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  THIS BOOK is Reed Actons story. If youve been reading the series from the first book, Rarer than Rubies, youll appreciate just how much Reed has changed over the years since he met Trent Copeland. When I started the series, I hadnt thought particularly about Trent or Reeds background. Rubies was my second published novel, and I was still learning my way around building interesting, layered, and compelling characters. It took a while for me to get the hang of it, and as Trent and Reed have grown as individuals and as a couple, Ive been growing as a writer. Its only now I felt ready to tell this story.


  The germ for 24-K started several years ago when I was writing Italian Ice. I colored in Reeds past for myself, and I had to decide how much to tell in that second book. I wanted to keep more revelations about Reed for a future story, but they had to be things he wasnt ready to tell Trent. Reed has never been about emotions and sharing, while Trent is all emotions and sharing. Trent has been, literally, an open book from the start, but Reed has remained more of a mysteryto Trent and to himself.


  I knew this book would reveal the story of Reeds family, and I knew exactly how and where the layers would get ripped away (no easy peeling back for Reed). But after Italian Ice, it didnt seem right to jump into another story focused on Reed, so I wrote Jaded, which is more Trents story. Its also partly my story, in that it takes place in Japan, where I lived and worked for five years. Jaded was a challenge for me as a writer, and a book Im very proud of. I couldnt have written it nearly as well as when the story idea first came to me.


  I cant tell you how much I wanted to write this book, to share Reeds history with Trent and with you! The urge to write this book was incredible. As with Jaded, I wanted to do the story justice, so I didnt rush it. Writing a story with mystery and suspense elements takes time and concentration, so there was a bigger gap between Jaded and 24-K than I anticipated. But now its here. I hope youll enjoy learning Reeds story as much I did telling it.


  Trent and Reed have learned from each other and grown so much over the years. Their story doesnt end here. A new one begins.


  


  EM Lynley, April 2015
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  8,000 Feet over Turkey


  


  ARSLAN KADER felt the twelve-seat Cessna Grand Caravan lurch beneath him.


  The passengers stopped chatting, so the only sound was that of the turboprops engine struggling against wind and air, interrupted by the sound of a crate sliding across the rear cargo area and hitting the wall of the fuselage with a sickening clunk and another shudder. That much weight shifting in the tail of the aircraft made it even more difficult to control.


  Whats going on back there? one of the passengers shouted through the opening between the cockpit and the cabin.


  A little turbulence. Arslan checked the gauges again. The choppy air caused the small plane to fight him for control. He felt rather than heard the crates shift again. He should have weighed each item and then stowed it himself. Why had he trusted these passengers?


  An envelope full of cashAmerican dollarshad made him throw caution to the wind, literally.


  I should A stronger gust of wind rocked the plane. Arslan glanced back. Its not safe with that crate unsecured. There is still time to find a small airport before we reach the mountains.


  The passenger went aft and returned to his seat. Arslan heard him talking to the other man, the one who had paid him. He felt another shift and shudder.


  I cant fly safely like this.


  How long until our destination?


  Three hours with good weather. Four like this.


  The turbulence abated, and Arslan was able to get the aircraft under control again.


  See, were fine, the passenger said.


  For now. Over the mountains the wind can change very quickly. I suggest we put down until this weather passes. Ill radio to the next airstrip. Im not


  No radio. We told you that.


  No radio and no flight plan. At their first meeting, when hed balked at their conditions, theyd nodded, then stuffed more bills in the envelope.


  We heard youre the best at this.


  This meaning flying to remote airports where he had friends working customs and the cargo wouldnt be inspected. At least hed given the cash to his son before they took off.


  The wind continued to buffet the plane, and the instruments only confirmed what he already knew. They were losing altitude and theyd already gone off course. He kept the plane steady with one hand on the yoke and grabbed for the map with the other. Was there any place flat to land safely if he couldnt convince them to land at an airport?


  They were only thirty minutes into the flight from the tiny airport outside of Istanbul, already several hundred miles away.


  A deafening crash quieted the passengers again. Two men and two women. Much younger women and clearly not wives. Arslan wasnt ready to risk his life just to keep the mens behavior secret from their families.


  Arslan started praying, calling his wifes name, talking to her more than to himself.


  Shana, the money should keep you comfortable for at least two years.


  Arslan lowered the wing angle to regain list and keep the engine from stalling. But the shifting cargo made him overshoot and he struggled to correct and avoid going into free fall. The older male passenger rushed into the cockpit only to be thrown to his knees. He grabbed at Arslans shoulder.


