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      Dan sat watching the blind guy playing the blues up on the tiny stage, that vintage Gibson Les Paul singing out, making the crowd sway and nod, feet tapping all over. Not that his brother Dix could see them.

      A sense of unreality washed over him, and Dan blinked at the longneck he held in one hand. His brother was blind, Dan was mostly retired from the military, and he was in Austin listening to Dix play in person for the first time in damned near twenty years.

      It was all right and all wrong, in all sorts of ways.

      “Happy New Year, Audie!” Some mostly-drunk hipster asshole bumped up into the table and his brother-in-law caught the beer bottle in one callused hand.

      “Hey, Troy. Careful there. Someone might get hurt.” The look Audie gave the kid was a mixture of curled lip and arched eyebrow and the expression gave Dan a happy. Oh, he did love a story and there was one there.

      “Sorry!” Troy tried to clap Audie on the shoulder, but Audie ducked. Oh-ho.

      Audie’s gaze met his. Ooh. Ironic glare. That must come from exposure to Austin. Then man was a cowboy to the bone, but Audie was fitting in real well.

      Troy staggered off, letting it go, which was good. Dan wouldn’t say no to a fistfight, but Dix would ream his ass and that would not be fun for him like it would be for Audie.

      “Friend of yours?” he couldn’t help asking. Needling Audie was his new favorite game.

      “No.” The set of Audie’s jaw told Dan not to push.

      So, naturally, he did anyway.

      “No? So, let me guess.” God, this was fun. “If he’d come on to you, it would be funny, so it had to be Dix. Be honest, did young, hip, and hairy try to get in my brother’s ever-so tight jeans?”

      “Shut. Up.” Audie’s lips quirked into an almost smile. “God, you’re an asshole.”

      “Yeah. You knew that when you married in. Tell me, did you wear the dress?” It had damn near killed him to miss Dix and Audie’s wedding, no matter that it had been at the Justice of the Peace and quick and dirty. He’d been the best man in Hawaii when Dix and Ron had done their thing. He’d wanted a repeat.

      “Ask Dalton. He got to be there.”

      Oh, bam. Audie was quick.

      “Yeah, yeah. This family has a sick fascination with central Texas.” Not that Dan didn’t love it. He did. This was, and always would be, home. Hell, Mom and Dad had even given up raising llamas and moved back to a little condo in Georgetown. Damon was on grandbaby number two and Dix insisted that baby brother Dalton and last remaining Longhorn to graduate was trying to fuck every undergrad in a skirt. A baby was inevitable.

      “I know, right?” Audie made a great face, all exaggerated eyes and wiggling chin. “Hot-blooded, I guess.”

      Audie looked at Dix like the man was drawn to his older brother.

      “You’re obsessed, man.”

      “Yeah, a little.” Audie winked. “I adore him, man. What can I say?”

      “Sicko.” He rolled his eyes, but it felt good. Dixon deserved someone full-time, especially with his stubborn, amazing hellion of a daughter. Randi and Audie’s son, Grainger, were with the grandparents, in fact having a sleepover with their gran.

      “Yeah. I’m going to grab him a beer. I’ll be right back.”

      “You bet.” This wasn’t the kind of place he had to worry about getting hit on, so Dan closed his eyes and listened, trying to drown out everything else with the music.

      Someone came up, jostled the table a bit. “Is this seat taken?”

      He opened his eyes to see this little guy with a shock of white-blond hair and the brightest, bluest eyes he’d ever seen. Lean, not too tall, the guy still had nice biceps and pecs outlined by a soft T-shirt and covered by a leather jacket.

      “My brother-in-law is with me, but other than that I have plenty of space,” Dan said.

      “Thanks. It’s crowded as hell.” The guy took a seat, eyes on the stage. There was a half-empty beer in his hand.

      “No problem.” He waited until Dix’s riff was over before offering a hand. “Dan White.”

