
        
            
                
            
        

    
	When a hard-working man meets someone special, he must weigh the risks versus rewards for turning his life upside down.

	 

	 

	Vance Weimer has been leading a quiet life for over a decade. Between his work as a foreman at a pig farm and dealing with his teenage son’s monthly visits, he hasn’t had time for anything else. That all changes when he attends a birthday bash for his boss at a gay club. Unable to resist bartender Jimmy Gibson’s flirtatious advances, Vance gives in to temptation and slips into the back for a little fun. While he’d planned for it to be a one-time thing, he can’t get the handsome man out of his mind. Vance starts a liaison with Jimmy, but due to the bigoted attitudes of his ex-wife and son, he keeps it discreet. A verbal faux pa in front of his family drives a wedge in his budding relationship. On top of that, another suitor—one open with his sexuality and charming to boot—makes his interest in Jimmy known. Can Vance come to terms with the changes he must make to fit Jimmy into his life, or will he allow life’s demands to cause him to walk away from the first person to truly capture his heart?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	May all your troubles last as long as your New Year’s resolutions!

	~Unknown

	 


Chapter One

	 

	 

	Vance Weimer resisted the urge to massage the bridge of his nose until the car was out of sight. The second he couldn’t see the dark green Maxima, he flopped into the rocking chair on his front porch and brought his hand to his face. He rubbed at his temple with his thumb, then his brow, and finally the bridge of his nose.

	“Hey, was that Darlene’s car I just saw leaving?”

	Lowering his hand, Vance turned and spotted Brand rounding the side of his cabin. “Yep,” was all he could muster as he watched the dark-haired man climb the couple of steps and join him on the porch.

	“Wasn’t she supposed to pick up Mark two hours ago?”

	Vance nodded once. “Yep.”

	“Well, damn, boss.” Brand settled into the chair beside him. Leaning forward, he rested his forearms on his knees as he focused on Vance. “You okay?”

	Rolling his eyes, Vance wondered the best way to answer that. He went with a variation of the truth. “Just tired of her bullshit. And the crappy views she’s feeding Mark—” Vance groaned as he rubbed his temple again. “It’s exhausting.”

	Brand opened his mouth, then closed it again.

	Vance could make a fair guess at what Brand was thinking.

	Why the hell do you put up with her shit?

	The answer was simple enough, too.

	Because of my son.

	Vance would do damn near anything for Mark. He truly hoped the young man would grow out of his belligerent teenager phase soon. Too bad Darlene’s entitled attitude didn’t help with that.

	Brand straightened and smacked his jean-clad thighs with his palms. “Well, all right then. Go get changed.” He rose to his feet and headed toward the front door of Vance’s cabin. “We need to leave in five if we don’t wanna be late.”

	Groaning, Vance lounged in his chair and scowled at his friend. “I am so not in the mood for a birthday party,” he grumbled, shaking his head. “You go on without me. Tell Laramie my ex-wife was just leaving when you were heading out, too, and when he gets back, I’ll make my apologies.”

	The right side of Brand’s mouth curved into a half-smile as he reached for Vance’s upper arm, making the scar on his upper lip pucker. “Oh, no, boss-man.”

	Brand used his hold to yank Vance from his chair. His massive six-foot-five frame, complete with brawny arm and leg muscles, allowed him to drag Vance to his feet with ease. Then he turned him and began frog-marching him into the house.

	Vance glared at Brand, but the guy paid him no mind. Had it been any other man, Vance would have been severely pissed. As it was, Vance had been friends with Brand even before they’d started working together. Twelve years of friendship could allow for plenty of leeway.

	“Good grief, Brand,” Vance snapped, pulling away when Brand paused in the doorway to his bedroom. “What the hell?”

	“Now, now, Vance.” Brand swept his gaze over him, grinning widely. He waved his hand toward the closet. “Should I pick your clothes while you shower?”

	“Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Vance unbuttoned the top couple of buttons to his flannel shirt as he asked, “Why is me going to this shindig so important to you?” After tugging the shirt over his head, he began moving toward the ensuite bathroom. Vance paused in the doorway and tossed his flannel shirt into the laundry basket. After that, he pulled his undershirt over his head while muttering gruffly, “I sure as hell ain’t gonna be good company.”

	“That’s the point,” Brand replied glibly. “I’m too good a friend to let you sit around here by yourself and stew over your shitty ex-wife.”

	Vance grunted as he threw the undershirt into the basket, not bothering to counter his statement. Brand was a good friend, and his ex-wife was shitty. As he began swinging the door closed, he heard Brand make another comment.

	“Besides, what better way to lift your spirits than to get your dick sucked?”

	Pausing, Vance lifted a brow as he met Brand’s gaze.

	Brand shoved his thumbs into his belt loops as he rocked onto his heels. “And how would I be able to enjoy my own blowjob if I knew you were here wallowing?”

	“We’re going to a gay club, Brand,” Vance couldn’t help pointing out.

	While Vance had never been, he knew The Red Door, the place where Laramie’s gathering was taking place, was a gay club. His boss was gay and had been with his firefighter partner, Trace, for several years. Usually, Laramie didn’t do much more than a barbeque to celebrate his birthday, but since he was turning thirty-five, Trace had convinced him to go out.

	“So.” Brand rolled one huge shoulder in a half-shrug. “A guy’s mouth can feel just as good as a woman’s.” His eyes narrowed, and his lips twisted in a smirk. “And I know that you know that.”

	Vance nodded once. Brand was one of the few people who knew he was bisexual. He just hadn’t acted on it in... it felt like forever. Vance had been faithful to Darlene, and ever since his divorce over a decade before, it’d just been easier to find the occasional female company than create waves with a vindictive ex.

	Swallowing hard, Vance felt his heart rate spike. His breathing became shallow. He swallowed hard, again, struggling to get moisture into his too-dry throat.

	His blood flowed south just thinking of giving in to his desire.

	Brand chuckled gruffly, drawing Vance’s attention. “I think it’s been waaaay too long for somebody.” He cleared his throat, then motioned toward the shower behind Vance. “Hurry up, man. I’ll find you somethin’ hot to wear.”

	Feeling his cheeks heat, Vance nodded once more, then turned and started cleaning up.

	 

	Almost an hour later, Vance followed Brand past the bouncer and into The Red Door. His ears were immediately assaulted by the loud thumping of the dance music, easily heard even in the foyer. Vance paid the cover charge as his senses became acclimated to the smell of alcohol, cologne, and something decidedly masculine.

	His body reacted to the scents, his blood heating in his veins. He fought the desire to reach down and adjust his half-hard prick. Then as Vance followed Brand through the doorway and into the club proper, he thought, what the hell.

	Vance reached down, took a slight slide step, and adjusted his dick behind his fly. Feeling a bit more comfortable—how did Brand convince me to wear these Wranglers again—in jeans he hadn’t worn in over two years, since he thought they were a size too small, Vance strolled toward the bar. From beneath the brim of his black Stetson, he noticed he was garnering a number of appreciative looks from the men seated at the tables they passed.

	Huh. How about that.

	Spotting the broad shoulders of one of Trace’s firefighter buddies, Vincent Androse, leaving the bar with a pitcher of beer in each hand, Vance called to the man.

	Vincent swept his gaze over the area and, noticing Vance, lifted his chin in greeting. Then he tipped his head to the left.

	Vance followed the man’s indication and spotted their buddies crowded around three tables that had been pushed together. Tapping Brand on the shoulder, he pointed. Brand nodded, then tipped his head close to Vance’s own.

	“I’ll get us a couple shots and a vodka on the rocks for you,” Brand called over the din. “Then meet you there.”

	Opening his mouth, Vance almost replied that he could get his own damn drink. He thought better of it and stated, “Thanks. Next round’s on me.”

	Brand grinned broadly. “Yeah, it is.”

	Vance tipped his head back and laughed, already feeling so much better. He nodded and clapped Brand on the back, then headed toward the crowd. Having seen all the men at Laramie’s barbeques on many occasions over the years, he knew them all and knew they wouldn’t judge should he decide to take Brand’s advice and slip away with someone for a little mutual fun.

	His half-hard dick thickened further.

	God, it’s been way too long.

	Making his way to the table, Vance glanced around discreetly with new intent. He recognized when a guy gave him an appreciative look, sure, but how would he know if the man would be willing to drop to his knees in a back room for him? How could he be certain the guy wouldn’t expect him to blow him back?

	While Vance figured that made him sound like an asshole, he’d never been on the giving end before. He had no intention of starting with some random hook-up. His job as foreman at Laramie’s pig farm suited him well because he liked giving orders... not receiving them.

	Vance knew he would need to be in a relationship with someone to go down on them... man or woman.

	Maybe there’s something to Darlene’s claim that I’m a selfish lover.

	Pushing aside thoughts of his ex-wife and her accusations, Vance grinned at Laramie. “Hey, happy birthday, Lare,” he greeted, raising his voice to be heard over the music. “Sorry I’m late.”

	Laramie nodded and leaned toward him so he didn’t have to shout. “Thanks for coming, Vance. I’m glad you made it.” Then the left side of his lips curved into a wry smile. “Ex late again?”

	Vance grimaced. “Yeah. You know how she is.”

	“I do.” Laramie looked like he wanted to say more, but then he grinned broadly. “But now you’re here, so”—he waggled his eyebrows playfully, the move telling Vance his boss and friend was already at least two drinks in—”are you gonna show your sexy moves to the hot young studs who’ve been eyeballing your ass since you walked in the door?”

	Laughing, Vance crossed to an empty chair and dropped into it. He used the excuse of moving away from Laramie to try to avoid the question. Too bad the man he was seated next to, Randy Coughlan, a friend and paramedic, wouldn’t let it go.

	Giving him a knowing look, Randy leaned toward him. “Well?” He glanced around as if assessing who was looking their way. “Or are you so out of practice that you need us to point out who’s interested?”

	Vance opened his mouth, but his brain stalled, and no words came out. To his relief, Randy’s partner, Brendan, came to his rescue.

	Brendan wrapped his arm around Randy and tugged him against his side. “Leave him alone, Ran. He doesn’t need your help.” After placing a kiss on the skin of Randy’s neck, he continued, “Overheard your ex-wife held you up. If you need one of us to run off a guy because he’s making you uncomfortable, just let us know.”

	As Vance nodded, he realized the guy assumed he was straight. He opened his mouth, then closed it again. Deciding he wasn’t going to start the night out by lying to anyone, Vance shook his head as he leaned close.

	“I’ll let you know, thanks,” Vance acknowledged. “But I’m bi, so I might end up interested after all.” Seeing Randy’s wide grin and the way Brendan’s black brows shot up, betraying his surprise, he added, “Not looking for anything permanent, no time for that, but it’s been a while since I’ve had some fun, so—” Vance forced his mouth closed to stop the verbal diarrhea.

	Good grief, he mentally admonished himself. Shut the fuck up already.

	“Ah, well.” A smile creased Brendan’s dark-brown features, and his eyes twinkled. “Then good luck finding a bit of fun.”

	“Thanks,” Vance said, because he thought it was polite.

	“You want a beer?” Brendan asked, reaching for an empty plastic cup near one of the pitchers that Vincent had set on the table. “I can—”

	“Naw, Vance don’t drink beer if he doesn’t have to,” Brand stated, announcing his arrival. “Do you, buddy?” The big man placed the shot glass and the tumbler of vodka he was holding in his left hand in front of Vance. “There ya go.”

	Even as Vance nodded, he grabbed the shot of whisky, then knocked it back. The burn warmed his throat, followed by his belly. He hummed appreciatively as he reached for the vodka glass, pleased to see Brand had even had the bartender add a lime wedge.

	Perfect.

	To his surprise, after Brand had settled in the chair on his right, his friend slid the second shot glass toward him. He’d had it in his right hand with what Vance figured was a glass of bourbon. It was Brand’s drink of choice, just like vodka was his own.

	“That for me, too?” Vance asked while reaching for it.

	“Yep. I had one at the bar.” Brand winked as he leaned close. “While talking to the bartender and telling him about you.”

	Vance turned his head and craned his neck, but he couldn’t see over the crowd. Instead, he knocked back his second shot of the evening. After placing that glass on the table beside the first, he took a sip of his vodka.

	The smooth taste of the drink, offset just a bit by the lime, caused his taste buds to tingle just right.

	“Why was Jimmy asking about Vance?” commented another guy, Ryan Straton, from where he sat on Brand’s other side. “Or was it the new guy? Uhhh, Clayton.” He finished with a snap of his fingers, obviously just thinking up the guy’s name.

	Vance knew that Ryan was a detective, and he often worked with Vincent’s life partner, Detective Carl Lewis. From what he’d heard, the pair made a pretty formidable team on the force. They didn’t end up with too many open cases.

	Carl also had to deal with a not-so-nice ex-wife.

	Maybe I should ask for advice.

	“It was Jimmy,” Brand told everyone, a crooked smile curving his lips as he gripped his bourbon. “And I caught on to his interest when he made a comment about what I wanted for my husband.” Snickering and waggling his brows, Brand focused on Vance as he took a sip of his drink. “He got real interested in you when I said I didn’t have a husband.” Pointing at Brand’s hat, he added, “He told me he liked your hat. Now, aren’t you glad I convinced you to wear it?”

	Vance laughed even as he felt his cheeks heat a bit. “Is he good looking?” he couldn’t help but ask.

	Brand nodded as Randy laughed.

	“He’s a very good-looking guy,” Ryan stated even as he leaned back in his chair and wrapped his arm around his own partner, Doctor Morgan Pruitt. Grinning at his lover, he added, “Not as good looking as you, of course.”

	The slender blond man leveled a hungry look at Ryan. “Nice save, hero,” Morgan teased before leaning over and pressing his lips to Ryan’s.

	When the kiss went from chaste to tongue-fucking an instant later, Vance turned his attention back to his vodka. He lifted it to his lips and took a deep gulp. Between the couple of shots and the vodka, he felt warm... or maybe that was the idea of a hot guy asking after him.

	A bartender, huh?

	Turning to Brand, Vance couldn’t help but ask, “Is it stereotyping to think a bartender in a gay bar would be good with his, um”—he cleared his throat, realizing not just his buddy was listening—”hands? And they know the score, too, right?”

	Brand laughed, his dark eyes twinkling. Vance knew his buddy was fully aware of what he’d actually intended to say.

	Weren’t bartenders usually good with their mouths?

	Vance hadn’t said it, but his dick had sure liked the idea, going long and thick in his jeans.

	“Why don’t you finish that drink, so you can head over there and find out?”

	Liking that idea very much, Vance swallowed the rest of his drink in several gulps. “I’ll be back.”

	“I won’t expect my refill for a while,” Brand called, laughing.

	Vance would have felt embarrassed, since he heard a few catcalls behind him, but the idea of breaking his dry spell made everything else inconsequential.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Jimmy grinned at the customer, leaning on the bar with one forearm. “Aww, I’m flattered, handsome,” he replied in response to the guy’s request for his phone number. Jimmy just loved drunks requesting his digits. Not! Seeing as he dealt with it on a regular basis, he knew his way around it, though. “But I’m already taken. And my man is a jealous thing.”

	“Damn, too bad,” the guy said with a slight slur in his voice. He leered at Jimmy. “I’d love to take real good care of you. If the moron every lets you go”—he actually reached down and cupped himself—”let me know.”

	Yeah. No. Not in a million years. Not if you were the last man on the planet.

	Instead of revealing his thoughts, Jimmy straightened and turned, grabbing a fresh beer from the cooler case. “Enjoy your drink.” He popped the cap and set it in front of the guy.

	Turning before he had to endure any more of the blond’s inappropriate comments, Jimmy glanced toward the end of the bar in search of a new customer. The new bartender—Clayton—was another addition to The Red Door bar team, especially on a Saturday night. Clayton was knowledgeable, fast, and efficient... which meant there were no customers to help at that end.

	Relief and annoyance filled Jimmy in equal measure. He didn’t know if he was grateful the new guy could keep up with him or if he was bummed. After all, keeping busy made the night go by faster.

	Hearing a throat clear behind him, Jimmy turned. His mouth immediately went dry as he took in the man standing there. He was even better looking up close.

	The stranger’s form-fitting Wranglers showed off muscular legs. His short-sleeve, pearl-buttoned, navy-green shirt clung to him, revealing not only a muscular torso, but also forearms threaded with ropey muscle. His black Stetson mostly hid his face, what with the way he kept his head dipped, but the man’s lips were thin and a little pink, and Jimmy wanted to see if they tasted as good as he hoped.

	Jimmy offered his most winningest smile as he crossed the few steps needed to place him in front of the man he’d mentally dubbed The Cowboy. “Hi, handsome.” His voice came out a bit husky, and he swallowed quickly. Leaning one forearm on the counter, Jimmy peered at the hottie from beneath his lashes. “What can I get for you?” He curved his lips into a pouty smile. “Do for you?”

	“Coming on strong, aren’t you, Jimmy?” the man stated, his deep voice barely carrying over the music. “Especially since you have a boyfriend.”

	Suppressing a wince—shit, he heard that—Jimmy shrugged. Adopting his best wry smirk, he stated, “The man was drunk and a little belligerent.” Jimmy held The Cowboy’s gaze as he went for honest. “Normally, the best way to keep a guy at arm’s length is to have him think his love interest is unattainable.”

	The brim of the man’s hat lifted as he tipped his head up. His eyes appeared to gleam in the club lighting, a wash of greens and browns. His lips were curved into a sensuous smile.

	“Does that mean you are attainable, Jimmy?”

	Jimmy didn’t wear a name badge... which meant the guy had asked about him. Seeing as Jimmy had never seen the stranger who’d entered with The Cowboy and who’d stopped by the bar for drinks for them, he knew the huge dude hadn’t been able to tell the hottie more than Jimmy’s interest. He wondered who in the bar the guy was friends with.

	That’s not the most important thing, though.

	“Oh, yeah,” Jimmy rumbled huskily. “I’m definitely attainable... to the right guy.”

	Good grief! I’m coming onto this guy like a bitch cat in heat.

	Jimmy just couldn’t seem to help himself. It’d been about six months since his last relationship had ended. In that time, he just hadn’t been able to find anyone that interested him... or his prick.

	This guy did both.

	What kind of guy wore a Stetson into The Red Door?

	A hot one!

	Mentally laughing at his inner voice’s banter, Jimmy grinned at the customer. “We have a pretty well-stocked bar.” Then he remembered what this man’s friend had ordered. “Are you the bourbon man or the vodka guy?”

	“Vodka.” After answering readily, he rested his left elbow on the counter while holding his right over it. “I’m Vance.”

	Pleased to have a name to go with a face for his slap bank, Jimmy took Vance’s hand. “Very pleased to meet you.”

	To Jimmy’s delight, Vance didn’t release him. Instead, he rubbed his thumb lightly over the back of Jimmy’s hand. “Since you made your interest known, and I return that interest”—he paused and cleared his throat, his head tipping so his hat brim nearly shielded his eyes—”I haven’t tried anything like this in years.”

	Jimmy figured Vance hadn’t meant to say that last part out loud... or at least not loud enough for Jimmy to hear.

	Too bad. I did. And it’s hawt!

	Squeezing the hand that he still held, Jimmy offered, “It’s slow, at the moment.” He took another quick look around to verify that fact—yep, only the guy Clayton is serving. Grinning at Vance, he stated, “I could get away for fifteen minutes, and we could take a few to... talk about what you mean.” Jimmy allowed his voice to take on a husky timber as he gave the man a heated once over.

	Jimmy noticed the way Vance’s Adam’s apple bobbed, but he still dipped his head.

	“Give me a sec.” After receiving one more nod, Jimmy finally released Vance’s hand. His palm tingled where he’d been gripped, and he absently clenched and released his fingers. Jimmy quickly crossed the few steps needed to reach the taps where Clayton was pouring a brew. “Hey, I’m gonna take fifteen,” he stated, leaning close to the bigger man. “If you need a hand, call for Pierce.”

	Clayton glanced Jimmy’s way, then flicked his focus beyond him where he knew Vance stood. As he returned his focus to the beer he poured, the corner of his thick lips curved into a smirk. “Didn’t know you had a thing for cowboys. Guess that’s why I never seen ya slip away with a guy before,” he rumbled in his soft baritone. “Go have fun. I got this.”

	Jimmy refused to acknowledge the heat climbing his neck as he tapped the back of his fingers against Clayton’s meaty upper arm. “Thanks, man. I won’t be long.”

	Huffing a laugh, Clayton muttered, “Then you’re doin’ somethin’ wrong.”

	Surprised at Clayton’s teasing—he didn’t know him all that well, after all—Jimmy bit back a laugh. “I’ll remember that,” he replied, then headed back toward his waiting hook-up.

	“Come with me,” Jimmy ordered, slipping his fingers along Vance’s palm. When he gripped the cowboy’s hand, he noticed Vance tense and jolt just a little, but to Jimmy’s relief, he didn’t pull away. “This way.”

	Jimmy noticed Vance dipped his head in a semblance of a nod as he followed behind him. The move was not only one of agreement, but effectively shielded his face in shadow. So many reasons for that popped through Jimmy’s mind, and a slither of unease trickled through him.

	As Jimmy led the way along the wall and toward the back hall, all sorts of reasons for the hot guy’s desire to hide his identity popped into his mind.

	He doesn’t want to be pegged as gay... or even bisexual. He has a wife or girlfriend at home and doesn’t want to run the chance of anyone recognizing him. He’s an asshole and plans to leave me bruised and broken and—Fuck! Stop that! Maybe he’s just shy.

	Upon reaching the door that led to the back, Jimmy punched in a code to unlock it. He spotted Garth—a big, broad bouncer who not only kept an eye on the door to the back but also the hallway to the toilets—and gave him a nod. The enormous black male gave him a half smile and a wink, then returned to perusing the area.

	Jimmy felt a small measure of relief after that acknowledgment. Using a shoulder to push open the door, he slipped his hand into his front pocket and pulled out his phone. He quickly typed in an S.O.S. text to go to Garth’s cell but didn’t send it. After locking his phone and shoving it back into his pocket, Jimmy flashed a smile up at Vance.

	“So, first question.” Jimmy had to know a couple of things. “You’re single, right? Nobody waiting at home for you?”

	Vance shook his head, a smile quirking a corner of his thin lips. “Nobody waiting at home. I’m single,” he confirmed. “What was with the phone? And the door?”

	“Security.” Jimmy decided to be honest, so he smirked and told him, “Having to use a door code is for club security, so random people can’t get back here and use the office and storage areas for hook-ups.” Continuing toward one of those storage areas, Jimmy added, “And the phone was for me.” He cut a side-eyed look Vance’s way. “In case you turn out to be an asshole, and I need a rescue.”

	Nodding once more, Vance grinned. “Fair enough. Soooo...” He began while Jimmy turned and opened a door on the left. Vance allowed himself to be ushered inside, then paused in the middle of the room and peered around at the shelves and boxes, obviously taking in the extensive amount of liquor. “From you bringing me here, I hope that means we aren’t going to spend your fifteen-minute break chatting.”

	Jimmy closed the door behind him, then used the hold he still had on Vance’s fingers to tug... hard. Vance stumbled back toward him a few steps. Taking advantage, Jimmy used his free hand to grab Vance’s upper arm as he stepped sideways. With just the right tug, then push, he had Vance’s back pressed against the door.

	“Nope. Hopefully, there will be very little talking,” Jimmy told him, releasing Vance’s hand and arm in favor of placing his hands on the lean man’s torso. “That okay with you?”

	Vance peered at him as he rested his palms on Jimmy’s shoulders. “More than okay.” Sliding his hands toward his neck, he licked his lips before mumbling, “Been a long damn time. Don’t remember protocol for this. I—”

	Jimmy grinned broadly as he rubbed his hands down Vance’s chest, enjoying the feel of the soft shirt over firm muscle. His dick filled the rest of the way as he felt the muscles under his palms quiver. Vance’s words caused his heart to thud wildly in his chest.

	“Oh, honey...” Jimmy crooned, sliding his hands over Vance’s abdominals, feeling their hard lines of delineation beneath his fingertips. Yum! I would love a chance to see those. “What foolish man let you go?”

	Vance’s nostrils flared, and the green dominated his hazel eyes, betraying his desire. “Woman, actually, but that was a long time ago. Just didn’t—” He furrowed his brows as he shook his head. “I could say the same about you. A hot young stud like you.”

	Jimmy just kept from preening, even recognizing a blatant subject change. That was okay. They were a hook-up looking to enjoy a little physical company. It wasn’t as if they needed to share their whole life stories to enjoy each other’s bodies. Jimmy also liked that Vance found him hot... very much, indeed.

	“Well—” Jimmy dipped his fingertips into Vance’s waistband while sliding the belt free of the buckle with his thumbs. “He was an untrusting guy who proved to be an asshole when he didn’t believe I was faithful,” he murmured, offering a vague answer while distracting his one-night stand. When Jimmy used one hand to pop the button on the jeans and the other to tug Vance’s shirt free of his jeans, he relished the hitch in the man’s breathing.

	“W-Were you f-faithful?”

	Jimmy peered at Vance through his lashes, taking in the man’s flushed cheeks, heavy-lidded expression, and how his lips were parted on panting breaths. “Are you asking if I enjoyed this kind of encounter behind his back?” While speaking, Jimmy brazenly unzipped Vance’s jeans. He immediately dipped his other hand between the flaps and cupped the cloth-covered erection he found within.

	They didn’t have a lot of time, after all, and Jimmy’s dick throbbed, urging him on.

	Vance groaned and bucked his hips. His fingers tightened on Jimmy’s shoulder blades. He then slid his thumbs over and began massaging the sides of his neck.

	“Mmm, yeah,” Vance groaned.

	While Jimmy had no idea if Vance was agreeing in response to his question or if he was just expressing his enjoyment of Jimmy’s palm massaging the long, thick length he found at Vance’s groin, he still answered.

	“I was faithful,” Jimmy whispered. “I’m not a cheater.” Leaning close and pressing his chest against Vance’s, he used the position to rub their torsos together while putting his lips close to Vance’s ear. At the same time, Jimmy eased Vance’s jeans down a little so he could pull the man’s underwear over his erection before pushing that down, too. “But he was, and more, so I dumped him.” Jimmy wasn’t certain what made him admit that, so he quickly pulled away and lowered to his knees. Focusing on Vance’s cock, he hummed appreciatively. His soon-to-be lover was long, at least nine inches, and thick.

	Good god, his prick would feel so fucking amazing in my ass.

	Jimmy’s chute muscles clenched at his thoughts.

	“Then we have something in common,” Vance rumbled, using his thumbs to urge Jimmy’s chin up. His heated gaze clashed with Jimmy’s, and his grin turned feral. “I’m a man of my word.”

	“Good, then you can tell me if you’re clean or not,” Jimmy whispered, leaning forward and pressing his face against Vance’s crotch. He inhaled deeply, relishing the scent of aroused male. Hearing Vance’s moan, feeling his hips buck just a bit, Jimmy moved one hand to his cowboy’s hip. The other he placed on his stomach, rucking his shirt up in the process and revealing his gorgeous six-pack abdominals.

	Oh, wow! He works out hard. Does he live on a nearby ranch?

	Jimmy knew there were a few on the outskirts of town, here and there.

	When Jimmy didn’t get a response, he tipped his head up and peered at Vance. Upon seeing his parted lips, the way his chest heaved as he sucked in each panting breath, a swell of power surged through Jimmy. Grinning widely, he stuck out his tongue and swiped it over the man’s sensitive flesh. Jimmy started at his balls, gently sliding his appendage over the soft sack. Vance mewled, the sound a strangled moan, drawing Jimmy’s focus back to his one-off’s face.

	Gorgeous.

	Holding Vance’s blissed-out gaze, Jimmy continued swiping the flat of his tongue upward. His cowboy’s masculine flavor burst across his taste buds, making them sing. He barely resisted the urge to continue past the man’s frenulum and swipe over his damp crown.

	Not yet.

	Jimmy pulled back and grinned up at Vance. “Well?”

	Vance sucked in a harsh breath, then blinked a couple of times. “What?”

	“I’m not gonna drink you, stud,” Jimmy stated bluntly. “But if you’re clean, I’ll forego the latex while blowing you.”

	After letting out a low, needy moan, Vance muttered hoarsely, “I-I’m clean.” He slid one hand from Jimmy’s shoulder to his neck, using his thumb to tease at Jimmy’s lips. “Plea...” Vance’s voice cut off when Jimmy nipped at the pad of his thumb, and he swallowed hard enough to cause his Adam’s apple to bob. “Please suck me.”

	More than happy to do that, Jimmy opened his mouth and obeyed.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Vance groaned roughly as hot, wet suction surrounded his erection. He barely kept from allowing his eyes to roll to the back of his head. Only his desire to watch the gorgeous man sucking him gave him the strength to resist.

