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  Chapter 1


  Brian Kerr— or Carlson, on the fake ID he was now using— looked around his small bedroom, wondering why he felt so restless. He’d lived in tons of worse places than this tiny room tucked under the stairs of Doc’s mother’s farmhouse. Hell, he’d spent whole nights as a kid riding city buses, when Mom couldn’t make the rent. Back then, he’d have thought this private space with a clean bed, a door that could be locked, and a bathroom down the hall, was amazing luxury.


  He sat on the edge of the mattress, tapping his heel against the box of laundry underneath it. Sleep should’ve come easy after a long day of chores, but the evening was ticking by and he couldn’t relax. I wish Nick was here.


  Luger, their big dog, rose from his rug by the bed and whined softly. He shoved his furry head under Brian’s arm and stuck his nose against Brian’s ribs, rucking up his T-shirt.


  “Yikes!” Brian wrestled the dog’s cold nose off his skin. Luger turned toward the door and whined again.


  “What? Do you miss Nick too?” He ruffled the dog’s ears, the soft velvet reassuring under his fingers. “He’s coming, you know. Him and Charlie. They’ll be driving down here. Not long now.”


  Nick was back in Minnesota, packing for the move. He’d be eating pizza or something— probably pizza— with Charlie, in Nick’s little single-wide trailer. The trailer Brian had never even spent one night in. The home Nick loved but was selling, just to be with Brian. He’d try to make it up to Nick forever.


  Luger suddenly pulled free of his grip, shouldered the door wide, and dashed out into the hallway. A moment later, a rumble and a bang somewhere outside the house made Brian jolt. What? A car crash? Loud, clanging, thumpy sounds set off all the dogs together at the front of the house, Luger’s guard-dog bark much deeper and snarlier than the two border collies. Brian slammed out of his room and charged down the hall. Don’t let anyone be hurt. Don’t let Luger bite anyone.


  He hit the front entryway a step behind Doc and his mother, Yasmin, just in time to grab Luger’s collar before Yasmin opened the door. The border collies bolted down the steps ahead of her. Doc called, “Mama. Wait up! Be careful!” but she ran after them, her big flashlight raised like a club. Doc put a hand on the porch rail and vaulted down to the yard.


  Brian stumbled down the steps like a normal, uncoordinated person, yanked along by Luger’s pull on the collar. The leather bit into his fingers, and cool air chilled the back of his neck. The two collies plowed to a stop at the edge of the yard, ruffs bristling, barking into the darkness. Luger lunged toward them, yanking against Brian’s grip, roaring a challenge at something unseen, his paws digging into the dirt.


  Brian struggled to hold on, then remembered he could use his voice. “Luger! Sit! Stay!” Luger’s butt hit the ground obediently, but his growls didn’t lessen and he quivered eagerly. Brian didn’t let go.


  Doc caught up to his mom and stepped in front of her. “Hey? Who’s out there? Is someone hurt?”


  Yasmin shone the flashlight past him. The narrow beam swept over the side of the barn, a few small trees, the woodpile Nick had tripled in size when he’d visited. A glitter of light made her shine it farther along the pasture path.


  A hundred feet away at the end of the dirt path, her big tractor stood canted at an angle, half in the ditch and half buried grill-deep in a broken metal gate. Beyond the gate, the glow of sheep’s eyes caught the light like zombies gathering for the kill. Or maybe like curious sheep.


  “Oh, hell, no!” Yasmin swung her light around the scene. “Where are you? Show yourself!”


  Other than a grunt from one of the sheep and the dogs’ slowing barks, no one answered.


  Brian knelt beside Luger, rubbing his back soothingly. “Hush, Luug. Shush now.” Luger dropped his growl to a low grumble in his throat, still sitting as ordered but focused off in the darkness like an arrow waiting to be launched. Brian raised his voice. “What happened? Was there an accident?”


  Yasmin didn’t answer, moving her light methodically across the bushes and pastureland behind the fence.


  Doc spared him a quick glance. “Right. The tractor turned itself on, opened the door, and accidentally drove itself into a gate.”


  “Um.” His face heated, despite the cool night, and he bent to check Luger’s paws, hiding the flush. Not that Doc— Zander, he wants to be called Zander in his mother’s house— not that Zander would notice, or care.


  Yasmin eventually lowered the light. “I don’t see anyone. Stupid kids. Like we don’t have enough to deal with.”


  Zander said, “You think it was kids?”


  She looked up at him, her expression hidden in the dark. “Who else would it be?”


  Zander glanced toward Brian, then shrugged. “Someone out to cause trouble?”


  “Not Damon,” Brian protested. His brother always came to people’s minds when there was trouble.


  “Of course not him. Other folk.” Zander’s voice went colder, and Brian was transported back to the bouncing deck of a disguised boat out on the ocean, with guns and flames and blood. To a cold-eyed criminal and a deadly explosion and the things they’d all done—


  “You don’t think…?” He glanced around nervously. No way. If Turov’s people had found them, they’d be kidnapped or shot by now, not standing around staring at a crashed tractor. Right? An icy finger ran up the back of his neck, but he didn’t want to put any of that into words around Yasmin. He didn’t know how much or little Zander had told her. Right now, she didn’t look at Brian like he was a risk, a time bomb, or crazy, and he liked that.


  “I don’t know what I think.” Zander ran a hand over his close-cropped hair. “It makes no sense as a threat. Probably was some damned kids.”


  Yasmin swung her light toward the barn. “We’d better check in there. I hope someone catches the little bastards and takes a switch to their behinds. And makes them pay damages. I didn’t need this.”


  Zander reached for the flashlight. “Let me look, Mama. You stay here.”


  Yasmin didn’t let go. “I’m not some fragile flower, young man. You can come along.”


  “I’ll come too.” Brian took a better grip on Luger’s collar. “Heel!” Luug gave him a look that registered as disgusted, but obediently ranged alongside his left knee. Brian bumped the furry Belgian Tervuren’s solid shoulder, feeling safer. Luger was even better than a gun. He wouldn’t know how to shoot a gun.


  “Stay behind us.” Zander strode toward the gaping door with Yasmin at his side.


  It seemed wrong having the biggest person— and the one armed with a guard dog— hiding in the back, but he didn’t argue. Luger still swung his head side to side as if sniffing for enemies, but his hackles slowly lowered as they approached the barn. So it wasn’t much of a surprise when Zander snapped on the lights to reveal nothing out of place but the tractor. Another switch brought up the spotlights, bathing the farmyard in a bright white glare. Brian pivoted, but saw nothing unusual— parked cars, outbuildings, the dim shapes of trees beyond.