      “Abraham Weldon. Everyone just calls me Weldon, though. Pleased to meet you.”

      The man’s hand was rough as a cob, the calluses leaving him wearing a tingle on his hand. Wow. His first night out as a civilian, and he was being a dork.

      “Pleasure. That’s my brother,” he said, nodding at Dix.

      “He’s a good friend of mine. You must be the one that was in the Army. Thank you for your service.”

      “Thanks.” Dixon had friends? Well, of course he did, but when they’d had time to talk, Dix had filled him in on family, not his new life in Austin. “You get to come see him play a lot?”

      “God, no, but I try whenever I get a free chance. I’m not big on the bar scene.”

      “Me either. Noisy.” He winked. He wasn’t exactly a poster child for PTSD, but he had his moments.

      “Yeah, but Dix was so excited about the gig that I couldn’t say no.”

      “He was. This place is like, famous for blues, right?” He didn’t know anything about the Austin music scene, really.

      “That’s what Dix says. I know he was over the moon.”

      “That’s really cool.” He loved that Dix was having success—real success that wasn’t hanging on a lover or a husband or anything but those wickedly talented fingers.

      Weldon looked over at him, eyes twinkling like they were sharing a secret. “Spoken like a man that is not into the music scene.”

      “I’m just uneducated, is all.” And yeah, he couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket.

      “Shit. My whole family plays an instrument but me. Everything I know is from secondhand musical smoke.”

      Dan hooted, and Audie appeared next to the table. “Weldon! Hey, man. Glad you made it.”

      “Audie!” Weldon stood, shook Audie’s hand. “I found your table.”

      “So you did. Not too many redheads here tonight, right? Told you that would be the easiest.”

      Dan scrubbed a hand over his military short hair. “And if I’d worn a hat?”

      “I just picked a table, to be honest. I thought I’d look around after I sat.”

      Dan hooted. “Well, at least you’re honest. How’s Dix?” he asked Audie.

      “Having a fucking ball. He’s in his element.”

      Dan wasn’t sure about that. He thought maybe Dixon’s element was way more in his little studio that Audie had designed, playing music with their son, Grainger.

      “He sounds great,” Weldon said. “He’s really talented.”

      Dan looked over at his brother, at the look of peace on the man’s face. He’d never thought Dix would get that back after Ron died and after losing his mind.

      Thank God for Audie. Dan knew it sounded corny, but he did just that every day.

      Audie was his motherfucking hero.

      Weldon glanced at the beer he held. “If I buy will someone go get the next round? The bar is a zoo.”

      “Coward.” Audie laughed, the sound happy as hell. “I’ll do it. I got an in with one of the barbacks.”

      “Thanks, man.” Weldon smiled, and Dan stared. God, the guy had this thing going on. Sort of Texas redneck with the jeans and worn cowboy boots, round toe work style. That lean body looked hard from real work, and those eyes burned so bright blue….

      “So where’d you meet Dixon, man?” He wanted to reach over and pet the flat belly, see if it was fuzzy. He’d bet yes.

      “Pride. I helped build the float for the School of the Blind.”

      “Yeah? They do a float? That’s too cool.” He wanted to ask why Weldon had an interest in the school for the blind. Boyfriend? Family member? That seemed rude. There wasn’t a wedding ring, and obviously there wasn’t someone here with Weldon.

      Who would let this guy out on New Year’s Eve all alone?

      Dan knew he was staring, so he grinned. “Sorry. I was admiring. School for the Blind a pet project?”

      “Yeah. Periodically I go and teach a class on basics like using a screwdriver, hammering a nail, fixing a leak.”

      “That’s really great.” He’d been so relieved when Dix had finally gone to school, had gotten Boomer the wonderdog.

      “It’s surprisingly helpful and incredibly difficult if you don’t have the skills. Dixon said you were retired and enjoying the quiet life now?”