	And he is stunning.

	While Vance had absolutely no idea why the hot bartender found him so attractive as to use his break on him, Vance wasn’t one to look a gift horse in the mouth.

	Oh, and fucking hell in a handbasket! Jimmy’s mouth feels amazing.

	And with my dick stretching his lips, he looks even sexier.

	“Jimmy,” Vance whispered on a moan. “So good.”

	When Jimmy flicked his gaze up at him, there was a hungry twinkle in his eyes that did funny things to Vance’s insides. Between that look and the massage on his abdominals, he struggled to hold still. His breath came in harsh pants, his heart thudded in his chest, and his balls tingled.

	He was going to come embarrassingly fast.

	Evidently, Jimmy recognized his problem, for he moved his hand from Vance’s hip to his balls. He tugged at them lightly, gently pulling his tightening orbs away from his body. At the same time, Jimmy eased off his prick to tease the tip of his tongue over his piss slit.

	“Easy now, big guy,” Jimmy murmured, although his expression appeared extremely smug. “Take a few deep breaths.” Then a wicked gleam filled his deep blue eyes. “Unless you want more than this.” Jimmy gave him a hungry once over before kissing Vance’s crown in a light kiss. “We could arrange something.” His fingertips scraped along the grooves of Vance’s abdominals, causing his muscles to twitch and his hips to jerk. “No pressure.”

	Then Jimmy opened his mouth and wrapped his lips around Vance’s head. He used his tongue to tease at the sensitive, wrinkled skin beneath his crown. Then he swallowed Vance to the root, lodging his sensitive flesh in his throat.

	Vance felt Jimmy swallow around his dick’s head, massaging it. Never had he had someone do that for him before. A shudder rolled through his body as sparks erupted across the skin of his groin.

	Vance swallowed hard, trying to get moisture into his too-dry throat. “Yes!” he cried as a zing burst through the nerve endings at the base of his spine. Even Jimmy’s hand on his balls couldn’t stop his orgasm from bursting through him. Vance had just enough presence of mind to jerk his hips backward as he cried, “Coming!”

	Jimmy must have expected it, for in the next instant he draped a soft cloth over his crown.

	Groaning harshly, Vance bowed his back as he stared upward without actually seeing the ceiling. His seed pulsed from him in bliss-inducing spurts. Trembles rocked his body as his prick twitched.

	Through a haze of pleasure, Vance realized Jimmy continued to use one hand on his spit-slicked erection, jacking it gently. It must have been the fingers of his other hand, the one holding the cloth over his crown, ever-so-lightly massaging the sensitive skin beneath it. The stimulation extended his orgasm, causing his pleasure to roll through him, and his body sagged against the door behind him.

	Vance slowly came back to himself, the microbursts of ecstasy that danced along the flesh of his groin slowly easing their hold on his senses. By feel, he realized Jimmy had his forehead pressed against his upper thigh. He threaded his fingers through his brown hair, mindful not to tug when he ran into stiffness due to product.

	A husky moan drew Vance’s attention away from the ceiling. He felt the tug of his hat on his forehead, so dipped his head down to make room for his black Stetson’s brim. His focus riveted on the sexy man still kneeling at his feet.

	Jimmy’s head was bowed a bit and also turned inward. While Vance couldn’t see his hook-up’s deep blue eyes, he guessed the man was eyeing Vance’s half-hard prick. Jimmy still rested the palm of his left hand on Vance’s abdominals, seeming to pet his grooves, and he had his right arm tucked between their bodies while his shoulders moved just a little in a rhythmic way—a way that Vance recognized.

	His hook-up was beating off.

	“Stop!”

	Vance didn’t know where the suddenly forceful tone came from, but to his pleasure, Jimmy obeyed. He tipped his head a bit and peered up at him. His heavy-lidded expression appeared questioning... and even a bit dazed.

	After a few seconds of hesitation, Vance leaned down so he could grab Jimmy’s upper arm with his free hand. He tightened his grip on the man’s hair, then corrected the move and massaged Jimmy’s scalp. Using his hold on the other man’s upper arm, Vance urged a clearly confused Jimmy to his feet.

	Releasing Jimmy’s hair, Vance lowered that hand and wrapped it around the slim bartender’s waist. He used his grip to turn him, pressing the man’s left side to his chest. At the same time, Vance skimmed his hand down Jimmy’s arm to where the man gripped his own erection.

	“Let go,” Vance whispered, gently tugging at his wrist. A hum of approval rumbled from him when the man obeyed, giving him an unobstructed view of Jimmy’s bobbing, straining erection. “Beautiful,” he whispered as he wrapped his fingers around the slender rod of male flesh.

	Jimmy’s erection appeared shorter than his own, maybe eight inches. It was slenderer, too, but that also made it seem to be in perfect proportion to the bartender’s body. He wished he could see more of it... could explore to his heart’s content. He wanted to—

	“Vance, please!” Jimmy whispered, drawing Vance out of his thoughts. “Do something!”

	Upon hearing Jimmy’s pleas, Vance let out a moan that nearly drowned out the other man’s. He tightened his grip and began a slow jacking. It had been so damn long since he’d allowed himself the pleasure of touching another man’s rod. He’d forgotten the silky feel covering firm flesh, the way it pulsed and twitched in his palm as if it had a mind of its own, as well as the heady feel of power it gave him.

	The tremble that worked through Jimmy’s body heightened that feeling.

	Vance sped up his strokes even as his own groin heated once again. Growling softly, he squeezed Jimmy against him. He watched with satisfaction as the man’s eyelids slid to half-mast and his lips parted. When Jimmy slipped his tongue out and wet the bottom one, Vance found himself flooded with the desire to kiss the man, to taste him, to explore his mouth, and to finally know what that felt like.

	Knowing some men didn’t kiss—hell, he used to be one of them, but Jimmy was just too damn tempting—Vance tipped his head and dipped it. The move made certain his hat’s brim skimmed along the back of Jimmy’s head, allowing him to position his lips against the man’s ear. He placed a gentle kiss to the lobe, then swiped up it, exploring the curve. Having dated plenty of women with piercings, Vance didn’t mind the couple studs and hoops he found there.

	To Vance’s satisfaction, a tremble worked through Jimmy, and the bartender’s husky moan filled the storage room.

	“Do you kiss, Jimmy?” Vance whispered into his ear before nipping at the flesh lightly. “Can I explore your mouth with my tongue?”

	Jimmy gasped and jerked away from him. “R-Really?” He met Vance’s gaze, his eyes wide with his disbelief.

	Vance nodded once. “Oh, yes.”

	“Hell, yeah,” Jimmy replied breathily as a huge grin curved his features.

	Not second guessing either Jimmy and his response or his own desire, Vance lowered his head and sealed his mouth over the bartender’s. He swiped along Jimmy’s lower lip, finding it plump and soft. With just the lightest of pressure to Jimmy’s seam, the man opened to him, and Vance took complete advantage. Vance thrust in his tongue and swirled it around Jimmy’s cavity, enjoying a mild cinnamon flavor mixed with something light and fruity. Those were coating a flavor that Vance knew was his own pre-cum and flesh. Beneath that was something else, an earthy masculine taste that had to be all Jimmy’s own.

	The flavor went straight to his head, and he lapped at Jimmy’s tongue, wanting more. Bending over Jimmy, using his hold on his waist to clutch him close, he delved deeper. He ravished the man, unable to get enough, licking and nipping, teasing at his tongue and mapping his mouth.

	All the while Vance had just enough presence of mind to continue jacking Jimmy’s prick. He swallowed down the other man’s moans and relished the way his body shuddered against him. Even the way Jimmy clutched at his shirt sent fiery tendrils of pleasure through his body, and his blood surged sluggishly back to his dick.

	A second later, Jimmy fed him a low moan, and Vance kissed it away. Between that and the way Jimmy shuddered in his hold, he knew the man had gotten off.

	Breaking the kiss, Vance peered down. He softened his hold but continued to jack his hook-up’s still spurting erection. Vance admired the way two more spurts erupted from the slit of Jimmy’s slender erection.

	“God, that’s a gorgeous sight,” Vance mumbled appreciatively. Then sliding his focus up Jimmy’s body, he groaned softly. “Everything about you is gorgeous.”

	Jimmy huffed a laugh, drawing Vance’s gaze. “Thanks.” His grin appeared a bit loopy. “Wow. You sure can kiss.”

	Vance couldn’t help but grin. “You’re not so bad yourself.” Sweeping his gaze from Jimmy’s mouth that he found spectacular in so many ways, Vance spotted the tell-tale gleam of something on his lips. Unable to help himself, he swiped his tongue along the corner of his kiss-swollen flesh. “Mmm, strawberry,” he whispered, placing the fruity flavor he’d enjoyed while kissing the man.

	Jimmy cleared his throat and glanced away. “Yeah, well—”

	“I like it,” Vance murmured, interrupting him. Seeing that Jimmy didn’t appear to believe him—the way his eyes widened gave him away—he added, “Hell, it certainly tastes better than a majority of the lipstick most women cake on their lips.”

	Jimmy barked a laugh, his blue eyes twinkling even as a pretty blush filled his cheeks.

	Vance found the look stunning and admired the rest of the man’s face. Jimmy sported eyeliner, which accentuated his deep blue eyes. The bartender had medium-brown hair with dark-blond highlights streaked throughout. While at the moment the medium-length strands stood at wild angles, Vance remembered when he’d walked up to the bar, it had been brushed away from his face in a way that framed his lean features to perfection.

	Jimmy was pretty... but in a masculine way.

	On top of that, Vance spotted the tell-tale bulges of nipple rings in Jimmy’s distended buds. His mouth watered just thinking about how they would taste.

	Before Vance could decide if he should broach the subject of a repeat—Jimmy’s earlier comment had made it seem as if he might be open to it—or if he wanted to leave it alone, the soft wrap of knuckles on the door behind him caused him to tense.

	“Jimmy, it’s been thirteen,” came a deep voice through the door.

	“Thanks, Garth,” Jimmy immediately called back. “Be right there.”

	Vance didn’t hear the sound of footsteps, but he figured whoever Garth was had retreated. “Guess that’s our cue,” he murmured softly. At least the interruption had caused his burgeoning erection to deflate to half-mast. “Thank you, Jimmy,” Vance murmured as he made certain the man had his feet before he released him. After untying the handkerchief from around his neck, he used it to clean the traces of Jimmy’s seed from his hand followed by a quick wipe-down of his groin.

	“I’m pretty sure that should be my line,” Jimmy murmured, glancing at him in a surprisingly shy way. “Can’t remember the last time I was kissed like that.”

	“That’s a damn shame,” Vance found himself responding. “Whoever you’ve been with, you deserve better.”

	Jimmy’s gaze snapped to Vance, his brows high on his forehead. He flicked an intense gaze over Vance’s face. The bartender seemed to be looking for something.

	Uncertainty filling him—hell, what do I actually know about Jimmy’s life—Vance cleared his throat and righted his underwear and jeans. After doing up his fly and belt, he shoved his bandana into his back pocket. Vance realized he’d been scowling at the floor when he felt Jimmy touch his jaw, drawing his attention back to him.

	Vance spotted Jimmy’s smile, and for some reason, seeing that eased the tightness in his chest.

	“Thank you,” Jimmy whispered. Easing a step closer, he murmured, “And I happen to think”—with one hand on Vance’s chest, he rested his weight on him and pressed his lips lightly to Vance’s, then backed a step away—”that we both deserve better than what we’ve been dealing with.”

	Unable to help himself, Vance cupped Jimmy’s nape, dipped his head, and pressed a light kiss to the other man’s lips. Again, he marveled at the softness, as well as how Jimmy responded, so open and welcoming. Vance was about to deepen the kiss when another soft knock sounded on the door.

	“Fifteen.”

	Jimmy pulled away once more. “Right. Sorry!” he called.

	From the other side of the door came a low husky rumble.

	“Shit,” Jimmy mumbled, pulling away. He flashed a wry smile Vance’s way before saying, “You’re trouble.” Laughing softly, he dropped to his knees and began wiping what appeared to be a bar cloth over the floor.

	Vance winced, realizing Jimmy was wiping up the cum he’d spilled. He also saw that it was the same cloth the man had wisely held over his own prick. Feeling his face flush, Vance wondered just how often the man used the storage room to remember to carry such precautions.

	Not my business.

	Maybe something in his expression gave Vance away, for as Jimmy stood, his lips curved into a wry smile. “Good thing I always carry this whenever I’m here.” Jimmy scoffed and tipped his chin toward Vance’s waist. “Kinda like you with your bandana, right? Tools of the trade.”

	“Sorry I didn’t think of it,” Vance murmured in response. For some reason, Jimmy’s comment caused the tightness in his chest to ease. Weird. “Thanks again, Jimmy.” Reaching out, he touched the man’s cheek. “Your mouth deserves a medal”—he smirked—”for more reasons than one.”

	Vance really liked the way Jimmy’s cheeks pinked in a flush. As he stepped sideways and watched the man reach for the doorknob, something told him that the response was genuine. Hearing Jimmy’s depreciative snort, as if he didn’t believe Vance, well... he didn’t like that nearly as much.

	“It’s the bartender thing,” Jimmy muttered, casting him a look dominated by a twisted smile. “Everyone wants the bartender.”

	Scoffing, Vance followed Jimmy out of the room, watching as the man carefully closed the door behind him. “I don’t know who you’ve been associating with, but no... that ain’t it.”

	Jimmy sent a confused look Vance’s way before heading down the deserted hallway and back the way they’d come.

	Good god, doesn’t he know how stunning he is?

	As soon as Jimmy pulled open the door, the thump of the dance music washed over them once more, and Vance knew his time with the handsome bartender was at an end.

	Following Jimmy’s sexy frame, Vance recalled how he’d felt in his arms and felt a pang of regret at the missed opportunity to enjoy more of the man.

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Barely managing to peel his eyelids open, Jimmy had to blink several times to make out the number on his ringing cell phone. He groaned and rolled to his back. As much as he wished he could ignore it, he knew if he didn’t answer, the asshole would just keep calling.

	Then he would never get back to sleep.

	“What the fuck do you want?” Jimmy mumbled.

	If his ex was going to be so inconsiderate as to call at nine-twenty-seven on a Sunday morning—a morning where the bastard knew Jimmy had always worked until three or more—the jerk could deal with his surliness.

	“Oh, Jimmy. Work too late again? Picking up extra hours to make ends meet?”

	Jimmy clenched his jaw, but he managed to bite back a nasty retort. “Lars, you know I always work until after three on Sunday mornings.” He did his best to keep his exhausted voice sounding mild and unaffected. “Make it quick, please.”

	Go me, bein’ all polite.

	“I’d like you to meet me for lunch at Solversons’ Café, Jimmy,” Lars stated. “My treat.”

	As if that was some great thing.

	As much as Jimmy loved Solversons’, there was no way he wanted to deal with Lars to get it.

	“No, thanks,” Jimmy replied. “I have stuff to do.”

	It was true, too. He had an overflowing basket of laundry. He anticipated making at least a half-dozen trips to his apartment’s basement laundry facility that afternoon.

	“Come on, Jimmy-baby. We need to talk.”

	Jimmy rolled his eyes while rubbing at his pierced eyebrow. “No, we really don’t.” His fatigue was beginning to get to him, making him lose track of the conversation. Knowing he needed to get off the phone, Jimmy muttered, “I’m going back to sleep. Please don’t call again, Lars. Bye.”

	“Wait! Don’t hang up.” Lars’s voice lowered to a wheedling croon. “I miss you, Jimmy-baby. Please?”

	In the past, the rough rumble of Lars’s tone had always caused a fissure of heat to pump through Jimmy’s veins. He’d always loved how it had sounded, and he would often give in to whatever the man wanted.

	That was before he’d discovered Lars was a cheater, though. To Jimmy’s pleasure, he didn’t feel a damn thing other than annoyance.

	Manipulative son-of-a-bitch.

	“Then you shouldn’t have cheated, Lars,” Jimmy stated evenly. “Bye.” Ignoring Lars’s cry of hold on, he pulled the phone away from his ear, then hit the disconnect button. Jimmy even went so far as to silence his phone before placing it back on the nightstand.

	Rolling over, Jimmy tugged the covers over his head and focused on going back to sleep. Just before dreamland took him again, the image of his Hot Cowboy—Vance—popped into his mind, and his lips curved into a smile.

	 

	To Jimmy’s pleasure—and surprise—he didn’t have to share the building’s washing machines with any other occupants, and between the three washers and dryers, he finished his laundry in under three hours. Next on his list was grocery shopping. After checking his budget and what he had in his refrigerator and cupboards, he typed a list in the Listonic app on his phone, then headed out the door.

	Jimmy strolled down the sidewalk, enjoying the chilly afternoon air. He tightened the scarf around his neck, then zipped his coat up to just below his chin. After shoving his hands into his pockets, he peered at the lingering Christmas lights left over from the holiday season.

	When people had asked him what his New Year’s resolution was, Jimmy had told them he intended to make smarter relationship choices. His little interlude with Vance had totally blown that up, but whatever. Jimmy didn’t really believe in the stupid tradition anyway.

	Besides, it’s not like I was going to have a relationship with the guy.

	Reaching the store, Jimmy grabbed a cart and got to work. As he shopped, checking his list and entering prices into his app, he thought about Lars’s allegations... that he needed money. Jimmy sure was glad he’d never allowed Lars to talk him into discussing his finances.

	Jimmy wasn’t broke, poor, or even hard up. He was just on a budget. He lived beneath his means.

	After watching his parents buy crap they didn’t need, running up debt, and getting in over their heads to the point of losing the house, well, Jimmy vowed never to make those mistakes. If that made it seem like he was poor, so be it. Jimmy would bet that his savings account looked a lot better than other guys his age.

	As Jimmy paid for his groceries, sliding his debit card into the chip reader slot, he mentally winced at recalling how Lars used his credit card for every meal.

	Pushing away the memories—god, I hate that one phone call from him and I can’t get these memories out of my mind—Jimmy put away his card and wallet, then gathered up his grocery bags.

	“Thanks, Melanie,” Jimmy murmured, placing the handles of his cloth grocery bags in the crooks of his elbows—two on each arm. “Have a great afternoon!”

	“You, too, Jimmy!” the middle-aged woman replied with a smile and a wave before turning her attention to the next customer.

	Walking home, Jimmy whistled happily, mentally congratulating himself on the great deal he’d gotten on the applesauce.

	 

	While at work that evening, Jimmy decided his great luck for the day had run out. He turned around and saw Lars standing at the bar.

	Shit! What is he doing here?

	Even while they’d been dating, Lars had rarely come to see him at work. That was okay, too, since the man had a tendency to glower at him and the customers. He’d claimed Jimmy was flirting, even though he wasn’t.

	“What can I get you, Lars?” Jimmy asked, using a cloth to wipe down the bar.

	“A Bud Light,” Lars replied.

	Jimmy nodded, then bent and pulled a cold bottle out of a cooler. After closing the door, he straightened while grabbing a cork coaster with the club’s name and logo on it. He placed the coaster in front of Lars, and after using a bottle opener mounted on the wall, he placed the bottle on the coaster.

	Then Jimmy turned away, fully intending to move on to the next customer.

	“Jimmy, wait,” Lars called, reaching across the counter toward him, but Jimmy stepped backward out of reach. Jimmy ignored the way Lars’s dark brows furrowed and how a hint of annoyance flashed through his green eyes as his ex stated, “I want to talk to you.”

	Glancing around, Jimmy spotted a couple of waiting customers. He focused on Lars, saying, “I’m at work, Lars. It’s a bar, so you’re obviously welcome to stick around, and if there’s a lull in customers, we can chat, but—”

	“What about your break?”

	To Jimmy’s relief, he honestly replied, “I took my break a half an hour ago. Sorry.” He’d sat in the break room with earplugs in his ears, ate a banana, and read on his phone using the Kindle app. It was pretty much what he did every break, not that Lars had believed him.

	Vance had been an anomaly.

	“Fine, but try to get away, huh?”

	Offering a non-committal grunt in response, Jimmy headed toward the next customer.

	As was typical on a Sunday evening, the club slowed down at a little after ten. The club closed at midnight, so the second bartender left at ten-thirty. Just after Clayton had left, exchanging a fist bump with Jimmy and offering a good night with a leer in Lars’s direction—his ex had been blatantly obvious about hanging around for the last hour—Jimmy finally couldn’t put off talking to his ex.

	“Okay, Lars.” Jimmy rested his hands on the prep counter before him and eyed Lars, taking in his annoyed expression. “I really don’t know what else there is to say.”

	“I told you earlier today that I miss you.” Lars leaned toward him. “I want to give us another shot.” Glancing around, he scowled before clearing his expression and returning his focus to him. “And if we come to some concessions, I think we could really work.”

	Jimmy couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Concessions? Like what?” The words were out of his mouth before he could control himself.

	It really doesn’t matter.

	“Well, for starters, if you moved in with me, you wouldn’t have to work so many hours to make ends meet, and you could come home at a decent time.” Lars once again peered around the club, his expression one of clear distaste. “You wouldn’t have to deal with random guys pawing at you, and you wouldn’t need to flirt with horny drunks.”

	Jimmy just managed to keep from barking a laugh. “Seriously?” He just knew it was shock that had the word slipping from his mouth. Snapping his mouth shut, he managed to avoid adding—are you for real?

	“Well, yeah.” Lars curved his lips into the lopsided, flirty smile that had first drawn Jimmy to Lars when they’d met in the small bar of a chain restaurant. They’d both been waiting for friends. “I mean, that’s what caused us so many problems, ya know? Knowing you were busy flirting and shaking your ass for tips”—he scowled, the flirty expression disappearing so damn fast—”pissed me off, ya know?”

	Shaking his head, Jimmy frowned at Lars. “When did you see me shake my ass at someone this evening? Huh?” he grumbled. “Or do more than offer a greeting and a smile?”

	“It’s the way you walk.” Lars waved his hand, indicating Jimmy’s clothes. “I mean, look at what you’re wearing. Your clothes scream fuck me now!”

	Jimmy glanced down at his green mesh shirt that clung to every contour of his body, showing off the fact that he had nipple rings. That, combined with his black, form-fitting jeans and biker boots... yeah, he did look good. That was on purpose, though. Looking good brought in more tips.

	That didn’t mean he allowed patrons to paw at him.

	“I think he looks amazing.”

	Upon hearing the deep voice that had haunted his dreams, Jimmy snapped his focus to the right. “Vance! Hi!” He couldn’t help the pleasure he felt upon seeing the man again, his pulse picking up as his body warmed.

	“Hey, handsome,” Vance rumbled, stopping at the bar. He leaned his left arm on the counter, then reached across with his right. Ever-so-lightly, Vance skimmed the backs of his forefingers along Jimmy’s jawline, the touch causing the hairs on his nape to stand on end. “Absolutely stunning.”

	Pulling back his hand, Vance rested his second forearm on the counter as he continued to give Jimmy his undivided attention. “I’m glad I caught you. I couldn’t remember if you’d said you were taking the closing shift or not.”

	Jimmy didn’t understand the comment, but he didn’t question the man. He was having a hard enough time ungluing his tongue from the roof of his mouth. The way Vance’s warm hazel-eyed gaze peered at him from beneath the brim of his black hat caused goose bumps to rise on his arm.

	While swallowing hard, Jimmy tried to remember the last time he’d been so affected by a hot man. It’d definitely been a while... like maybe high school when he’d practically drooled every time he’d spotted a certain wide receiver.

	“Who the fuck are you?” Lars didn’t even wait for a response. Instead, he frowned at Jimmy. “See? It’s that kind of behavior that makes me question your honesty! You said you don’t let guys touch you, and that one just did.”

	Snapping his attention back to his surroundings, Jimmy cleared his throat. He glanced between the men, trying to figure out what the hell he should even say.

	Wait a minute.

	Jimmy scowled at Lars. “Who touches me or doesn’t touch me is no longer your concern,” he stated coldly. “We broke up months ago, remember?” Turning his attention back to Vance, he fought back a shiver upon seeing the cowboy’s intense stare. “It’s good to see you, too.” Jimmy realized his voice sounded a bit husky, so he swallowed hard before adding, “Can I get you anything?” Recalling the man’s drink of choice, he offered, “Vodka?”

	Vance grinned broadly and nodded. “On the rocks. I’m gonna sit a bit and enjoy the eye candy.” Winking, he lowered his voice and all but purred, “By which I mean... you.”

	Jimmy barked a surprised laugh. For the first time in a hell of a long time, he felt his cheeks warm. Turning away to get Vance’s drink, he struggled to get his arousal under control. Sporting a boner in his tight jeans would totally suck.

	After making Vance’s drink, Jimmy started along the bar, since the cowboy had moved down the bar to an available stool.

	“Thank you, Jimmy,” Vance murmured.

	Vance’s thin lips were curved into a warm smile, and he reached out and teased Jimmy’s fingertips as Jimmy held out the drink before curving his hand around the tumbler.

	Jimmy froze for a couple of seconds, surprised and warmed by Vance’s apparently brazen interest. Just damn. Before he could draw his hand back, he felt another’s grip on his wrist.

	Lars.

	He’d totally forgotten about him.

	“When’s your next evening off. I want to take you to dinner.”

	Rotating his wrist in Lars hold, Jimmy pulled, easily breaking the man’s awkward grip. “Tuesday, but—”

	“He’s busy,” Vance stated, interrupting. He smiled at Jimmy. While his focus appeared completely on him, something in the cowboy’s eyes told Jimmy that Vance was aware of every move Lars made. “He’s having dinner with me.”

	“What?” Lars turned and glared at Vance. “Who the fuck are you?” he asked again.

	Vance took a sip of his vodka, then lowered his drink back to the coaster.

	“Well?” Lars demanded, pushing at Vance’s upper arm in an obvious attempt to gain Vance’s attention.

	His eyes narrowing, Vance finally turned his head and focused on Lars. His expression was frosty. “I’m someone who knows the meaning of the word fidelity.”

	Lars actually rolled his eyes before returning his focus to Jimmy. “Seriously? You’re still put out by that?” He shrugged his shoulder unrepentantly. “It was your fault.” Waving his hand to indicate Vance, Lars continued, “Having him as a boyfriend is for what? Shock value? Because he won’t make me jealous. It’s just too unbelievable!”

	“No, I’m not Jimmy’s boyfriend,” Vance stated, clearly being honest. Then he returned his focus to Jimmy, curving his lips into a warm smile. “But I’m hoping my audition for the position will go well enough to win me the job.”

	Jimmy laughed, enjoying Vance’s playfulness. His heart thudded wildly in his chest, and he couldn’t help but grin at the man. While everything in him wished it was true, he knew he didn’t actually have a date with the handsome cowboy.

	Too bad.

	Lars snorted, throwing up his hands. “Call me when you get your head out of your ass,” he ordered with a snarl, then turned and stalked away, disappearing amidst the crowd.

	“So that was Lars,” Vance commented mildly before taking another sip of his drink.

	“Yep.”

	Vance swallowed his mouthful, then mused, “He’s kind of an ass.”

	Jimmy cringed, shaking his head. “Yeah.”

	Tilting his head, Vance reached out and touched Jimmy’s jaw gently. “That’s a reflection on him, not you.”

	“Yeah, but I stayed with him,” Jimmy mumbled, just resisting the urge to lift his own hand to touch Vance’s hand where he caressed him.

	“But you left him, so—” Vance paused and shrugged. Lowering his hand, he wrapped both around his tumbler as he cleared his throat. “So, can I have your number, Jimmy?”

	Grinning, Jimmy brightened. “Yeah.”

	“And I really would like you to come for dinner. Do you like lasagna?”

	Jimmy didn’t think his smile could get any wider. “Yeah.”

	 


Chapter Five

	 

	 

	Vance still couldn’t believe he’d not only gone back to The Red Door Sunday evening, but he’d actually invited Jimmy to dinner. As he checked the lasagna, he did a few deep breathing exercises. All that did was make his stomach growl.

	Rolling his eyes, Vance glanced at the clock. His guest should be there any minute. With that in mind, he grabbed a cookie sheet which held four thick slices of Texas toast garlic bread. After placing the tray into the oven on a higher rack, Vance closed the door, then rested his hands on his hips.

	Blowing out a breath, Vance slowly rotated his neck, trying to ease the tension.

	A date with Jimmy... at my home... where I’m cooking for him.

	Vance shook his head, then rubbed the back of his neck.

	“Get a hold of yourself, Vance,” he grumbled. “Good grief. Now I’m talking to myself.”

	Heading to the sideboard, Vance opened the case and pulled out a bottle of vodka. He opened it, then grabbed a shot glass and poured himself an ounce. After downing it, he took a second one.

