban shook his head. “Babe, I’m so glad I saw the day come when I could fire his ass.”

“Me too. You think we could turn the downtown into the Castro? I hear that’s the center of the gay world in San Francisco.”

“Well, how about we start small.” Estaban reached into his pants pocket and pulled out a small sticker. “I figure we’d put this on the front door, under the credit card signs.” He held it up for Phillip to see.

“A rainbow sticker?” Phillip took it from him.

“I figured we’d work our way up to flying the pride flag.”

The crowd dispersed and Brian, Rush, Jack and Edward approached them.

“Hey, guys. Thanks for coming.” Estaban held out his hand and shook them all.

“What do you have there?” Rush pointed to the sticker.

Phillip held it up. “We’re changing this town, one sticker at a time. Come on. I’m putting it on the door.”

They walked over to the front door. Inside, Joe and Mrs. Martinez chatted over cups of coffee from the new machine. They waved and everyone waved back.

“Here, you do the honors.” Phillip returned the sticker to Estaban.

He stepped inside and peeled off the backing. After lining it up, he pressed it on to the glass.

Outside, the guys cheered.

Estaban came back out and they all stared at it as they stood on the sidewalk.

A car pulled into the lot and parked. A young woman got out and approached. She smiled at them, reached for the door, but stopped.

“Hey, a rainbow! LBGT friendly.” She smiled at the men. “I’m new in town. It’s good to see this place is supportive.” She went inside and up to the counter.

Estaban and all the guys exchanged looks. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

“Maybe this town could be the new San Francisco of Texas.” Phillip grinned.

“You know, you might lose as many customers as you gain,” Rush said. “Been there, but it evens out. Trust me.”

“One sticker at a time.” Estaban nodded as he pulled Phillip in for a hug.

“This time next year, I might be organizing the Pride parade.” Edward shrugged at everyone’s blank stares. “You never know.”

Phillip glanced around at the men standing in support of Estaban’s new business. This town had changed. He’d changed. He’d found a new life, one he could be proud of, one where people trusted and liked him. A life he’d never dreamed of having.

Until he‘d gotten out of that semi on a rainy day, and walked into Spring Lake to meet his future.
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Excerpt

 

Rain pink-pink-pinked against the window pane and drip-drip-dripped into the pot that Jake had placed under the leak in the hallway. Murky gray morning light greeted him when he opened his eyes. Another drizzly day. He had thought that was just some persistent stereotype, a comic exaggeration—about how rainy it was in London—but so far, this month, it was turning out to be true.

Jake was steadily getting used to the weather. It really wasn’t all that different from his native Michigan. He had been told by his colleagues this was an unusually wet November and that when winter finally kicked off, it wouldn’t be as severe as he was accustomed to. That was something to be glad about, at least.

The weather was not the only thing he’d had to get used to after moving a little over three and a half thousand miles away from the only place he’d known. London was worlds away from Detroit. It was still alive for one thing, not a dying husk. It was cleaner too, even with more than ten times the population. London had its crime and its dangerous places just like any large city, but even the urban degeneration here had a certain vibrancy to it that was unlike the desperation and decay of Detroit.

Enough of that.

Thinking about home was a guaranteed way to put him in a bad mood. At least he didn’t hate his new abode.

The apartment was small and leaky but it was clean and bug free and he didn’t have a lot of stuff anyway. Four rooms—kitchen, bathroom, small living room and a closet-sized bedroom that was barely big enough to hold a double bed and the armoire. The kitchen was equally tiny. A small fridge, sink and an ancient two-burner stove. There was just enough counter space to plug in his coffeepot. He was not complaining. The small space made it easy to keep warm and clean and discouraged clutter. It was also paid for, which was another big plus.

He hadn’t liked that idea at first. He thought the university should just pay him outright and let him figure out how to deal with the rent and utilities, but he had to admit that having them take care of the bills took some of the worry off his mind. Unfortunately he still had plenty of other things to worry about.

No, he told himself firmly. He was not going to start off the day thinking about home and everything he’d deliberately left behind when he got on the plane. That was over.

Jake dragged himself out of bed and across the living room to the bathroom. After a quick slash, he washed his face, finger-combed his hair with wet hands then threw on some sweats and he was ready for his morning run. There would be time for a shower and food later. Back in Detroit, he would have started his day by driving to the track or the gym to work out before heading to the station house. Here he could walk or use public transportation to get just about anywhere he needed to go. At first the idea of not having a car, of not being able to just hop in and drive wherever he had to go, any time he wanted, had given him more of a panicky, trapped feeling than being an ocean away from everyone he knew and everything familiar. A car was the very first thing he’d asked about, after moving his meager belongings into the apartment. The research assistant who’d been assigned to ensuring he got settled in and had what he needed had told him to give it a week or two and, if he still wanted to purchase a car, the university would arrange it. At the time, Jake had thought there was no possible way he could survive for so long without a vehicle at his disposal, but by the end of his first week he had explored the Tube, the cabs and the buses, got himself an Oyster card and found he could get around remarkably well without having to fight through traffic behind the wheel. He hadn’t brought up the need for a car again.