  Cant you control this thing?


  Arslan gripped the controls and raked his gaze over the bad news he read in every display and warning light. No. I cant. Not anymore. Were landing whether you like it or


  With a final loud shudder from the aircraft the weather, the extra weight, and the shifting crate combined to send the five souls off course permanently.


  2
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  Los Angeles, California


  December


  


  DO YOU know yet if youll be working over Christmas? Trent Copeland asked. Hed been avoiding this subject, but he couldnt wait any longer.


  Reed Acton glanced up from the thick case file he had been reading, his expression simmering a notch below annoyance.


  How would I know that now? Its only the first week in December. I have no idea if Ill get called away for a case.


  Well, I guess thats not really my point. I wanted to talk about Christmas. About our plans for Christmas.


  Okay. What did you want to do?


  Trent glared at him for a second, then toned it back to a mild eye roll. Reed, you realize that holiday travel plans need to be made months in advance? Not just a week or two? The tone implied Reed required special education on the topic.


  Not really. Reed had never made holiday travel plansor holiday plans at alluntil he met Trent. And so far Trent had been happy to handle the arrangements, knowing Reeds job was unpredictable. Did you want to go somewhere particular?


  Its not what I want so much as…. You really dont remember this discussion? Trent took a deep breath and released it slowly, then gave up waiting for a reply. My parents got their flights booked, and


  Your parents? Where are they going? Reed actually sounded interested in the answer.


  Here, Reed. Theyre coming to LA, dont you remember? We discussed this at Thanksgiving.


  I dont remember much about Thanksgiving. I was only at your parents house for a day.


  I know. Trent put his reaction on pause. He should have expected Reeds selective amnesia to make an appearance. But this time Trent had to let Reed know what he wanted. Trent had made plansplans he didnt want to change. If that didnt suit Reed, theyd find a compromise. My parents want to spend Christmas with us this year. Last year it was too soon after Italy, and I didnt want them to see me until I was feeling better. Since you didnt enjoy Thanksgiving in Oklahoma at all, I thought it would work better if they come here. Then if you have to work again…. Trent waved one hand so he wouldnt have to say what he thought about how Thanksgiving had turned out. He promised himself he wouldnt get angry with Reed, or at least not to his face.


  You could go home to Oklahoma without me.


  Reed, this is home. LA. You. I want to spend Christmas with you too.


  Why? Whats so special about Christmas?


  Its Christmas. Its a time to get together with family and the people who mean most to us.


  Why?


  Why what?


  Trent, you dont have a regular nine-to-five, Monday-to-Friday job, and your parents are retired. You can get together with them whenever you want. Why is everyone making such a fuss over Christmas?


  Im not the one making a fuss. You are. I dont understand why you hate Christmas, so would you please tell me? Trent was banging his head against a brick wall with a question like that, but if he didnt ask, Reed would never explain.


  Reed stiffened and some emotion flashed over his face before he finally replied. I dont want to talk about it.


  Just what Trent had expected. He let out the pent-up breath as quietly as possible and went into his office and sat at the desk. Hed make his own plans with his parents, and Reed could join them if he wanted. It wasnt the optimum solution, but starting an argument with Reed wouldnt fix the problem. Reeds problem.


  Trent picked up a framed photo from his desk. It had been taken at Christmas the previous year. His older brother Robbie, sister Maggie, and their families descended on the Copelands house outside Tulsa and all managed to stay reasonably still for the split second required to take a group shot. His dad and brother wore Santa hats, and his mom wore a hideous red-and-green sweater his sister had knitted for her back in college. It was a family tradition. Maggie had become a much more accomplished knitter, but Mom still wore that monstrosity. It just wasnt Christmas without it.


  Maggie had been happily married for a decade and might have some advice for dealing with Reed. Trent pulled his cell phone out of his pocket and speed-dialed her.


  Hello? It was Ricky, his ten-year-old nephew.


  Ricky? Its Uncle Trent. How ya doing?


  Great, Uncle Trent. How are you? Did you write a new book yet? Mom says I cant read them till Im thirty, but maybe youd e-mail me one anyway?


  Trent was not about to send his nephew any of his steamy gay romance novels, but the request made him smile.


  Ill think about it, Ricky. Hows school?


  Fine. I did this science project and I only got a B+. I think I should have gotten an A, but Mrs. McGrath wont change my grade.