	Vance entertained the idea of a third, but seeing as his stomach was empty, he resisted. It would be damn bad form to greet his guest while mildly inebriated. Putting down the bottle and shot glass, he sighed heavily.

	Turning back toward the front room, Vance swept his gaze over the space. He’d cleaned, vacuumed, and even dusted. His bathroom was clean, and his dining room table was set. Vance had even picked up wine to go with dinner.

	Just as Vance was about to check the lasagna again, just for something to do, he heard a car approaching. He crossed to the front and peered out the window, watching as an older model, dark-colored Ford Taurus stopped next to his truck. Hearing the slight screech to the aging vehicle’s brakes, Vance cringed.

	“Damn. Wonder if it’s dust or if the car needs some work.”

	Vance admired Jimmy as he eased his lithe form from the vehicle. A groan escaped him when his date bent and leaned back into the car. The curve of Jimmy’s ass was a thing of beauty, high, round, and perky, and Vance found his hands twitching with his desire to touch.

	When Jimmy straightened, revealing he held a small bag in his hand, Vance reached down and adjusted himself. He desperately hoped his semi wouldn’t be noticeable. Unable to tear his gaze away from the beautiful man on the other side of the glass as he peered around the area—an expression of interest on his stunning face—Vance couldn’t check.

	It wasn’t until Jimmy crossed in front of his car and headed toward Vance’s front door that he managed to get a hold of himself.

	Vance stepped away from the window and tore his gaze away from Jimmy. Glancing down, he confirmed that his half-hard dick wasn’t showing. Then he scoffed mentally, considering Jimmy had already seen his junk.

	A soft knock sounded at his door.

	Could a knock sound tentative?

	Crossing to the door, Vance opened it. His heart rate sped up as he took in his dinner companion for the evening. Vance couldn’t stop himself from grinning as he stepped backward and beckoned Jimmy forward.

	“Hi.” Vance’s voice sounded rough to his own ears. He swallowed, attempting to get moisture to his suddenly too-dry throat. “Please come in.”

	Jimmy’s smile lit up his blue eyes, and it nearly took Vance’s breath away.

	Good grief. You’re acting like you’ve never been on a date before.

	Yeah, but not with a guy.

	Vance shut down his mental voice as he closed the door behind Jimmy. Turning, he forced his voice to come out normal as he met Jimmy’s gaze. “I’m really happy you’re here. Can I take your coat?”

	Jimmy nodded as he placed the brown paper bag on the nearby boot box with a soft thud. Then he unzipped his thigh-length, medium-brown coat and pulled it off. After picking up the item again, Jimmy shifted his weight, betraying his uncertainty.

	Vance could relate. He was a little out of his depth, too. As he hung Jimmy’s coat on a hook above the boot box, he wondered why it was so much easier to chat with the guy while at the bar.

	After clearing his throat, Vance turned back to face Jimmy. He held out his hand. While Jimmy appeared a little confused, he still slid his own into it.

	Vance didn’t shake it. Instead, he gave it a slight squeeze, while lifting his second to cradle it. “I think it’s very apparent that I’m extremely rusty at this.” Curving his lips into a rueful smile, he continued, “I hope you can bear with my awkwardness.”

	Jimmy’s gleaming lips curved into a friendly smile. His eye-liner-lined eyes twinkled. “Sure. We can be awkward together.” Then he held out the bag. “This is a pretty good label.”

	Taking the item, Vance pulled out the bottle and hummed. The vodka was a brand he recognized, and it was a good one. “Damn, sweetheart.” Vance felt his cheeks heat a bit, the endearment slipping out without thought. Still, he forged ahead. “This is definitely a favorite. Thank you.”

	A hint of relief filled Jimmy’s eyes. “And thank you for cooking.” He inhaled deeply, his gaze straying toward the kitchen. “I can’t remember the last time someone cooked for me, and it smells amazing. Is that garlic bread?”

	“It is,” Vance confirmed, then heard a beep. “And it should be good to take out. The lasagna, too, if I timed it right.” Using his free hand to urge Jimmy toward the back of his home, he waited, then followed him.

	“Why don’t we start with the basics, Vance,” Jimmy offered, stopping by the bar and holding his gaze as Vance rounded him and headed into his cabin’s decent-sized kitchen. “Who taught you to cook?”

	“Uh, self-taught, actually.” Vance slid an oven mitt onto his right hand, using his other to open the door. “It was either learn or live off take out and microwavable shit. Not too healthy, so—”

	Vance glanced Jimmy’s way and smiled, pleased to see the man’s return smile. “So, I bought a couple of guide to cooking books and read a lot online.”

	“Huh. That’s cool. Not too many bachelors bother learning to cook,” Jimmy commented. “Oh, or were you living with someone? You said you hadn’t dated in a while.”

	Humming, Vance placed the tray holding the garlic bread on the stovetop. As he grabbed a second mitt so he could get the lasagna, he admitted, “Yeah, my wife couldn’t cook for shit, and I didn’t want my son living off burgers and pizza.” He placed the lasagna tray on a cooling rack he’d set on the counter earlier in the evening. When he turned, pulling the mitts off his hands, he spotted Jimmy gaping at him, his expression one of shock. “Jimmy?”

	“You have a wife and son?”

	Oh, right.

	“Ex-wife,” Vance replied quietly, setting down the mitts. He crossed to the counter opposite of where Jimmy sat on a bar stool and rested his hands on it. Cocking his head, Vance took in Jimmy’s concerned expression. Might as well get it all out of the way now. “I’ve been divorced for over a decade. My son is fifteen now. His name is Mark.” Forcing a tight smile, Vance murmured, “In all that time, I haven’t even been tempted to date anyone, although I have engaged in a number of one-night stands.”

	“So... you’re bisexual?”

	Vance winced, hating labels. “I suppose so.”

	“Suppose so?” Jimmy’s eyes narrowed. “Have you ever been with a guy before?” His cheeks took on a pinkish hue. “I mean, before Saturday.”

	Realizing he was being obtuse, Vance had to make a decision, and looking at Jimmy’s beautiful, yet masculine features, it wasn’t a hard decision. “Yes, although it was a long time ago. Before I married.”

	“Are you out?”

	Also not a surprising question. “My friends know.”

	“Does your ex? Your son?”

	Vance straightened as he rubbed a palm over his face. “Yes and no.” Meeting Jimmy’s gaze, he knew he had to admit the truth. “My ex-wife, Darlene, she’s a bigot, and not just about gays. I never did figure out how she discovered that I’d been attracted to men before marrying her, but—” Vance sighed deeply, remembering the nasty comments and slurs. It had been the beginning of the end for them. “I got a hell of an earful on more than one occasion, especially considering who I work for. She’s very entitled, and I admit I haven’t ever done anything to counter her opinions. Sadly, Mark has begun to emulate her. I—” Pausing, Vance winced. “I understand that with a past like mine, you might not wish to give me a chance. If that’s the case, no hard feelings. I—” Lowering his gaze to the counter, he fell silent, uncertain what else to say.

	Awkward silence fell for a few minutes, and Vance felt tension creep into his muscles.

	Damn. Why did the prospect of Jimmy walking away make him feel so... disappointed?

	“I admit, it’s definitely not what I expected.”

	Jimmy’s soft voice came from much closer than Vance thought it should. He even jolted when he felt Jimmy’s hand land on his upper arm. When the slender bartender’s fingers traced Vance’s jaw, pushing gently, he turned his head and found Jimmy standing right next to him.

	“Dating is a risk, though.” Jimmy’s smile appeared wry. “I have shitty hours. I don’t like to spend on credit. My ex is an ass, too, as you saw.” He teased his fingertips along Vance’s jawline, back and forth, back and forth, causing the hairs on Vance’s nape to stand on end. “And since we’re disclosing family troubles, my mother keeps trying to set me up with girls.” Jimmy shrugged. “Nobody is perfect.” Pulling away, Jimmy waved toward the food. “So, how about we enjoy that epic-smelling feast you made, and we can continue to chat all about why we’re a bad risk for a relationship.”

	Relief filling him—shocking him with the intensity of it—Vance could only nod. He turned and grabbed his oven mitts again. Picking up the tray of lasagna, he took it to the table. Vance used a set of tongs to move the Texas toast to a salad plate, then put that on the table, too.

	“Can I interest you in a glass of wine with supper?” Vance asked, pulling it from the fridge and holding it up.

	Jimmy nodded, smiling. “Sounds good.”

	Vance pointed to the table. “Have a seat while I open this.” Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jimmy obey. After popping the cork on the wine, Vance grabbed a wine topper and carried both to the table. “You a fan of red then?”

	Obviously knowing Vance referred to the wine, Jimmy slid his glass closer to him. “Normally.” He grinned as he watched Vance fill his glass. “There’s always some brand of some kind of alcohol that I don’t care for, but it’s rare.”

	“I don’t actually know shit about pairing wine with food, but this is a Malbec that I enjoy,” Vance admitted, finishing pouring the wine into Jimmy’s glass and moving to his own. “Hopefully you will, too.”

	Jimmy winked as he pulled the glass toward him. “Well, if I don’t like it, I might just have you open that vodka I brought.”

	Vance put the bottle down, then peered at the counter where he’d left the gift. “If that’s what you’d rather have—”

	“Oh, no!” Jimmy raised his hand, then waved toward the second place setting. “Please. Sit.” Smiling at him as Vance obeyed, he added, “This smells amazing.”

	Picking up the knife and spatula, Vance turned his attention to cutting the lasagna. “Next time,” he commented absently. “I’ll make chicken enchiladas.” Vance flashed a grin Jimmy’s way as he carefully scooped a healthy portion onto his companion’s plate. “It’s Brand’s favorite.” Using his spatula to point at Jimmy’s plate. “Give that a minute so you don’t burn your mouth.”

	“Brand is that big guy, right?” Jimmy questioned as he used his fork to take a piece of bread. “From the club on Saturday?”

	Vance nodded as he plated his own food. “Yeah. Known him a long time. Even before I got him a job here.” He helped himself to a slice of garlic bread. Next, he began carefully cutting his lasagna, watching it steam.

	“So how old are you, Vance?” Jimmy asked before taking a sip of his wine. “Oh, that’s good.” He took a larger sip.

	Finding his gaze riveted to Jimmy’s throat muscles, Vance had to swallow twice before finding his tongue. The awkward conversation about his ex-wife and son had eased his ardor, causing his blood to cool. Seeing Jimmy drink the wine and hearing him hum appreciatively while chewing a bite of garlic bread fired Vance right back up again. He shifted in his seat, trying to find a slightly more comfortable position.

	“Not gonna tell me?”

	Vance cleared his throat, yanking his brain back online. “Uh, what?”

	Real eloquent, Vance.

	Jimmy snickered softly, but his smile was kind, and his eyes glowed with heat. “I’m twenty-seven. I took two years of college and dropped out, much to the disappointment of my parents. So not for me,” he added with a roll of his eyes. “I worked a number of odd jobs to pay my bills. When I turned twenty-one, I enrolled in bartending classes. I was damn lucky to get a position at The Red Door straight away. I’ve been there six years and am second in seniority.” Sliding the tines of his fork into a square of lasagna, Jimmy added, his tone taking on a note of pride, “Slade has been talking about retiring. He’s the bar back manager. I’m in line for the position, but I would sure miss him.”

	Jimmy stopped talking and slid the fork into his mouth. His brows shot up, the gem in the small piercing through his eyebrow catching the light. He hummed and smiled, nodding his head, his enjoyment obvious.

	Pride flooded Vance, and he was so damn pleased that Jimmy enjoyed the food he’d provided. To keep from saying something stupid, he shoved a forkful of food into his own mouth. Flavors exploded across his tongue, and his stomach growled, his hunger returning with a vengeance.

	“So, what about you?”

	Right.

	After swallowing, Vance figured out what to say. “Well, I’m thirty-eight”—damn, we’re more than a decade apart—”and I went to college for animal husbandry.” He scooped up another forkful as he continued. “My uncle worked for Laramie’s uncle, who owned the farm back then. He put in a good word for me and got me hired on. I learned a lot from both of them.”

	Vance took a bite of dinner, thinking about the past. It certainly hadn’t been all roses, especially with a baby boy and an unhappy wife. Still, he really wouldn’t have traded it for anything.

	“What do they do here? I saw a whole lotta barns while driving in.” Jimmy used his fork to point absently around the area. “But since it was dark, I couldn’t make out much.”

	Happy to be able to share his work, Vance told about the pig farm. He explained about breeding and feeding, the average number of piglets, and how many were normally on the farm at any given time. Jimmy asked questions, seeming to be quite interested.

	After Vance had finished a funny tale about Brand falling in the mud when a hungry, over-eager sow knocked the legs out from under him, Jimmy responded by telling a few entertaining stories from his time working at the bar.

	Laughing hard, Vance pressed a hand against the growing stitch in his side. “Damn,” he mumbled, catching his breath. “I can’t remember the last time I laughed so hard.” Taking in Jimmy’s flushed face, twinkling eyes, and wide grin showing off even teeth, he felt his heart skip a beat in his chest. Vance cleared his throat, then indicated the sofa. “Would you care to sit and relax? Maybe watch a movie?” Seeing Jimmy’s brows lift, he added, “I could open another bottle of wine.”

	“If you do that, I won’t be able to drive home later.” Jimmy lowered his lids and peered at him through his lashes. “Are you hoping to take advantage of me, cowboy?”

	With how hot his cheeks felt, Vance figured he had to be blushing. That didn’t stop him from allowing his hunger to show on his features as he murmured huskily, “Yes, Jimmy. Yes, I am.”

	A wicked smile of his own curved Jimmy’s lips. “Then you’d better go get that bottle of wine,” he rumbled as he rose to his feet.

	 


Chapter Six

	 

	 

	While Jimmy knew starting something with the half-closeted bisexual hottie was probably a bad idea, he just couldn’t resist. The man drew him like a moth to a flame. Jimmy found him not only handsome, but funny, kind, and a great cook.

	Jimmy also loved the way Vance looked at him—as if he had just walked across a desert, and Jimmy was a tall glass of water. It made his heart pound and his blood fire through his veins. Remembering the feel of his hands in his hair and the taste of his skin, Jimmy vowed to keep it casual even as he gave in.

	Taking Vance’s offered hand, Jimmy allowed the man to draw him out of his chair. When his cowboy slid his free arm around him and tugged him closer, he went with it. Jimmy found himself pulled flush to Vance’s taller, broader frame, and heat seared his flesh everywhere they touched, creating a wave of tingles that cascaded over his body.

	A tremble worked through him.

	Vance grinned down at him, his expression hungry and so damn smug. “I love that I have that effect on you, Jimmy.” Lowering his head, he nuzzled his nose along Jimmy’s jawline as he whispered, “So damn heady. Been so long since I’ve felt such passion as what I feel just from holding you.” Vance lifted his head, meeting his gaze for an instant, before pressing his lips to Jimmy’s. He barely lifted his head so he could whisper, “Kissing you.” While pressing another light peck to Jimmy’s mouth, Vance slid the hand he had on his back up and down, scraping his fingernails lightly over Jimmy’s spine through the soft fabric of his shirt. “Touching you.” Vance pushed his tongue against the seam of Jimmy’s mouth, requesting entrance.

	Jimmy groaned softly, immediately opening. Tipping his head and pressing into the man, he welcomed Vance’s tongue into his mouth. The flavor of the man, mixed with wine, garlic, cheese, and meat sauce, exploded on his tongue—heady, powerful, and going straight to his head.

	Gripping the soft flannel of Vance’s shirt, he undulated against him. Trembles worked through him as tingles erupted on his skin. His dick pressed painfully against his fly, and desperate for pressure, he rutted shamelessly against Vance’s fly.

	By the time Vance lifted his head, breaking the kiss, Jimmy’s lungs screamed for air. He panted harshly, trying desperately to catch his breath. His head swam, and somehow he knew it was all caused by Vance’s talented tongue and not the wine he’d consumed.

	Vance released Jimmy’s hand, moving it up to cradle his head. “Glad you like garlic bread, too,” he teased as he grinned down at him. “And it tastes amazing on your lips.”

	Jimmy laughed softly. “So glad you think so.” With a wink, he finished, “Especially since you served it.”

	Chuckling huskily, Vance grinned at him. “So glad you feel that way.” He cocked his head as he narrowed his eyes. “How do you feel about anchovies?”

	Laughing, Jimmy replied, “How does anyone feel about anchovies?” He saw the way Vance’s lips twitched as his brow lifted. Just like that, it hit Jimmy. “Oh my god! Do you really like anchovies?”

	“I do,” Vance admitted freely. “I love them on salads, just as a snack, or on pizza. Jalapeños, too.” Cocking his head, he asked, “Have you ever actually tried them?”

	Jimmy opened his mouth to say, of course, but he paused. Licking his lips, he racked his brain for an occasion when he’d ever actually tasted anchovies. “Um.” Huh. “I guess not.”

	Vance dipped his head and nipped at Jimmy’s earlobe, sending tingles down his nape. “Are you adventurous, sweetheart?”

	A tremble worked through Jimmy, and his nipples beaded while his dick flexed in his jeans. The way Vance spoke to him, how his body sang from his touch, made him want to agree to anything the man suggested. Jimmy didn’t understand it but figured he could ruminate on it another day. Right then, all he wanted was to feel more of the man.

	“What do they taste like?”

	Humming, Vance furrowed his brows. “Slightly bitter, salty clam strips.”

	“Huh.” Jimmy thought about that. “So it’s like how only a few people like salt and vinegar potato chips.”

	Vance laughed, his eyes twinkling. The expression changed his ruggedly handsome features, morphing him into beyond stunning. How his hazel eyes gleamed and the way he peered at Jimmy with such hunger just added to Vance’s rakish handsomeness.

	Still grinning broadly, Vance pressed, “Could be. Does that mean you’ll try it?”

	Jimmy didn’t know what got into him, but he peered at Vance through his lashes, giving him a flirty look as he said, “I don’t know if I’m agreeing because I want to please you, I actually want to try it, or if I think you’re issuing a challenge... but yeah.” Seeing the way Vance’s eyes widened and how the corners of his lips quirked up, Jimmy shrugged. “So... what’s your favorite way to eat anchovies?”

	“Pizza or salad is definitely a toss-up,” Vance murmured while sliding his right hand up Jimmy’s spine, then back down again. “Hmmm... maybe I’ll offer both. A homemade pizza with anchovies on half of it”—he waggled his brows—”just in case you don’t like them. Plus a Caesar salad with a small bowl of anchovies on the side, that way you can add a bit to a couple of bites, and if you don’t like it, no harm no foul.”

	Jimmy hummed, even as his overly full stomach twinged uncomfortably at just the mention of food. “I don’t know how you can be thinking about cooking when we’ve just pigged out on your epic lasagna,” he said around a whine. “Why is my mouth watering?”

	Vance’s husky chuckle caused a fresh wave of tingles to erupt on Jimmy’s skin. He moaned softly as he peered up and met the man’s gaze. His jaw sagged open as he took in the desire and need in the man’s eyes.

	“Well then,” Vance rumbled huskily. “I do believe it’s time to move to the living room.” He gently massaged Jimmy’s nape with his fingers, and his hand was so big that he still managed to tease his thumb along his jaw. “How about you find something to watch while I get the wine?”

	With his body on fire, Jimmy shook his head. He spotted the concerned tilt of Vance’s brows and knew he’d misunderstood. When his date opened his mouth, probably to question him, Jimmy lifted his hand and touched the pads of his forefingers to his lips.

	“I don’t actually think we need other distractions,” Jimmy whispered, praying for all that he was worth that he wasn’t overstepping or pushing the other man. “While I would be more than happy to just feel your arms around me, I’m also more than willing to experience more with you.”

	Yep. So much for my New Year’s resolution.

	In Jimmy’s mind, he heard the sound of an explosion, as if his plan to make slower, better choices had been completely blown out of the water.

	For one heartbeat, two, Jimmy worried he’d made a mistake, that Vance actually meant this to be a date where they talked and learned about each other—not that there was anything wrong with that—and he prepared to backpedal and do damage control.

	Then Vance grinned widely as his hand tightened on Jimmy’s nape. “I like that idea,” he murmured huskily, his hazel eyes twinkling, showing off the green in their depths.

	Seeing the way Vance began to lower his head, Jimmy slid his hands up to cradle Vance’s neck. He lowered his eyelids to half-mast in anticipation. Clinging to the bigger, stronger man, he couldn’t wait to taste his lips again.

	The ringing of a phone caused Vance to freeze. A second later, he groaned as he loosened his hold. His expression appeared pained, chagrined, as he eased away from him.

	“I’m so sorry, Jimmy.” Vance turned and swept his gaze over his counter. “That’s the ring for the farm’s emergency line. I gotta take this.”

	As disappointed as Jimmy was at the interruption, he still nodded and stepped backward to lean against the table. He nibbled his bottom lip as he watched Vance grab his phone and accept the call. Jimmy wrapped his arms around himself as he listened to Vance’s side of the conversation, carefully watching his facial expression.

	Evidently, something was seriously wrong.

	“Yeah, you did the right thing, Wayne. I’ll be right there.” Then Vance must have disconnected the call, for he turned back to face Jimmy. His expression said it all.

	Their date had come to an end.

	“I’m so very sorry,” Vance stated, his sincerity ringing through loud and clear. “There’s an emergency with a birthing sow, and the vet was called. I need to be there.” Grimacing, he repeated, “I’m sorry.”

	For all the world, it had never occurred to Jimmy that Vance might be called away. “Yeah.” He nodded. “It’s okay.” It made sense, though. Vance lived on sight, after all.

	Seeing Vance’s pinched expression, Jimmy realized how insensitive and dismissive his tone had sounded. He pushed away from the table and forced an understanding smile. “Really.” He lifted his hands in placation. “Hell, you’re the farm’s foreman. You live on sight.” Rolling his eyes, he continued, “I admit it didn’t hit me until now what that meant, but I really do get it.” Glancing at the food spread on the table, Jimmy asked, “Do you want me to clean up before I see myself out?”

	Vance opened his mouth, then closed it again. He cocked his head. “Really? You’d do that?” He took in the spread of leftovers as he crossed back to him, then rested his hands on Jimmy’s hips and smiled down at him. “I would offer for you to stick around, make yourself comfortable and all that, but I really have no idea what I’m walking into or how long I’ll be.”

	Jimmy’s body warmed at Vance’s offer. He grinned while resting his palms on the man’s chest, rubbing over his pectorals soothingly. “It’s okay. I really do get it,” he assured. “You go do your thing. I’m gonna make myself a doggie bag of your amazing lasagna, put the rest away in your fridge, and lock up when I leave.” Realizing how presumptuous that sounded, he quickly added, “Is that okay?”

	Nodding, his expression pleased, Vance murmured, “Hell, yeah. Thank you.” Dipping his head, he pressed a too-soft, too-quick kiss to Jimmy’s lips. “God, I want to stay,” he grumbled on a moan even as he released him and stepped away. As he crossed to his front door, Vance stated over his shoulder, “There’s tin-foil and Tupperware in the cupboard to the right of the stove. Please help yourself.” After grabbing a heavy Carhartt jacket and pulling it on, Vance turned back and smiled at him as he zipped it up. “Thank you, Jimmy. Not only for putting the food away, but for understanding.” His expression turned troubled. “You have no idea what it means to me.”

	Jimmy nodded again. “Good luck with your pig, Vance,” he said, truly meaning the words. “I hope she ends up okay.”

	Vance winced even as he nodded. “Thanks. Me, too.” Yanking open his door, he headed out the front, then paused and turned back to peer at him. “I’ll call you tomorrow. Okay?”

	Smiling, Jimmy nodded. “I’d like that.”

	Appearing pleased, Vance nodded again, then grabbed a set of keys from a glass bowl near the door and headed outside, shutting the door behind him. With a wave, he was gone.

	Jimmy stared at the door, leaning against the table for several minutes. Sighing, he tore his focus away from the door and slowly peered around Vance’s home. The single floor ranch home was comfortably appointed with wood and tile floors with area rugs to break up the space. The furniture was modest, yet appeared comfortable and complemented each other. Everything seemed well taken care of, too.

	As much fun as it would be to check out Vance’s home, Jimmy resisted the urge to explore every nook and cranny of the man’s space. Barely. He knew it would be so very telling, but at the same time, an invasion of the man’s privacy and a breach of trust. Instead, he did as he’d promised and put away the food.

	 


Chapter Seven

	 

	Vance stared at his phone, then lowered it and tapped it against his leg. Rubbing the back of his neck, he tried to decide if it was too early to call. He hated the uncertainty, having become accustomed to making decisions and being in control.

	Guess dating doesn’t get any easier, no matter what age you are.

	On the one hand, he really wanted to hear Jimmy’s voice, to make certain he’d made it home. On the other hand, he was worried that nine in the morning was too early for his night-shift working date. Plus, he really wanted to thank Jimmy.

	The man had not only put away the food, but he’d also cleared and wiped the table as well as rinsed the dishes—which he’d left stacked neatly in the sink. Even the counters had been wiped clean. It seemed Jimmy had a bit of a neat streak in him, perhaps from his years of working at the bar, which required that everything be kept clean and tidy.

	Don’t want to wake him if he’s still asleep though.

	“Just because I have to be up,” Vance mumbled before a yawn overtook him. He rubbed his eyes lightly, then his temples, trying to stimulate some thought.

	“Hey, boss,” Brand called, announcing his presence in the pig barn. “You talking to yourself again?”

	Hearing the man’s teasing tone, Vance rolled his eyes. “Very funny,” he called back. Then he lifted a hand, hiding another yawn. The idea of a nap sure sounded damn fantastic.

	“Here. Thought you could use this.” Brand appeared on the other side of the stall’s half-wall. Resting one forearm on the wall, he held out a plastic travel mug with the other. “Heard you were up all night, and it didn’t go well.”

	Vance took the coffee from Brand as he took in his buddy’s sad expression. The man had obviously heard that they’d lost the sow, which would explain how his friend knew to find him in the small, specially designed stall. The wood walls had a couple of heat lamps attached to the wall—high enough so it wouldn’t be a fire hazard, but low enough to keep the piglets warm. Plenty of fresh, clean straw was strewn over the wood beams of the floor with a thick layer of wood chips for insulation.

	“At least we saved most of the piglets,” he murmured before taking a sip from the cup. When the hot liquid flowed over his tongue, he tasted strong, bitter coffee tempered by some kind of mint creamer. “Oh, that’s good.” He took a much larger gulp. “Thank you.”

	Brand nodded, his gaze straying to the corner where eight newborn piglets were piled together in a sort of nest made from the straw. Currently, all the piglets were sleeping—thank god. The last one had drifted off not too long ago after their third feeding of the evening. The little ones didn’t eat much at a time, but they needed to eat often.

	“I already made up a schedule for all the hands to take a turn at piglet monitoring and feeding. It’s in your inbox,” Brand told him. “I’m here to relieve you, so you can review it, then go take a nap.”

	His dark-eyed gaze swept over Vance, and Vance could see the questions in his eyes. The man was mulling over something. Vance lifted a brow and met his friend’s gaze.

	“Just spit it out, Brand,” Vance ordered heavily. “What’s the problem?”

	Brand cleared his throat, looking a bit discomfited. “Only you seem to know when somethin’ is buggin’ me.” He curved his lips into a wry smile as he met Vance’s gaze. “So, Wayne says you came to the stall, and he thought he caught a whiff of wine on your breath. I thought, naw... that can’t be right, cause the only time you drink wine is when you go trollin’, but you were here, so—” Brand snapped his mouth shut, his brows furrowing as he kept flicking his gaze between Vance and the piglets and back again.

	Vance took another sip of the coffee, trying to keep his expression neutral. Was he ready to share having Jimmy over for supper with Brand? What would his friend say? How would he react?

	Remembering where he’d met the man and who with, Vance suddenly knew the answer to all those questions.

	Meeting Brand’s gaze, Vance stared at his friend. He smiled.

	Just that fast, Brand’s jaw sagged open. His brows shot up. A shit-eating grin split his lips.

	“Ha, ha!” Brand cried, whooping.

	The sound of mewling and whuffling drew both men’s attention. Vance lifted his hand and shushed Brand. “Don’t wake the damn things,” he grumbled, shaking his head. “They need their sleep.”

	Brand sobered... at least a little. He still grinned widely. “So, tell me,” he demanded in a soft voice. “Did you have someone over? Who? Where did you meet her? How come you didn’t tell me?”

	Vance snorted, lifting his hand as he shook his head. “One question at a time,” he grumbled. “I’ve had no sleep, and you’re making my head spin.”

	Brand didn’t appear at all contrite. He waved his hand in a come on motion. “Spill.”

	“As long as you promise not to shout again.”

	His friend rolled his eyes.

	Figuring that was as good a promise as he was going to get, Vance murmured, “I had Jimmy over last night. Made lasagna, so yes there was wine involved.”

