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            Chapter One

          

          Weekend Getaway

        

      

    

    
      Rio

      “I’m so excited for this weekend, I can’t stand it,” Caden said, as he climbed into my truck wearing a huge infectious smile. It had been my dad’s work truck, but now it was mine, and it had served us well so far.

      I leaned in for a kiss. “Me too, baby. I’ve never been to Tahoe before. I’m ready to go try my luck at some games.”

      He laughed at that; he knew I was not one to waste money, but we’d been saving for over a month for this weekend. We’d decided it would be fun for the two of us to take a break from everything and get away for a few days before the madness of Christmas took over. Tahoe was close, but we’d never gone there together. Neither of us had been to a casino before, and staying in a hotel for the weekend without the kids was something unheard of.

      The past few years we’d taken care of Eron and Adana together, after I found Caden in that old car and trusted him enough to bring him home. We realized if we all worked together, we could do almost anything. Caden had become one of our family. He loved us and we loved him. He was especially close with Eron. They’d bonded over My Little Pony and now they were thick as thieves. Something that could be annoying. Adana and I tolerated them, but it wasn’t always easy.

      Caden was just as bad as Eron sometimes, and he was supposed to be the adult. It made me wonder how much of his childhood had been taken away from him. But he was making up for it now. Which was the main reason I said nothing to discourage him, I let him—them—have all the fun they wanted. And when I felt like having a wrestling match with them, I did.

      “Do you think it’ll snow while we’re there?” he asked, eyes full of wonder.

      “They’re not predicting it. I checked the news earlier in the day. But who knows? They’re not always right, mí amor.”

      “Maybe we should buy a set of tire chains, just in case. I don’t want to have to buy them up there, or need them when we’re trapped on the side of the road like the Donner Party.”

      “Well, technically, we wouldn’t be like them. No way I’m eating you if we’re trapped, and I know you wouldn’t eat me.”

      He gave me an appraising look before answering. “You’d probably be tough anyway, all that stubbornness couldn’t make you taste too good.”

      I squeezed his leg. “I didn’t hear you complaining last night about how I taste.”

      His face colored in that beautiful blush I loved so much. “No, no complaints.” He smiled over at me before dropping his gaze back down to his lap.

      “I’m thinking we can leave after work on Friday. We’ll have a lot of traffic, but at least when we wake up, we’ll be there, and we can figure out what we want to do all weekend.”

      “We can do that. I’ll pack tonight so I’m ready. I know Adana is watching Eron, but Lisa will check in on them. I’ll make sure she’s okay with us leaving Friday instead of Saturday morning. Did I tell you our room has a hot tub in it? In the room!”

      “Yeah, you did. I can’t wait to try it out. We won’t want to leave the room.” I was already picturing the two of us naked and warm in the hot tub, with snow falling outside. He’d mentioned it a few times already, but his excitement was something I loved. “Although, I really want to check out the casinos.”

      “We will, don’t worry. You’ll be able to donate your money to them.”

      “Hey, I might win. What are you going to say then?”

      “I’ll say, ‘Oh great, Rio, you are the luckiest man I have ever known, and can I borrow some money?’” I glanced over at him and caught him staring at me, waiting for my reaction. I could feel a smile tugging on my lips.

      “No, you’re my lucky charm, always. Mí amuleto de la suerta.”

      A short time later, we pulled up to the house. He unbuckled, and I pulled him into my arms. I’d never tire of this, the closeness of him. “I can’t wait to get to sleep in with you, to go to bed late and go to a casino for the first time, to go to dinner with just you and me. I can’t wait for it all.”

      He snuggled into my chest and inhaled deeply. “I love you, Rio. All I really need is you.”

      “Cariño, I love you too.”

      We sat there a minute more, just enjoying the closeness and the warmth. The days had grown colder and fog was now a constant in the evenings and mornings; it chilled me through to the bone. But in our little bubble we were perfectly warm.

      “Hey, do we need heavier jackets? I don’t want to freeze my ass off up there,” I asked, not wanting to worry about it once we were there.

      “It might be a good idea; it’s always colder at Tahoe. Oh, you know we should make up a box of stuff to keep in the truck, just in case it snows and we’re stuck. We can look it up, but I know it’s a good idea to bring a blanket, some snacks, water. That kinda thing.”

      “Does that happen often? I mean, I know it snows a lot there sometimes, but people get stranded?”

      “I’m not sure, but I don’t want to find out the hard way. Can’t hurt to make up a kit to take with us. And if we don’t use it, we can eat the snacks on the way home.” After living for a while on the street, Caden had become a planner. He liked to make sure none of us were without food or something to drink. And since eating was one of my favorite things, I didn’t mind at all.

      I brushed my fingers over his lips; that sweet smile got me every time. “We’ll do whatever you want, baby. I trust you.”

      He ducked his head again before leaning over and kissing me. We climbed out of the truck and walked into the house.

      “Adana? Eron?”

      “Why is it so quiet?” Caden asked, closing the door behind him.

      We walked into the living room but still didn’t see either of them. Then I heard something—laughter, coming from one of their bedrooms. I walked down the hall to find Eron in Adana’s room, both watching a YouTube video. They looked up in surprise as Caden and I walked into her room.

      “Hey, we didn’t even hear you drive up. We’ve been watching funny videos. Right, Eron?”

      “Yes. Adana showed me some hilarious ones.”

      She was great at including him in her day. Even if he was her “annoying little brother,” she still looked out for him and didn’t just ignore him like a lot of kids her age would have.

      “We’ll go pack to leave tomorrow night. We probably won’t stop by here on the way out of town, but we’ll see you in the morning,” Rio said.

      “Okay. Don’t worry about us, we’ll be fine.”

      “Yeah, we’ll be fine. Adana and I can take care of ourselves,” Eron piped in.

      “Oh, can you now?” Caden asked, as he walked over to where Eron was sitting on Adana’s bed. He immediately went in for a tickle-attack, as Eron squirmed to get away from him.

      “Caden, don’t get him hyped up, geesh. You’re as bad as he is, you know,” Adana scolded them both. Truth be told, there were times she was more mature than the two of us, even if we were older.

      “Okay, okay. We’ll start dinner after we’re done packing. You two can help.” I pointed my finger and gave them a stern look as I closed the door, leaving them to their videos. I could feel Adana’s eyes roll through the closed door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Packing

        

      

    

    
      Caden

      “What do we need to take?” I asked Rio. I had no idea really. I’d never been to the casinos in Nevada, and it was snowy in the Sierra. I also didn’t trust it wouldn’t snow more while we were there.

      “Well,” he said, as he stepped up closer and let his hands fall to my hips. “We need to bring something warm, something fun to wear into the casinos, and something casual to run around in if we feel like doing anything that isn’t inside a casino.”

      “Hey, maybe we can go dancing on Saturday night?” I asked. We’d never been before, and I’d wanted to go for a while. I wasn’t exactly sure where to go for dancing in Tahoe, or in downtown Sacramento for that matter. We had a different life to most guys our age—we were raising Rio’s brother and sister. That didn’t leave much time for us to go out, but we were all happy, so it didn’t really matter.

      “That sounds fun. I’d love to get my groove on with you.” Rio waggled his eyebrows for effect.

      I pulled back from his embrace. “‘Get your groove on?’ Are you sure you’re only twenty-one?”

      He laughed at that and pulled me back into his chest. “I swear, mí amor; you’ve seen my birth certificate.”

      “This will be so different from when we’ve gone to Mexico together. I love that it
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