  Im sure that wont keep you from getting into college, Ricky.


  Im only ten. I hope not. Do you have to go to college to be a fireman?


  Probably not.


  Ricky, whore you talking to? Trent could hear Maggies voice in the background.


  Uncle Trent.


  Let me talk to him.


  When Im done…. Mom! There was a short scuffle and Maggie came on the line.


  Hi, Trent, whats new?


  Hey, Maggie. I was having a nice conversation with Ricky. What did he do for his school project?


  Oh, he did the one where you grow seeds in the dark and different amounts of light.


  Nothing much changes, does it? They had all done that same project years earlier.


  Nope. So to what do I owe this call?


  Yeah, I could use some advice. About Christmas.


  I was hoping that wouldnt be an issue. What can I do to help?


  Reed doesnt want to make plans. He thinks I should go home to Mom and Dads again. Without him.


  Why dont you, then?


  Its not the actual plans that worry me. Its his refusal to discuss the topic. He doesnt want to be part of any holiday activities.


  Are you sure its the holidays?


  What else could it be? You saw what happened at Thanksgiving. He was there one day, and when his boss called, he practically ran to the airport. Didnt even want Mom and Dad to drive him.


  That was really something. But I dont think its the holidays that are a problem. I think its something else. Did you ask?


  Of course I asked. He wont discuss it. I dont want an argument, but I cant ignore the issue if I want a long-term relationship with Reed. It had been nearly three years. That already was long-term for Reed.


  Do you want a long-term relationship with him?


  Trent opened his mouth to reply, then paused. What did he want? Hed been operating on the assumption that his relationship with Reed would keep going, but hadnt given much consideration to where it was going. Yes. I think so.


  Well, until you know for sure, dont let this family stuff get in the way. But maybe you need to consider if he has the same long-term goals for a relationship that you do.


  Gee, Maggie, I asked for one simple thing, and now you have me reexamining everything about me and Reed.


  Thats not what I intended, but it sounds like there are some areas where you two dont see eye to eye. You need to decide how important they are to you.


  Trent sat back in his chair. I get your point. Let me think about this for a while. Thanks.


  Trent put the phone down and stared at the photo again. He had a few framed pictures on the desk and the walls. Hardly anyone printed out photos anymore; everything was digital and online. But Trent enjoyed looking up at the photos, reliving the moments. Would there be any photos from this coming Christmas? Trent should make his own plans, though. Maggie was right about that. Reed could join in if he wanted, but if he didnt, that wouldnt stop Trent.


  He picked up the phone again and dialed his parents number.


  Hello? said a voice that sounded like a warm hug.


  Hi, Mom.


  Trent, honey. How are you?


  Good. I got your e-mail with your schedule, and Im really glad youre coming to LA. Ill be there to meet you at baggage claim. Ill make some plans, get tickets for a show and whichever museum has the best exhibition. Anything else you and Dad want to do?


  Just to see you, dear. And Reed. Hell be there, too, wont he?


  Trent hesitated before replying. Im not sure what his plans are. He never knows in advance about work. You saw what happened at Thanksgiving.


  Ah. Work. I see. That noncommittal, nonconfrontational tone they must teach at Mom school.


  Apparently he hadnt gotten any better at lying. He didnt have any good response.


  Look, Trent, if its going to be any trouble, we dont have to go out there to see you. The hurt in her voice came through loud and clear.


  No, Mom. Its no trouble at all. I want you and Dad to come out here for Christmas. Itll be a nice change for you. Enjoy the nice weather, eat some fresh seafood. But maybe Im being selfish.


  Selfish? Because Reed doesnt want to spend time with us? What did we do? We tried so hard to make him feel welcome.


  I know. Thats not what I mean about being selfish. If you come here, you wont get to spend the holidays with Maggie or Robbie, and their kids.


  We see them all the time. We dont get to see you very often. Weve already got their gifts, so well drop them off and have a holiday dinner at Maggies before we fly out.


  That sounds nice. Trent would like to be there for a big family holiday dinner. Was he crazy to think bringing his parents to LA would be a substitute for the kind of holiday memories he loved? Ill send something early, too.


  Im sure the kids will be thrilled if you do. She paused. We cant wait to see you. Less than two weeks now. He could almost see the little crinkles at the corners of her eyes when she smiled.


  Me too. Love you and Dad.


  Bye, sweetie.