	Brand wasn’t completely accurate. While Vance’s normal drink of choice was vodka, there were times when wine was a better option. In Vance’s opinion, vodka didn’t go well with Italian.

	Holding Brand’s gaze, Vance wasn’t surprised to see his buddy’s lips part in surprise once more. He’d expected such a reaction. He even anticipated the confusion that next filled Brand’s eyes.

	“Wow, really?” Brand whispered. He tilted his head, his gaze sliding to the pigs. “That’s... I’m kinda shocked.” Refocusing on Vance, Brand added, “Not cause he’s a dude, but because you said you hadn’t exchanged numbers or whatever Saturday. You said it was a just a bit of mutual fun.”

	Vance took a deep breath, taking the scents of clean straw, wood chips, and heated air into his lungs. Blowing out the breath just as slowly, he thought about how to respond. In truth, it was really simple.

	“I couldn’t seem to get him out of my mind,” Vance admitted. “All day Sunday, thoughts of him kept popping into my head, distracting me. Drove me nuts.” He leaned against the stall wall and rested the back of his head against it. “In the shower that night it finally hit me.”

	Remembering that moment, when he’d given in to the memories of Jimmy on his knees and he’d jacked off to them, Vance recalled how it had given him an orgasm nearly as powerful as when Jimmy had sucked him. In fact, his blood began to heat and flow south even now. He shifted his position, rolling his head so his temple pressed against the wall as he attempted to dislodge the thoughts.

	“What hit you?”

	Snapping his eyelids open, uncertain when he’d even closed them, Vance focused on Brand. “That if he were a woman, I would have asked for his phone number, and I would have called her already.” Scoffing lightly, he added, “So I headed back to the club in search of him, got his phone number, and set up a date.”

	“And you made him lasagna.”

	Vance nodded.

	Brand grinned suddenly. “Got any leftovers?”

	Snorting, Vance nodded again. “Sure, man.” Of course, that would be what his buddy cared about. “Always thinkin’ with your stomach.”

	Brand just shrugged, completely unabashed.

	“Come over whenever your shift here is done.” Vance pushed away from the wall, stumbling a step as fatigue flooded him once more. Even the tasty coffee Brand had brought wasn’t going to help him stay awake much longer. “I’ll check the schedule, make certain no changes need to be made, then send it out to everyone. That’ll also let me know about when you’ll be comin’ so I can set my alarm and take a nap.”

	God, a nap sounds so damn good.

	“Will do.”

	Vance exited the stall, walking slowly around Brand as his buddy filed into the stall. He glanced to the right, down the aisle that ran through the rest of the barn. Spotting Todd halfway down with a clipboard, he waved at the man, who waved back, then he turned and headed toward the exit.

	“Hey, Vance,” Brand called, leaning over the half-wall to peer at him, his expression surprisingly serious. When Vance lifted a brow in silent question, too tired to speak, Brand ordered, “You make sure you call Jimmy before you take a nap and don’t forget to leave a message.”

	Lifting his hand in a thumbs up, Vance resumed his trek to the barn’s door and made his way back to his house. He took off his coat and hung it up, then headed to the bathroom. After relieving himself, he washed, splashed some water on his face, and hung his head over the sink with his eyes closed.

	Once Vance had mustered enough brain power to go to his office, he sat behind his desk and booted up his machine. He opened his email and found the excel file Brand had mentioned. After reviewing the names and times of each four-hour shift, Vance checked his calendar which indicated men’s days off work. He made a couple changes, then saved the file and forwarded it to all the employees, marking it urgent.

	With that done, Vance pushed to his feet, then headed to his bedroom. He stripped until he was nude, then climbed into bed. After setting his alarm to wake him up in three hours, Vance pulled up the covers, then Jimmy’s number.

	Before he could second-guess himself, Vance pushed the dial button. He listened to it ring. After hearing the fourth tone, he mentally prepared a short thank you message.

	“Hello?”

	Hearing the soft sound of Jimmy’s sleep-husky voice, Vance felt his blood heat in his veins. His stomach muscles quivered as his dick took an interest. “God, you have a sexy bedroom voice.” The words were out of Vance’s mouth before his brain even processed them.

	“Vance?”

	Hearing the concern in Jimmy’s tone, Vance closed his eyes and mentally winced. “Yeah, it’s Vance. Sorry, sweetheart,” he hurriedly continued. “My brain isn’t firing on all neurons right now.”

	Jimmy soft laughter sounded so damn good in Vance’s ear. “Are you just getting up, too?”

	“No,” Vance admitted. His own voice had lowered an octave, coming out a low rumble, but he couldn’t seem to help himself. “Just getting in, actually. About to take a nap.” Pushing forward, knowing he was tired enough to fall asleep while on the phone, Vance offered, “I just wanted to call and tell you thank you.”

	“Oh, wow. You were up all night?” Jimmy sounded concerned. “Is that normal?”

	“No, it’s not, but it does happen every once in a while.” Clearing his throat, Vance added, “I’m the foreman. I live on sight, so I always have to be available, or make certain Brand is. He’s my right hand.”

	“Yeah, that totally makes sense.” Jimmy sighed, the sound of cloth rustling through the line. “I take it things didn’t go well?”

	“Afraid not.”

	Vance took a few minutes to share how they’d lost the sow, leaving out the nasty bits of internal bleeding and twisted intestines, then told him about the eight piglets they’d saved. He explained to Jimmy what it took to care for the newborns, impressed that he sounded as if he paid attention, considering the questions he asked.

	“So you’re just getting in?” Jimmy asked again. “I’m so flattered that you called me before crashing.” His voice was soft in Vance’s ear. “Thank you.”

	“I wanted to make certain you got home okay,” Vance admitted, feeling his body flush a bit from embarrassment. He cleared his throat. “And thank you. You didn’t need to rinse all the dishes. That was really amazing of you.”

	“Well,” Jimmy began, drawing the word out. “It was no big deal. Really.”

	“It was a big deal to me,” Vance countered softly. “In the past, I’ve never”—he paused, thinking back over the years—”never dated or been with someone who would do something for me that was just to make my life easier.”

	“You’ve been dating the wrong kinds of people,” Jimmy whispered.

	“I agree,” Vance replied just as quietly. “But I’m hoping that’s changed now.”

	When there was a long silence from the other end of the line, Vance felt a spike of unease surge through him. Jimmy was so much younger, he realized. He also worked in a gay bar where dozens of handsome men came onto him on a daily basis.

	What if he wasn’t ready to settle down?

	Wait a minute. Isn’t that the kind of thing that Jimmy’s ex had always accused him of?

	Jimmy had always attested to wanting fidelity, so the important thing Vance had to decide was... did he trust the man?

	To his surprise, Vance found that he did.

	That meant he needed to figure out what he’d said wrong. On top of that, he needed to be honest. He’s always considered himself a straight-shooter, and he hoped his propensity for bluntness would work in his favor now.

	“Jimmy? I would very much like to follow through on the plans we discussed.” His heart began to thud in his chest. “I realize I’m older, and I come with complications. But I’m not so stupid as to throw away the chemistry between us just because dating you won’t be easy.” He hesitated a few seconds, then stated, “If you’re not interested in seeing if a relationship with me is possible, then I’ll accept that, and I won’t bother you again.”

	“You’re straightforward,” Jimmy commented, his tone uneasy.

	“After the issues with my ex-wife, I find I don’t like games,” Vance admitted.

	Vance sighed, resting his free hand over his forehead as he forced the tension from his body, one muscle group at a time. However Jimmy responded, he would have to accept it, then go from there. Vance had learned a long time ago not to stress over that which he had no control.

	“I’m attracted to you, too, Vance,” Jimmy began slowly. “Aaaand... I can’t say as I’ve ever met someone quite so... forthcoming.” He scoffed softly. “It’s really, really refreshing. And I like it.” After another few heartbeats of hesitation, he continued, “So I’m going to return the favor. I agree we have fantastic chemistry between us, and I’d like to see if a relationship with you could work, but I do have some reservations.”

	Furrowing his brows, Vance tried to keep his sluggish mind concentrating on the conversation. “What reservations, sweetheart?”

	“Your son. That you’re not out to him.” Jimmy sighed, the sound of bedding rustling coming through the line again, indicating that perhaps Jimmy rolled over. “I don’t want to come between you and your son. What do you think he would say?”

	Vance winced, rubbing the back of his palm over his forehead. “My son is fifteen. Mostly he lives with his mother.”

	Clearing his throat while gathering his thoughts, Vance turned his head and stared at his nightstand where one of his favorite pictures of Mark rested. He was twelve at the time and holding a pig that was almost as big as he was. There was the happiest grin on his face. Vance rarely saw that carefree smile anymore.

	“Over the last couple of years, he’s been adopting a lot of Darlene’s bigoted, entitled comments and attitude. It would be... difficult. Of that I’m certain.” Groaning, he admitted, “I don’t want to lose my son, either, but it seems to be headed in that direction anyway, because I don’t like the man he’s becoming, and I’ve held my tongue long enough.” With sadness flooding him, he admitted something he hadn’t even told Brand. “Whether you’re in my life or not, Jimmy, I will be taking him to task for his behavior. It’s long past time.”

	 


Chapter Eight

	 

	 

	“Wow, he really said that to you?”

	Jimmy sat in his living room, open and empty take out cartons sitting on his coffee table. Oliver Kostroma sat on the other end of the sofa, mirroring Jimmy’s position, and staring at him in shock. His friend from grade school had always had his back, even coming out as bisexual in their junior year of high school when Jimmy announced he was gay, so Jimmy wouldn’t face persecution alone.

	Nodding, Jimmy admitted, “Yeah, Vance really said all that.” He rubbed his palms over his sweatpants-clad thighs as he shook his head in wonder. “I just... I’ve never met anyone like him, but—” He paused, furrowing his brows as he struggled to sort his thoughts.

	After getting off the phone with Vance, telling the man to get some sleep, and they would talk again soon, Jimmy had immediately called Oliver. He’d only needed to tell his friend that he was having man trouble, and Oliver had told him he would be right there. Oliver had even said he’d bring breakfast sandwiches from Muldoons, their favorite hangout for junk food, and he’d ordered Jimmy to put the coffee on.

	Jimmy had been more than grateful. That didn’t stop him from obsessing about the call as he’d gotten up, gone through his bathroom routine, then headed to the kitchen to put the coffee on. That had given him plenty of time to think... and wonder.

	Jimmy could tell Vance was beyond exhausted when his words had come slower and slower and had even begun to slur. Listening to the man’s concerns as well as his claims, Jimmy wondered if Vance would remember them when he woke. As much as he wanted to believe the man, he feared if something did actually happen to drive a wedge between Vance and his son, Vance would blame him... just because he needed a scapegoat.

	“Wow, he sounds...”

	Oliver’s musing tone drew Jimmy’s attention back to his friend. When his friend didn’t finish, he nodded. “Yeah. I know, right?”

	“Too good to be true.”

	Jimmy sighed. “Yeah.” He hated admitting to that.

	“On the other hand, maybe he’s exactly as he seems. I mean, you did say he was completely exhausted when he was talking to you on the phone, right?”

	Cocking his head, Jimmy tried to understand what Oliver could mean. “What does that have to do with anything?”

	Oliver waved one hand in front of him absently as he stated, “When you’re tired, your brain isn’t fully functional, right? You’re not preoccupied with choosing your words and saying the right thing”—he made air quotes with his fingers—”so he’s probably being more honest. Maybe you should give him a chance to prove himself. You said he has a whole bunch of gay friends, right?” Snapping his fingers, Oliver pointed at him. “And you did meet him at your work... which is a gay club.”

	Some of Jimmy’s reticence began to ease from his mind. “That’s true. A birthday party for his boss, actually.”

	“So it’s not as if he doesn’t have support if someone says something rude.” Oliver rolled one shoulder in a half-shrug. “Isn’t that what most people fear when they come out? Losing those they care about?”

	“Yeah, but what if that person is his own son?” Jimmy’s tension began returning as another thought struck him. “And what if his wife—”

	“Ex-wife,” Oliver cut in.

	Jimmy nodded. “Ex-wife. What if his ex-wife causes custody trouble?”

	“Then we get him a good lawyer.” Oliver snorted, scowling as he crossed his arms over his chest. “She can’t stop him from seeing his son just because he’s gay.”

	“He considers himself bisexual,” Jimmy pointed out. That made him think of something else, and he winced. “What if I fall for him, then he decides being with a woman is so much easier?”

	Oliver opened his mouth, then closed it again. Jimmy watched a muscle flex in his jaw. Then his friend licked his lips. His friend was clearly in thought, ideas rattling around in his head.

	Finally, Oliver sighed and shrugged. “Isn’t that a risk regardless of who you fall in love with?”

	It was Jimmy’s turn to open his mouth, then close it. “Huh.” No way could he refute that. “So... you think I should go for it?”

	Oliver tipped his head, eyeing him thoughtfully. “Do you like him?”

	“Well, yeah, obviously,” Jimmy replied, frowning. “I mean, the guy is hot, kisses like a dream, and when he touches me, I—”

	Snorting, Oliver rolled his eyes as he held up his hand. “Yeah, I already got that you desperately wanna do the vertical humba mumba with him. No need to wax poetic about the size of his dick, size queen.” Even as Jimmy felt blood rush to his face and knew he blushed, his confusion must have been on his face, for Oliver smirked as he continued, “You both talked about chemistry, but that’s sexual. You can’t bone twenty-four-seven. I wanna know if you like the guy... as a person.”

	“I’m not sure I understand the question,” Jimmy admitted.

	Oliver snickered. “You remember how you told me how annoying you found Lars’s habit of drinking straight out of your milk carton? Or how you couldn’t talk to him about finances because he paid for everything on his credit card?” As he spoke, Oliver lifted his hands and began ticking off his fingers. “Or you didn’t have any movies in common? How you couldn’t talk about anything beyond how was your day and where do you want to go to dinner or lunch or whatever? And let’s not forget how you could never buy your favorite thing from that Thai restaurant we love because Lars didn’t like how it made you taste too garlicky?”

	Jimmy snorted before mumbling, “That certainly wouldn’t be a problem with Vance. He loves garlic.”

	“Ah, see? Already a point in his favor,” Oliver said with a wink. Then he sobered. “Then of course, my personal favorite, any time you turned him down for lunch because we already had plans, Lars became pissed.”

	Sighing, Jimmy reached over and grabbed his coffee mug. He heaved to his feet, wanting a refill. “I get it. You think Lars is a douche.” Oliver gave him his patented oh really expression, complete with his left lip downturned as he lifted that same eyebrow. Jimmy didn’t know how he managed it. “Okay, an asshole. I agree, okay?”

	“Glad to hear it, but that’s not quite what I was driving at.” Oliver followed Jimmy to the kitchen of his small apartment with his own mug, which he set on the counter and slid toward the coffee pot, obviously requesting a refill. “What I was wondering is if you like conversing with him? Can you chat? Do you have common interests? What’s he like out of the bedroom? You said he made you dinner? Did you eat in silence before fucking, so you don’t know? Or what?”

	Jimmy jerked, the coffee he was pouring from the carafe and into his cup splashing over the counter. Hissing, he hastily put the carafe back. As he grabbed a couple of paper towels to wipe up his mess, he scowled at Oliver.

	“What the hell, Olly?” Jimmy grumbled. “What’s with the verbal attack?”

	Oliver barked a laugh as he grabbed a couple more paper towels. As he crouched and wiped up the coffee that had dripped off the counter, he stated, “Not a verbal attack, my bestest buddy. Just tryin’ ta get ya thinkin’. Ya know?” Standing back up, he grinned broadly, not a hint of remorse in his gaze. “You did say your New Year’s resolution was to make smarter relationship choices, remember?” He shrugged, his voice taking on an innocent tone. “I’m just trying to help.” After throwing away the wet wad, he took a few steps away and leaned on the counter. “So. Answer my questions.”

	Jimmy opened his mouth to snap at Oliver again, but he closed his mouth just as quickly. Turning back to the coffee, he again picked up the carafe. He filled his mug, then did the same to Oliver’s. After putting the carafe back on the warming plate, Jimmy grabbed the paper towels he’d used and threw them away.

	During those few moments, Jimmy thought about his friend’s questions. This was why he’d invited his friend over, after all. His buddy didn’t pull punches, speaking his mind, but he was always looking out for his best interests.

	Oliver was the brother Jimmy had never had—another reason his mother didn’t want to accept that Jimmy was gay. She said it was Jimmy’s responsibility to marry, then produce a son to carry on the family name. While he wouldn’t mind having a child of his own—someday—he sure as hell wasn’t going to marry some hapless woman, making both their lives miserable, to get it.

	Jimmy finally once again met Oliver’s patient gaze. He smiled, that move alone telling his friend that he wasn’t upset. “Yes, we have the ability to talk to each other. Listening to him talk about the farm and the pigs was really interesting. He offered me a tour,” he admitted. “And I accepted. I can’t wait to see the tiny piglets. He also said he could give me horseback riding lessons. Wouldn’t that be cool?”

	Excitement surged through Jimmy at the prospect. While he hadn’t thought about it for years, when he was young, he’d asked his parents for riding lessons. They’d refused, saying they couldn’t afford it.

	Instead, they’d enrolled him in baseball... which he’d sucked at.

	Pushing aside thoughts of his past, Jimmy focused on Oliver... and saw his wide grin.

	“What?” Jimmy asked warily.

	Oliver laughed. “I can’t wait to meet this guy. I haven’t seen you so excited about something in a really long time.”

	“Uh...” For just a second, Jimmy felt an odd possessiveness. “Well, we’ve only been on one date, so, um... I’m not sure when—”

	Snorting, Oliver walked over and grabbed his fresh coffee. “Don’t worry, hot stuff.” He waggled his brows. “I won’t try to steal your guy.” His eyes narrowed on a growl. “Not like your hussy of a sister that one time in high school.”

	Jimmy groaned. “I can’t believe you’re bringing that up.”

	Thinking about his unsupportive parents was hard enough. His sister, Mary, younger by a year, always tried to one-up him. As far as Jimmy was concerned, she should have been the boy. Mary was a natural athlete, all the boys loved her, and she excelled at college.

	“I am not discussing that with you,” Jimmy countered. “Now let’s go relax and watch the season finale of Survivor. I recorded it.”

	“Oh thank god!” Oliver cried dramatically. Walking backward, he strode toward the sofa even as he pointed his finger at Jimmy. “And don’t think I don’t realize you changed the subject. I am meeting this man sooner rather than later.” He winked. “Somebody’s gotta vet him for you.”

	Even though Oliver sounded jovial, Jimmy heard the seriousness in his tone. He crossed to his friend and wrapped him in a hug, being careful to keep his mug away from his friend’s back. Feeling Oliver reciprocate, holding him, he rested his chin on the other man’s shoulder.

	“Thank you,” Jimmy murmured.

	“Of course, Jim-Jim,” Oliver responded softly. “I always got your back.”

	Jimmy knew that, too. He didn’t know what he would have done without his best friend. After he’d dropped out of college, his parents had threatened to kick him out of the house unless he re-enrolled. Jimmy had immediately called Oliver, who had a small place since he’d spent the last two years as an electrician’s apprentice. His friend had instantly offered Jimmy his couch.

	Releasing his hold, Jimmy crossed to his sofa and settled on what he considered his end, while Oliver sat cross-legged on his own end.

	“So, if this works out with Vance, maybe we can find you a hot cowboy,” Jimmy stated conversationally as he turned on the TV. He immediately began searching through his DVR but paused a second to leer playfully at his friend. “Maybe his friend Brand. He’s big and broad. Your favorite.”

	Oliver scoffed before replying, “Only if Brand isn’t interested in more than a fuck buddy. I swore off relationships, remember?”

	“What?” Jimmy frowned. “You’re still on that kick?”

	Scowling at Jimmy, Oliver nodded emphatically. “After the Rodger incident, hell yeah! No more relationships for me.”

	Jimmy opened his mouth to counter Oliver, but spotting the fierce expression on his friend’s face caused him to snap his mouth closed. He nodded, instead. He knew Oliver had been badly burned by Rodger—not just cheating, but setting Oliver up to be the other man. Jimmy knew it had broken his friend’s trust in love.

	Maybe someday Olly will get that back, and I’ll stay by his side every day until he finds his own prince charming.

	While Jimmy figured he was putting way too much faith in a man he’d just met—thinking of Vance as his own prince charming—he couldn’t help it. He really did like the guy. The heady glow that had flooded his abdomen when his cowboy had thanked him for cleaning his kitchen... it had nothing to do with arousal.

	Pushing the feeling to the back of his mind, since there was absolutely no way he wanted to name the sensation, yet, Jimmy returned his focus to Oliver. “Don’t worry. We’ll all do lunch or something before too long. That way you can meet him.” Seeing Oliver’s disbelieving quirk of his brow, Jimmy reached over with his hand which held the remote and shoved his upper arm. “Knock it off. It’ll happen.”

	Oliver laughed and nodded. “Good.” Then he indicated the TV. “Now put on the show. I wanna see who wins.”

	“Well, I know who you want to win, since you think Mario is a hottie,” Jimmy teased as he started the two-hour finale episode underway. “In all his big, bronzed buffness.”

	“Hell yeah! He’s totally drool-worthy,” Oliver immediately replied. “Why the crap do you want Sophia to win? She’s controlling and overbearing.”

	Jimmy shook his head. “And if Sophia was a man, she’d be called decisive and commanding. It’s a double standard.” Seeing Oliver’s lifted brow and half-glance, Jimmy added, “You know... when a woman works hard and demands to get her way, people call her a bitch, but if she was a man, others would call him motivated?”

	Oliver immediately nodded, relenting. “Yeah, I see.” Then he grinned as the opening theme song began. “Here we go!”

	Turning his attention to the boob tube and the silly reality TV show that he and his buddy just couldn’t get enough of, Jimmy absently wondered if Vance would watch Survivor with him. Lars never had, calling it juvenile, fake, and even asinine. He pushed the thought to the back of his mind as the characters’ antics drew him in.

	Over the next couple of hours, Jimmy and Oliver relaxed, focusing on the TV show. They shouted at their favorite characters when they thought they were making a mistake, cheered for them while they were doing challenges, and booed at the other players when something went right for them.

	All in all, Jimmy found it to be a relaxing afternoon.

	 


Chapter Nine

	 

	 

	“When are you seeing him again?” Brand asked as he helped Vance lift a board into place, replacing one that had been broken by one of their huge hogs. “It’s been a couple of days, hasn’t it?”

	Vance nodded. “We talk on the phone every day,” he admitted, unable to stop himself from smiling. He enjoyed listening to Jimmy’s melodious tenor. “I went to see him at work last night.”

	That had been Sunday night—again. He just hadn’t been able to resist seeing him, and he found the lighter crowd on Sundays to be much more manageable on his nerves. Vance had also arrived early enough to catch Jimmy before his break.

	Hell yeah!

	“Oh! Is that what that smile is for?” Brand teased, snorting.

	Vance chose to ignore his friend. “He has Tuesdays and Wednesdays off, so in answer to your question, tomorrow. He’s going to swing by mid-afternoon.” Glancing Brand’s way before pulling several nails from a pouch on his tool belt, Vance asked, “Which reminds me. Will you take the emergency cell phone for tomorrow afternoon?”

	“Of course,” Brand immediately replied. “I’ll keep it for the evening, too, and give it back in the morning.” When Vance opened his mouth to counter the offer, Brand laughed and shook his head. “Just nail in the board and don’t argue. I’m tired of holding up this damn thing, and we have four more to go.”

	Snapping his mouth shut, Vance did as Brand suggested. “Thanks, Brand,” he said instead while placing the nails in his other hand.

	Awkwardly using that forearm to hold the board in place, Vance grabbed the hammer. He used it to pound a nail into place. Finally able to move his forearm from the board, he shook it out a second, then pounded two more nails into place.

	Vance crossed to where Brand waited while grabbing a few more nails. After handing the hammer to Brand, he placed a nail into position, trusting his buddy wouldn’t smash his fingers. His faith was well-founded, and after a moment, three more nails had been set.

	Stepping backward, Vance turned to grab his end of the next board.

	“So, what do you guys talk about?” Brand asked curiously as they both positioned the board just below the previous one. “What are you going to do tomorrow?”

	“I talk with Jimmy about the same shit I talk to you about, I guess,” Vance stated, mildly confused by the question. “Work. Movies. Likes. Dislikes. Family. That shit.”

	“Holy shit, really?” Brand sounded way too shocked. “You told him about Darlene and her continued requests? About how you tolerate her abuse?”

	“Abuse?” Vance thought that an extreme word. “She doesn’t—”

	“When was the last time she berated you for not being man enough to take care of her the way she deserves?”

	Vance’s hand slipped on the nail he held, and he slammed the hammer into the flesh between the knuckles of his thumb. “Fuck!” he cried, dropping both hammer and nail. Holding the wrist of his left hand with his right, he hissed through the pain, all the while glaring at Brand. “I told you that in confidence,” he said on a snarl.

	Brand scowled as he glanced around pointedly. “There ain’t no one here, Vance, so it’s still in confidence. And you told me because you were drunk.” He tried to lower his end of the board, but it creaked and hung at an awkward angle due to the nail Vance had already embedded, plus where it hit on the board above it. “Shit. Can you hand me the hammer and a nail? If I put this down, it might warp or crack something.”

	Focusing through the pain, Vance nodded. He released his wrist, tucking his hand against his chest. When he bent down, he nearly staggered as his head swam from the pain. Vance gritted his teeth and snagged the hammer, then one of the nails.

	Vance shuffled over to Brand, holding them out. “If I end up with a broken thumb because of you and your big mouth, I swear to god I’m going to deck you.”

	Grimacing, Brand swept his gaze over Vance’s face. He obviously didn’t like what he saw, for he murmured, “I’m sorry, man. I didn’t mean to distract you like that.”

	While Vance watched Brand pound in the nail he’d given him, he eased sideways a few steps and leaned against the wall. He focused on his thumb, cradling his injured hand in his free one. Ever so carefully, he inspected his finger. The flesh between the two knuckles had already begun to swell, but he found he could move it—a little anyway—and god did it hurt.

	“How’s it look?” Brand asked, stepping close and peering at his hand. “Did ya break it?”

	“I don’t think so,” Vance grumbled irritably. He glared at Brand. “No thanks to you, ya fucker.”

	Brand rolled his eyes before glaring at him. “It was a valid question. If you’re going to have a relationship with this man, he needs to know the truth of your situation.” Before Vance’s pain-clouded mind could come up with a response to that, Brand wagged a finger under his nose. “Unless you’re finally ready to accept help from your friends, so you can change the damn situation. She’s bleedin’ ya dry, man!”

	Resting the back of his head against the wall behind him, Vance sighed deeply. “And what would you have me do?” he whispered, the question out of his mouth before he could think better of it. “She needs the money for Mark.”

	Growling, Brand whispered harshly, “You and I both know that’s a lie. She doesn’t use even half of your child support for Mark.” Brand met Vance’s gaze squarely, his dark eyes full of sadness. “I’ve seen the wear on his shirts, his sneakers, and I’ve seen you take him shopping. So where the fuck is the money you’re giving her going?”

	“She doesn’t have a job, and the house needs—” Vance began to defend, but Brand cut him off.

	“Exactly. She doesn’t work. She has one son, so why the fuck does she need a four bedroom, three bath house in suburbia?” Brand shook his head. “Or why does she need to lease a brand new car every other year? She’s using you as her personal piggy bank, and on top of that, she’s teaching Mark to be an asshole.” Resting his huge hand on Vance’s shoulder, Brand squeezed supportively. “It’s gotta stop, man.” He paused a heartbeat, then added, “Let us help you make it stop.”

	Vance sighed heavily. If those accusations had come from anyone else—man or woman—he probably would have decked them. As it was, Vance knew Brand was right. He was nearly forty years old, had been divorced for over a decade, and he still allowed his ex to manipulate him.

	He was just so damn tired of feeling railroaded... by everyone. His ex-wife wanted him to pay for her life. His best friend wanted him to man up, so to speak. Even his son wanted him to get a real job, so he didn’t have to deal with fags when he visited him.

	God, will Jimmy end up wanting something from me, too?

	Vance did his best to dismiss the uncharitable thought. So far, Jimmy hadn’t shown any sign of being a user like his ex-wife. Hell, the man had been upfront about everything, including that he had concerns—and they were good concerns, too.

	If I fix the problem of my ex, that will solve one issue, but what do I do about Mark?

	“Well, damn, Vance,” Brand mumbled, drawing his attention. “I’ve said shit like this before, and either you’ve always yelled at me to mind my own damn business, or you’ve brushed me off.” For a long moment, Brand just stared at him, then his lips curved into a shit-eating grin. “Holy shit! Is this because of Jimmy?” His eyes widened. “Oh, you’re serious about this guy, aren’t you?”