  Yasmin ran her light over the sliding track for the door. “Looks like they greased it up. I wondered why we didn’t hear it screech when they opened it. Damned thing’s been sticky forever.”


  “Kind of prepared— for kids.” Zander swiped the top track and looked at the black traces on his fingertip. “Didn’t you say other farms have had trouble recently?”


  “Yeah, a few.”


  “Any of them owned by white folk?”


  He and Yasmin exchanged glances, but she said, “Yes. The horse farms for sure. It’s probably not that.”


  Brian wished he knew what to say to help. “Should I check out the tractor? Or I could, um, turn Luger loose, maybe?” He wasn’t sure that was a good idea, but the dog was trained to guard property.


  “Not a chance.” The glare Yasmin gave Luger showed she hadn’t forgotten or forgiven him for chasing sheep the day after he arrived. “Zan, check the tractor. Tell me if it’s as bad as it looks.”


  Zander muttered, “I’m a doctor, not a mechanic.”


  His mother kicked his shin with her bare foot. “You better not have forgotten everything you learned on the commune. Go have a look. You’re wearing shoes.”


  “You should be too. Give me the light.” Flashlight in hand, Zander headed toward the crashed tractor. Despite his denial, he moved confidently as he checked the front and underside. When he came back to them, his high forehead was deeply furrowed. “In my medical opinion, it should be eased out of this life with as much motor oil as it takes for pain relief. Sorry, Mama, looks like a major repair, if it can be fixed at all.”


  “Well, crap.”


  Zander patted her shoulder as he went into the barn and picked up a roll of chicken wire. “I’ll block the gap in the gate for now, keep the sheep safe. We’ll look again in the morning. Maybe it won’t be so bad.”


  “And maybe pigs will fly.” She moved aside to let him carry the wire out. “I guess I’ll head back to bed. Brian, can you tie up that dog of yours and give Zan a hand with the gate?”


  “Um, sure.”


  Yasmin snapped her fingers at Laddie and Lass, and picked her way across the yard to the front steps with a dog at each side. Brian found a lead rope on a hook by the door and used it to leash Luger inside the barn.


  Zander called, “Hey, Brian, bring some rope with you? There’s a bunch in the feed room, on the shelf.”


  By the time Brian had found a long piece and made his way down the dark path, Zander had the wire mesh unrolled and stretched across the gap beside the bent gate. Together, they tied the ends in place.


  “Pull it tight.” Zander gave the rope another tug. “Damned sheep get through anything.”


  Brian crooked his fingers into the mesh loops and pulled, feeling the bite of the wire. “If this wasn’t kids, who do you think…?”


  “I don’t know. Bastards. This’ll kill her budget.”


  Brian knew how that felt— the lurch in the pit of your stomach when you’d thought you were getting by, and then had a bill you couldn’t pay. Sometimes they’d ditched an apartment and disappeared, rather than face the bill collectors. “I can’t get at my bank account, but maybe Nick has enough for a loan.” Surely Nick wouldn’t mind using his money to keep this safe haven going?


  “Oh, no, thanks, she’s not that bad off, and I’ll have money coming in soon.”


  “Good. That’s good.” He eased his fingers out of the chicken wire as Zander threaded the rope through and around. Here, in the dark, working together to repair damage done out of spite, seemed to be the time to ask, “Do you ever worry about what Damon said?”


  “I try not to think about all the crap your brother says.” Zander huffed a breath. “Which bit?”


  “That Turov’s people might try to find me and Lori.” He couldn’t help shivering as he remembered the cold, arrogant old man who’d tried to force him to help kill his brother. Who he in turn had actually thrown under a boat… Don’t think about it. Don’t think about it. Don’t, don’t, don’t.


  “Oh. That.” Zander bent to tie a last knot, then straightened. “Yeah. Sometimes.”


  “I’m scared they might come here.”


  “Hopefully, with your names changed and your hair dyed and all, they won’t ever make the connection.”


  “I hope so too.” He ran a hand over his hair, which didn’t feel any different even though his familiar white-blond was now sandy brown like Damon’s. “You don’t think… this tractor was maybe them?”


  “Nah. Damon said they were worse guys than him. Can you imagine your brother crashing a tractor and then sitting around with his thumb up his ass watching his target fix a fence?”


  “Maybe they’re trying to lure one of us out here alone, to kidnap us.”


  “Pretty half-assed way to do it. I don’t think so, especially since we’re not the first place ’round here to get hit. I’m sure this is separate.”


  “Oh. Good.” He channeled the way Nick would say that, half angry, half eager for trouble. It didn’t come out quite right.


  Zander put a hand on the small of his back, urging him back down the path. “Let’s go get some sleep. Worry about it in the morning.”


  He shivered and covered it by saying, “I didn’t think it got cold in North Carolina. This is pretty cold. Not Minnesota cold, but—” He bit back the pretty cold he’d almost tacked on the end. Repeating words was a Bry thing. It’d been a while since he’d let himself fall back into those old patterns.


  “Yeah. We even get a little snow. Not much, but sometimes.”


  As they approached the barn, Luger came trotting out, trailing a short, chewed bit of lead rope from his collar. He wagged his tail at Brian and presented his butt for a scratching.


  “He doesn’t look worried,” Zander said.


  “No. That’s a good sign.” Brian indulged Luger with a quick rub. “He’s trained to guard. If strangers were still around, he’d know.”


  “Maybe we should tie him out at night.”


  Brian hesitated, not sure how to say that he hated seeing dogs chained up. It seemed ungrateful.


  Luckily, Zander glanced down at Luger’s frayed rope and added, “On second thought, he’d probably get loose and do even more damage. Never mind.”


  “I can patrol with him at night,” Brian offered. “Or maybe when Nick gets here, he can.” That might appeal to Nick more than farm work. Brian was worried about Nick getting bored.


  “That’s probably overkill.” Zander turned off the barn lights and rolled the door shut. “I might get better locks. Maybe a motion-activated light.”


  “Sure.”


  “Let’s go sleep. Damn it, I have an early start at the clinic tomorrow. You’ll help Mama with whatever needs doing in the morning?”


  “Of course.”


  “I’m glad you’re here, man.” Zander slapped Brian’s shoulder.


  Brian ducked his head to hide the warm rush from hearing that. For years, he’d always been deadweight, the person not doing his share. Except for his Finding talent, he’d never felt like he had much to contribute. Well, maybe with Nick. For some reason, Nick was willing to lean on him sometimes. But it was incredibly cool to have someone smart and capable and not in love with him, like Zander, wanting his help. “I’ll do anything she needs,” he promised.