      “They’re still processing some stuff, but yeah, I’m mostly free.” Dan’s smile slipped. “A little too quiet. I need to get a job, you know?”

      “I get that. I’m a finish carpenter, so the slow times are slow.” Weldon stretched up, giving him a nice, long look.

      “You’re from Finland?” Oh wait, would Weldon get that was a joke? “That’s the detail stuff, right. Do you do custom?”

      “I do. Finnish? Seriously? Wow.” Weldon winked at him. “Punny.”

      “I do like a bad pun.” Hmm. He’d have to talk with Weldon about the one bath of carved moldings in Dix’s house. They needed help, and that would make a nice gift. Dix liked how they felt.

      Weldon chuckled, hips swaying with the music, which was moving from experimental weird-assed shit to bluesy Old School New Orleans jazz.

      Now that was what he liked to hear.

      Dan swayed, really getting into it. He might not be on the music scene, but he knew what he loved.

      “Do you dance?”

      “I can sure try, if you think we’re safe doing it.” Oh, man, once again he hoped hadn’t taken Weldon the wrong way.

      “This place is friendly. Come on. Let’s try. Audie’s coming back to save the table. I haven’t danced in a couple of years.”

      Dan hooted. “I haven’t either.” The song went even slower, almost dreamy, and Dan stood to pull Weldon out on the floor.

      There were a bunch of couples of all sorts and shapes and Weldon fit against him like a dream. Oh. Oh, that was unusual enough that he sucked in a deep breath.

      Dan moved them to the outside of the dance floor, so he didn’t have to worry about losing his ability to lead. This was too good to lose to some drunk stumbling into them.

      Weldon moved like a dream, swaying nice and easy. They didn’t grind against each other, didn’t do anything obscene, but Weldon’s interest was clear, the man’s erection firm on his thigh.

      He was dreaming. Dan figured he had to be. Two beers couldn’t account for drunken fantasizing, though. Maybe this was real. Please be real. He could so have some of this, just for tonight.

      “Mmm. You feel good against me.” Weldon’s words were soft, husky. Sweet.

      “Ditto.” He chuckled. “Sorry, military speak. The guys keep telling me to use my words. I’m kinda grunt and click guy.” And babbling, apparently.

      “That’s cool.” Weldon moaned softly, the sound brushing Dan’s cheek.

      “Sorry.” He’d shut up and just feel the music flowing through him, the weight of Weldon against him. He felt overheated, hard as a rock. Weldon didn’t seem worried, either, letting him move them deeper into the shadows, where they could press together even harder, where Weldon could slide one hand down to touch his ass.

      Dan moaned, his breath starting to come fast. It had been a long time since someone else had touched him that wasn’t a doctor or something. This was better than most of his long past experiences put together and they were just dancing.

      One song melted into another, and they just kept dancing. It was the easiest fucking thing he’d ever experienced in his whole life. Like it was meant to be.

      Dan hummed, resting his cheek against Weldon’s head, and they couldn’t slide a credit card between them.

      Weldon smelled like sawdust and Old Spice. The scent was somehow incredibly erotic. Maybe he’d become a lightweight over the years, but he should give Weldon the credit he deserved. The guy was sex on a stick.

      “Could do this all night, Dan.”

      Yeah, but midnight was coming and it was New Year’s Eve.

      “I could too.” He grinned. “It’s getting close to the witching hour.”

      “Are you going to kiss me at midnight, Dan?”

      “I am if you’re gonna let me.” He would love that, having someone on New Year’s even if it was a fantasy.

      “I think I would like that, man, very much.”

      “Good.” Dan slid one hand behind Weldon’s head, feeling the silky texture of his hair.

      The countdown started and Weldon smiled. “Ten, nine, eight.”

      “Seven, six.” Butterflies filled up his belly.

      “Five, four, three.” Weldon hummed and went up on tiptoe.

      “Two.” He bent, pressing his mouth to Weldon’s when everyone else shouted, “One!”