	Vance was having a damn hard time keeping up, what with the way Brand was rambling combined with the pain pulsing through his hand and up his arm. So... he answered the last question first and disregarded the rest.

	“Yes, I’m serious about Jimmy,” Vance admitted heavily. “I can’t remember the last time I met someone that—” He paused, frowning, suddenly realizing the words he’d intended to say were actually the answer to another of Brand’s questions. “Jimmy is someone that makes me willing to shake up my status quo, to get out of the rut my life has become.” Scoffing, he muttered, “As lame and sappy as it may sound, Jimmy is the catalyst for me wanting to fix a few things in my life.”

	Vance remembered Jimmy saying something similar on one of their phone calls, although the way he’d said it hadn’t been quite so flattering. His bartender had been worried he’d come to regret their time together, blaming him for possible future problems. Vance knew there was no chance of that. His ex-wife would always be the one he would blame if future problems arose.

	The vindictive bitch.

	That meant Vance had to go about things the right way. He needed to have the proper support, the right aid. He would need to talk to Laramie about—

	“Vance, are you okay?” Brand squeezed his shoulder again, drawing his attention to his furrowed brows and concerned expression. “Vance? Maybe I oughta take you to the hospital. You’re pretty flushed. Maybe you broke your thumb after all.” Then Brand began sliding his arm around his shoulders, drawing him away from the wall. “Come on, man. Let’s get you somewhere comfortable.”

	“I’m okay,” Vance reassured, coming back to himself. “Just got caught up in my mind.”

	“Uh huh, sure,” Brand muttered, clearly disbelieving. “I’d still like to get you checked out, but we’ll have the big boss give us a second opinion. ‘Kay?”

	While Vance had no desire to go to the hospital, he still nodded. He did feel pretty light-headed. Plus, his legs didn’t seem to want to cooperate quite as they should.

	Weird.

	Vance groaned softly before muttering, “God, stop, Brand. I gotta stop moving.” His stomach roiled. Somehow, it felt as if the pain radiating through his hand pulsed through his temple, making him woozy. “Stop!”

	To Vance’s relief, Brand obeyed. “We’re in this barn’s office now,” Brand told him, his voice quiet, soothing. “I’m lowering you to the sofa. Just sit while I go get Laramie. Okay?”

	Vance spread his legs and hung his head between his knees. “I ain’t goin’ anywhere,” he grumbled before turning his focus to breathing in through his nose and out through his mouth. He fixed his attention on a large dirt smudge on the cuff of his jeans and waited.

	For what felt like forever, all Vance could hear was the rushing of blood through his head. Slowly, the queasiness in his stomach abated, and his head began to clear. Vance sighed, resting his temple against the inside of his left knee.

	“Good grief,” Vance muttered to himself. “I feel like a fucking pussy.” He peered at his thumb, and although it had nearly doubled in size, there wasn’t any blood. Unfortunately, however, he could no longer move it. “Maybe it is broken. Fuck, that would suck.”

	“Talking to yourself, are you, Vance?”

	Recognizing Laramie’s teasing tones, Vance turned his head enough so he could eye his boss. He spotted the handsome blond’s furrowed brows and narrowed eyes. His expression of concern was unmistakable, reminding Vance that, while Laramie was his boss, he was still his friend.

	“Well,” Vance murmured slowly, carefully easing into a sitting position. “Brand ran away too fast to listen, so—” He lifted his right shoulder in a half-shrug, but even that increased his discomfort. “Can I just get an ice pack and fifteen minutes, please? It’s just some bruising.”

	God, I hope it’s just bruising.

	“Well, I’m not a doctor, and neither are you,” Laramie countered, easing onto the sofa beside him. “I called Randy and got lucky. He was off work, so he’s on his way here and should be here in about twenty-five minutes.” He gently patted Vance’s thigh. “You just relax.” Then he pointed at Brand. “You go get a few pieces of ice wrapped in a soft cloth.”

	After Brand had mumbled yes, sir and disappeared, Laramie returned his attention to Vance. “So, what the hell happened?”

	Appreciating not only his bluntness but the fact that he kept his voice quiet, soothing, Vance let out a low sigh. “I slipped while hammering, and I totally nailed my thumb.” Grimacing, he stared at his swollen digit. “I thought it was a glancing blow, that it would just swell, but after I’d been leaning against the wall in the stall for a minute, my head started to swim.” Recalling the thoughts that had been drifting through his mind at the time, Vance added, “It could have been partly due to what I was thinking about and how much it scares the shit out of me... the consequences—”

	Vance paused, hating that he needed to admit to the younger man the things he’d been hiding. “My ex uses the fact that I’m bisexual against me in regards to money and custody of my son.” Vance still had no clue how she’d found out, but that no longer mattered. Meeting Laramie’s wide-eyed gaze, he asked, “I know Randy had to work with a custody lawyer. Do you think he’d give me his number?”

	Laramie’s jaw sagged open, but only for an instant. His brows furrowed as he snapped his mouth shut and jerked a nod. “Let me guess. You were thinking about some heavy shit while you were in pain and leaning against that wall, and then Brand tried to move you, and your brain couldn’t keep up.” Laramie didn’t seem at all surprised when Vance nodded once, for he smiled and squeezed his thigh. “While you could possibly have broken your finger, I think you’re more in mental shock than anything else.” After pulling his hand away, he added, “And, yeah, Randy will totally give you Patrick’s number.” His cheeks took on an unexpected glow. “And if he doesn’t, Trace could. Patrick is one of Trace’s ex-boyfriends.”

	Oh.

	That was unexpected.

	Without commenting on that fact, Vance nodded and smiled. “Thank you.”

	Just then, Brand returned with the ice for Vance’s thumb.

	 


Chapter Ten

	 

	 

	The first thing Jimmy noticed when he pulled up to Vance’s foreman’s cottage was that the man was standing on the small porch waiting for him. Next, he spotted the man’s smile... although he looked a bit pale. After he’d parked and turned off the engine, he saw the cast on Vance’s hand.

	At least now the slightly wan look makes sense. Geez, what happened?

	Jimmy grabbed his hat, gloves, and scarf from the passenger seat but left the backpack on the floorboard. No need to be presumptuous, but a man could hope. Then Jimmy climbed from his vehicle and closed the door.

	The chilly afternoon air immediately wrapped around him, causing the hairs on his neck to stand on end. He had no idea how Vance managed to stay warm in a black felt cowboy hat, but damn, did he look good. After Jimmy had shoved his hat and scarf into his coat’s pockets—one on each side—he pulled on his gloves, all the while rounding his vehicle.

	“Hey ya, cowboy.” Jimmy kept his voice bright even as he pointed at the cast. “I’m gonna come over there and kiss you hello first. Then I’m going to ask about that. Okay with you?”

	“Nothing would make me happier,” Vance claimed.

	Vance rumbled in the low husky way that always caused Jimmy’s body to flush with heat. In the chilly winter air, it actually felt really nice. Plus, it also showed him just how happy Vance was to see him.

	It was better than a smile.

	Jimmy climbed the couple of steps needed to reach Vance’s porch. While he was more than happy to see the man, it didn’t escape his notice that there was a bit of tightness around Vance’s lips. He stopped before him and rested his hands on Vance’s chest.

	“Thanks for having me,” Jimmy whispered, then rose onto his toes in the hiking boots Vance had recommended. Gently, he pressed his lips to the other man’s in a light kiss before breaking the contact. “I can’t wait to spend the day with you.”

	The evening, too, hopefully... although...

	With a smile that probably appeared a little worried, Jimmy tightened his hold on Vance’s jacket as he glanced meaningfully at the dark green cast on the man’s left hand. “So? Wanna tell me what happened?” Another concern filled him as he met Vance’s gaze and noticed the pain filling his eyes. “And are you okay?” Jimmy lifted a hand to stroke down Vance’s strong, clean-shaven jaw. “Should you be up and around?”

	“I admit there’s a little pain.” Vance winced. “Okay, more like a low throb, but I don’t want to take anything that will make me loopy. While we check out the pig barns, it’s far too important for me to have all my faculties about me.” Shaking his head and offering Jimmy a rueful smile, Vance added, “They’re big animals and occasionally cause mischief.”

	Jimmy nodded, understanding... and even feeling a flush of warmth that Vance was willing to brave some amount of pain to make certain he remained safe on his tour. “So, is that what happened to you?” he asked softly, moving his right hand to Vance’s left arm just above his elbow. “Did you get in a tangle with a big sow?”

	“Sadly, no.” Vance grimaced as he wrapped his arms loosely around Jimmy. “Unfortunately, nothing so dramatic as that. I was putting up replacement boards in a stall yesterday and managed to hit my thumb with the hammer.” Vance’s sigh sounded so damn put-upon as he scowled at his cast. “Still can’t believe I did that.”

	Unable to help himself, Jimmy gaped as he peered up at Vance. “Oh, damn! You hit yourself with a hammer? Ow!”

	“Yeah, little bit. Just about passed out.” Vance curled his lip in an irritable sneer, expressing his annoyance without words. “But I think that was because Brand tried to move me before I was ready.”

	While Jimmy had wielded a hammer only a few times—part of his middle school shop class experience that told him tools were not his friends—he couldn’t imagine nailing himself with enough force to require a cast.

	“Brand was there?” Jimmy couldn’t help but ask.

	Vance nodded. “We were nailing up replacement boards in a stall.” Maybe he thought Jimmy was going to blame his big friend, for Vance quickly added, “He was on the other end of the board, nowhere near me, but I still blame him. His comment, you see.”

	“His comment?” Confusion filled him.

	“Shit, I wasn’t planning to tell you about that, yet.” Realizing what he’d said, Vance lifted his brows. “And I do intend to share all, just not yet, because it will take too long.” His expression turning surprisingly earnest for such a strong, confident male, Vance asked, “Can we table this discussion for dinner? I really want to get to that tour I promised you.”

	While Jimmy was more than a little curious, he nodded. He really did want the tour, too. “Okay. Where to first?”

	Vance slid his right hand down Jimmy’s left arm, then threaded his fingers with his own. “The pig barns, if that’s okay. I’ll show you the newborn piglets after that.”

	Jimmy eagerly agreed. “Then the horses?”

	“Absolutely.”

	“Wait.” Jimmy again glanced at Vince’s cast, taking in the way the dark green plastic-like glove covered most of his left hand. Just the tips of his fingers poked out the end. “I know we talked about horseback riding, but is it safe for you? I don’t want to do anything that could endanger you!”

	To Jimmy’s surprise, instead of appearing upset, Vance’s expression softened. His hazel eyes glowed, the deep green dominating, and his lips curved into a warm smile. “Oh, sweetheart. Thank you for trying to put my safety first, but please, I assure you, it will be no trouble to take you for a ride around the arena.” Then he winked, dipped his head, and whispered, “Especially since I’m going to make you groom and saddle the horses. You’ll know everything there is to know about the animals by the time we’re done.”

	“Really?”

	A shiver of excited anticipation threaded through Jimmy.

	Vance’s deep eyes glittered. “Oh, yeah.”

	Even though he would have to do all the work, Jimmy couldn’t wait. He barely managed to resist doing a happy dance as he peered across the vast amount of yards toward the horse pens. Jimmy couldn’t stop the huge grin on his face.

	“Since I know you’re super excited about that, let’s get started, hmm?” Squeezing the fingers he held, Vance tugged lightly and began leading him toward the side of the porch. “Come on.”

	More than on board with that idea, Jimmy kept pace.

	 

	As much as Jimmy loved the unexpected opportunity of getting to bottle feed the new piglets—they were so damn adorable with their little grunts and tiny hungry squeals, not to mention their smooth pink flesh—he couldn’t quite hide the skip in his step when Vance led him toward the horse barn.

	The building was one of the largest, with a massive sliding front door. Vance had said it stood almost three stories and was practically new. Evidently, Laramie’s vindictive family had burned down the last one.

	Just damn!

	“How long have you wanted to learn to ride a horse?” Vance asked softly, squeezing his hand lightly as he led his way into the barn.

	“Since I was twelve and watched Jim Craig race down the side of a steep mountain while chasing a brumby herd.”

	Vance didn’t say anything for a moment as he led the way through the barn. As he stopped before a stall with a flea-bitten gray-coated horse inside, he finally replied, “Do you mean that scene in the movie The Man from Snowy River?”

	Jimmy could hardly tear his gaze away from the pretty gray animal with tiny, almost spot-like black flecks throughout its coat. “Yeah,” he whispered. “On his gorgeous dun-colored gelding. So awesome.” He tore his gaze away from the horse lounging inside the stall only long enough to glance at Vance and take in his smiling countenance. “The movie was based off a poem, did you know?”

	“I did not,” Vance replied. “But we’ll have to watch that movie sometime. I wonder if it’s on Netflix.” He didn’t wait for Jimmy to answer. Instead, he reached for the latch on the stall and opening it. “Come on.”

	With excitement coursing through his body, Jimmy followed, sticking close to Vance’s side. As he drew near the large animal, which lifted its head and peered toward them, a fissure of unease zapped through him. While Jimmy had always admired the animals, had wanted to interact with them, he’d never actually gotten the chance... and they were bigger than he’d expected.

	“Oh, wow,” Jimmy whispered, freezing when he saw the flecked gray animal take a step toward them, its head focused with obvious interest on Vance. Without thought, he blurted out, “Is it safe?”

	Vance paused and peered back at him, obviously taking in his trepidation. “Have you ever been around a horse before, Jimmy?”

	Jimmy tightened his hold on Vance even as he shook his head and stared at the creature in awe.

	It was so close!

	“Oh, sweetheart,” Vance murmured, a warm smile on his lips. “Take a slow, deep breath for me. Can you do that?”

	When Jimmy nodded, Vance released his hand, and the sensation of being left alone and adrift surged through him. He sucked in a harsh breath and took a step backward as he tried to control his sudden case of nerves. Just as quickly, Jimmy felt Vance’s arm slip around his waist, and he was tugged against the larger man’s side.

	“Are you breathing, Jimmy?”

	After taking a deep breath, Jimmy let it out through pursed lips. “Y-Yeah. Wow.” He cast a wry smile up at Vance, a bit of embarrassment filling him. “Never thought I’d be so nervous when being so close to what was essentially a childhood dream.”

	Vance grinned widely and winked at him. “Yes, they are really big animals, and you do need to be careful around them.” Then he indicated with his cast at the horse before him. “This one here is a very nice one, though. Very sweet, kind, and forgiving.”

	“Really?” With the support of Vance’s arm around his waist, Jimmy relaxed, his tension easing once more. “Can I pet it?”

	“Absolutely.” Vance urged him forward, closing the last few steps and guiding Jimmy toward the animal’s neck. “Hold out your hand and let him sniff at your fingers.”

	Jimmy took a fortifying breath, then lifted his hand. He watched in stunned fascination as the horse turned its huge head and nuzzled its nose against his fingers. When the animal’s lips slid and wiggled over his palm, Jimmy gasped and pulled away.

	Looking up at Vance, Jimmy asked, “What was it doing? Was it going to bite me?”

	“Not on purpose,” Vance assured. “Freckles was looking for treats.” He slid his casted hand along the curve of its back. “Go ahead and pet its neck.”

	Lifting his hand again, Jimmy placed his palm on the animal’s neck. He felt the soft fur and the heat of its body. Sliding his hand down, he relished the sensation of touching him.

	“Wow,” Jimmy couldn’t help but comment. “So soft.” Then he recalled Vance’s comment. “Freckles?” he asked, glancing up at him.

	Vance nodded. “Yes. This is Freckles. He was renamed that when Laramie bought him twelve years ago at an auction. Laramie didn’t like his old name, Firebrand, because it didn’t match his temperament at all, and considering the tiny white specks on his white coat, he decided to call him Freckles.”

	Jimmy nodded, absorbing the information as he continued to pet the animal, which seemed to be dozing, seeing as it stood placidly with its head half-down, its eyes half-closed, and one back leg cocked. “What kind is he?”

	“He’s a seventeen-year-old quarter horse,” Vance told him. “They were originally bred for moving cattle. They have stocky bodies, are normally very maneuverable, and can sprint fast for chasing and cutting cattle.”

	Feeling a little like a bobble-head, Jimmy nodded again. “I’ve read about them.”

	“Yeah?”

	“I used to read everything about horses I could get my hands on when I was young, but that was a long time ago.”

	“Well—”

	The clatter of hooves on cement floors caught their attention, interrupting them. The clomping of hooves stopped a little ways away, and a few seconds later, a big man came into view. Jimmy recognized him from the bar, and he remembered Vance mentioning him a time or two.

	“Hey, guys,” Brand greeted, his dark eyes alight with his obvious happiness. “You ready for your first ride, Jimmy?”

	“Hi. Brand, isn’t it?” Jimmy asked, returning the man’s smile. “And, yeah. Totally.”

	“Yep, that’s me.” Brand looked beyond Vance. “I have Ebony out, and I’ll get her saddled.” He held out a halter. “I’m sure I’ll be done first, so holler if you need anything.”

	Vance released Jimmy and stepped around him, taking the halter from Brand. “Thanks, B,” he said with a nod. “I appreciate it.”

	Brand offered a mock salute, then turned and headed away, disappearing down the aisle.

	“Is he riding with us?” Jimmy asked curiously as he watched Vance juggle the halter one-handed, and the way his lips pinched, betraying his discomfort. “Can I help?”

	Holding out the item, Vance grinned. “That’d be great. Thanks.” Just a hint of pink darkened his pale cheeks. “Guess I over-estimated my ability to do this one-handed. Grab that buckle there, would ya?” he indicated with his cast.

	“Okay.”

	Jimmy took it and waited as Vance adjusted the thick leather straps connected by steel hoops and rings. Finally, he held a strap on the other side with holes in it, and from the way everything fell, Jimmy saw that there was a hoop for the animal’s nose. Jimmy followed Vance’s directions and warily rounded Freckles’ chest, then slipped the nose hole onto the horse’s head. Vance handed him the strap over the horse’s head behind his ears, and Jimmy buckled it into place.

	“Huh. That wasn’t so hard.” Jimmy grinned as he held the halter, feeling an odd sense of pride at his accomplishment.

	Vance chuckled, grinning as he walked over and grabbed a length of rope that Brand had left hanging on the stall’s half-wall. “Clip this on that ring there.” After Jimmy obeyed, he offered, “Hold the rope like this, stay to the left of Freckles’ head, and follow me.”

	“Okay.”

	A tremble of excitement filled him as he watched Vance swing the stall door wide open. Then he was leading a horse for the first time. Jimmy figured he looked like a doofus, but he couldn’t stop his huge grin.

	“This way, and yeah, Brand is joining us,” Vance admitted as he turned to the left, away from where Brand was grooming a horse standing tied in the aisle. “I didn’t want to go back on our plans, but Laramie refuses to let me ride since I just did this yesterday.” Vance twisted his lips into a rueful smile. “The doctor probably wouldn’t have liked it much either.”

	Jimmy snorted. “Yeah. Probably not the best thing. What was the prognosis, anyway?” he asked as he stopped the horse where Vance ordered, then clipped long ties that hung on either side of the aisle to the sides of Freckles’ halter.

	“I managed to hit my finger hard enough to tear a tendon, so he put me in this”—he lifted his hand, indicating his cast—”for a couple of weeks to let it heal.” He growled under his breath. “Damn inconvenient.”

	“Makes working tough, I bet.”

	Vance stepped close. While he held up a brush, he dipped his head a little and whispered, “Not just work.” He pecked a kiss to Jimmy’s temple. “Other things, too.”

	A shiver of a different nature worked through Jimmy as he took in Vance’s heavy-lidded expression. The innuendo in the other man’s tone was unmistakable. Jimmy’s blood heated, and his anticipation for the rest of the evening ramped up.

	 


Chapter Eleven

	 

	 

	Vance thought the riding lesson had gone very well, especially if the huge grin on Jimmy’s face throughout the process was any indicator.

	After helping Jimmy groom and saddle Freckles, he’d walked beside them into one of their medium-sized arenas. Brand joined them and mounted Ebony, while Jimmy got on Freckles. He walked beside Freckles and gave instructions and tips as they followed behind Brand and Ebony.

	They only rode for around forty-five minutes, but Vance knew that was plenty long enough for someone who was brand new to riding to tire... and maybe even end up a smidge sore. Even one-handed, Vance would happily massage any of Jimmy’s hurting muscles. In fact, his own blood heated just at the thought of it.

	Helping Jimmy slide from the saddle, Vance caught him when his legs buckled. With a soft oomph, Jimmy slumped against his chest. His arm around Jimmy’s waist, he slipped his hand under his jacket and rubbed over his cloth-covered stomach.

	“Although I enjoy holding you just like this,” Vance purred into the other man’s ear. “We need to put Freckles away, so find your feet, sweetheart.”

	Jimmy peered over his shoulder and grinned at him. “That was a lot of fun, and I really hope we can do it again some time.” Then his eyelids slid to half-mast. “But I could definitely be persuaded to do something else right now.”

	Vance’s blood heated and flowed south, and his prick thickened faster than he could remember in ages. At nearly forty years old, he hadn’t needed to beat off very often. That had certainly changed with meeting Jimmy.

	He liked it very much.

	Wanting to taste Jimmy’s sweet lips, Vance lowered his head. He pressed his mouth to the smaller man’s, immediately sliding his tongue along Jimmy’s lower lip. While Vance had intended to keep it chaste, the second Jimmy opened to him and moaned softly into his mouth, all his good intentions went to hell.

	Vance thrust his tongue into Jimmy’s mouth, sweeping it around the man’s interior. Licking and tasting, he lapped at his tongue and along his teeth. He relished the way Jimmy opened wider and allowed him deep. Vance enjoyed the way Jimmy relaxed in his hold, yet still battled with his tongue, returning his kiss with fervor.

	“Maybe I should take Freckles, so you two can head to your cabin.”

	Upon hearing Brand’s amused comment, Vance felt Jimmy jolt in his hold. The smaller man almost jerked away, but Vance didn’t let him. Instead, he slowly brought the kiss to an end, finally nipping at his bottom lip before separating their heads.

	Vance focused on his buddy, who peered off into the distance. Brand had his thumbs tucked in his belt loops, the reins to his horse held between the fingers of his right hand. Only the slightly pinkish hue of his cheeks gave away his slight discomfort upon seeing Vance’s display.

	Oh well. If all goes well, Brand will have to get used to it.

	On top of that, the way Brand’s smile twitched told Vance that he wasn’t in the least bit upset, and that he was actually happy for him.

	“No, but thanks for the offer, Brand,” Vance countered, even though he was damn tempted. “Caring for the horse after the ride is part of the process, so Jimmy needs to learn it.”

	Brand shrugged exaggeratedly as he grinned at Jimmy. “Sorry, man. I tried.”

	Jimmy laughed. “Good effort,” he teased back as he straightened, pulling away from Vance. “I got this though.”

	Laughing, Brand nodded and started away, leading Ebony—a quarter horse which had gotten her name from her coat’s color, coal black—away with him.

	“Come on, Jimmy,” Vance urged, taking his left hand with his own right one. He began leading Jimmy—and Freckles—to the arena’s exit. “As tempting as it was to take Brand up on his offer, learning to unsaddle and check for issues after the ride is important.”

	Grinning up at him, Jimmy stared at him with a twinkle in his eyes. “That’s fine.” Then he waggled his brows. “Besides, anticipation can be a good thing.”

	Vance’s laugh sounded husky to his own ears, but he couldn’t help it. His blood rushed through his veins, flowing south, and his prick twitched with anticipation. Vance had never had full intercourse with a man, even back before meeting Darlene. He sure hoped to change that very soon.

	Sadly, halfway through removing the saddle and cleaning up Freckles, Vance heard the unmistakable sound of Jimmy’s stomach growling. His own responded in kind, making his own need known.

	Jimmy hummed as he ran the brush over Freckles’ coat. “Um, would it be bad form to ask what’s for dinner?” he asked, nibbling his bottom lip as he glanced hesitantly at Vance. His focus flicked to Vance’s cast, then back to his face. “I know you talked about a couple of different things, but if you didn’t have time or couldn’t, I’d be happy to whip something up.”

	Vance grinned at him even as he shook his head, feeling warmed by the offer in a way other than sexual. “I got it covered. I made the dish last night and put it in the fridge.” Giving in to his urge to touch, Vance slid his hand up Jimmy’s arm as he added, “I had Brand give me a hand, and we made a double batch so he would have a small platter just for himself to take home and bake.”

	“Oh, yeah?” Jimmy put the brush into the nearby box, then moved closer to Vance. “What did you make?”

	“Chicken enchiladas, and they’re amazing,” Brand stated, stopping next to them and unclipping Freckles from the cross-ties. “You both head off. We’re done here.” He leered salaciously at Jimmy, then winked at Vance before leading the horse away and calling, “You all have a fantastic, relaxing evening!”

	Vance couldn’t stop the heat that began to fill his cheeks, so he flipped Brand the bird, then grabbed Jimmy’s hand and began leading him from the barn. To his relief, he heard the man he soon hoped to be his lover snickering beside him. Glancing Jimmy’s way, Vance gave the man what he hoped was a reassuring smile.

	“Pay Brand no mind,” Vance told Jimmy softly. “Sometimes he has delusions that he’s a comedian.”

	Jimmy laughed. “My buddy Oliver has the same issue.”

	Reaching his three-bedroom foreman’s cabin, Vance offered, “At least they like seeing us happy, right?”

	“Yeah.”

	Taking in the soft expression gracing Jimmy’s lean, handsome features, Vance swelled with pleasure that he’d put it there. “Come on, Jimmy. Let’s start supper.”

	Vance led his way into his home. After they’d removed their outerwear and boots, he headed through his home. “After I start the oven to pre-heat, I’ll give you the dime tour. Sound okay?” Then remembering that he’d already left the man alone in his house, Vance grinned over his shoulder at Jimmy. “Unless you gave yourself one last week?”

	Even though Jimmy’s cheeks took on a pinkish hue, he shook his head. “I admit I was damn tempted,” he told him. “But I resisted.”

	“I wouldn’t have minded,” Vance told him, which surprised even him, considering he was known as a private man by those who worked with him. He rarely invited anyone further than the foyer. “So”—Vance pushed a couple of buttons on his electric oven—”this will take about ten minutes to heat.” He straightened. “Come on.”

	Vance showed Jimmy around his place, pointing out the hall bathroom, Mark’s room, his office, and his own bedroom, which had an attached ensuite. “Even before my uncle retired, he moved out of here and allowed me and my family to live in it.” Grimacing, he added ruefully, “I think he did it more because he was tired of Darlene complaining about the small apartment we’d been in before.”

	“I get the impression that Darlene was a tough woman to please,” Jimmy commented softly.

	Sighing, knowing he needed to be honest, Vance told him, “You’re right. And she’s still a hard one to please. I—” He grimaced, doing his best to ignore the bed in the room, since he’d promised Jimmy dinner first... and they really needed to do a little more talking. “I’m very embarrassed to say that I still support her.” Crossing his arms over his chest, Vance leaned against the doorframe. “It’s something I’m trying to rectify, but it will take some time.” He rubbed his palm over his face. “And she’s going to explode in a vindictive way when she realizes I’m not going to give her a free ride anymore.”

	“Oh wow, I—” Jimmy’s brows furrowed. “I’m sorry. Please tell me you’re not doing this, upending your life like this, because of me.”

	Vance could see the worry in Jimmy’s eyes, but he wasn’t going to lie to him just to ease his fears. “Not just because of you.” Gripping Jimmy’s hand, he led him back to the dining room. “This is something that I should have done years ago. I pay for everything in my ex and son’s life, because she doesn’t want to work, and I let her guilt me into it.”

	Releasing Jimmy, Vance headed to the sideboard. “Drink?” He opened the case and grabbed a tumbler and a vodka bottle, turning to show Jimmy the label, proving that it was the one he’d gifted him. “It’s good.”

	Jimmy opened his mouth, then closed it, before nodding. “Yeah. I’ll give it a try.”

	Vance poured a couple of ounces into a pair of tumblers. Leaving the vodka on the sideboard, he carefully used one hand to carry both drinks to the table. After Jimmy had taken one, he took a sip of his own. He rolled the fiery liquid over his tongue, then swallowed it, relishing the trail of heat that flowed down his throat and into his belly.

	He sighed and began heading toward the living room and the sofa, but the beep of the oven, telling him that it was done pre-heating, drew his attention.

	Pointing at the couch, Vance murmured, “Have a seat. I’ll put the enchiladas in and join you.”

	Nodding, Jimmy took Vance’s drink out of his hand, taking both tumblers to the living room.