  Yasmin was thumping around in the kitchen as Zander let them back inside. The line of her back and the way her feet were planted on the worn linoleum spoke of anger. Brian wanted to creep down the hallway to his room, but when she turned away from the stove, she smiled at them. “I’m making hot chocolate. You boys want some?”


  “I guess,” he said. “Sure.”


  “Have a seat. I’ll bring it.”


  He sat at the table and signaled Luger to go lie down in the corner. Out the front window, he could see past the porch to the barn. The bright lights were still on, creating pools of dark shadow. Nothing looked out of place, but he couldn’t help imagining someone out there, lurking. Luger sighed, laid his head on his paws and sprawled his hind legs out, and that helped. Luger wouldn’t relax if there was danger. Brian was able to look away from the window and smile back at Yasmin when she set a mug in front of him.


  Zander took a cup from his mother too, but stood leaning against the end of the counter. Yasmin settled in her chair with a grunt and a glance at her feet. “Should’ve put on shoes.” She sipped from her mug and wiggled her toes, rubbing the ball of one foot on the floor. “Getting senile, I guess.”


  “You’re not senile.” Zander frowned. “Did you cut yourself?”


  “Just bruised.”


  “Are you gonna call the sheriff, or not?”


  Yasmin shrugged.


  Brian said, “You have to, right? They must be trying to catch the guys doing the damage.”


  Zander and Yasmin exchanged an undecipherable look. Eventually, she said, “Yeah, I’ll have to report it for the insurance anyhow. I’ll call the sheriff herself in the morning. Not gonna bring a deputy out here tonight.”


  “Herself?” Brian asked. “The sheriff’s a girl?”


  “A woman,” Yasmin corrected him. “Tough as any man and don’t you forget it.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” He ducked his head and stared down into his cup.


  “She’s had a rough time of it,” Yasmin said. “Back when she was running for office, the folks who didn’t want a woman sheriff pulled out all kinds of rumors. Claimed her shooting-range scores were faked— until she showed off a bit in public. Called her bitch and butch and lezzie behind her back and to her face.”


  “Is she? A lesbian, I mean?”


  “Nope. She’s got a husband. Might be bisexual, I suppose, but that’s nobody’s business anyhow. Not as long as she does her job right, which she mostly does.”


  “But she won the election?”


  “Yep. Sheriff Bachmann, before her, was crooked as they come. People got tired of him and his men taking care of rich folks’ business when it suited them and shoving the rest of us around. There were two men originally running against him too, but they dropped out, so it was keep Bachmann or vote for the woman. He must’ve figured it was a safe race. Wish I’d seen the look on his ugly face when the numbers came in and she beat him.”


  Zander said, “How’s she working out?”


  Yasmin tipped her hand in a so-so gesture. “Bachmann’s chief deputy retired when he lost. They were thick as thieves, those two. He’s no loss, but she had to promote a new chief. Several other deputies quit, and she fired three, cleaning house. Hired a couple of new guys but they’re city boys who don’t know the area.”


  “They doing anything but harassing folk and handing out speeding tickets?”


  “Busted a meth lab a couple weeks ago. Caught three guys ripping off the liquor store, too. But there’s some grumbling, for sure. I don’t know if crime’s up, but people are sure talking like it is. This recent vandalism isn’t helping.”


  “Maybe they’ll find a clue tomorrow,” Brian offered.


  “I hope so.” Yasmin drank her mug to the dregs and rose stiffly, a hand on the table to help herself up. She walked to the window and stared out for a minute. “We’ll leave the lights on. Brian, you let me know if that mutt of yours gets nervous, right? He might finally be good for something.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” He glanced at Luger, who was dozing, eyes blinking slowly. “He looks calm right now.”


  “Well.” She paused at the doorway, as if to say something, but just added, “Good night, boys.” The collies followed her off to her room.


  Zander said, “Your sister must be a sound sleeper. I expected her to be out here demanding all the details.”


  Brian glanced down the hall toward Lori’s closed door. “She can sleep through anything.”


  “I guess it’s good she’s getting her rest now.” Brian thought there was humor in Zander’s eyes. “She won’t get much once the baby comes.”


  “Mm.” Brian didn’t want think about the baby. Nothing to do with me, I hope, I hope, please— Lori will cope. She always does.


  Zander collected the empty mugs, gave them a quick wash, and set them in the dish drainer. “I should go to bed too. See you in the morning.”


  “Good night.”


  Brian got up, and Luger immediately bounced to his feet too. Brian rubbed his head. “Hey, Luug, keep your ears peeled tonight, ’kay?”


  Luger twitched his big ears as if to agree and followed Brian back to his room. Brian shut the door behind them and locked it this time, sat down and patted the bed for Luger to jump up and join him, no matter how squishy that made the narrow space. He was glad Yasmin didn’t want Luger on patrol. With Nick away, it was comforting to have his dog with him. Maybe she understood that— both her dogs always slept in her room, too.


  He spotted a flicker of light and grabbed his phone off the stacked milk crates by the bed. The message symbol was blinking with a text from Nick. ~Done now. Even Brian could manage to read those simple words. He hesitated. Nick would need his rest for the long drive tomorrow, but Brian needed to hear his voice. He hit the phone symbol.


  Nick answered, sounding drowsy. “Hey, I thought maybe you’d gone to bed.”


  “Not yet.” He pressed the phone against his cheek and his whole body relaxed. “How did it go? Are you packed?”


  “Almost. We’ll load the bed into the truck in the morning. The stuff I’m not bringing is on the curb for free.”


  Brian squeezed his eyes shut. It was almost like having Nick there. “I miss you.”


  “Yeah. Only two more days. How are things going? Fallen in any manure piles yet?”


  He considered telling Nick about the tractor, but it would just worry him, and he didn’t want Nick driving too fast for his sake. “We’re okay. A bit of this and that. No worries till you get here.”


  Maybe his voice wasn’t as ordinary as he thought, because Nick said, “You sure?”


  “Positive. Except for the part where I’ve been sleeping alone for two weeks.”


  “Tell me about it.” Nick’s voice dropped and got huskier. “In fact, do tell me all about it.”


  “Don’t you need to get some rest?” He signaled for Luger to jump off, though, and pushed down the waistband of his sweatpants.


  Nick murmured, “I’ll sleep better with a good bedtime story. Tell me what you do all alone in that bed.”