      The connection was immediate, the chemistry flaring between them. Dan took the kiss to a slow, deep place, feeling as though breathing was overrated. He could do that anytime. This? This was special and he wanted every second of it.

      Weldon clung to Dan’s upper arms, still dancing a little, swaying, their heads shifting to get a better angle. Oh, he could do this all night. Felt like Weldon was right there with him, lips soft and parted, tongue exploring his mouth.

      They did finally break for air, because spots began to swim before Dan’s eyes. He smiled at Weldon, loving how blue those eyes were. “Happy New Year.”

      “Happy New Year.” Oh, that voice was husky, soft, promising to turn him inside out with pleasure.

      He squeezed that tight, hard muscled ass. “You make me want to do things I don’t usually do when I just meet someone.”

      “No shit on that.” Weldon grinned. “You’d be worth making exceptions for, though.”

      “You too.” He meant it, too. “You, uh, want another beer?”

      “Yeah. That sounds great.” Weldon eased away and he regretted the loss of that tight little body.

      Dan drew in a deep breath, and glanced at the stage, surprised to find Dix gone, the sound system playing canned music now.

      Man. Man, that had been…. Had Audie found Dix? A part of him still felt a rush of panic at the thought of Dix alone and blind and helpless. Boomer was great, but he was a dog, and he could make a wrong turn….

      “Boo!” Audie popped up next to them like a jack-in-the-box. “Dix is packing up. Did y’all want to go to Kerbey Lane? I know it’ll be a wait but we get seated faster thanks to the blind dude.”

      “Seriously? You’re using my brother to get a seat?”

      “My husband and why not? I use him for the handicapped sticker.”

      “That’s stone cold,” Weldon said. “I like it. You want to ride with me, Dan? We can get on the list.”

      “Yeah.” Yeah, that worked. A little alone time in the truck couldn’t be bad, right?

      Audie gave them a glinting grin. “Cool. We’ll meet you there. The one on 183, okay?”

      “Works for me. We’ll see you there.”

      Dan followed Weldon out of the bar, the silence a shock to his system once they got to the parking lot.

      “Man, it’s quiet out here. I’m in the green GMC, pardon the mess. It’s my work truck.”

      “No worries. So, where do you live? Is that rude?” He sucked at small talk.

      “Of course not. I’m on a ranch outside of Hutto, just north of Pflugerville.”

      “Yeah? Cool. That’s right up there near Audie and Dix.” He knew north Austin pretty well, but Hutto was a ways out.

      “It is. Just about a ten-fifteen minute drive from them.”

      “Oh, that’s not bad at all. How many acres do you have?”

      “Twelve. Just enough, you know. There’s animals, a workshop, enough to justify a riding lawnmower.”

      “Hell, twelve is enough to justify a little tractor.” Audie had a wee John Deere. Dan loved it.

      “Yeah. Someday. It’s on my bucket list.”

      “I bet.” The truck wasn’t anywhere near gross, just full of tools and sawdust. In fact, the front seat was cleaned off and there was a towel on the seat to protect his delicate butt.

      Dan chuckled. “The towel is a nice touch.”

      “I know, right? I’m all classy and shit.”

      “You totally are.” He winked. “What’s your favorite pancake?”

      “Blueberry. I’m a total whore for a blueberry pancake.” Weldon pulled out of the parking lot, taking it easy, driving the truck like it was second nature. “You?”

      “Gingerbread.” He loved the weird mixture of sharp and sweet.

      “Spicy, huh? I’m gingerbreaded-out from Christmas.”

      “I didn’t get any this year. No one bakes but Mom, and she broke two fingers about two weeks before.”

      “Oh my God!” He got a quick glance. “What happened?”

      “Oh, she was out walking her new baby poodle and a big old lab came out of nowhere. She grabbed his collar, and he wasn’t biting or anything, but he popped her fingers. She says condo living is way more dangerous than hobby farming.”