	Vance grabbed the prepared dish from the fridge, then put it into the oven. After setting the timer, he joined Jimmy in the living room. He took in the way Jimmy sat at one end of the sofa, his slender fingers wrapped around the tumbler as well as the troubled expression on his face. Vance spotted his own drink on the coffee table a couple of feet away.

	When Jimmy looked up at him, he smiled, but his eyes held a wealth of concern.

	Sighing, Vance settled on the sofa in the middle, half-turning his body to face Jimmy by crooking up his left leg. He rested his cast on his bent leg. Vance reached out with his right hand, needing to touch, and rested it on Jimmy’s leg.

	“Does talking about my ex bother you?” Vance needed to know that now, because soon she could be creating havoc with his life. “Because unfortunately, she is the mother of my son, and while I have no desire to talk to her much, she’s still a part of my life.”

	Jimmy nodded slowly, then lifted his drink to his lips and sipped. After wincing just a little, he licked his lips. “A bit harsher than I’m used to,” he admitted softly, holding up his glass with a smile. “But it has a good flavor.

	“And no, I don’t have an issue talking about your ex.” Jimmy scoffed softly, his lips twisting into an embarrassed expression. “Hell, you’ve already met my ex. We’ve talked about him, right?” After Vance had nodded, Jimmy continued, “I just worry. That’s all. I mean”—waving his left hand absently, he furrowed his brows—”any relationship has risks, but one with children... well, that’s even more difficult, isn’t it? What if Mark doesn’t like me? Or hell, never accepts that you want to have a relationship with a guy?” Jimmy nibbled his lower lip as he peered at Vance. “The very idea of you having to choose between me or your son makes my stomach churn.”

	A bloom of heat fired through Vance’s belly. His breath caught in his throat. He couldn’t remember the last time someone had been so concerned about his welfare... other than Brand or his boss, but he knew that was a completely different kind of care.

	“God, you’re an amazing man, Jimmy.” As Vance watched, Jimmy’s brows shot up and his lips parted, expressing his surprise. “That you care so much already... I—Fuck, you’re amazing.”

	Vance couldn’t help it. He’d never met someone with such a big heart. The knowledge that Jimmy cared so much for his wellbeing caused Vance’s heart to thud wildly in his chest in a way Vance could never remember feeling.

	Needing to touch, to feel the amazing man in his arms, Vance lifted his hand from Jimmy’s thigh as he slid closer on the sofa. He cradled the man’s jaw in his palm and leaned toward him. Hearing Jimmy’s surprised gasp, seeing his lips part, Vance took advantage and sealed his mouth over the other man’s.

	Pressing lightly at first, Vance used his lips to tease gently against Jimmy’s. He rubbed back and forth before swiping over Jimmy’s plump lower lip. Sliding his hand along Jimmy’s jaw, Vance wrapped his fingers around the back of his neck, then used his thumb to tilt the man’s head.

	Vance nipped his lower lip, then pushed his tongue between them. Jimmy’s flavor exploded across his taste buds, tantalizingly masculine. It inflamed his blood, causing desire to shoot through him, and he shivered as the hairs on his nape stood on end.

	Pressing forward, Vance reached out with his left hand. He attempted to slide it around Jimmy’s shoulders, hoping to draw him closer. Pain flashed through his hand and up his arm, causing him to jerk back with a hiss.

	“Vance!” Jimmy cried, rubbing his hands over his flannel-covered pectorals. “Are you okay?”

	Getting himself under control, Vance slowly nodded. He wasn’t certain when Jimmy had placed his hands on him, but he certainly enjoyed the man’s caresses. The mixture of soothing and stimulating caused his nipples to bead and tingle pleasantly, distracting him from the pain oh-so-nicely.

	“Yeah, I’m okay.” Vance smiled reassuringly. “Just tweaked the tips of my fingers and it pushed my thumb against the back of the sofa enough to catch my attention.”

	Jimmy smirked at him. “More than catching your attention, but probably a good thing.”

	Vance narrowed his eyes as confusion filled him. “How so.”

	Lowering his eyelids to half-mast, Jimmy whispered huskily, “Because I’d hate to get started with something and end up having dinner interrupt us.”

	Groaning at the idea of starting something, Vance shook his head. “Minx.” He continued to grin even as he eased away.

	 


Chapter Twelve

	 

	 

	Jimmy breathed heavily as he struggled to control himself. Every time Vance touched him, any hope of reasoning always seemed to fly right out the window. He’d never experienced anything like it, but he couldn’t deny he enjoyed every second of it.

	“So.” Jimmy cleared his throat, trying to remember what they’d been discussing. Right. Vance’s relationship with his son. “Am I the only one of us who is worried about—”

	Something wet seeping into his thigh caused him to start. “Oh, shit,” he hissed, grabbing for the spilling tumbler.

	At some point during the kiss, Jimmy must have released it where he’d had it balance on his thigh and leaning against the sofa’s arm. He’d obviously gotten carried away, since it’d half tipped. Vodka spread in a wet patch over not only the outside of his thigh but also down the side of the sofa.

	Jumping to his feet, Jimmy quickly set the tumbler on the coffee table. “I’m so sorry.” He turned and peered at the dark spot on the arm of the medium-brown, cloth sofa. “I’ll grab a dish towel.”

	From his time in the kitchen last week, Jimmy knew where they were kept and hustled that way.

	“Try to relax, Jimmy,” Vance called. “It won’t stain the sofa. Plus, this is old.”

	Jimmy still felt bad as he grabbed a towel from the drawer and headed back to the living room. Instead of allowing him to wipe up his mess, Vance leaned forward and grabbed the towel. He unfolded it once, then laid it over the damp spot on the arm. Then he grabbed his drink and slid backward, leaving room for Jimmy to sit without being next to the wetness.

	“Sit, please.” Vance beckoned.

	Jimmy obeyed, settling next to him again, grabbing his own drink in the process.

	“You were right, Jimmy,” Vance began after taking a sip of his drink. “It probably was a good thing we were interrupted.” Placing his cast on Jimmy’s leg, he teased the tips of his fingers over his thigh. “However, not because I don’t want to drag you to my bedroom.” Winking, Vance leaned close and murmured, “I just want to be a gentleman about it. Feeding you first and all.”

	Snorting, Jimmy felt himself heat under that look. “That’s so kind of you.”

	“It is, isn’t it?” With a rakish grin, Vance straightened. “Also, I want to thank you for being so concerned about my relationship with my son. That shows what an amazing heart you have.” The more Vance had spoken, the more serious his expression had become. “Thank you for sharing it with me.”

	The warmth blooming in Jimmy’s chest caused his mouth to dry. Lifting his drink, he took a sip. The unfamiliar beverage slightly burned his senses, and when he swallowed, it sent heated tingles through his torso. He sort of understood why Vance enjoyed the strong liquor so much.

	“Th-Thank you,” Jimmy stammered, uncertain what else to say.

	Vance leaned close and bussed a light kiss to his temple. “I’m the one who’s grateful.”

	When Vance straightened and peered into his eyes, Jimmy just held in a gasp at what he saw within their hazel depths. The man seemed to peer at him in a way he’d never before experienced. His heart rate spiked, and his pulse pounded.

	Surely I’m not seeing what I think I see. It’s too soon.

	Vance blinked, and the look was gone. Smiling, he commented, “Well, we’ve talked about my family, so how about you tell me about yours?”

	Jimmy recognized a blatant subject change when he heard one, but he didn’t mind. Grinning, he pointed out, “Well, you’ve talked about your ex and son as well as your uncle. What about your parents? Grandparents? Siblings?”

	“Oh, no. None of those, actually.”

	Since Jimmy had meant it in jest—mainly to get out of talking about his own parents—he couldn’t stop his jaw from sagging open. “Oh, shit. I’m putting my foot in it tonight, aren’t I?”

	Vance shook his head. “Not at all. My parents died when I was twelve. I was an only child, and my uncle raised me.” He shrugged. “To my knowledge, I didn’t have anyone else.” Vance’s brows furrowed. “Maybe that’s why I chose to get married so young. So I’d have someone.” Rolling his eyes, he muttered, “That didn’t work out so well, and until you, I couldn’t find anyone worth making changes for.” His thin lips curved into a warm smile as he again looked at him in that way that made Jimmy’s belly flutter. “And you are more than worth that effort, Jimmy.”

	“Wow.” Jimmy wasn’t certain how to respond to that either. “I—”

	Chuckling roughly, Vance smiled ruefully. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to put you on the spot there. I don’t expect you to respond in kind.” He looked away and lifted the glass to his lips, taking a sip.

	Jimmy was quickly beginning to recognize that was a defense mechanism Vance used to hide his thoughts or his discomfort. Not wanting to cause more unease, he lifted his glass and cheered, then took a sip. Swallowing, he took the few seconds to sort through what he wanted to say.

	“Hmm... my family,” Jimmy mused, doing his best to keep from rolling his eyes at his thoughts. “Where to start? With how disappointing I am to my mother?”

	As they waited for the enchiladas to cook, Jimmy explained about his parents. While his father had been largely apathetic in regards to him after he’d failed at baseball, his mother kept pushing him, making him pretty much hate all sports. By the time he’d hit high school, he’d flat out refused to join any groups and had spent the majority of his time with Oliver.

	His sister, on the other hand, had excelled at everything Jimmy had failed at. She’d become the golden child. Jimmy had stopped competing with her when he was fifteen and she was fourteen. He’d recognized that there was no point in it. That didn’t stop Mary from showing off at every opportunity.

	“I know something that she’ll never beat you at,” Vance said at one point.

	“What’s that?” Jimmy couldn’t imagine what that could be, since she always seemed to be the best at everything.

	Vance gave him one of his heart-stopping grins and whispered, “Making me smile.”

	Jimmy laughed self-consciously, feeling his cheeks flush. “Thanks. You make me pretty happy, too.” It was true, too. He always looked forward to talking to Vance, and he’d been so excited to come to the farm today, and it wasn’t because he was finally going to ride a horse. “And I feel pretty grateful that you decided to join the guys at the birthday party.”

	“Me, too.” Vance grinned again, then stated, “I’m going to take a wild guess that you’re out to your parents.” He tipped his chin up and added, “And the rest of the world. How’d they take it?”

	“My dad grunted, then turned back to the television.” Jimmy scoffed softly. “My mom still invites me to dinner for the express purpose of ambushing me with women.”

	“Ah, so it could be worse.”

	Acknowledging that truth, Jimmy agreed. “Yep. Could be worse.” Curious about Vance’s own experience, he asked, “What about you? Did your uncle know that you were”—he waved his hand, stumbling over the word—”um, bisexual?”

	His catch drew Vance’s attention, for he cocked his head, and his eyes narrowed. “Yeah, my uncle knew. He said I would need to be sure, whoever I decided on, so I wouldn’t hurt them.” His cheeks heating uncomfortably, Vance winced as he confessed, “I’m pretty damn sure that he was disappointed with my choice.” Staring hard at Jimmy, Vance added, “And I’m also damn certain he would have been impressed with you.”

	Jimmy felt as if his heart skipped a beat, and he gaped at Vance.

	In the next instant, his cowboy leaned forward and pressed a gentle kiss to the corner of his mouth. “Now will you tell me why the fact that I claim to be bisexual causes you such concern?”

	Knowing he had to come clean and needing to share something just as personal, Jimmy whispered, “My younger sister stole my boyfriend when I was a junior in high school.”

	Vance’s eyes widened. “Bitch!”

	“Ha!” Jimmy barked before a series of chortles worked through him. Between giggles, he muttered, “I know, right?”

	Lifting his casted arm high to clear the back of the sofa, Vance wrapped him in a one-armed hug. He tucked Jimmy against his side, then pressed a kiss to his temple before whispering, “I would never do that to you.” Vance drew away a little so their gazes could meet. “I never cheated on my ex-wife. She cheated on me, however, so I know how it feels to be on the receiving end. I would never do that to you.”

	Jimmy held Vance’s gaze, reading the truth in his eyes. “I’ve been there, too, and I’ll offer you the same courtesy.”

	Vance’s smile was brilliant. “Thank you.”

	Just as Vance’s head began to descend, his intention to kiss Jimmy clear, the oven beeped. Vance drew away with a laugh, which Jimmy followed with one of his own. Grinning, he rose to his feet and headed to the kitchen.

	Jimmy followed, sliding behind him to reach the cupboard where he knew the plates were. Just because he hadn’t explored most of Vance’s house, that didn’t mean he hadn’t checked out the kitchen. After pulling out two plates, Jimmy opened a drawer and grabbed silverware.

	While Vance used an oven mitt to remove the food, Jimmy set the table. The heavenly smell of chicken enchiladas smothered in baked cheese followed him, causing his stomach to growl. Walking also caused certain parts of his body to twinge, reminding him of the unfamiliar activity he’d performed. Who knew sitting there on top of a horse and walking around for forty-five minutes could cause such soreness? Dismissing the thought, Jimmy headed back to the living room and returned with their drinks.

	By then, Vance had placed the baking dish onto a trivet which stood in the middle of the table. He held a spatula in his good hand and used his cast to steady the dish.

	“Do you want me to do that?” Jimmy asked, concerned by the thought of Vance putting strain on his injured hand.

	Vance glanced at him before shaking his head. “I got this. Even injured I can serve my lover.”

	Jimmy gasped. “L-Lover?”

	Pausing after sliding a pair of gooey, cheesy enchiladas onto the plate before Jimmy, Vance met his gaze. His expression turned serious. “Perhaps you giving me a couple blowjobs doesn’t really label us lovers, but I’m hoping we’ll change that this evening... if you’ll stay the night with me.”

	Shock filled Jimmy, and a fire of arousal licked through his system.

	When Vance cleared his throat and looked away, returning his focus back to the tray, Jimmy realized he’d been quiet too long. He reached out and touched his forearm. Vance remained focused on sliding a pair of enchiladas onto his own plate.

	“Please, look at me,” Jimmy pleaded.

	Maybe something in his voice caught Vance’s attention, for he lifted his head and stared at him questioningly. Jimmy wanted to kick himself when he noticed the glimmer of hurt in his cowboy’s eyes. Sliding his hand up, he touched Vance’s angular jaw, skimming the pads of his forefingers along it.

	“I have wanted to explore your sexy body since the first minute I met you, Vance,” Jimmy admitted roughly. “I want to lick and tease every inch of your skin. I want to suck your nipples, trace your muscles, and find all your sensitive spots.” Watching the bloom of lust ignite in Vance’s eyes, Jimmy continued hotly, “I brought a bag, just in case you asked me to stay, but I left it in the car because I didn’t want to seem presumptuous.” Glancing at the food pointedly, he stated, “How about we eat this amazing food you made, then I’ll grab it, and we’ll spend the rest of the evening... relaxing.”

	Jimmy put as much sexual innuendo into that one word as he could, making his meaning clear.

	Vance’s eyes flashed, the deep green of his hazel eyes beating out the brown as heat filled them. A low growl erupted from the bigger man’s throat. He grinned, the expression appearing almost feral.

	“Yeah,” Vance rumbled. “That sounds like a damn fantastic way to spend the evening.”

	Jimmy flashed a brilliant smile Vance’s way, then settled in his seat.

	While Jimmy mentally cataloged that Brand was right—the dinner was amazing—he couldn’t focus on it. He was too busy watching Vance’s mouth... and his hands—or hand—as well as his eyes and throat and the muscles that moved beneath the fabric of his shirt. Every move the man made caused more and more fire to burst through his veins.

	By the time they both finished the meal, Jimmy’s cock throbbed behind the fly of his jeans. His pierced nipples ached, sending tingles to wash through his torso. Even his stomach clenched with every heated glance Vance sent his way.

	“I’m going to put some plastic wrap over the enchilada dish and shove it in the refrigerator,” Vance stated, his voice sounding rough. “Why don’t you zip out to your car and get your bag while I do that?”

	“Sounds good to me.”

	Jimmy leaped from his seat and did just that. It took every bit of his self-control not to run. Still, by the time he returned, the food had been put away, the dishes had been piled in the sink, and Vance waited for him.

	Vance held out a hand to him, his expression clouded with lust. Taking Vance’s hand, Jimmy ever-so-happily followed the bigger man. Anticipation easily beat out his nerves as he spied the big bed with the deep blue comforter.

	He wanted to mess that up so bad.

	“So, I do have a confession,” Vance murmured, his voice trembling just a little.

	The betrayal of nerves settled something in Jimmy, and he found himself calming. “Yeah?”

	Vance turned, his smile appearing uneasy. “I’ve never done this before.” His cheeks glowed a rosy red. “I’ve wanted to. Dreamed about it.” Releasing Jimmy’s hand, he lifted his own to palm Jimmy’s cheek. “Dreamed about sucking your pierced nipples, pushing my nose into your balls and breathing you in deep, and sinking my dick deep into your body.” A shudder worked through Vance, and his body trembled. “Can I do all those things?”

	Jimmy gasped out a hard breath. A tremble worked through him even as he forced himself to nod. “Yeah,” he whispered. “Yeah, definitely.” Then remembering Vance’s casted hand, he grinned widely and added, “Maybe just not all those today.”

	Before Vance could respond, Jimmy took control. “How did you button all these with one hand?” he asked curiously as he reached up and slid the top button out of the hole. A flash of jealousy hit him, hard and unexpected. “Did someone help you, Vance?” Jimmy couldn’t believe the low anger in his tone, but he couldn’t help himself, either.

	Obviously Vance heard it, too, but instead of growing upset, he grinned. Jimmy’s ire seemed to please him. Threading his fingers through Jimmy’s hair, he cradled his nape.

	“This isn’t the first time I’ve worn a cast on my hand, so I already knew how to work around it,” he told him, grinning broadly. “And it may sound perverse, but I sure love the jealousy flashing in your eyes.”

	Smirking, Jimmy murmured, “Good to know.” While it could be labeled a little perverse, Jimmy liked that knowledge, too. After he’d unbuttoned a couple more of Vance’s buttons, he yanked it out of his jeans as he ordered, “Lift your arms, handsome.”

	Vance obeyed, and when Jimmy began lifting it over his head, he bent at the waist, making it easy for Jimmy to pull it free. Jimmy yanked if off of him, then tossed it to the floor, revealing his white t-shirt. He removed that, too.

	Humming, Jimmy admired the tanned skin covering wide shoulders that led to a tapered waist. Vance’s pectorals were covered in a light smattering of chest hair, his muscles nicely defined. His treasure trail led down across a set of grooved six-pack abdominals that Jimmy couldn’t wait to explore.

	Yep, knew he’d be gorgeous.

	Jimmy eased his fingertips into the waist of Vance’s jeans. “Do I have your permission to open these, Vance?” he asked roughly. “I should warn you, this time I’m not gonna suck you. I’m gonna ride you.”

	To Jimmy’s satisfaction, a shudder worked through Vance’s body. His nostrils flared, and he groaned roughly. He nodded, parting his lips in a pant.

	The eagerness displayed by his soon-to-be lover—no, he’s my lover—was such a heady thing. He wanted to see more of those reactions.

	Jimmy popped the button, then unzipped the fly. He wasted no time in skimming the jeans and underwear down his thighs, and he dropped to one knee. It took everything in him to ignore the long, thick, totally gorgeous erection on display before him.

	“Sit,” Jimmy urged, jutting his chin toward the bed a couple of steps behind Vance and to the side.

	Vance obeyed, shuffling the few steps, and settled his bare ass on the comforter.

	After making quick work of Vance’s jeans, underwear, and socks, tossing them aside, too, Jimmy rose to his feet. He grinned hungrily at the handsome figure splayed on the mattress before him. “Damn, Vance,” Jimmy whispered huskily. “You are gorgeous.”

	Vance narrowed his eyes, just the edges of his lips curving. His expression was one of heat and need. He swept his gaze down Jimmy’s body, then back up before meeting his gaze.

	“I bet I’ll be saying the same thing in just a few seconds.” Lifting his casted hand, he murmured, “And I hope to be able to return the favor before too long. Give me a week or two.”

	Jimmy liked that, seeing as it implied Vance didn’t consider this a one-time thing. While the man had insinuated that several times before, hearing it again was always welcome. Jimmy looked forward to feeling Vance’s hands on him... many, many times.

	“I’ll make it easy on you this time,” Jimmy teased with a grin. As he began to undress, stripping his shirt and undershirt, he asked, “Do you have lube and a condom?”

	He figured he might as well be direct.

	Vance growled softly, then pointed toward the nightstand to the right of the bed.

	Jimmy dropped his undershirt, then began unbuttoning his jeans as he strode around the bed. His jeans drooped around his hips. After opening the drawer, Jimmy quickly found what he was looking for.

	After Jimmy tossed the condom on the bed, he held up the open tube of lube and winked. “Use this often?”

	“Not for what I wished I could,” Vance murmured in a hungry tone. “Take those off so I can change that.”

	Loving Vance’s reaction to him, Jimmy did just that even as he ordered, “Slide to the middle of the bed.” As soon as Vance obeyed, he shucked his jeans, underwear, and socks, kicking them off. Next, he climbed onto the bed and brazenly straddled Vance’s thighs, settling his ass on them. “You just lie right there, handsome. I’ll take care of everything,” he purred, admiring Vance’s shuddering torso. “Don’t want you hurting yourself, after all.”

	Vance moaned while nodding eagerly. “Yes. God, please, yes!”

	More than on board with Vance’s pleading cries, Jimmy popped the cap off the lube, poured a liberal amount onto his fingers, and reached behind himself.

	 


Chapter Thirteen

	 

	 

	Vance stared up at Jimmy, his mouth dry and his tongue thick. Peering at the gorgeous male straddling him, he could barely hold a thought in his head. Jimmy was just too stunning, the vision of him arching above him, of him reaching back, obviously impaled on his own fingers, and the way his cheeks were flushed and his lips parted as he panted... or it could have been the way Vance’s erection felt as if it throbbed with each beat of his heart.

	Hearing Jimmy let out a throaty moan and watching a tremble work through him, Vance decided it was all the man above him. Jimmy was a vision of passion. His eyes were heavy-lidded, and he peered at him with an expression of hunger that Vance knew he’d never before received.

	He loved it and knew, before long, he would come to crave it. Hell, he hadn’t even experienced it, and he already did.

	Resting his right hand on Jimmy’s chest, Vance skimmed his fingertips over his pectoral. He rubbed around the gold hoop in his lover’s nipple—god, my lover! Vance reveled in the knowledge that finally, after so many years, he would have what his body longed for and what he’d denied himself.

	Even better, it’s with Jimmy, a man who understands me, and seems to want the same things.

	Jimmy moaned and arched, pushing into where Vance touched him. Wanting more, bigger reactions, he gripped his man’s hoop between thumb and forefinger and gently tugged. Hearing Jimmy’s whimper sent a shaft of need straight to Vance’s cock, causing it to twitch and throb, but he did his best to ignore it. Instead, he continued to tease at Jimmy’s pierced nubs, alternating between them, twisting, tugging, and pinching.

	To Vance’s pride, Jimmy’s jaw sagged open, and he began to pant. His eyelids drooped over his dilated eyes. Jimmy’s whimpers and moans, the sounds of pure delight, echoed through the room.

	Peering down at Jimmy’s groin, Vance licked his lips. He’d never given a blowjob, but he desperately wanted a taste of the leaking shaft bobbing from his groin. He also wanted to taste the pale beads of pre-cum sliding across the slender man’s red-flushed crown.

	Stunning. Gorgeous. Mouth-watering.

	“St-Stop, V-Vance.”

	Even as Jimmy whimpered the words, he jerked away from Vance’s caresses. Vance would have been hurt—have asked what was wrong—but then Jimmy pulled his hand out from behind him and grabbed the condom he’d left on the comforter. With precision that spoke of experience, Jimmy opened the prophylactic and rolled it down Vance’s erection.

	Vance opened his mouth to tease about his skill, but the feel of Jimmy swiping lubricant up and down his condom-covered erection had all thought fleeing from his mind.

	Groaning, Vance slid his right hand to Jimmy’s hip. It was more a need to hold onto something than to control, and his lover seemed to understand that. The fingertips of his left hand twitched where he rested it on the comforter, and he had to fight his desire to grab onto the man.

	“R-Ready?” Jimmy shifted up Vance’s body a little. Resting one hand on Vance’s torso, he used his other hand to grip the base of Vance’s erection and point it toward his entrance. “Please?”

	“Yes!” Vance cried, his hips shifting restlessly, as he was unable to keep them still. Never had he wanted anything so badly as he did right then. “I need you, Jimmy. Please!”

	Jimmy didn’t comment on Vance’s plea. He would have been embarrassed. Except judging by the look on the other man’s face, his sexy bartender needed just as badly. Keeping his grip on Jimmy’s hip, Vance tried to offer support as he straightened, then sank down.

	Vance felt pressure on his crown unlike anything he’d ever before experienced. The resistance concerned him, and he’d just opened his mouth to say something when Jimmy’s body felt as if it opened up and swallowed him. The exquisite pressure that clamped around his head yanked a low groan from his throat.

	Opening his mouth, Vance panted hard, trying to suck enough oxygen into his lungs. Between the unbelieve squeeze to his crown and the look of enjoyment on Jimmy’s face, he felt his nuts tingle. Whimpering, Vance fought to keep his rising orgasm at bay.

	Not yet. Not yet. Not yet.

	He took to recalling images from the latest pig trauma to keep his balls from tightening.

	Jimmy’s moans were the sound of sweet enjoyment, and they coupled with the way he moved. He eased down, then up, then down again, taking more and more of Vance’s shaft with each move. Unable to tear his gaze away from where his erection speared Jimmy’s body, Vance felt beads of sweat break out on his brow.

	Finally, finally, Jimmy settled his ass cheeks on Vance’s thighs. Vance panted harshly, trying to breathe with his cock fully encased in his lover’s exquisite channel. Never had he felt anything so spine-tingling as the squeeze of Jimmy’s chute muscles rippling along his length.

	“Jimmy,” Vance hissed through clenched teeth. His body trembled, his need to move nearly overwhelming him. “Oh, god, Jimmy!”

	“Oh fuck!” Jimmy whined. “I love the way you cry my name.” Meeting Vance’s gaze, his grin appeared almost loopy, and his eyes were glazed. “Gonna ride you now, my cowboy.”

	Vance moaned at the ridiculous line, but he couldn’t get his brain to come up with a reply, because right then, Jimmy began to move.

	Lifting up on his knees, Jimmy eased off his prick until the flared crown of Vance’s knob teased at the edges of his rim. Before it could pull free of Jimmy’s body, he reversed direction and sank back down, using his weight to sink onto him. Vance sucked in a harsh breath, then let it out on a cry of bliss as Jimmy did it again... and again... and again.

	Bellowing his pleasure as wave upon wave of ecstasy surged over his senses, Vance lost himself in the amazing sensations created by Jimmy’s bouncing form. He had just enough presence of mind to reach over and wrap his fingers around his lover’s erection. The wild, masculine moan of pleasure flooded his ears, sending a heady wash of smug pride filling him.

	“Yessss,” Vance snarled as his body flushed with spine-tingling delight. His balls tightened, and his bliss crested. He couldn’t stop it when his orgasm ripped through his system, sending his system awash with endorphins. “Jimmy!”

	Jimmy’s answering cry echoed on the periphery of Vance’s awareness. As his cock throbbed and pulsed, filling the condom with spurt after spurt of his seed, a full body shudder worked through him. Vance’s brain shorted out from ecstasy, and he could do nothing but go along for the ride.

	Vance wasn’t entirely certain how long it’d been before he regained awareness. He inhaled deeply and smiled, loving the scents of male sweat, seed, and something masculine that was all Jimmy’s own. Turning his head, he nuzzled Jimmy’s temple... which was about the time that Vance realized the man was flopped on his left side and cuddled against him, his arm around his waist.

	After that realization, Vance felt the discomfort to his groin. He looked down and realized his condom was still clinging to his half-hard prick. When he reached over and grabbed a tissue from the carton on the nightstand, Vance felt the hairs on his chest and treasure trail pull, telling him the seed splattered across his chest was at least half dried.

	Even through the discomfort, Vance grinned.

	Holy shit! Did I just pass out from pleasure after sex? Hot damn!

	Vance carefully wrapped up the condom, then cleaned his prick and chest as best he could. He tossed the soiled tissues into the wastebasket to the right of the bed. After that, he gently turned Jimmy so he could wipe him down, too.

	When Vance realized half the semen was already dried on, he bit back a snicker. It seemed they’d passed out for at least a few minutes. Since he didn’t know too many men who’d want to wake with itchy semen pulling their hair and skin—well, in truth he’d only talked to a couple of really good friends about it—Vance ever-so-carefully eased away from Jimmy.

	Rising from the bed, Vance padded to his bathroom. He grabbed a towel, dampened it with warm water, then washed himself. After that, he rinsed the towel, rung it out, and headed back to the bed. As he was doing the same with Jimmy, his lover hummed and smiled up at him.