  “Mostly I sleep.” He grinned at Nick’s huff of breath. “Sometimes I think about this guy.”


  “Some particular guy?”


  “Maybe. He has dark hair and these hazel eyes that change color, and he works out a lot.”


  “You like his muscles.”


  “Yeah, I do.” Brian rubbed himself through his boxers and closed his eyes again to hear Nick better.


  “And his dick.”


  “Hah. Yeah. It’s pretty.”


  “It’s huge and rugged and awesome.”


  “It’s kind of ordinary size and pretty.”


  “Wait. Do I know this guy?”


  Brian fought a giggle. “I imagine I’m asleep after working all day, and you come in and strip off. And… do stuff.” He slipped his hand inside his shorts. Phone sex was still not one of his strong suits, but he was becoming a fan.


  “Do stuff. That sounds… boring. I’m not boring in bed.”


  “Nope.” He was running out of words. Nick was better at this. “What would you do?”


  “Mm. Let me think. Are you face up or face down?”


  He gripped himself harder. “Face up. Sleeping.”


  “You won’t be sleeping for long once I crawl on top of you.”


  “Tell me?” He didn’t want to talk, especially knowing Zander’s room was on the other side of the wall, but there was nothing better than lying here, stroking himself, listening to Nick say heated things in that low voice. Well, having Nick stroking him would be better, but for now, this was the best thing in his life. “What’ll you do to me, Nick?”


  Nick’s chuckle was wicked. “Everything…”


  Chapter 2


  Nick Rugo pulled his mattress off the old bedframe and laughed at the stuff that slid out from under it. He’d been finding random things for days, clearing out his trailer for sale. Some of it was cash he’d tucked away here and there, just in case, but half of it was shit he didn’t even remember he had. This time it was an envelope he suspected contained more money, a bar napkin with a name and phone number scrawled on it from a guy he’d once had a very good time with, and a tattered paperback with a raunchy gay cover.


  His friend Charlie hooted with laughter. “Seriously, Nicko? Porn under the bed? How old are you again, twelve?”


  “Fuck you, Connors.” The book had been a straight-bros joke from an old roommate, who never realized how on point it was. After the guy died in a stupid mess of alcohol and a lake, Nick had sometimes read a few pages at night, hearing his friend’s teasing voice in the words.


  So he’d stashed it in a safe place. Growing up in foster care, you learned to hide your private stuff away, protected but close at hand. It’d taken a long time, here in his own space, to lose that habit.


  I’ll miss this place. But it doesn’t have Brian in it.


  He tried to kick the book out of the way, his foot skidding on the slick cover as they manhandled the mattress upright. A corner of the sagging mattress bopped him on the head “Shit. Grab your end, you lazy slob.” Even as he said it, he reached farther around, trying to take more of the weight into his own hands so Charlie wouldn’t strain his bad arm. Charlie liked to pretend he was pain-free and strong as ever. The way he winced showed the lie. Giving his friend a hard time was required, but Nick would take a dozen thumps on the head over watching the line between Charlie’s eyebrows deepen like that. “Let’s drop it.”


  “Nah. We’ve got it.” Charlie put his shoulder against the mattress. Together they got it on end, despite the unwieldy sag, and leaned it against the wall. Charlie did a fast squat, his back held stiffly upright, and scooped up the book before Nick could. “Now let’s see. The Latin Lifeguards?”


  Nick swiped for it, but Charlie dodged.


  “Ooh, nice.” Charlie pretended to ogle the sculpted bodybuilders on the cover. As he flipped the pages something fell out, fluttering to the floor. He glanced down at it and grinned. “What’s that? You used to wear ribbons in your curls?”


  Recognition drove the breath out of Nick’s lungs. He bent and carefully lifted the little hair-clip off the dusty carpet. The bow lay limp in his palm. Small. Light green. The plastic clip underneath the knot was cracked, and the floral pattern was worn thin on the ends from rubbing it through his fingers when he was nine. And twelve, and fifteen. And twenty.


  “Nick?”


  He blinked hard, closing his hand on it. “Something I thought I lost.” God, I looked for it. He remembered the day he realized it was gone. He’d torn the place apart, looked everywhere, probably even under the damned mattress. He’d even looked again, after he found out what Brian could do. And here it’d been inside that stupid book all along. I should’ve searched harder.


  Charlie raised an eyebrow silently and waited. One of the best things about Charlie was that sometimes he knew when not to ask. It let Nick eventually add, “It was Ariana’s.”


  Charlie’s intake of breath showed he understood what that meant to Nick, to come across something of his missing sister’s.


  “I need to put it in a safe place.” And to get out of sight for a moment. He clenched his teeth, breathing through his nose, and ducked out of the bedroom.


  I found her clip in the pocket of my jeans, two days after the social worker took me away from her. It’d come out of her hair at the playground, and she asked me to keep it safe for her. She was so little and she trusted me—


  Ariana had been five back then, to his nine, and he’d been in charge of her. He’d shoved the clip in his back pocket and taken her hand, a bit grumpy because he wanted to stay and play longer, but she’d needed the bathroom. By the time they were home, he’d forgotten. Days later, in his solitary room in his new foster home, he’d been desperately glad he had it…


  His backpack was sitting on the kitchen counter, stuffed with random bits and pieces worth keeping. He dug his puzzle box out one-handed, not wanting to let go of that tattered ribbon. The edge of the plastic clip dug into his skin in a familiar way, and he forced his fingers to relax, trying not to crush the ribbon more.


  I used to hold it, just like this. He turned it so the broken corner of the plastic bit deeper into his palm. Hold it and remember… try to remember. What color were her eyes? What kind of brother doesn’t remember his sister’s eye color? They were some kind of blue. He’d repeated that in his head for years, but the truth of it, the actual color— dark or pale, bright or pastel, gray-ringed or amber-streaked— vanished into a hundred faces over the last decade and a half. Even her hair became a vague impression of dark and curly with a tendency to break hair clips. Her face was a blur. Of course, by now she’d be twenty-one. That child’s face wouldn’t even exist anymore.


  Sometimes it’d felt like he’d dreamed her


  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  Epilogue – five months later.


  Brian came back to awareness bit by bit, floating, gradually noticing that his eyelids were glued shut, his bladder hurt, and his head throbbed painfully in time to his heartbeat. Must’ve been Finding. He mumbled dryly, and a plastic rim pressed against his mouth.


  “Take it slow.” Nick’s voice anchored him. He blinked his eyes open, realizing he was in the passenger side of Nick’s ancient SUV.