      Dan could see Weldon fighting the laughter with all he was, shoulders just shaking.

      “I know, right? Llamas never broke her bones.”

      The sound that burst from Weldon was vaguely like a hippopotamus stepping on a duck—loud, weird, and a little squooshy.

      Dan chuckled along, nodding to the music on the radio. Much more his thing than weird jazz. He liked Tim McGraw on a cellular level.

      The traffic was crazy, but Weldon didn’t scream or fuss. Talk about deep water. He’d thought Audie was unflappable. Dan would have been pounding the dash by now.

      “Man, I hope my little brother isn’t out in this.” Dalton would be homicidal.

      “Which one? You have one that’s just turned twenty-one, huh?”

      “Yeah. Total amateur.” Though Dalton had grown up driving in and out of Dallas.

      “Yeah. Hopefully his frat brothers are just partying there at the house, or walking. It’s not that far to Sixth Street.”

      “That’s it. I bet he’s a smart kid. Dix says so.” Weldon hit the ramp for the restaurant.

      “Yeah, I guess.” Of course, they were all spectacular numbnuts in their own ways, the White boys. Dixon was the one with serious music addiction. Damon seemed intent to repopulate Texas with his little gal. Dalton was hip-deep in party central and then there was him. Army to the bone.

      “He seems decent enough.” The frontage road was always longer than it looked, the turn into the parking lot almost hidden.

      “He’s a kid. It’s almost like we have two separate families—me and Dix, Dalton and Damon, you know?”

      “I do.” Weldon chuckled. “Kids are funny, huh?”

      “Yeah. Have you met Randi and Grainger?” Those two were… damn.

      “I have. They come out to the house a lot.”

      “That’s pretty cool. They’re amazing, but so much energy. I’m not cut out for kids, I don’t think.” He loved kids, he did, but he wasn’t sure he could have them around all the time. Randi and Grainger exhausted him sometimes.

      “No?” Weldon gave him a grin. “It’s good to know what you can tolerate and what you can’t.”

      “Yeah. I guess I raised enough green kids in the Army, right?” He’d done his duty for God and country, so no one should care if the queer ex-soldier reproduced.

      “There you go.” Weldon parked the truck under one of the parking lot lights. “Let’s go eat pancakes and tell Dix how much we liked his set.”

      “Sounds good.” In fact, it sounded like the best offer he’d had in a long time.

      Well, except for that dance and kiss at midnight.

      That had rocked his world.
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      Talk about falling off a mountain. Find a dude that was hot, decent, a brother-in-law of one of your best friends, and into men, only to discover he wasn’t into guys with kids.

      And Dix and Audie only had one each.

      Weldon rolled his eyes at himself. Like he was going to get more than what he’d gotten already. He wasn’t a one-night stand type, he never had been. Hell, he’d been married for twelve years to the same woman, hadn’t he? And before that he’d been with the same guy all through high school.

      The only reason they’d broken up was college. Lubbock might as well been a million miles away back then.

      Speaking of. He texted Blake with Happy New Year, knowing that Blake would be sound asleep with Travis on the little piece of land two miles down from him.

      God worked in the strangest ways.

      “Everything okay?” Dan asked, smiling.

      “Yep. Just happy New Year-ing my friend. He’s probably sound asleep, but I thought I’d do it anyway.”

      “Oh, man, I ought to text Mom and Dad.” Dan laughed. “Though I can see them today later. How weird is that?”

      “Has it been a long time since you were here over the holidays?” He couldn’t imagine. He’d see his folks for brunch and then Krista’s people for supper.

      “Oh, God. It’s been years. Even stateside I was always the single guy with no dependents who needed to see me. I let my guys go instead.”

      “Were you an officer?” Weren’t they the ones that had guys that they could let go? He was an only child of a rancher who was an only child of a cotton farmer who was one of thirteen of another cotton farmer. They all served in their own ways.