  He hung up, not necessarily pleased with the conversation. Hed assuaged his own guilt about monopolizing his parents this year, but hed let his mother know that Reed wasnt particularly thrilled with their visit. Hed book them a room at a hotel around the corner so Reed wouldnt feel they were invading his home. It would probably be more comfortable for everyone, even if Reed insisted he was looking forward to seeing them.


  Trent picked up the photo from last Christmas again and hoped his mother would bring that awful sweater. The thought of it brought a smile to his lips.


  Trent? Reeds voice startled Trent, and he dropped the picture onto the desk. Oh, sorry, didnt mean to interrupt.


  Trent didnt turn toward the door. What?


  I made dinner. Well, I heated up the leftover pasta and made a salad. Arent you hungry yet?


  Yeah. Trent wasnt quite ready to talk to Reed. Ill be out in a minute.


  Sure. Reeds footsteps moved in the direction of the kitchen.


  Trent spent another few minutes staring at the photo before he followed.


  


  


  REED HAD lit a couple of candles and put them on the table while he waited for Trent, but if Trent noticed, he didnt remark. This was Trent, Reed reasoned. Of course he noticed. Little romantic details like that were his job. That he didnt mention the candles was troubling. Why had Reed expected mere candles to smooth things over?


  As it was, Trent barely said ten words during the meal. He didnt bring up Christmas, and Reed wasnt about to broach the subject either. Not yet. Not until he had to. Hed have to sooner rather than later; he knew that much.


  After the meal Trent went back into the office, ostensibly to do some writing, but Reed didnt hear him tapping at the keyboard. He was probably looking at that photo again. Reed wished he knew the right thing to say or do, and it pained him that he couldnt explain why he hated holidays so much. He couldnt understand it himself, much less communicate to anyone else. Not even Trent.


  He lingered over cleaning the kitchen, hoping Trent would come in for tea or dessert. He didnt.


  Reed got ready for bed and put the Lakers game on the bedroom television for about ten minutes, then picked up a book. How long would Trent hide in his office? Did he expect Reed to go in and apologize?


  It was past midnight when Trent finally came into the bedroom.


  Oh, youre still up.


  Reed looked up from his book. Yeah. I just couldnt put this one down.


  Dan Brown or James Patterson? Trents sneer indicated what he thought of Reeds reading habits. He headed into the bathroom.


  Neither. Dumas. The Three Musketeers. Got it at Chapter Two. Trents favorite used bookstore.


  Trent stopped in the doorway and glanced back over his shoulder. Reed raised the slightly battered book as proof. Trent nodded and shut the bathroom door behind him. Usually he left it partially open when he got ready for bed. He came out wearing only a pair of worn gray sweats, tied at the waista bad sign. His cock flopped under the fabric as he walked toward the bed. He stopped to grab a T-shirt from a dresser drawer and pulled it on as he covered the last few steps. Another warning.


  Putting clothes on for bed was Trents version of a Do Not Disturb sign.


  Trent pulled the sheets back and slid into bed, glancing briefly at Reed as he did so.


  How was your writing tonight? Reed asked.


  Good night. Trent rolled over so his back was to Reed.


  Reed closed the book and put it on the nightstand. He scooted under the sheets and turned toward Trent.


  Forget it, Reed.


  Forget what? Reed couldnt help asking.


  Not interested in sex of any sort. Nothing, nada, niente, nichts, I dont know any more languages.


  Who said I wanted sex?


  Youre completely naked.


  Maybe Im just warm tonight.


  Your nipples are hard, like youre cold. Not buying that.


  If youre so uninterested in sex, why are you paying attention to my nipples? Fair question.


  Theyre so damn big. Id have to be blind not to notice. Even then Id notice. Theyre like Braille.


  I have Braille nipples? Is that meant to be an insult or a compliment?


  Trent didnt reply, but the bed shook slightly. Then Trent burst out laughing. Shut up.


  Come over here and read my Braille nipples. Tell me what they say.


  Shut up. Trent nearly choked on the words he was laughing so hard.


  Reed fought off his own laughter, but he couldnt help smiling.


  Trent sat up and pulled off the T-shirt. Now Im hot.


  Then come over here and warm me up a little. You can rub my nipples and see if a genie comes out.


  What, a genie in your shorts? But Trent rolled toward Reed, grinning.


  Im not wearing any shorts, which you also noticed. Reed slid the covers down, in case Trent had forgotten. Now you owe my nipples an apology.