  Cool wetness slid between his lips. Water was good. Lifesaving. People don’t appreciate water enough. He managed to take hold of the bottle and guzzled it down, which of course led to the next thing. “I have to pee. Like, now!”


  “This way.” Nick came around to his door, pulled it open, and helped him get out and stand. They were parked alongside a gas station convenience store. Nick hustled him in, pointed him in the right direction, and stopped in front of the snacks. Brian staggered onward, getting his feet under him, relieved that one of the bathrooms was unoccupied. He made it in and shut the door.


  Aaaah. He might not be Bry anymore, but he could still appreciate the simple things in life. When he was done, he cupped water from the sink to rinse his stale mouth and used paper towels to wash his face, squinting into the mirror. His hair was getting long again, back to its regular color, and it stuck damply to his forehead. His eyes were as freaky pale as ever, but his skin had a hint of color from working outside every day. Of course, he still needed the SPF 50 sunscreen every hour, but he liked the way it looked.


  He found Nick at the register, his hands full with three sandwiches, a banana, and a container of hard-boiled eggs. Brian stacked four snack cakes and a large bag of M&Ms on top, smirking at Nick’s stare. “I’m hungry.”


  “Of course you are.”


  They took the food out to the SUV. The one upside to smashing Betsy had been replacing her with this bigger vehicle that had room for someone his size. After downing four ibuprofens, Brian settled more comfortably in the seat and made two of the sandwiches and a good chunk of the rest disappear before asking, “Is the little girl okay? Safe?” He held his breath, the food a lump in his stomach.


  “Yes.” Nick rubbed his shoulder vigorously. “Breathe. You did good. It was the ex-husband, and he didn’t hurt his daughter. Her mom’s on the way to get her— might even be there by now. Cops arrested the ex for noncustodial kidnapping.”


  The rush of relief made his vision blur. “That’s good. Real good. Will I have to testify?”


  “Nope. Charlie’s making up the false computer trail we ‘followed’ to find her. You know he’s good at that. Anyway, the ex will probably cop a plea. Relax. Eat more cake.” Nick put the SUV in gear and pulled out.


  Brian stuffed another snack cake in his mouth, more to make Nick laugh than because he was still hungry. Although it was good cake.


  He absolutely trusted Charlie. This was his seventh Find for Nick’s PI business. When he could, he brought Luger the “tracking dog” along. When that wouldn’t work, Charlie took the end result where the person was Found and worked backward to make a paper trail the cops and family would believe. Brian’s secret was safe again, at least so far. The firm of Connors & Rugo was even getting enough business to pay the guys a salary, although Lori had found another office job and they still answered their own phones.


  The food and water and good drugs went a long way toward easing Brian’s headache. He glanced around with more interest, not spotting any familiar landmarks. “Where are we?”


  “Ten miles past Huntington. Another five hours to home.”


  “I was out seven hours?” With his new sneak-peak system, it’d been a while since he’d crashed that long.


  “More like nine, by the time I was done with my report to the cops.”


  “Do you want to stop somewhere? Get a motel?” He ran his gaze over Nick’s wiry body, showcased in a tight T-shirt and shorts, now that warm weather had arrived. “With a bed?”


  “I could stand some sleep,” Nick admitted.


  “Sleep?” Brian laid a hand on Nick’s thigh. “You must be getting soooo old.”


  “Fuck you, babycakes.”


  “I like that plan,” he murmured.


  “You’re not too wiped out?”


  “I had a long nap. Although I might have to lie back and let you do the work.”


  “I can totally fucking do that.” Nick started the car. “And then sleep, because I just drove a hell of a lot of hours.”


  Brian lifted his hand. “I didn’t mean to push.”


  Nick grinned and grabbed his fingers, putting them back a little higher than they’d been. “Push away. I’m thrilled you’re feeling this good.”


  You always make me feel good. He rubbed up and down Nick’s inseam and brushed a fingertip over naked, furry skin below the hem of the shorts, scanning the roadside for a familiar sign. After a few minutes, he spotted one. “Motel” was easy enough, even if the rest was a jumble. “There?”


  Nick chuckled. “Seriously?”


  “It’s a motel, right?” He frowned. His word skills were still crap, but he didn’t think he was that bad.


  Nick pulled into the lot and pointed over at the front of the motel. “Read it.”


  Brian squinted at the sign, blocking off one word at a time. “Big… Strat.” Dammit, one of those words with a letter jumble. He sounded the letters out silently, while Nick sat relaxed, patient, a smile curving his full lips in a way that made Brian want to kiss him. “Strag… Straight?” He blinked. “Seriously, it’s called Big Straight Motel?”


  “We just passed Big Straight Road.” Nick grinned. “What do you say? Shall we show the place some big gay sex?”


  Brian slid his hand higher into Nick’s crotch. “Your call.”


  Nick grunted and closed his thighs to trap Brian’s fingers. “There’s a Motel 6 down the road where the manager’s less likely to be pounding on the door.”


  “Works for me.”


  Nick had to unclench his legs to get back on the road, and Brian teased him enough to feel the thickening of his cock under the fabric. Nick swore beneath his breath and swerved into the Motel 6 parking. “You stay here. I’ll get a key.”


  Brian licked his lips slowly. “Sure.”


  “Evil.” Nick arched in his seat, adjusting himself, before getting out.


  Brian watched him cross to the front office. The worn shorts hinted at Nick’s ass just right, and the roll of his hips said he knew Brian was looking. My hot man.


  Sometimes he still didn’t quite believe this was real. He’d wake up certain Damon was shaking his shoulder with a deadly Find for Mr. Marston to be done. But those moments were fewer now.


  He looked up at the sign, reading “Free Wi-Fi” and “Pool” and puzzling out “Laundry.” He’d probably never read for fun, but it wasn’t as painful as it used to be. I have a job— two jobs— and a safe home and a dog and… yeah, him. Nick came out with cards in his hand, grinned and waved at Brian before heading around the building. Brian went around to the driver’s side, pushed the seat back, and drove the SUV down to their room.


  The moment they were inside, with Nick’s go-bag on the spare bed, Brian grabbed Nick, pushing him up against the wall for a full-body kiss. Nick’s tongue tasted of chocolate and Coke. Brian had no objections. Nick didn’t resist, wrapping a leg around Brian’s and pulling him in closer. His dick was hard against Brian’s thigh, and Brian’s erection pushed into the muscled resilience of Nick’s stomach.


  Nick grabbed Brian’s ass in both hands and twisted his mouth free to bite Brian’s neck. “Bed or shower?”