	“Thanks,” Jimmy mumbled, the single word slurring slightly.

	Seeing as Jimmy had done most of the work during the sex itself, Vance was pleased he could help his man in some small way.

	After Vance had finished cleaning Jimmy, he tossed the soiled towel toward his half-open closet door. He then eased the comforter out from under his lover, doing his best not to jostle him, then slipped into bed beside him. After pulling the comforter over them both, Vance slid his right arm under Jimmy’s shoulders and urged him over his front again.

	Vance smiled as Jimmy immediately cuddled against him once more. Enjoying the feeling of another body against him for the first time in over a decade, he sighed happily. Turning his head, he kissed Jimmy’s hair, smiling wider when his lover mumbled something in his sleep, then quieted.

	Keeping his injured left hand on top of the covers, Vance settled his head against the pillows and relaxed. He knew a smile curved his lips, but that was okay. The only one who knew was him.

	Then he drifted off to sleep.

	 

	Vance awoke warmer than he normally did. It felt as if a heat source rested flush to his right side... and even banded across his torso and thigh. He furrowed his brows, trying to figure out what had happened.

	It came to him swiftly, and he smiled.

	Jimmy.

	God, what an amazing evening.

	Sex so good we passed out in each other’s arms.

	Peeling open his eyelids, Vance turned his head and stared at the gorgeous brown-haired bartender who had totally rocked his world. He took in Jimmy’s thick lashes that seemed long enough to fan his cheeks as he slept. His eyelids held only the slightest remains of the eyeliner he wore, and his hair was gorgeously mussed. Even the slight smile curving his plump lips was a thing of beauty.

	How the fuck did I luck out so fantastically?

	Vance remembered their amazing night together. He also recalled how his lover had pretty much done all the work. Seeing the way Jimmy’s eyelids began to flutter, he realized his sweetheart was beginning to awaken. He decided to totally take advantage of that. He would please his lover back and fulfill one of his desires at the same time.

	In an instant, the idea caused his morning wood to go from slightly swollen to rock hard and twitching.

	With great care, Vance eased Jimmy onto his back, then slithered down the bed, taking the covers with him. The move bared Jimmy and all his glorious naked flesh to Vance’s gaze. Peering at every lean line of Jimmy’s toned form, he admired the stunning man before him, and his desire to touch and explore surged through him.

	Vance stopped with his head parallel to his lover’s hip and stared at Jimmy’s morning semi-wood. The light filtering past the drawn curtains created an air of mystery that made his mouth water. Licking his lips, Vance swallowed hard, almost dying for a taste.

	After just a few seconds of hesitation, Vance rested his weight on his right arm and leaned forward. He opened his mouth and slipped out his tongue. Gently, he slid his appendage over the slightly flushed head.

	The flavor of salt and male flesh exploded across his taste buds. Fighting back a moan, he opened his mouth wider and wrapped his lips around Jimmy’s crown. He suckled lightly as he swiped his tongue back and forth over the tip. Sliding his tongue under the brim, he teased at the sensitive nerves beneath it, then licked down his semi-soft stalk.

	Vance felt Jimmy’s penis thicken and swell beneath his ministrations. As it began to fill his mouth and push deeper inside him, he had to ease back a bit so he didn’t choke. He countered by sucking harder and lashing every inch of Jimmy’s rising erection with his tongue. Jimmy had made it look so easy the times that he’d sucked Vance, but now he knew it would take some practice.

	God, my lover must have no gag reflex. How is that possible?

	Upon hearing Jimmy’s soft moan and feeling his legs move restlessly against his body, Vance doubled his efforts. He massaged his tongue up and down his lover’s length, then dipped his tongue into his piss slit. Finally, remembering the fact that Jimmy enjoyed a bite of pain—if his pierced nipples were anything to go by—he took a chance and scraped his bottom teeth over the sensitive bundle of nerves beneath his crown.

	That seemed to do it.

	Jimmy barked a cry and shuddered.

	When the first spurt of his lover’s seed blasted across his tongue, Vance nearly gagged. He forced himself to swallow, breathing through his nose. Expecting the next shot, Vance swallowed readily. The third burst he actually managed to roll over his tongue, so he could taste it.

	Not bad.

	Another shot hit him, almost causing him to gag again.

	Unable to help himself, Vance popped off Jimmy’s prick. He swallowed as he straightened, peering up his lover’s body. Seeing Jimmy’s parted lips and gasping torso, not to mention the slightly glazed look in his eyes as he peered down at him, that all combined with the loopy smile on Jimmy’s lips, and Vance knew he’d done a good job.

	Hell yeah.

	After swallowing a couple of times as well as licking his lips, Vance grinned up at Jimmy. “Morning, sweetheart.”

	“It definitely is,” Jimmy responded, grinning at him. “Come up here.”

	Vance went to him eagerly, settling his weight on his right side, pushing his arm under Jimmy’s head. Resting his casted arm on Jimmy’s stomach, he happily went with it when his lover cradled his head and drew their mouths together. As he opened to Jimmy’s explorations, he hummed, happy to give in to the other man.

	Feeling slender fingers wrap around his throbbing erection, Vance fed Jimmy a throaty moan. He bucked his hips, pleasure flooding him when his lover tightened his fingers. Wrapping his left leg around Jimmy’s thighs, he began rocking his hips.

	As Jimmy ate at his mouth, Vance jacked into his hold. He reveled in the stimulation, relishing not only the way the man boldly kissed him, but how he worked his dick. Jimmy’s thumb against the bundle of nerves beneath his crown created tingles which spiked down his shaft. When Jimmy rubbed over his flared head, spreading his pre-cum, a zing traveled straight to his testicles.

	Vance moaned into Jimmy’s mouth, who responded by humming and doubling his efforts.

	With his erection already perky due to sucking Jimmy’s cock and drinking his seed, the feel of his lover’s hands on him quickly sent him flying over the edge. Vance didn’t even try to stop it. He jolted as his orgasm swamped his system, making his senses sing, and his mind float on blissful waves.

	All the while, Jimmy continued to finger his dick, extending his pleasure.

	Turning his head, Vance broke the kiss. He panted harshly as he dropped his head to Jimmy’s shoulder. Tremors racked his body as aftershocks pinged through his system.

	“H-Holy shit,” Vance whimpered. “Wow.”

	Hearing the man hum, Vance tipped his head back so he could look him in the eye. He spotted the smug grin on Jimmy’s face, and he couldn’t help but grin back. Jimmy lifted his head and pecked a kiss to Vance’s lips.

	“So,” Jimmy murmured. “Good morning?”

	Vance chuckled roughly. “Very good morning.”

	 

	After almost an hour of lounging and talking in bed followed by a shared shower—something Vance had never done before but definitely enjoyed—and not just because they’d washed, jacked each other off, then washed again—they finally made it to the kitchen.

	Vance began pulling out pans to start breakfast, but Jimmy immediately took them away and shooed him out, telling him to sit in the dining room. Laughing, he held up his hands and retreated. A few seconds after he’d settled in a chair, Jimmy appeared with a cup of hot coffee, compliments of his automatic coffee maker. Unable to help but take advantage of a quiet morning where he didn’t have to cook, Vance waited and watched.

	Before too long, Jimmy set a plate heaped with bacon, scrambled eggs, and crispy hash browns before him. He put another plate nearby that contained toast. A jar of blueberry preserves from the refrigerator followed that. He also placed a prescription bottle of painkillers next to his plate along with a glass of juice.

	Then Jimmy joined him with his own plate of food and coffee.

	“Thank you so much,” Vance murmured, impressed and grateful beyond belief. He grabbed the prescription bottle and began to attempt to open it.

	Before he could struggle for more than a few seconds, Jimmy grabbed it and opened it. “How many?”

	“Two. It’s just extra strength ibuprofen.” Seeing Jimmy’s surprised look, Vance shrugged. “Don’t want to take anything that’ll mix badly with alcohol.” Feeling his cheeks heat, he added, “And I’m not actually a fan of taking anything that will befuddle my mind.”

	Jimmy handed over two pills before closing the bottle. “Befuddle?”

	Vance heard the teasing in his tone, but he ignored it. Instead, he popped the pills into his mouth. Then he grabbed the glass of cranberry juice and took several swallows.

	 

	The food was amazing—probably made better by the fact that he hadn’t had to make it. Other than restaurants and barbeques, Vance couldn’t remember the last time someone had cooked for him... just for him. He loved the novelty.

	After helping Jimmy clean the kitchen—yep, his lover had a bit of a neat streak in him—they dressed and, with fresh coffees in hand, headed outside. By that time it was nearly eleven o’clock, and the farm was in full swing. Vance shared more about the pig farm, amazed that Jimmy found it so fascinating.

	As they relaxed on the porch’s rocking chairs and drank their coffee, Brand joined them. Vance’s friend headed inside and grabbed a mug of coffee for himself, then refilled both Vance’s and Jimmy’s. Leaning on the railing, Brand joined them in chatting about the place and laughing over bar stories that Jimmy shared.

	Just as Brand pushed away from the railing, his goodbye clear as day in his eyes, a car Vance recognized drove down the driveway.

	“Oh fuck. What is she doing here?”

	“Hey, isn’t that Mark in the passenger seat?” Brand asked softly, glancing at him in concern. “Were you expecting them?”

	“No.”

	Jimmy glanced between them and the car. “Expecting who?” He reached over and touched Vance’s arm, clearly concerned.

	Tensing, Vance rose, pulling away. He spotted the flash of confusion in Jimmy’s eyes but couldn’t find the words to address it. There just wasn’t time. It also reminded him that there were still a few things they hadn’t discussed—namely the fact that he’d already put in a call to a lawyer in preparation for Darlene’s shenanigans when Vance finally shared that Jimmy was his lover. Vance felt certain it would be needed.

	Damn! I need to fix that.

	At that moment, Darlene stepped out of her car. Her shrewd gaze swept over the group on the porch, her narrowed eyes calculating. From the passenger seat swung Mark, a bored scowl creasing his features.

	“Darlene, what are you doing here?” Vance asked, his voice gruff to hide his irritation and unease. Swallowing hard, he quickly shifted his tone and forced a smile as he peered at Mark. “Hi, Mark. What’s up, buddy?”

	Mark rolled a shoulder in a half-shrug. “Nothin’,” he muttered. Then he grabbed a backpack out of the back of the car, slammed the door shut, and trooped into the cabin.

	Confused, Vance turned his attention back to Darlene. “What’s going on?”

	“I told you I had the out of town conference this weekend. I’ll pick Mark up on Tuesday.” Darlene grabbed the door as if ready to get back into the car. Then she paused and curved her lips into a calculated smile. “Who’s your friend, Vance?”

	Feeling as if he were caught in the cross-hairs of a rampaging boar, Vance panicked. “This is Jim.” He couldn’t even glance the man’s way. “He came out for a riding lesson.”

	“Oh?” One of Darlene’s carefully sculpted brows lifted in question. “Laramie’s pig pen offers riding lessons now?”

	Gulping, Vance struggled to come up with an answer. “Favor for the boss.” As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he wished he could take them back.

	Five minutes later, watching the taillights of Jimmy’s sedan disappearing into the distance, Vance knew he’d completely fucked up.

	“I think I need a time machine,” Vance mumbled, an ache filling his chest.

	Brand patted his shoulder. “Yep... or a helluva lotta roses.”

	 


Chapter Fourteen

	 

	 

	“You know, it’s not good for you to grind your teeth.”

	Snapping his attention away from where he was scrubbing his rag over a cherry stain on the bar, Jimmy peered to the right. He noticed the dimples caused by the customer’s kind smile, then spotted the laugh lines around his dark eyes. Leaving the damp cloth where it was, he straightened and turned toward the man.

	“Hey. What can I get ya?” Jimmy tried to put a friendly note in his tone, but he wasn’t certain he pulled it off.

	“How about we start with a Heineken,” the man replied. “And we’ll go from there.”

	Jimmy nodded. “Coming right up.”

	Turning, Jimmy grabbed the requested beer from the fridge and opened it. He placed a coaster on the bar, the beer bottle on top of it, then pushed it toward the man.

	Before Jimmy could turn away, the man asked, “If you don’t mind me asking, why was such a nice-looking fellow such as yourself gritting your teeth?” He leaned forward on the bar, staring intently with a smile curving his wide lips. “Drop a glass, and it broke? Spotted a fly at the bottom of a glass and you had to re-pour a drink?” Grinning widely, he showed off even white teeth. “Wait. I know. You got a paper cut from these cork coasters.”

	Unable to help himself, Jimmy found himself chuckling.

	“Aahhh, there’s a real smile.” The friendly man waggled his brows. “I’m a lawyer. I can always tell the difference between a fake smile and a real one.”

	Jimmy suddenly realized that he was being flirted with... heavily. Opening his mouth, he prepared to tell him that he was flattered but unavailable. Then he snapped his mouth shut, remembering yesterday morning... and more specifically, the way Vance had brushed aside his presence.

	Vance hadn’t even been willing to admit that they were friends.

	Jimmy hadn’t expected Vance to introduce him as a boyfriend or lover. He knew the man still needed time. Vance hadn’t even done that, however.

	Instead, Jimmy had been relegated to the friend of the boss.

	How rude was that?

	“Oh, wow,” the customer said, drawing Jimmy’s attention back to him. “I know that look. I’ve worn it a time or two.” His expression had gone from flirty to commiserating. “Man troubles. Got dumped in a rude way?”

	Jimmy sighed. “Something like that.”

	“Can I take total advantage of the situation?” He held out his hand. “I’m Taggart. And I would love to take you to dinner.”

	Shocked at Taggart’s forwardness, Jimmy accepted the man’s hand on autopilot. “Jimmy.”

	Taggart’s hand was large and warm, and his handshake was gentle. “Now that we’re acquainted, will you give me an answer?” Winking, Taggart added, “I promise I won’t bore you with casework.”

	Jimmy hesitated. “Um, yeah. Okay.” Vance and I aren’t even friends, right? “But I wouldn’t be able to do dinner until Tuesday. That’s my day off.” He spread his arms and indicated the bar. “Otherwise, during dinner hours, I’m right here.”

	“Ahhh,” Taggart mused. “Well, I admit I don’t like waiting for things.” His tone turned husky. “When I see something I want, I like to go after it right away.”

	“Oh really?” Jimmy cocked his head. “And how does that usually work out for you?”

	Taggart chuckled, his eyes glittering in the club lighting. “Nine times out of ten, excellent. So how about lunch tomorrow, instead?” Glancing around the club, he seemed to take in the space as well as the crowds of dancing bodies. Then he refocused on Jimmy. “I understand this place doesn’t close until two in the morning on the weekdays. Do you work until closing?”

	Finding he was enjoying Taggart’s banter, Jimmy nodded. “Afraid so, Taggart. I always take the night shift,” he replied, shrugging as he peered at him through his lashes. “Good thing I’m a night owl, huh?”

	“Well, we can work around that,” Taggart replied, wrapping his hand around his beer. “Will you be up and moving by around noon? That’d probably be breakfast for you, right? How about a place that serves breakfast all day along with lunch items?” Taggart leaned close, and his tone turned husky. “That way we both can get what we want.”

	Jimmy’s brows shot up. The man was right. He definitely went for what he wanted. His tone practically dripped sexual innuendo.

	And he’s willing to be seen eating with me in public. That’s not something Vance has been willing to do. He hasn’t even seen me away from the farm or here.

	The flush of bitterness coursing through Jimmy surprised him. He hadn’t even realized that had been bothering him.

	Nodding, Jimmy told him, “Yeah. I know a place if you don’t mind nothing fancy.”

	“To get time with you, I’d agree to a dive bar.”

	Jimmy chuckled, shaking his head. “Laying it on pretty thick, Taggart. You’re not a psycho stalker closet case, are you?”

	Taggart tipped his head back and laughed heartily. The move drew the attention of a number of men in the area. Jimmy didn’t miss the appreciative looks many guys cast Taggart’s way, but Taggart seemed to, since his focus was solely on Jimmy.

	It was flattering, stroking Jimmy’s bruised ego.

	After a few more seconds, Taggart answered. “No, not a psycho stalker. I know how to accept no,” he assured, grinning. “And not a closet case. I’m out. I don’t broadcast, but I don’t hide my interests either.”

	Good enough.

	“Meet me at a restaurant called Muldoons at one tomorrow afternoon.” Remembering that Taggart had said he was a lawyer, Jimmy added, “Can you get away at that time for an hour on a Friday?”

	Taggart nodded. “Certainly. And I hope it’ll be for more than an hour.”

	“Jimmy,” Clayton called. “You got a sec?”

	Realizing he’d been standing around talking to Taggart for far too long, Jimmy glanced around and spotted several waiting customers. “Sorry, Clayton,” he replied, getting himself moving. He waved at Taggart. “See you tomorrow.”

	“I look forward to it.”

	After offering another smile, Jimmy got back to work. When he looked back toward Taggart, the man had already slipped away from the bar. To Jimmy’s annoyance, within minutes, the guilt set in.

	Is this considered cheating? Lunch with someone?

	While he and Vance hadn’t defined the parameters of their relationship, they had enjoyed a couple of meals together. They’d spent time together that didn’t include sex. Memories flooded him—the amazing food Vance had provided, the time he’d taken to share his life with him, the phone calls, not to mention the care he’d taken to fulfill one of Jimmy’s childhood dreams.

	As Jimmy poured a draft beer for a customer, he mentally cussed himself out. Shit! Having lunch with Taggart would definitely be stepping over the line.

	“Hey, are you all right, man?” Clayton asked as he stopped next to Jimmy beside the draft handles. His dark eyes held an unexpected hint of concern when he glanced Jimmy’s way before grabbing a handle and beginning to pour the drink. “You’ve been really preoccupied all evening.”

	Jimmy shrugged one shoulder. “Man troubles.”

	“Aaahhh.” Clayton offered a commiserating smile. “That’s the trouble with trying to settle down.” He released the handle, then clamped his meaty fingers onto Jimmy’s shoulder and squeezed with surprising gentleness for a man his size. “The possibility for heartache.”

	“You got that right,” Jimmy muttered.

	“Chin up.” Clayton released him, only to chuck him lightly under his chin as if he were demonstrating by action. “I hear the right one will be worth it in the end.”

	Then Clayton turned and headed off to deliver his drink.

	Jimmy stared after him for a few seconds, then got his head out of his ass and did the same, getting back to work. He kept a sharp eye out, and when he spotted Taggart come back for a refill, Jimmy approached him. Evidently, his trepidation must have shown on his face.

	“Uh oh.” While Taggart’s expression held a hint of knowing disappointment, he still sported a small smile. “You’re about to cancel. Aren’t you?”

	Holding up one finger, Jimmy grabbed a Heineken, opened it, then handed it to Taggart. “If you’re willing to wait just a minute while I catch up with some other customers, I’ll come back and tell you why.”

	Taggart nodded, then leaned against the bar and took a sip of his brew.

	Jimmy returned his focus to the rest of the customers, filling orders as swiftly as possible. After a couple of minutes, he was caught up. To his relief, Jimmy saw that Taggart still waited.

	Returning to the man, Jimmy offered a rueful smile. “So, I want to apologize. I’m not trying to be an ass, and I didn’t mean to lead you on.” He rubbed his temple, struggling for words. “He didn’t actually dump me in a rude way. He—”

	When Jimmy didn’t continue, Taggart guessed, “He did something rude or inconsiderate, and I happened to catch you while you were angry.”

	Jimmy nodded. “I’m sorry.”

	Taggart shrugged. “It happens. If you still want to have lunch, I’d be happy to lend an ear.”

	Confused as to why Taggart would offer, Jimmy commented warily, “Well, no offense, but I have friends who’ll lend an ear.”

	“Ah, but will they give you an impartial opinion? Even if it’s one you don’t want to hear?” Taggart lifted one dark brow. “Or will they just take your side?”

	Realizing what Taggart was offering, Jimmy nodded slowly. “I see what you’re saying.” Meeting Taggart’s gaze, he added, “Not a date, but as a couple of friends?”

	Taggart nodded. “Yes.” His eyes appeared to twinkle. “And maybe if you get to know me, you can tell me if you have any single friends that might like me.”

	Jimmy laughed, his guilt and unease sliding away. “Sounds like a plan.” When Taggart tried to hand him some cash, he waved it away. “On me, for being such a stand-up guy.”

	For a second, Taggart looked as if he would refuse, then he grinned broadly and nodded. “Thanks,” he said simply, tucking his money away. After lifting his beer in salute, he headed away calling, “See you tomorrow.”

	Getting back to work, Jimmy found himself filled with a different kind of butterflies. He was pretty sure he’d just made a new friend.

	 

	Jimmy pulled his phone out of his pocket. Viewing the screen, he grimaced. It was Vance... again. The man had called once Wednesday afternoon, three times yesterday, and this was the second time today.

	Late that morning, Jimmy had woken to a knock on his door. He’d rolled out of bed, pulled on his bathrobe, and shuffled to the door. To his eternal shock, Jimmy found a deliveryman at the door holding a bouquet of two dozen roses.

	After accepting them, Jimmy had set them on the table and read the card—I was a fool. Please give me a chance to make it up to you. Vance. He’d stared at them for over an hour.

	“Afternoon, Jimmy,” Taggart greeted as he slid into the booth seat across from Jimmy.

	Pulling his gaze away from his phone, Jimmy forced a smile. “Hi, Taggart.”

	In the light of day, Jimmy saw Taggart had short, dark-brown hair and vibrant green eyes. He sported full lips and laugh lines around his eyes. Taggart wore a suit, which just seemed to accentuate his tall, broad frame. If Jimmy had to guess, he would peg Taggart in the thirty-five to forty range.

	If Jimmy hadn’t been so tied up in knots about Vance, he would have totally been smitten by Taggart.

	Taggart tapped the table near Jimmy’s phone. “I noticed you silenced your phone when there was an incoming call.” His expression was way too knowing. “Are you avoiding your boyfriend’s calls? Because no one deserves that.”

	Annoyance sparked through Jimmy, and he scowled at the man.

	Obviously Taggart recognized the look, for he lifted his hands in placation. “Impartial opinion. Remember?”

	Jimmy groaned. “You’re right, but I really don’t want to talk to him right now. I don’t know what I’m feeling and—”

	To Jimmy’s relief, the waitress arrived. She was one he recognized—Candace. She greeted Jimmy by name while pouring him a cup of coffee, then complimented Taggart, calling him his handsome friend, and confirmed whether or not he wanted coffee, too.

	Taggart flipped his mug right side up and slid it toward her. “Yes, please.”

	After Candace filled his mug, she glanced between them. “Still need a few minutes?”

	Taggart nodded. “If you don’t mind.”

	“Not at all. I’ll be back in a few.” Then she moved off to help another.

	“Since you don’t want to talk to him,” Taggart commented almost absently as he picked up a couple of sugar packets. “Text him. Tell him that you received his messages and need a day to think and process.” After he’d poured his sugar into his coffee, he added, “At least that way you won’t be ignoring him, putting the bad light on you.”

	Recognizing the wisdom in that, Jimmy nodded. As he typed a few words, he muttered, “And I can thank him for the roses.”

	Taggart chuckled. “At least he recognizes that he’s in the dog house.” Then he picked up a menu and perused it, giving Jimmy a chance to write his text.

	By the time Jimmy finished, Candace had returned. She took their orders—good thing Jimmy practically had the menu memorized. He ordered his usual—biscuits and gravy with a side of hash browns.

	Resting his forearms on the table, Taggart wrapped his fingers around his mug. “So, tell me whatever you’d like.” His green eyes twinkled. “Just don’t be surprised if I ask questions.” He leaned closer. “I am a lawyer, after all.”

	Jimmy chuckled softly, trying to figure out where to begin. Then to his surprise, he started at the beginning.

	 

	He was nearly finished telling most of the details of his and Vance’s courtship when a shadow not cast by the waitress loomed over them.

	“Finished with the cowboy already, Jimmy?”

	Jimmy looked up, surprised to see a sneering Lars standing there. “Uh—”

	“I knew you were a tramp.” Lars snorted as he glanced between them, his dark eyes cold. “How long are you gonna keep this one around?” Focusing on Taggart, Lars warned, “This one won’t keep you. He fucks ‘em and leaves ‘em.” Returning his attention to Jimmy, he added, “I see the truth now. You ain’t nothin’ but a pretty face to hang on an arm for a while.”

	After that parting shot, Lars turned and stalked out of the restaurant.

	Jimmy could do little but gape. When he felt Taggart tap his fist, he snapped his mouth shut. He focused on the other man, who had a lifted brow in question.

	“And that was my ex-boyfriend Lars. The one I dated before Vance.”

	Taggart chuckled. “Wow. You’re a heartbreaker.”

	Fortunately, Jimmy heard the gentle teasing in his tone.

	 


Chapter Fifteen

	 

	 

	Vance growled under his breath. “He was where with whom?”

	Thrusting his hand through his hair, Brand ordered, “Now don’t get your panties in a twist, Vance. I didn’t tell you to make you jealous.”

	“Then why did you tell me?” he snapped.

	Goddammit. Is Jimmy really out on a date?

	“I told you because I think Lars is a little obsessive and you should consider asking Detective Carl Lewis to look into him. Or Ryan,” Brand added, placing his hands on his hips. “Or at least recommend to Jimmy that he do it.”

	“I would need him to pick up his damn phone in order to do that,” Vance snarled, thrusting his good hand through his hair, knocking his hat askew.

	As Vance fixed his cowboy hat, Brand winced. “Still not talkin’ to ya, huh?”

	Vance shook his head.

	“Did you send flowers?”

	Sighing heavily, Vance rested against his porch railing. He tipped his head back, peering up at the overcast sky. “Yeah. Two dozen roses. I received confirmation that they were delivered this morning.” Vance turned his attention back to Brand. “And I did get a text from him.”

	“Yeah?” Brand grinned, his expression hopeful. “That’s somethin’, right?”

	Vance shrugged. “He thanked me for the flowers and asked me to give him a little time to think.”

	“Why would you send a guy flowers?”

	Upon hearing Mark’s question, Vance tensed. Shit. He’d hoped to have more time before he tried to explain his relationship with Jimmy to his son.

	God, my life is about to explode.

	“Well,” Vance began slowly. “I said something inconsiderate to—”

	Vance heard the sound of tires crunching on gravel. Taking advantage of the chance to think, he turned to look at the approaching vehicle. He couldn’t place the sedan.

	“Are we expecting someone?” Vance asked, glancing toward Brand.

	“Yeah. Lorna Lewis.” Brand’s dark eyes held a wealth of concern, and Vance guessed his friend knew he was stalling, for he added, “She volunteered to help with the piglets.”

	Nodding absently, Vance murmured, “That was nice of her.” He peered Mark’s way, then beckoned to him. “Grab a coat and come on, son. I’ll explain on the way to the barn. Then you can learn how to feed piglets, too.”

	“Ugh, Dad,” Mark whined. “I don’t wanna deal with pigs. That’s your job.”

	Vance scowled at the teenager. “And it never hurts to help other people. Now get your coat.”

	Huffing a put-upon sigh, Mark slammed back into the house. He was back a moment later. His jacket was on, and he was reaching for the zipper.

	“Don’t bother zipping,” Vance warned, leading the way around the side of his home. Even Brand fell into step near them. “It’s hot enough in the piglet stall that you’ll probably take it back off again.”

	Mark didn’t respond, but he didn’t zip his coat, either.

	Knowing he couldn’t put the conversation off any longer, Vance opened his mouth again. “Do you remember the man who was on my porch the morning you arrived? Uh, Wednesday?”

	Scoffing, Mark muttered, “You mean your fag boss’s fag friend?”

	Vance snapped his attention to Mark’s face, spotting his derisive expression. He glared, a low growl escaping him. “I’ve had enough of your mouth, Mark,” Vance snarled. “That is no way to talk about someone.”

	Mark scoffed, rolling his eyes. “Why? It’s the truth.” After making a rude noise, he continued, “They—”

	“Because it’s rude and inappropriate.” The forceful feminine voice came from behind them, causing all of them to turn. “By speaking that way, all it does it show your ignorance and nasty attitude.”

	Lorna stared at Mark imperiously, her green eyes, which normally held warmth and kindness, were narrowed. She rested her gloved hands on her lean hips. Every line of her stance expressed her distaste.

	“Wh-What?” Mark practically squeaked the word.

	Vance looked at his son, and his lips parted in surprise. It wasn’t the flush on his cheeks or the way he gaped, staring in obvious surprise at Lorna, that shocked Vance. Instead, it was what he saw in his son’s eyes. Mark was staring at Lorna as if she was the most gorgeous creature he had ever laid eyes on.