There was a small park only one street over from where he lived, and several right around the university, but they were little more than decorative green space—compact garden squares hemmed in by the tall, dark façades of houses and office buildings—nice for a picnic maybe, but not big enough for a run. Fortunately Regent’s Park was fairly close to where he lived and the paths and trails there were perfect. The park was never truly empty but this early in the morning, especially on such a wet, gray day, only the dedicated were out. They all had little earbuds or headphones on and their eyes were fixed forward, everyone in their own private bubbles. No one stopped to say good morning. No one drew him to one side to ask if he could touch their grandmother’s wedding ring and tell them if she’d hidden cash somewhere in the attic. It was great. It was almost perfect, except for one thing.

There was one other person from the university that liked to run the same route he did and while Jake didn’t see him every morning, it happened often enough that he’d started looking for the guy while he ran. That annoyed him. Running was his time to clear his head. It was meditative. He could tune out and think of nothing. Or at least he could until he started paying more attention to the people he passed than he did the simple rhythm of putting one foot down in front of the other. Now during his morning runs, he was distracted by looking around to see if he’d catch sight of a particular slender figure whose long legs ate up the distance like the wind.

Jake told himself that he was only looking so that he could avoid him, and thereby avoid having to make polite conversation. It definitely wasn’t because of the way the ridiculously tight Lycra leggings he wore outlined every muscle in his lean thighs or the way his perfect ass looked so tasty in them. No, not at all.

Jake never had been very good at lying to himself. Even so, admiring that sexy little derrière from a distance was all he would do. He had learned his lesson about getting involved with coworkers. Anyway, it was unlikely he’d see him today, given the dismal weather. He could stop looking around and just concentrate on pushing himself.

 

* * * *

 

The park was usually Mari’s first call of a morning, though he sometimes gave his running a break when the weather was this grim. Today the rain was that fine, persistent drizzle that evaded umbrellas and invaded just about all items of clothing that weren’t a wetsuit. He was used to it, having spent almost the last three of his twenty-seven years here, at UCL, but after the sunshine of his previous job in Barcelona, it was still kind of a comedown to walk out of his front door on a morning like this.

Fortunately the park was just around one corner, and the university campus just around the other, one of the perks of living in town. Papi had wanted to pay for a place out in the countryside, arguing that it would be more peaceful, but his Mama would hear none of it. The London house had been her grandmother’s then her father’s. He had been renting it out for years while the family lived abroad but now it was finally useful, even if the reason behind its new purpose was a less than happy one. Plus, Mama argued successfully—because no one, not even Papi, would dare to fight with her right now—it was also a short cab ride to the hospital, not an ungodly trek through the suburbs every time she had treatment or saw her oncologist.

He pushed those thoughts away, determined not to dwell on what might be, knowing she would not thank him for it. She had not wanted him to come to London at all, but on that point he had dared to defy her and anyway, he’d already been offered and had accepted the post at University College London. It was a decent job, even if London was not Barcelona.

There was no one quite like Tomas here, but maybe that was a good thing too.

Mari put his head down and pushed on into the clinging miasma of the chill London rain. Tomas Arregui was something else he would rather not think about right now. With the clarity of hindsight, perhaps it had been for the best that the job had come up with UCL when it did. Given longer to chew over the frustration of his on-again, off-again lover, he might well have been driven to do something he would most certainly regret.

Damn it, though! The memory of Tomas was like a persistent tic that wouldn’t let go of his hide once its nasty little fangs had sunk in.

He was glad of the distraction presented in the form of another early-morning loper and his spirits perked up even more when he was able to make out the familiar form and easy gait of the new guy who was working with the Web Security Team. Mari had spotted him striding through the park before, though they had never spoken. Lester in the print room said he was American, though Mari thought there was a slightly Hispanic look to his rough-cut, thick black hair and darkly handsome features. Maybe Romani, even? He couldn’t be sure.

He was well built without looking chunky, except when he was bundled up in several layers of damp running gear, and almost as tall as Mari’s six-foot-two-inch frame, which was a plus. It got embarrassing trying to flirt with men who were forced to look up at him all the time.

Not that he had any idea if Mr. Tall, Dark and Handsome was even that way inclined. But that never stopped him testing the waters. Alicia in his department said that one day some guy was going to punch his lights out for flirting the way he did, as if every man in the world was automatically gay and, by definition, hot for him.

He’d made her laugh with his mock-horrified response. “You mean they aren’t?”
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