  “Bed.” They were both travel-stale, but he never objected to the smell of Nick’s skin. “Now.”


  Nick’s eyes sparkled. “Make me, big guy.”


  Brian wrapped his arms around Nick and heaved him off his feet, striding toward the bed. Nick could’ve got free in a microsecond, but his squirming and shoving was half-hearted. Nick’s feet hit the carpet right by the bed and he dropped out of Brian’s hold, tripping Brian so he toppled onto the mattress. Brian got enough of a grip on Nick’s T-shirt to pull him down too, gasping as Nick’s shoulder on his stomach drove the breath out of him.


  Instead of apologizing, Nick used some kind of wrestling hold to roll Brian over with him still on top. His hand cracked loudly across Brian’s ass. Brian yelped and wriggled.


  “You can quit doing that!” He twisted to look over his shoulder.


  Nick grinned. “Doing what?”


  “Smacking my ass so I know I’m forgiven.”


  “Nah. That was months ago. Now I do it ’cause I like how it jiggles.” Nick dug his fingers into Brian’s butt cheek.


  “I don’t jiggle!”


  “Yeah, you do.” Nick’s leg was crooked around Brian’s, holding him still, and he tapped over the spot he’d smacked, sending a pulse of heat through Brian. “But I like it better naked.” He rolled away and stood. “Get those ugly clothes off.”


  “They’re not ugly.” Brian sat up, pulling off his T-shirt.


  “Someday, I’ll get you to wear stuff that’s not a size too big and designed by a farmer.” Nick stripped efficiently, and Brian paused to watch. He never got tired of the curve of Nick’s biceps, the hard planes of his chest, the groove from hip to groin where— ooh, yeah— Nick’s cock rose hard and straight from dark curls that would hold the scent of sweat and man. Brian wanted to bury his face there and breathe in Nick.


  “Your jeans?” Nick grinned, confidently naked. “Or should I take them off you?”


  “You can try.” Brian’s breath came short as Nick grabbed his ankles and yanked him down the bed, laughter and arousal in a heady mix.


  Nick held his heels and pulled off his sneakers, tossing them toward the door. His tug on the bottom of Brian’s jeans pulled him farther toward the foot of the bed. “Better get that button or you’ll be off the end.” Brian fumbled with his waistband in time to not land on the floor as Nick skinned his jeans and boxers down his legs. Then Nick started on Brian’s socks and the touch became different, softer, slower, as he peeled them off one at a time. Nick rubbed Brian’s bare feet until he moaned in pleasure. “What do you want?” Nick’s low voice stroked down his nerves.


  He wished it wasn’t the end of a long, crazy day, but sometimes simple was good too. He pulled his feet free, shoved the covers off the bed and stretched out on his side, patting the mattress beside him. “Up here.”


  Nick lay down facing him and leaned close for a kiss, his hand warm on Brian’s arm. They kissed slowly, tongues stroking, lips plucking, breath mingling, sweet with snack cakes and affection. Brian scooted forward until their thighs met and Nick’s cock rode hard alongside his own. He eased his hand between them. “Just this.”


  His fingers couldn’t quite circle both of them, but Nick licked his own palm and reached down to join him. They moved against each other, legs jostling, hands a little rough, a little dry. Brian thrust into their combined grip. Perfectly perfect— Nick’s skin against his own, Nick’s hard cock rubbing his sensitive erection, precum seeping and Nick’s palm brushing over the heads so his touch got slicker and wetter…


  He wanted to watch their hands, but Nick kissed him again and he wanted that more. Nick’s tongue pumped against the roof of Brian’s mouth in time with jerking him off. Brian let his jaw open and his eyes close. Nick nipped his lower lip, then sucked his neck rhythmically under his jaw, taking up that same pulse against his skin. Brian gasped and moaned.


  They both sped up, thrusts jerky now, not quite in time, chasing that spiral of need as they fucked into the tunnel of their hands, bumping and rubbing and pressing deep, almost, liquid heat like lava building inside, balls pulling tight— “Ahh, God!” Orgasm seized him, spilling that heat into his hands. His vision sparkled behind closed lids; his chest heaved as he gasped. Dimly, he felt Nick pull free and give him a two-handed grip, tugging Brian’s balls and pumping his shaft, milking jolt after jolt of climax from him.


  When he couldn’t stand another touch he gasped, “Enough. Wow.”


  Nick chuckled darkly. Brian blinked and saw Nick’s eyes gleaming at him. Nick kissed him fast, then rose up on his knees, his hand a blur on his jutting cock. Seconds later, jets of Nick’s spunk coated Brian’s stomach and hip, stripes of warmth painting him with Nick’s pleasure. Nick’s back arched, his wet, red mouth open, his body bucking as he came. Brian laughed in delight. Nick shifted so a last spurt of jizz hit Brian’s chin and mouth, before slumping onto his heels.


  Brian licked his lips, then swiped his chin with a finger and sucked on it, watching Nick.


  “Not fucking fair.” Nick grabbed Brian’s wrist and pulled his hand up to bite that wet finger. “I’m toast. You can stop teasing.” He eased down on the bed, stretching out on his side to face Brian, but didn’t let go of his hand. Brian relaxed, willing to lie there sticky and tired and wrung out, while Nick played with his fingers and stroked his knuckles.


  After a bit, Brian reached down to pat Nick’s soft cock, laughing as it barely twitched under his touch. Nick captured that hand too. “Yeah, you laugh.” Nick held his wrists, pulling Brian’s hands to his chest. “Jesus, what you do to me.”


  Brian let his eyes drift closed. In a minute, he’d get up and shower. Maybe he’d be able to fit Nick under the shower with him, for the pleasure of warm water and soft touches and taking care of each other. For now, he drifted, aware of a slight ache lingering behind his temples.


  If he mentioned it, Nick would get up and get him water and food and drugs. But if Nick happened to mention his back was stiff from the long drive, Brian would roll him over and use his hands, grown strong from farm work, to knead the knots out of Nick, and then get him some meds. He wasn’t a burden anymore, not a freak, not someone’s responsibility. He was a partner in this life they were building.


  Brian breathed softly, his legs tangled with Nick’s. He wished he could reach back to the isolated, scared, confused boy he’d once been and show him this moment, this man. But maybe that boy hiding deep down behind Bry wouldn’t have believed it. Maybe he’d had to live through it all, to get to where he could sleep and look forward so much to waking.


  ****


  Nick pulled around behind his PI office and parked, turning to Brian. “Are you sure you don’t want to go home first?”


  “Nope.” Brian got out and stretched, his T-shirt riding up to show a strip of pale, soft stomach.