	“You heard me,” Lorna stated, her ire still filling her tone. “How would you like it if someone made mean comments about you just because your hair is brown?” She pointed at his features. “Or your eyes are hazel? What if people constantly made fun of you because you have a little dimple on your chin? How would you feel then?”

	“I—” Mark finally tore his gaze away from Lorna. He glanced between Brand and Vance but must have realized quickly he would get no support from either. “W-Well, those are things I can’t do anything about.” Mark’s voice held a hint of anger. “I was born that way.”

	“Exactly,” Lorna replied, her tone softening. “So why make fun of the way people are born?”

	Mark furrowed his brows. Maybe it was because Lorna no longer sounded combative, but when Mark spoke again, Vance noticed less hostility in his son’s voice, too. “Fags choose to be deviant. That’s just wrong.”

	Lorna lifted her hand and pointed at Mark. “If you keep using nasty slurs around me, I’m going to have these two big strong men hold you down so I can wash your mouth out with soap.” She wiggled her finger between Vance and Brand as if to add emphasis. “And who people are attracted to is born in their nature just as surely as that cute dimple on your chin, so don’t try to use that as an excuse to be mean.”

	Vance noticed that when Lorna had first begun responding, Mark had sported a mutinous expression. By the end of the young woman’s comments, his look had changed to sly. He wondered what that was about.

	“You think my dimple is cute?”

	Good grief!

	Opening his mouth to cut off that train of thought—hell, Lorna’s father was a detective—Vance also began to lift his hand.

	Lorna beat him to a response... and she seemed to have Mark well in hand. “Focus, young man,” she scolded lightly. “Whether I think you’re cute or not, there’s two huge reasons I wouldn’t date you.”

	“Why not?” To Vance’s surprise, Mark sounded curious.

	Vance was, too.

	“Well, first, you’re what? Sixteen?”

	“Mark is fifteen,” Vance corrected softly.

	Lorna nodded. “Fifteen, so... illegal.” She grinned, and her green eyes twinkled, giving her a radiant expression. “And my dad’s a detective, so no way will I break the law.” After winking playfully, Lorna sobered. “Even bigger, though, is the fact that I don’t date bigots.”

	His brows furrowing, Mark muttered, “I’m not a bigot.”

	“Well, actually... you are. I’m not saying that to offend you, Mark,” Lorna continued in a conciliatory manner. She even went so far as to rest her hand on Mark’s shoulder and turn him, so they could start walking toward the barn again. “A bigot is someone who is intolerant of anyone different. In your case, you are intolerant of gay people. Sadly, it’s not an attractive trait because most people who are bigots are so full of hate. There’s no joy in their lives unless they’re hurting others.” Lorna shook her head, her expression holding a wealth of sadness.

	“Well, what if I change?” Mark began slowly. He turned his head to stare at Lorna. His face was filled with something Vance wasn’t certain how to interpret. “I want joy and love and sh—” Mark paused and glanced Vance’s way. “Uh, crap.”

	“Well, since you’re fifteen, I still can’t date you,” Lorna told him. “But if you’re not a bigot, I’d love to be your friend.”

	Mark nodded, relief and happiness filling his eyes. “Yeah!” Once again, his expression turned sly. “And you have a car.”

	Lorna laughed as she pushed Mark forward, so he could follow Brand through the barn’s door. “Not so fast, buster,” she countered. “How about we talk about what it means not to be a bigot, first?”

	Vance was too far away to hear Mark’s response—his mumbled reply drowned out by the noises of pigs. Closing the door to hold in the heat, he quickly caught up.

	“It’s not just about what you say, Mark,” Lorna was explaining. “It’s about how you act, too. Like... if you saw two guys kissing, how would you react?”

	Before Lorna had even finished asking the question, Mark cried, “Ewww! That’s disgusting!”

	“No, it’s not,” Lorna replied, keeping her voice pleasantly even... perky even. Mark whipped around, nearly stumbling, revealing a sagging jaw and wide eyes. Lorna shrugged. “If two people are attracted to each other, why can’t they express their affection? Who cares if it’s two men or if it’s two women?”

	 

	For the next forty-five minutes, Vance watched and listened as Lorna chatted with Mark. He didn’t know how she made everything sound so damn sensible that his son slowly began to accept and nod. Vance wanted to ask a question or two himself, but he was too afraid to say anything that might break whatever enchantment Lorna had over his son.

	“Holy shit, I never would have believed it,” Brand whispered into Vance’s ear.

	Vance nodded absently, sliding his focus to the piglet in Mark’s arms. “Me neither.” He couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen his son so relaxed and... interested... in anything that was even sort of related to Vance’s work. Still, he couldn’t help but whisper back, “What do you think will happen when he discovers I want to date a man?”

	“Maybe you should tell him with Lorna around to soothe him.”

	While Vance heard the jest in Brand’s tone, he actually thought it was a damn good idea. He just needed the right avenue. A thought struck him, and he smiled.

	At a lull in the conversation, Vance softly called, “Lorna?”

	“Hmm?” She smiled up at him.

	“Does your father still occasionally do favors for his friends?”

	Lorna laughed as she nodded. “Of course. Should I tell him to expect your call, Mister Weimer?”

	“I think so. I don’t like how Jimmy’s ex-boyfriend keeps showing up and making nasty comments.” Vance flicked his gaze to Mark, trying to gauge his reaction. “I would need to get the man’s last name from Jimmy, and his permission of course, but I was hoping Carl could just confirm whether or not he’s an issue or if I’m being paranoid.”

	Mark beat Lorna to a response. “Hey, isn’t Jimmy that guy you mentioned earlier? The f—uh, the gay guy?”

	“He is,” Vance confirmed.

	“Why would you care about the guy’s ex?” Mark eased the bottle away from the piglet. “This one’s asleep. Was he the last one?”

	Lorna nodded, taking the baby and placing him with his littermates.

	As Mark rose to his feet, Vance bit the bullet and admitted, “Because Jimmy is the one I sent roses to.”

	Gasping, Lorna grinned as she bounced to her feet and took a step toward him. “You sent Jimmy roses? That’s so sweet! Was it your anniversary, or was it just for no reason?” Lorna headed toward the half-wall, her grin widening. “I definitely think it would up the romantic level if it was for no reason.”

	Vance grimaced. “Actually, I sent them because I fu—” He coughed, trying to hide his slip, but Lorna smirked at him, revealing she knew what he’d intended to say.

	“So, you screwed up and sent flowers.” Lorna shrugged. “Still nice.” She turned to Mark. “Make note of that for future reference,” she ordered, pointing at him. “If you make a mistake with whoever you’re dating, flowers are a good way to apologize, but only if you mean it.”

	“Mean what?” Mark asked, betraying just how young he still was.

	Lorna grinned brightly. “That you’re really sorry.”

	Sadly, even Lorna couldn’t distract Mark this time. His son turned to face him, his hands gripping the top of the half-wall. “You sent roses to a guy because you were apologizing for making a mistake.” He paused, licking his lips, obviously sorting out what that meant. It didn’t take him long to come to a conclusion. “Are you trying to tell me that you’re dating a guy? That you’re a fag?”

	Lorna cleared her throat and crossed her arms.

	Mark ducked his head, his cheeks turning pink. “Um, I mean a... a gay person?” Vance didn’t even have time to respond before Mark lifted his chin again, focused on him, and quietly asked, “Is that why you and mom broke up? And she’s so unhappy? Because you’re gay and married her anyway?”

	Oh, holy hell. Where did that come from?

	Vance tipped his head to the side. For the first time in his life, he saw true honest confusion not marred by anger or bitterness. While Vance knew that Lorna visited because she was intending to get a degree in animal husbandry, he thought she might have missed her calling. He bet the young woman would make an amazing family counselor.

	“To be honest, I don’t know why Darlene is angry. I could hazard a guess or two,” he quickly added, lifting his hand to stall Mark’s response. “But it would only be conjecture. And no, I actually consider myself bisexual, Mark. When I married your mother, I did love her. I still care about her and want good things for her.” Too bad she doesn’t feel that way about me. “Unfortunately, we learned too late that even though we loved each other, we couldn’t build a life together. We just... weren’t sufficiently compatible.”

	“What do you mean?” To Mark’s credit, he didn’t sound accusing or angry, just concerned and... interested.

	Vance tried to find the words to explain a complex concept. “You can love someone, care for someone, and not be able to build a happy life with him or her.” Even as he worked through an explanation, feeling closer to Mark than he had in almost a decade, Vance knew it couldn’t be this easy.

	Still, it’s a start.

	 


Chapter Sixteen

	 

	 

	Fighting back his nerves, Jimmy took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. He knew this was the best way, but that didn’t make it any easier.

	“I can do this,” he mumbled. After a firm nod, Jimmy lifted his hand and rang the doorbell.

	Nearly immediately, Jimmy heard the thud of movement coming from inside the cabin. He saw a curtain move out of the corner of his eye, but it was too quick for him to catch sight of Vance. A few seconds later, the front door before him swung open... and Jimmy feared he’d made a horrid mistake.

	Instead of Vance standing before him, it was his son, Mark.

	Shit! What do I say now?

	“Uh—”

	Oh, real eloquent, Jimmy. Get your head out of your ass.

	“I-I’m sorry. I’m looking for Vance. I, uh—” Although Jimmy hated to perpetuate a lie, he blurted out, “I was going to ask him about another riding lesson. I-I forgot to—”

	“Wait a minute.” Mark lifted his hand as he peered at him with a narrow-eyed gaze. “You’re Jimmy. You’re the one Dad sent the roses to.”

	Jimmy snapped his mouth shut. Then his shock took over. “Y-You know about that?”

	Mark nodded, although his expression remained tough to make out. “Yeah. Dad told me.”

	Crossing his arms over his chest, Mark leaned against the doorframe. The young man stared hard at Jimmy. While he didn’t have the height or breadth of his father, the way he narrowed his hazel eyes as if he were assessing something made him nearly a spitting image of Vance.

	An ache of loneliness stabbed through Jimmy so hard it hurt. He missed his lover. Jimmy didn’t understand how he could feel so strongly for someone after just a couple of weeks, but he couldn’t deny it, either—at least, not to himself.

	“Is Vance home?” Jimmy asked, forcing himself to find his tongue. “I’d like to talk to him, please.”

	Mark lifted his chin in a challenging manner. “Yeah, he’s on the farm... somewhere. Are you here to break his heart?”

	“N-No,” Jimmy quickly denied. While he had no idea what had gone on between Vance and Mark for the young man to behave in such a protective manner, Jimmy wanted to put on a good face for his lover’s son. “Actually, I came to do a little apologizing of my own.”

	“Yeah?” Mark didn’t sound belligerent. Just interested. “For what?”

	Jimmy shifted from one foot to the other, his discomfort filling him. “Uh... I’d really like to discuss that with Vance, Mark.”

	Mark grinned. “My dad mentioned me?”

	After a single nod, Jimmy murmured, “He talked about you quite a bit.”

	The young man sobered just as quickly. “Probably not all of it was flattering.” His brows furrowed a bit. “I—”

	“Mark?” Vance’s voice bellowed from deeper in the house. “Who’s at the door?”

	A mischievous expression creased Mark’s face. Turning his head, he yelled back, “It’s your boyfriend!”

	Jimmy gaped, shock filling him. This was the son that Vance said was a rude bigot? How could that be? Jimmy didn’t get the time to wonder for long.

	The sound of Vance’s swift-moving, heavy footsteps thudded through the house. He appeared, obviously having come out of from what Jimmy knew was the hallway to the bedrooms. Spotting him, Vance skidded to a stop. His lips were parted in obvious surprise, and he seemed almost... frozen.

	It made Jimmy damn nervous.

	“U-Um, hi.” Jimmy offered a tentative smile. “I, uh”—he swallowed hard while sliding a glance toward Mark, then returned his focus to Vance and his still-shocked expression—”I came to offer my own apologies. Can I get a few minutes of your time?”

	Vance finally seemed to snap out of whatever trance he’d been in. Striding forward, slowly at first, then faster, he brushed past Mark and stepped onto the porch. He rested his hands on Jimmy’s shoulders, then breathed out a sigh as he slid his right hand along Jimmy’s shoulder and up his neck until he cradled his jaw.

	“You’re here,” Vance whispered before dipping his head and pressing a soft kiss to Jimmy’s lips. When he lifted his head again, his warm smile caused his eyes to gleam. “I’ve missed you.”

	Then Vance slid the fingers of his right hand into Jimmy’s hair. He wrapped his casted arm around his waist and tugged him close. With their bodies flush together, Vance sighed deeply as he rested his temple against Jimmy’s own.

	“I missed you, too,” Jimmy whispered, turning his head just enough to brush a kiss along Vance’s ear. Clutching tight to Vance, Jimmy barely managed to suppress his pleased tremble. “So, um... I guess we both have a couple of things to share. Huh?”

	“What do you mean?” Vance suddenly tensed in his arms, and he tried to straighten, but Jimmy wouldn’t let him go far. Still, it was enough for him to see Vance’s pained, hurt expression as he asked, “Are you leaving for some other guy?”

	Gasping, Jimmy quickly shook his head. “No! Why would you ask that?”

	Vance gently massaged Jimmy’s scalp as he muttered, “Brand saw you with some guy in a diner yesterday. Said you were having lunch together.” His cheeks pinked as he added, “He, uh, he overheard Lars making accusations that you were dating someone new and, well...”

	“Ah, um, okay.” Jimmy sighed, then admitted, “That was Taggart. I did meet him at the bar, but that wasn’t a date. He asked me, but... I ended up turning him down because—” Jimmy rubbed up and down Vance’s back. “Taggart seemed like a good guy, and he offered to listen and give impartial advice. He was the one who convinced me to text you. Said no one deserved to be kept waiting.”

	“Huh.” Vance’s lips curved into a wry smile. “I guess that means I need to thank him then.”

	“He is a nice guy.” Jimmy couldn’t help waggling his brows. “Is Brand looking for a boyfriend?”

	Vance chuckled deeply, lifting his shoulders in a shrug. “He likes sex as well as the next guy, but I’ve never heard of him accepting more than a blowjob from a guy.” His brows furrowed. “I’ve only ever seen him date women, and even then, not very often.”

	Jimmy nodded. “Gotcha. No setting up openly gay men with someone who hasn’t determined what he is.” Watching Vance nod, Jimmy glanced behind the man, finding them alone. “So, um. If you don’t mind my asking, what’s up with Mark? I thought, well...” He didn’t want to insult Vance’s son.

	“Have you met Detective Carl Lewis?” Vance asked before beckoning toward the half-closed door. “Let’s head inside. I’ll send Mark out to check on the piglets for a bit while we talk.”

	Jimmy nodded. “Sure. Thanks.”

	They headed inside, and while Vance tracked down his son and asked him for privacy for a while, Jimmy hung up his coat and slid his feet out of his shoes. He moved to the living room and shoved his hands into his pockets as he watched Mark reappear and grab his jacket.

	Once the young man had pulled it on, Mark turned to him. He shifted from foot to foot uneasily for a few seconds before glancing his father’s way, then looking back at Jimmy. “So, uh... don’t hurt my dad.” Mark’s cheeks took on a dark rosy glow. Heading out the door, he muttered, “He’s been hurt enough.”

	Then the door latched softly behind him.

	Jimmy’s brows shot up, and he turned to peer at Vance.

	“Carl’s daughter Lorna is in her first year of courses for animal husbandry. She comes here to do volunteer work,” Vance told him. “Well, she’s been living with two fathers, essentially, for... six or seven years.” Crossing to Jimmy, Vance once again threaded his fingers into his hair, as if he couldn’t resist touching Jimmy. “Detective Carl Lewis is partnered with the firefighter Vincent Androse.”

	Nodding absently, Jimmy pushed into Vance’s hold. “I’ve seen them at the club a few times.” He motioned absently toward the main house. “Friends of your boss and his partner, too, right?”

	Vance nodded. “Yeah.” Releasing Jimmy’s hair, he grabbed Jimmy’s hand instead. “Come on. Can I hold you?”

	More than on board with that, Jimmy nodded. “I love it when you hold me,” he admitted. “And I really missed talking to you each afternoon.” Recalling their many conversations, he asked, “How are the piglets doing? Didn’t you say you were worried about losing the runt?”

	Vance hummed in acknowledgment. “Between Lorna and Mark, the little guy has had plenty of extra attention and is doing just fine,” he told him. Reaching the bedroom, Vance closed the door behind them, then turned Jimmy to face him. “Speaking of Lorna,” Vance stated softly as he reached for the hem of Jimmy’s shirt and began tugging it up. “She’s the reason Mark took so well to the fact that I’m in a relationship with a man.” After pulling Jimmy’s shirt off and tossing it onto the floor, he traced the forefingers of his right hand down Jimmy’s jaw. “With you, Jimmy.”

	The hairs on Jimmy’s neck stood on end, and suddenly, he felt as if he couldn’t get enough air into his lungs. His stomach trembled as he watched Vance unbutton his jeans, then unzip them. He used his good hand to pull Jimmy’s underwear forward and down while using his casted hand to push both his jeans and underwear down.

	Kneeling, Vance removed them. Then he stood and guided Jimmy to the bed. He pulled the comforter and sheet down, then urged him onto the mattress. Vance groaned, his hazel eyes dark with lust as he stared down at him, then he seemed to shake himself out of... whatever.

	Jimmy watched Vance strip with incredible speed, made all the more impressive by the fact that he only had partial use of his left hand. When his lover slipped in beside him, Jimmy welcomed him with open arms. He wrapped his arms around him, turning on his side so he cuddled up against him.

	Vance did the same, sighing deeply.

	“I fucking missed you, Jimmy,” Vance rumbled, pecking a kiss to Jimmy’s lips. His expression, which had run the gamut of intense to uncertain to jubilant, now turned hungry. “Did we have our first fight?”

	Even as Jimmy opened his mouth to disagree, he felt Vance slot their bodies together. When his lover’s already hard prick slid against his own dick, his blood heated. His cock, which had remained at half-mast due to nerves, swiftly filled.

	Vance chuckled roughly. “Oh, but we did.” His eyes, the green flecks dominating, held a feral desire that bordered on manic. With the way it lit his features, it betrayed Vance’s need even better than the erection rubbing against Jimmy’s own filling shaft. “We both did something stupid. We both apologized.”

	“We did, huh?” Jimmy mumbled, agreeing. The throb in his dick was becoming insistent. “S-So, mmm, what were our mistakes?” He was having a hard time concentrating.

	When Vance grinned broadly and winked, Jimmy nearly groaned at the sudden playfulness in his lover. “Well, I said something fucking stupid and denied you, which I promise to never do again, no matter what the consequences.”

	“You should not be smiling so big when you say something like that to me,” Jimmy commented. Unfortunately, the scolding was ruined when Vance palmed his ass and pulled him close, causing their erections to slide against each other deliciously, and Jimmy let out a soft whimpering moan.

	How could four days not seeing this man, touching him, be four days too long?

	“We’re making up now,” Vance reminded Jimmy. “That doesn’t mean it has to be serious and angry.” He did pause for a moment in his ministrations, his grin slipping to a warm smile. “It just means we recognize the problems, talk about them, and move on.” His expression turned predatory as he finished, “With much make-up sex.”

	Then Vance started rocking his hips again.

	“O-Okay.” Jimmy finished on a moan. With his arms wrapped around Vance’s waist and his left leg wrapped over the top of the man’s thigh, flushing their bodies even more fully, the pleasure of being pressed together from chest to toes began to cloud his mind.

	A hard twist to his pierced nipple brought him back.

	Hissing, Jimmy snapped his eyelids open. He wasn’t even certain when he’d closed them. As much as he enjoyed the zing of pain in his nipples, that was a bit much, and he scowled his displeasure.

	“Can’t get off, yet, my love,” Vance crooned roughly, his husky tone betraying his own need. “Your turn to admit your mistake and say your correction.”

	For an instant, Jimmy’s mind went blank.

	What?

	When Vance gripped Jimmy’s hip in a firm hold, staying their movements, Jimmy finally pulled a few thoughts into his head. Meeting Vance’s gaze, he whispered, “I shouldn’t have given you the silent treatment. I knew you needed time, and punished you for your panicked response anyway.” Swallowing hard, Jimmy searched his mind for what else he needed to say. “Um, I promise not to do that again. I promise to be open to communication, so we can work out our problems... together.”

	“Yessss,” Vance hissed. “I like that. I agree to working toward that.” His hold on Jimmy’s hip loosened, then his hand slid back to Jimmy’s butt cheek. “Need you.”

	“Got me,” Jimmy instantly replied.

	Vance captured Jimmy’s mouth. He didn’t ask, he demanded, thrusting his tongue deep. Tilting his head, Vance pushed into him aggressively, forcing Jimmy’s head to tip back on his neck.

	Sensing Vance’s desperation, Jimmy gave in to the other man’s need. He teased his own tongue against his lover’s, hoping to heighten the man’s pleasure as Vance conquered his mouth. Jimmy’s own senses sang in exultation upon the knowledge that his sexy cowboy needed him so much that he would lose himself to the bliss they created between themselves.

	Jimmy gave himself over to Vance, allowing his senses to be consumed by everything that was this man. The feel of his callouses catching on his ass sent a tingle up his spine. How his thick erection pushed against his own made his testicles ache. His lover’s demanding mouth slid against his lips, creating needy friction. Even the feel of Vance’s chest hair skimming over his nipples and catching in his piercings caused them to tighten, sending trickles of pleasure to his abdominals, and his stomach muscles shuddered.

	The sensations were glorious, and every single one of them caused his nerve endings to flare to life in the most blissful way.

	Jimmy soon felt his balls tighten. His gut clenched, and his skin goose bumped. A second later, his erection pulsed, spurting his seed into the tight space between them.

	Moaning roughly, Jimmy shuddered and trembled. He jerked and twitched. His senses reeling, he floated on the heady rush of release.

	Vance fed Jimmy a groan of his own, and Jimmy hummed with satisfaction. Feeling more wetness coat the skin of their torsos, Jimmy smiled against Vance’s lips. When Vance broke the kiss and turned his head, Jimmy heard his lover’s harsh gasping breaths, even as he panted with his own need for oxygen.

	“God,” Vance mumbled.

	“No, just Jimmy.”

	Vance smacked Jimmy’s ass lightly, and Jimmy laughed. Even the slight sting was worth it for the smile his quip earned from his man.

	My man. I like that. I like that a lot.

	“Make-up sex rocks,” Jimmy mumbled.

	“And we’re not done, yet,” Vance claimed even as he rolled from the bed. “I’ll get a cloth.”

	Jimmy nodded, then relaxed on the bed and admired the view. The globes of Vance’s ass were a thing of beauty, and while Jimmy wasn’t much of a top—hell, he loved the feel of a dick in his ass—he knew the squeeze of Vance’s chute would feel absolutely amazing. His prick even gave a twitch just at the thought.

	When Vance returned and began cleaning him up, he obviously noticed. A wicked gleam filled his eyes, and he hummed. Ever-so-gently he slid the warm, damp cloth over his groin, then massaged him, tearing a groan from Jimmy’s throat.

	“God, too much,” Jimmy muttered, grabbing Vance’s wrist. “Come lie down.”

	Vance tossed the damp, soiled cloth toward his closet. He slid into bed, then eased his left arm under Jimmy’s head, effectively putting his cast out of the way. “Well.” Nuzzling his neck, Vance murmured, “Since you need a minute.” He rubbed his right palm over Jimmy’s chest, then down his torso. His fingertips traced over his every contour, creating spine-tingling sensations that were quickly getting Jimmy’s cock interested. “Whatever do you want to do?”

	Groaning, Jimmy grabbed Vance’s hand. He brought it up and kissed his lover’s palm as he held the man’s gaze. “What if Mark comes back?” If Mark was playing with the piglets, Jimmy had no clue how long he would be gone.

	Chuckling softly, Vance told him, “Don’t worry. I texted Brand before joining you in the living room.” He rubbed his cheek against Jimmy’s collarbone. “He’ll keep Mark busy for a couple of hours, then text me a few minutes before he sends him back to us.”

	“Devious,” Jimmy mumbled, pleased that they would have plenty of time.

	“A little bit,” Vance admitted. Shifting his head so he could hold Jimmy’s gaze, he added, “And while I know it’s far too soon, I hope that ability means I’ll convince you to move in with me sooner rather than later.”

	Jimmy sucked in a breath, gaping at the man. “It’s been two weeks.”

	Vance scoffed, lifting one shoulder in a half-shrug. “I’ve been alone a long time, Jimmy. With you”—his expression softened—”well, I found something with you.” He smiled again. “Like I said. I know you’ll think it’s too soon, but please know that I miss you every time you have to go home.”

	“I miss you, too.” Jimmy didn’t want Vance to think it was all one-sided. He returned Vance’s smile as he whispered, “I think I’m falling in love with you.” While he saw Vance’s features morph into masculine beauty when he grinned back at him, Jimmy had to push on. “Except, what will your ex-wife say about all this?”

	“Who gives a shit?”

	Barking a laugh upon hearing Vance’s sardonic response, Jimmy grinned. “Um, shouldn’t that be a concern?”

	Vance shook his head as he slung his leg over Jimmy’s legs. “Naw.” He held Jimmy’s gaze and smiled. “One of the things I never got to tell you the other night is... I put in a call to a child custody lawyer. Patrick. He’s a friend of the group,” Vance continued to explain. “He’s assured me that it doesn’t matter who I become involved with, she can’t take my son away from me.”

	Jimmy breathed a sigh of relief and smiled at his lover, the man who was quickly coming to mean everything to him. “I’ve met Patrick a few times at the bar,” he admitted. “The rumor is he’s pretty good.”

	“So I hear.”

	“I’m glad you have someone in your corner.”

	“Our corner,” Vance corrected. Shifting the hold Jimmy had on his hand, Vance caught his fingers, then lifted them to his lips. He pressed a kiss to Jimmy’s knuckles. “Because whatever else happens, we’re in this together. We’re tied together, my bartender.” His tone husky, Vance gave Jimmy a scorching look as he rumbled, “Because I’m definitely falling for you, too.”

	Awash with more sensations than he could possibly process, Jimmy hissed, “Yessss,” before turning his body and sealing his lips with Vance’s.

	Vance pressed a hard kiss to his mouth, then parted them enough to whisper, “Now for more make-up sex.”

	As Jimmy welcomed his lover’s advances, he felt secure and comforted in the knowledge that whatever happened in the future, they would face it... together.
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	Vince Marché reclined on the bed in the rear of the private jet. The scratches on his chest and shoulder throbbed with every beat of his heart. Every once in a while, he twitched the fingers on his right hand, barely resisting the urge to scratch at the bandages covering his torso.

	Can’t pop any of the damn stitches by rubbing at them.

	While Vince was still blown away that Dyson had attacked him, at least he’d gotten the job done. With my beloved’s help, anyway. He was an enforcer for the Vampire Council, traveling where needed, and his beloved—his soul mate—was a big wolf shifter, Frankie Drunger. The council had received a report that the Aruga Coven was abusing a donor.

	As it had turned out, it had been true. For some reason, Dyson had chosen to impregnate one of the human donors, Jillian. The vampire had become extremely jealous. He’d eventually moved Jillian into his suite of rooms and had rarely allowed her out.

	The rumor of abuse had come from the coven doctor, Laura. While being checked, Jillian had let it slip that she’d wanted to go sit and knit with a couple friends, but Dyson hadn’t permitted her to go. When Laura had asked for clarification, she’d been shocked to learn that Jillian hadn’t left the suite in three weeks.

	Vince had been dispatched, and with his beloved’s help, they’d secured Jillian’s freedom. Dyson had been assigned to a reconditioning class. The vampire hadn’t been pleased with the order and had attacked Vince as he was leaving.

	Feeling the presence of his beloved in his mind, Vince could sense his wolf’s worry. He could smell his concern, too, which meant he was close. Wanting his lover to relax—and since his natural instinct was to soothe him—Vince peeled open his eyelids.

	Spotting Frankie standing in the doorway that separated the bedroom from the rest of the plane’s cabin, Vince noticed the concerned furrow of his huge lover’s brows. He held up his hand and wiggled his fingers, hoping his wolf shifter would take him up on his offer and join him. To Vince’s disappointment, Frankie shook his head.

	“Come on, my beloved,” Vince murmured. “I wish for you to lie with me.”

	A pained expression creased Frankie’s dark-blond brows as his green-eyed gaze darted around the room. “I-I don’t want to hurt you.” He swallowed hard enough to cause his Adam’s apple to bob. His big, broad shoulders slumped. “You’re injured enough because of me.”

	What the fuck?

	Growling softly, Vince levered up onto his elbows as he frowned at Frankie. “Get your ass in this bed, wolf,” he demanded. Seeing the uncertainty flicker across his expression, Vince turned his tone soothing, “Frankie, my love.” He wiggled his fingers again. “Come here.”
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