  I do?


  Yes. And I think your genie is ready to come out too. Reed glanced at the outline of Trents cock, thickening under the thin fabric of his sweats. Can I help? He reached toward the string and waited for Trent to nod before he untied them.


  Trent moved closer and leaned up for a kiss, causing his sweats to slide down his hips. Reed helped slip them down and wrapped a hand around Trents cock while they continued to kiss. He certainly hadnt expected Trent to snap out of his anger so easily, but Reed was grateful. He intended to demonstrate just how much.


  Reed moved between Trents knees and took his cock into his mouth. He teased the head with his tongue and played with Trents balls. He slowed his movements, drawing out Trents enjoyment. Trent tangled his fingers in Reeds short hair, and when Trent was close, Reed pushed a couple of fingers inside until he found the spot that made Trent gasp. As his moans turned to a whimper, Reed increased the pressure, and with a huge shudder, Trent came and Reed swallowed everything gladly.


  Trent smiled, looking a little guilty at enjoying his orgasm so much. He closed his eyes, and Reed thought he might have fallen asleep. Well, it served Reed right. Hed upset Trent, and a mere blowjob wasnt going to fix the problem.


  But a moment later Trent rolled over and slid a hand down Reeds torso while leaning in to take a nipple into his mouth.


  Mmmrry.


  What? Reed asked.


  Trent let the nipple pop out of his mouth. Just apologizing. He grinned. To the nipple.


  Reed lay back and relaxed, glad to see Trent playful again after the tense evening. Trent apologized to the other nipple and gave both plenty of attention while he used his hands on Reed. It wasnt the best orgasm Trent had given him, but it was sincere, and Reed appreciated the effort. He got up to get a warm washcloth, even though technically it was Trents turn, and cleaned them both before sliding back under the sheets.


  This time Trent didnt turn away.


  Reed sat up and looked down at Trent, who lay on his side, head on his pillow. What did you plan for your parents visit?


  Trent furrowed his brow. What? He sat up.


  I heard you talking to your mom.


  Im sorry, Reed, but I really cant talk about my parents when youve got dried come on your chin. He smiled and wiped at Reeds chin with a thumb. Okay. Lets start over.


  What are the plans now?


  I thought you werent interested.


  Thats not what I said. Am I not invited now?


  I booked a room for them at the Andaz. They wont be in your way.


  Theyre not in my way. They can stay here if you want.


  I didnt think you liked spending time with them. And to be honest, they think you dont like them.


  Reed shook his head. How could he explain? He was sorry hed given the Copelands that impression. Its not that. I just feel out of place.


  Well, thats why I thought bringing them here was a good idea. Its more neutral territoryor its your place, since you live here now.


  It wasnt their house, Trent. Thats not what upset me at Thanksgiving.


  Upset? You were upset? I thought you couldnt wait to leave.


  I didnt plan it that way, but going home with you… Reed paused, recalling the pangs of envy hed felt watching the hugs and smiles as the Copelands welcomed Trent, and how hed hated himself for feeling that way, especially when Trents family wanted to include him. It made me realize that I dont have a place thats home to me. I dont have a family waiting at the airport to meet me. I dont have those things, and I didnt think I wanted them…. Reed stopped because a huge lump had formed in his throat and he couldnt breathe. An invisible elephant sat on his chest, crushing his ribs and lungs as his own family memories flowed over him.


  Trent reached out to stroke Reeds arm. The hand was warm, the touch firm. You never talk about your family, Reed. But you can, if you want to. Im here to listen.


  Reed nodded, not sure if he couldor should.


  Trent couldnt leave a silence alone. He had to fill it. Had to say something he thought would make Reed feel better. My family wants to get to know you. They want to include you. If you let them, theyll love you as much as


  As much as they loved Marc? Reed wished he hadnt said that. Where had that idea even come from? Hed never compared himself to MarcTrents last partner, who had died in a sporting accidentbefore. Not out loud to Trent, anyway.


  Trent smiled, but Reed noticed the flash of pain in his eyes. No. As much as they love me. They want to love you too.


  They do?


  Why does that surprise you so much?


  Reed looked away. He wasnt ready to answer that.


  Lets go to sleep. We can talk more in the morning. Trent leaned over and gave Reed a kiss, then turned off the light and settled back under the sheets. He scooted up against Reed.


  Reed lay down, and Trent put an arm across his chest. Reed smiled even though Trent couldnt see it in the dark. He was glad they hadnt ended the day not speaking to each other.