  Nick wanted to smoosh his face in there, despite a second round of sex in that little motel outside Huntington, but he wasn’t about to start anything in a back alley in this part of town. “We can check in with Charlie pretty quick and head out.”


  Brian grinned and slid his hand up under the shirt to rub his wide chest, deliberately teasing. “Quick, huh?”


  “Shut up.” Nick unlocked the back door and ushered Brian in.


  The sound of babbling led them to the office. Charlie sat at the desk working on his laptop, and in a playpen in the corner, Joshie had a pile of stuffed animals he was patting and talking to in burbled sounds. Luger lay stretched out between the playpen and the door. The big dog turned to watch them come in and his tail thumped a greeting on the floor, but he didn’t get up.


  Joshie spotted them a moment later and stretched his arms toward them with a demanding “Ah-bah!” Nick moved quickly to lift the little boy before Brian could. Brian still had a tendency to fall into a weird trance if he focused on Josh or looked in his eyes.


  Nick swooped the baby in the air, making him giggle, before settling him in a secure hold. “You’re getting so heavy, kiddo. Your daddy’s feeding you too much.”


  “Bah!” Josh bopped him on the chest and wriggled, reaching toward Charlie.


  “Charles. Take your demon infant.” Nick passed the baby over and dropped into one of the visitor chairs in front of the desk, sliding the other out for Brian. “Tell me we have a new case.”


  “Yep. Of sorts.” Charlie bounced Joshie on his knee as he typed one-handed. “Elderly woman’s home was broken into and she lost her mother’s jewelry. Not very valuable stuff, but some gold and silver. The cops have no leads, and they told her not to expect to get it back even if they catch the perps. She wants us to try to find the jewelry.”


  Brian jolted and looked away from Josh. “I can’t Find things, just people.”


  “We wouldn’t waste your talent on it anyway,” Charlie said. “I figure Nick can make the rounds of some pawn shops, and I’ll check online. See if we can locate them. These douchebags sound like amateurs. They’ll have dumped the stuff for pennies on the dollar.”


  “You warned her it was a long shot?”


  Charlie nodded. “Sure. She said she heard we were real good, though. Sentimental value was worth the retainer.”


  Nick couldn’t suppress a satisfied smile. It wasn’t just Brian’s help that had their word-of-mouth growing. They’d documented an abusive husband for a divorce case, proved an insurance fraud, tracked down a con man— even found a missing horse, which, given the fuck-all he knew about horses, had been a fluke. But “heard we were real good” sounded sweet.


  “I can do the pawn shops.” He had a local list, ranked from most likely to fence to least. “Tomorrow, though. Brian and I are taking the rest of the day off.”


  “Lucky guys. Wish I could take a day off after a successful case.”


  “You can,” Nick pointed out. “We’re our own bosses.”


  “With rent to pay.” Charlie clicked to a new screen. “Got another case we might end up with. Dude wanted proof his neighbor is breaking his fences and letting his cattle out. He balked at the fee, but he was steaming mad. If it happens again, I’m betting he’ll be back.”


  “Surveillance on cows. My favorite.”


  “Cows are our friends,” Brian said, deadpan.


  Nick recognized the glint of humor in his eyes. “We’ll pay you to sit out in the cow shit with a camera then.”


  There was a buzz from the front door button. Charlie said, “Not expecting anyone. You?”


  Nick bounced to his feet and went to check, finding a courier waiting with a large envelope and a touchpad. “Sign for this.”


  Nick did, waiting for the man to leave before bringing the envelope on back.


  “What’s that?” Charlie held out his hand.


  “Don’t know. Return address is Florida, don’t recognize the name.” Florida didn’t evoke good memories. Nick pulled the tab across the top and peered carefully inside. “Just papers.”


  Charlie slid his laptop to the side to clear space and shifted Joshie over to his other knee. “Dump them out.”


  Nick shook the envelope gently side to side to ease the pages onto the desk without touching them. Brian stood close, crowding him. As the writing on the top page came into view, Brian said, “Damon!”


  Nick would’ve denied it in a court of law, but a huge rush of relief went through him. They hadn’t heard from Damon in months, not since two days after the meeting with the Russians, when he’d called Charlie to relay the message that they were all clear and he was dropping under the radar for a while. He hadn’t surfaced when Lori got the stomach flu, or when Joshie caught it from her, or when Brian got squished by a sheep and had to get his hand X-rayed. He hadn’t kibitzed about the car dealership Lori was working at, or the location of the office they chose to rent. Without Brian’s Finder sense reassuring them, he’d have wondered if Damon was dead.


  Of course, after the flood of relief came a rebound of irritation. He didn’t want his most annoying in-law getting up in his business, even if he expected it. “What now?”


  Brian nudged his hand aside to sort through the pages. “Looks like more ID stuff for Lori and me. What does the letter say?”


  It was short, a few typed lines with Damon’s “D” as a signature. “Additional documents for Brian and Lorraine. Should be good for that affidavit now. Read the background sheets. Don’t end up fingerprinted. That shit can’t be erased. Tell Lor her manager with initials EH is cooking the books. Time to look for another job. Burn this letter. D.”


  “Short and not very sweet,” Charlie muttered. “Typical.”


  “But it means he’s okay.” Brian put a finger on the initial, smiling softly.


  Nick shoved down what definitely wasn’t jealousy about someone’s brother, just frustration that they were still being told what to do by Damon fucking Kerr. “Burn after reading seems a bit paranoid, even for Damon.”


  Charlie said, “If he’s really working for the Russians, maybe not.”


  “If he’s really working for the Russians, I hope he stays gone.”


  “I can’t wait to tell Lori.” Brian’s eyes were still bright.


  “And warn her about looking for another job? Better you than me.” Nick sighed. “Got a lighter, Charlie?”


  “Don’t do it in here. We’re finally up to code.” Charlie handed him a book of matches and pointed at the smoke detector.


  “We’re headed out anyway.” Nick frowned as Joshie wriggled and almost got a fist on the keyboard before Charlie tipped him away. “Do you need us to babysit the kid? Why do you have him here anyway?” Lori paid Helen a pittance to watch the baby while she worked. Frank said it made Helen happy, so Nick was butting his nose out about the hourly rate.


  “Helen’s not feeling good.” Charlie shifted the baby to his good side and jiggled him. “I’m not too busy, just writing up the bill for your Find. He’s no trouble.”


  “Better you than me.” Which was half a lie. He was getting used to babysitting now and then, and Joshie always made him think of a little Brian. Still, he was always glad to hand the kid back after a few hours. No full-time parenting dreams for him.


  Nick sorted through the documents on the desk, putting Brian’s in the envelope and stacking Lori’s. He stuffed the letter in his back pocket. “Call us if you need a break. If we don’t answer, we’re busy. Call back in an hour.” He smirked at Charlie who gave him the finger behind the baby’s back.


  At the door, he paused. Brian was still in his chair, leaning forward to look at Joshie, face peaceful, eyes wide. “Brian! Come on now.”


  Brian shivered and blinked, then ran a finger down the baby’s shoulder. “You be good for your daddy. Sorry I’m taking your doggie.”


  “Ga-da-da.” Josh smiled widely.


  “Good doggie, yeah.” Brian stood and flicked a hand at Luger, who rose and came to heel.


  As they left the room, Josh’s baby voice rose in a wail. Nick leaned back in to say, “You need to get your kid his own dog.”


  To his surprise, Josh stopped crying at the sight of him, waving both hands his way. “Mo-ma-ma.”


  “I’m not your mom.” He worked to keep his tone cranky. He might be fond of the rug rat, might also treasure the rare pictures Ariana texted of his nephew, but he wasn’t going to pretend to be a kid kind of guy.


  “Aww, he likes you. His taste is as bad as Brian’s.” Charlie grinned at him. “Go take your man home and have some of that… what do they call it again? The thing I’m not having? Oh, yeah.” He covered the baby’s ears, his bad hand still awkward. “Hot man sex.”


  Nick wished life would go Charlie’s way for a change. Dude deserved all the good things. But Charlie was grinning at him, so a one-fingered salute was the way to go. He closed the office door behind him.


  In the parking lot, he ducked behind the dumpster to light up the page of Damon’s letter and crush the remnants to ash while Brian watched. Overkill, for sure, but anything related to Damon deserved to be set on fire and crushed. It was therapeutic. “Done. Let’s go home.”


  Luger hopped in the back, but Brian got behind the wheel and said, “Tip your seat back and relax. I got it from here.”


  He didn’t argue, stretching and rotating his shoulders against the seat. The North Carolina landscape went past— small wooden houses, most with porches, and thin stands of trees, with cypress and sweetgums and loblolly pines where the road dipped in the low spots. It wasn’t Minnesota’s flat, smooth greenness, with her lakes and lush fields and tall pines and oaks, but it’d become home.


  They turned in at the drive up to the battered, lopsided house and that sense grew stronger. This was his place, their place together. He’d put gravel on that walk and repaired that deck. And it was going to get better. He hugged his growing happiness to himself, just a minute longer.


  They got out. Brian let Luger out to run around the grass and lifted their bags out of the back of the SUV. Nick sat on the front steps and patted the stair beside him. “Take a load off.”


  Brian set the bags down and sat hesitantly. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing’s wrong.” He focused on Brian’s face to capture all of his expressions. “I got a call while you were passed out.” He took a slow breath, drawing the moment out. “Jason Edwards accepted our offer.”


  “Our— the house? This house?” A smile dawned on Brian’s face, bright as daybreak. “We get to keep it?”


  “Yep.” He was grinning just as widely. “Between your Minnesota Find money and my trailer sale, offering enough cash up front did the trick. He said yes. We’re set to sign the papers Monday.”


  “We got it!” Brian bounced to his feet and spun in a circle, staring at the drive, the house, the yard. “Ours? Forever?”


  “Unless we trade up someday.”


  “No! I love it.” Brian patted the stair rail. “It’ll be perfect with a bit more work.”


  “We’re gonna be broke for a while. Might be able to afford a few cans of paint, though.”


  “Yellow. I want to paint it sunshine yellow.”


  Nick laughed. “Sure. We can do that.”


  “I want a swing set for Joshie. Mom used to take us to the playground when things were good, and she’d push me on the swing and smile. She said a swing was the closest thing to flying.”


  Brian so rarely talked about good family memories. Nick stood and wrapped an arm around him. “We can get a swing set, and a fence— for Joshie and Luger.”


  “Around our own backyard!” Brian hugged him, turning to press his face against Nick’s shoulder. “No one can take it away. No more leaving stuff behind.”


  No more garbage bags stuffed with everything I own. He kissed Brian’s hair, baby-fine strands against his lips.


  Brian sniffled and laughed and rubbed his face against Nick’s T-shirt, leaving dampness behind. Nick blinked back his own tears. “Eww, boogers on my shirt. Brian!”


  Brian snorted and shoved him away. “It’s not boogers!”


  “Snot boogers, that’s what I said.”


  He dodged Brian’s kick at his shins, laughing, but didn’t avoid Brian’s lunge, big arms wrapped around his waist, bringing him down to the ground. They rolled onto the grass and stayed there, tangled up together, his weight supported by Brian’s ample chest. For a second, his head spun, gravity sucking him down toward the earth, his piece of earth, with his big, soft, strong man under him, wrapped around him. I love this. Love you. He pushed up with one elbow and kissed Brian, pressing his mouth on full lips parted in joy and pleasure. The taste of Brian’s mouth completed the circuit. I want this forever.


  He raised up enough to look into Brian’s pale blue eyes. “You’re never going to leave me?” It wasn’t quite a question, but his breath still caught on the last words.


  Brian grabbed the back of Nick’s head and pulled him down for a harder kiss. “Never. And you don’t wish you had someone smarter or skinnier—” As Nick kissed those words off his mouth, he mumbled, “Or with less annoying relatives?”


  “Wait. That last one…” Nick grinned down at him. “Nope. I love Joshie, and I can tolerate Lori, and Damon, um, has his moments. They’re not getting rid of me. You’re not.”


  “Forever and uulp—”


  Luger’s furry face suddenly came between them, slurping his tongue over each of them in turn, nudging at them as if wondering why they were sprawled on the ground. The dog backed off, play-bowed, and barked.


  Nick sat up and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Your dog, on the other hand…”


  “You love my dog.” Brian sat up too, eyes bright, lips curved. “You love our dog and our house and—”


  Nick put a hand under his chin and Brian stilled, their gazes meeting. “And you. I love you.”


  “Forever and ever,” Brian whispered. “Because all the best stories end that way.”


  Forever and ever. Let it be true. Nick sent one wish, maybe even a prayer, spiraling up into the blue North Carolina sky to whatever deity might be listening. Then he set about kissing the shit out of his boyfriend, while their dog leaped around their yard and barked, and the future opened up sweeter than he’d ever dreamed of.
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