  But he still wasnt sure how hed deal with the Copelands.


  3
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  THREE DAYS before Christmas, they took Reeds black Bureau SUV to pick up the Copelands from LAX. Trents parents were waiting outside baggage claim with a mountain of luggage. Reed popped the back door and got out, intending to help Trent load the cases, but Mrs. Copeland came around the back of the vehicle and intercepted Reed with a hug that probably violated the Geneva Convention. He held his arms away from his body, staring at Trent, trying to breathe, not sure how to respond. But she didnt let go. Reed lowered his arms, slid them around her, and squeezed back.


  Now thats a proper greeting, Reed. She let go and kissed his cheek. How are you?


  Good, thanks. He stepped back a pace and congratulated himself on surviving the hug. He hadnt burst into flames and no ribs had broken. In fact, it had been kind of nice after that initial powerful squeeze. She smelled like cinnamon with a hint of woodsy smoke, like a fireplace. Its good to see you again.


  Not so good to see the head-to-toe red-and-green ensemble she had on. She wore a white shirt sporting dancing candy canes and boughs of holly over poison-green grandma pants.


  Glad to be here, out of the cold, Mr. Copeland said. He had on a matching candy-cane shirt over plain old blue jeans. He held out his hand to shake Reeds, luring him into another embrace that ended with Mr. Copeland slapping Reed on the shoulder. If Reed couldnt fight off two elderly Oklahomans, he was losing his edge. Gotta put on my Hollywood shades. Mr. Copeland took a pair of sunglasses out of his pocket and put them on. Do I look like a big movie star?


  Silly man! Trents mom said.


  I dont know, Reed replied. I dont see many big movie stars around.


  Dont you? Why, we were hoping wed see someone famous. Trent? Wont we see any stars?


  Reed glanced toward Trent and realized all the cases were already in the trunk. Oh, Trent, I was going to help with that. So much for his hug-avoidance tactics. He needed to brush up on those flagging Army Ranger skills.


  I got the bags. It was your turn to get hugged. Im surprised they had any energy left after all the hugging they gave me. Trent grinned.


  Reed smiled. That had been his plan, which was why hed waited a few moments before getting out. But the Copelands had saved some hugs for him anyway.


  Mrs. Copeland, come sit up front with me, Reed said and opened the front passenger door for her.


  Whats this Mrs. Copeland nonsense? You call me Laura.


  Laura. At least she hadnt told him to call her Mom.


  

  

  THEY DROVE to the Andaz, a small but luxurious hotel a block from their apartment, got Trents parents checked in, and had the suitcases brought up to their room. Reed hovered at the edge of the small suite as the Copelands oohed and aahed over the accommodations.


  Trent, this place is too fancy for us. We could stay at the Holiday Inn. We dont need a suite. Were not going to be spending that much time here, are we?


  That last comment brought Reed up short. Now they were here, the reality set in that for the next ten days, Rob and Laura would be a constant presence in their lives. Did they expect to be at the apartment most of the time? Having them stay here meant they wouldnt be underfoot. That was how Trent had made it sound.


  Why did that instill a rising dread in Reeds gut? He could always call his boss, Tom White, if he needed an escape hatch. Besides, there was just as much chance of a real case heating up during the holidayswith all that cash and so many distracted shoppers, crime rates soared this time of year.


  We want you to be comfortable, Trent replied.


  Its more comfortable than home, Laura remarked and went into the bathroom. Oh, lookie! Fancy shampoo and body wash!


  Now Reed knew where Trent had picked up that particular addiction.


  Really? What kind? Trent went into the bathroom, and Rob Copeland shook his head and threw Reed a commiserating glance. They both broke out laughing. Then they stared at each other for an uncomfortable moment before Rob hoisted a suitcase onto the bed.


  As blissful chatter filtered in from the bathroom, he transferred meticulously folded underwear into a drawer and had the job completed in under two minutes. Reed was impressed.


  Military?


  Rob nodded. Joined the Corps at the tail end of Vietnam and stuck around for a while. He didnt elaborate. That alone told Reed hed probably seen some heavy combat. Maybe theyd have something in common after all.


  Reed drove home, while Trent and his parents enjoyed the fine weather by walking. He parked in their underground parking space and turned the engine off, but he didnt get out. He needed a few minutes to collect his thoughts.


  The Copelands had only been here for an hour, but already Reed felt the pressure of their visit. Why hadnt he suggested a hotel farther away? Half a mile away was an even nicer hotel, and Reed would gladly have paid the difference to keep Trents parents out of theirhishair. But that wouldnt be fair to Trent. He hadnt spent much time with his parents since Reed had moved to LA and into Trents condothe one he and Marc had bought together.


  Christmas with his parents meant a lot to Trent, so Reed would do his best to make sure he got it. He just hoped he wouldnt have to be a big part of it. Two weeks with Trents parents shouldnt be that arduous. Hed spent months in a Burmese prison camp, but this visit threatened to be more horrific. He hadnt been meditating recently, which probably accounted for a large portion of his stress. He closed his eyes and did one of the visualization exercises that had gotten him through those months in the camp. When he finished he felt a measure of peace, so he made his way to the elevator to their top-floor apartment.


  When he let himself in, he found Trents parents taking a tour of the place. He and Trent had carefully hidden anything that might cause anyone embarrassment and had done a thorough double check again that morning.


  Im back, Reed called as he shut the door and locked it. How did you beat me home?


  In here, Trent called from the kitchen, making tea or coffee based on the sounds echoing through the living room. Reed went through to the kitchen. What took you so long? Weve been home for ages.


  Ages? Reed looked at his watch. Hed lost track of time. His meditations usually didnt take long, but he was out of practice. Traffic? he said, not sure why hed lied. He sat down at the table and watched Trent.


  Did they schedule a parade down our street that I didnt notice? Trent gave Reed a glower that should have sliced his ear off. Do you want coffee? Trent added in an overly cheerful tone.


  Reed really wanted a beer. It was midafternoon, so that wouldnt make a very good impression. Then he realized that was a good sign, wanting to make a good impression rather than simply wanting to run screaming in the opposite direction. The problem was hed already pissed off Trent, and that wasnt good. At least with his parents around, Trent wouldnt say anything to Reed about it. Their presence wasnt all bad after all.


  Im reheating the leftover frittata from last night, Trent said as Reed joined Rob at the kitchen table.


  Damn airlines dont feed you anymore. Rob shook his head.


  Oh, I see you have some new art here, Laura said from the living room. Rob, come take a look.


  Crap, I forgot to take down those X-rated woodblock prints I got in Japan. Trent slapped his forehead after his dad left. He went back to measuring coffee into the french press. Shit, I lost count. How many tablespoons did I put in there?


  I dont know. Reed sat at the kitchen table and tried not to laugh at Trents nervousness. Sorry about the pictures. I didnt even think of it.


  Theyll survive. Can you go out there and entertain them so they dont start digging around in any drawers?


  One drawer in particular. The toy drawer. I locked it. But Ill go chat with them. Start again with the coffee after Im gone. He strode out into the living room where Rob was perusing the bookshelf.


  I see Trents books are all here. You like reading them, Reed?


  Theyre not my favorite genre, to be honest, but I have read every one of them. At least all the ones hes written since we met. Sometimes he asks me to read when hes writing, when hes stuck on something. Reed liked when Trent asked his opinion. What a change, he thought, from the first time hed read one of Trents books, back in that hut in Thailand. Later on, when Reed had been held hostage by the Thai mobsters, hed found reading Trents stories comforting somehow. Of course hed never tell this to the Copelands.


  You into art also?


  Yes, a little. Trents parents didnt know Reed worked for the FBI art squad. It was probably safe enough to tell them, but hed let Trent make that decision. Later. If they ran out of things to talk about.


  I see you havent really changed all that much in the apartment since last time we were here, Trent, Laura said as Trent came in with coffee and frittata. Reed scooted over to make room for him on the couch.


  Oh, havent we?


  It looks just about the same as when you were here with Marc. Just a couple of new pictures, his father added.


  Reed tried to steady his hand as he handed a cup of coffee to Laura. The mention of Marc rattled him. He stirred sugar into his coffee and concentrated on keeping his hand steady.


  Oh honey, while were here, we want to see Leah. She sent us pictures of the twins, and we told her wed call. Theyre just the cutest things!


  Trent glanced at Reed before answering. Yes. Theyre cute. You told her you were coming for a visit?


  Yes. We keep in touch, you know.


  Reed sipped coffee and felt his teeth ache. He hadnt realized how much sugar he had put in there, distracted as he was by the mention of Trents ex, Marc, and then Leah, Marcs sister. He wouldnt even analyze the sudden fear hed felt at the way Trents face lit up at the mention of Leahs twins. Did Trent like kids? Did he want kids?


  He yanked his phone from his pocket. I just got a text from my boss. Would you mind if I step out to call him back? Itll only be a few minutes. Reed set the mug down and made for the front door, heart pounding as if he were heading out on a combat mission.


  Whats wrong with me? He stared at the door after he shut it behind him, knowing Trent would try to cover for him but give him hellor the cold shoulder and everything below it. But Reed needed air. He fled down the stairs, his steps echoing in the stairwell. The brisk exercise calmed his nerves. Why did everything Trents parents said feel like some sort of judgment on him? He couldnt imagine he was coming out very well in their estimation.


  Not that leaving almost as soon as they arrived was going to improve his image.


  

  

  TRENT WATCHED the door shut behind Reed and stirred his coffee so vigorously he splashed his hand and his pants. Luckily he was wearing jeans, so there wouldnt be a noticeable stain.


  What was that about? his father asked.


  Maybe we shouldnt have come, honey, his mother added. She glanced at Rob and he shrugged.


  Hell be back in a little while. I think he needed a break.


  Break? You mean hes not calling his boss?


  Trent shrugged, knowing he was opening a can of worms, but it was necessary to get the unpleasantness out of the way early.


  Why did he lie? Does he lie to you often? His mother sounded shocked and pitying.


  I dont think so. If he does its because he cant tell me the truth, but thats not what this is about right now.


  What is it about? his mother asked.


  Mom, Reeds just under pressure from having you visit.


  See, we shouldnt have come. Lets go back to the hotel. His father stood up.


  No, Dad. Its not you. Its him. He thinks you dont like him very much.


  Well, how can we like him? How can we even get to know him when he keeps running off? his mother asked.


  Lets forget what happened at Thanksgiving. That was work, and it was important. Lets talk about today.


  He ran off again today. Twice, Trents dad said with a judgmental tone.


  Do you think he wanted to stay while you kept talking about Marc and Leah and Leahs kids?


  He knows about Marc, doesnt he? Hes living in Marcs apartment.


  Of course he does. But like I said, he thinks you dont like him, and then you say something to show how much you liked Marc and his family.


  His mother set her cup down on the coffee table. She reached out and patted Trents hand. We did like Marc, and we do like his family. But I hadnt thought about how Reed might interpret the comments. I didnt mean to imply that kind of comparison.


  Hes a little sensitive, isnt he? Trents father asked. Maybe he lied about being in special ops too.


  Trents initial impulse was to defend Reed. His chest ached whenever someone misjudged him. It hurt twice as much when it was his own parents. It was so difficult to explain Reed without sounding like he was making excuses. Trent took a sip of coffee before responding.


  He didnt lie. Hes just not used to family things. He doesnt see his family, and he feels out of place in ours. All the attention and questions overwhelm him, like at Thanksgiving. Its like going from zero to a thousand the way everyone asks him personal things.


  Wheres his family? Mom asked.


  I have no idea. He doesnt talk about them. I just know the problems started when he came out to his dad. He hasnt said much more. Trent felt a wave of guilt wash over him. But please dont let on that I mentioned it. He had a very different childhood than I did, and hes a very different person because of it. In the Army, and now with the FBI, hes got to put aside a lot of emotion and feelings. Its hard for him to turn all that back on, especially with you. He wants you to like him, but hes afraid hes not the kind of person you would like.


  Oh. Oh, Son, Im sorry we jumped to conclusions. Trents dad nodded and picked up his coffee again. What should we do?


  Maybe avoid bringing up family, and if he decides not to join us for something, try not to take it personally. He took the week off from work for your visit, but I dont want to push him into too many family activities.


  Its nice he took time off for our visit. Trents mom looked guilty again and quickly glanced from Trent to his father.


  Reed does want to get to know you. He just doesnt open up easily. Just stay low-key and dont bombard him with personal questions.


  We can do that, cant we? Trents dad glanced at his mom and she nodded.


  Of course we can. Ill be more careful about Marc. But we do want to see Leahs twins. Will that be okay?


  Yes. Id like to go with you. Trent glanced at his watch. Reed had been gone twenty minutes. Trent would wait another five, then call if Reed hadnt come back.


  What did he do in the Army? Trents dad asked.


  He was in the Rangers. Special ops, secret missions. I dont know more than that.


  Rangers? Trent
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