      “Yeah. OCS all the way.” Dan grinned. “I did okay.”

      “Go you!” He meant it. “Did y’all go to college together, you and Dix?”

      Dan fascinated him, even if the man was off-limits.

      “Nah. I was kind of a fuckup for a bit. I got my degree while I was in, though.”

      “Good on you! I never did. I’m like Audie, just another guy.” He wasn’t a cowboy, not professionally, but he could cowboy up when the situation called for it.

      “Well, if you’re like Audie there’s a lot to admire. I like him.” Dan winked. “Never kissed him, though, so you’re one up.”

      “I bet that even blind, Dix would rip off your head and shit down your neck.” He bumped their shoulders together, settling in for a long wait. This place was hopping. “Although, I have to tell you, there is this little boy that is hunting Dix’s ass and I think that Audie is fixin’ to go postal on him.”

      “Is his name Troy? Because I’ve never seen Audie be mean to a soul but that boy tonight.”

      “Ah, you met Troy. Audie’s livid. Troy kissed Dix and Dix went ass over teakettle, hit his head hard, landed on Boomer. It was a big old thing.” Weldon had spent hours on the phone with Audie, convincing the cowboy not to commit murder.

      “Shit, I knew that I would have punched him myself.” Dan scowled, clearly ready to defend his brother.

      “Yeah, that’s prob’ly Audie’s to do. He’s just looking for an excuse. Dix was more ‘oh stupid kid’ about it. He’s more used to having hangers-on, I guess.” Groupies? Did people still say groupies? He’d have to ask Jakob.

      “My brother had rabid fans. I love it.” Dan’s low, warm chuckle made Weldon think of that kiss they’d shared.

      Stop it. Just let it go. Not into kids. Five kids. One of these things was not like the other.

      Seriously not the same.

      Dan glanced at him sideways. “You okay?”

      “I am. I think I got to let you know, ’specially since I’m up to the house a lot, so you’ll be seeing more of me while you’re there. I got five little ones. Well, Jakob and Madison aren’t little, but….” He shrugged, refusing to not meet Dan’s eyes. He wasn’t a liar.

      “Oh.” Dan’s cheeks went bright red. “Shit, now I sound like an ass, huh?”

      “Nope, not a bit. To be honest, I wasn’t thinking on them when I was with you, but…. Well, they sure ain’t disappearing.” Not with little Caleb only just turned three.

      “No, I guess not.” Dan nodded. “Thanks for saying. If nothing else it keeps me from putting my foot farther in my mouth.”

      “I don’t regret it,” he blurted out. He didn’t. He hadn’t felt a kiss like that in too long.

      “Well, that’s good.” He got a long, speculative look this time. “So, are you—I mean, am I the first guy you’ve…. You said that bar was friendly, so I assumed. But five kids.”

      “I was married to Krista for twelve years. Before that, I was with Blake. I’m picky about who I hunt, but I got me an open license.”

      That netted him a chuckle. “I like that. That’s cool. I’ve never met anyone who identified as really bi.”

      He shrugged and offered Dan another grin. “I just am into who I’m into. My wife understood that. She used to tease me about finding some man to join us.” He rolled his eyes, but he had to smile. She’d had Caleb, come home three days later and had died from a thrown blood clot four hours after that. He’d been in the next room and never heard her make a peep.

      Weldon had damned near laid down and died after that. Only the kids had kept him going.

      “Did she pass away? You don’t talk about her like she left.”

      “Yes. She died when our youngest was three days old. It was very sudden.” For her, anyway. For him, it had been a few endless months.

      “Oh, that sucks. I’m sorry.” Dan did reach over then, big hand warm and callused on Weldon’s wrist.

      “Thank you. I’ve had time to deal, but I appreciate it. Very much.”

      “What are you two hooligans doing!” Audie’s voice rang out. “Y’all didn’t get us a table yet?”

      “It is New Year’s, buddy.” He laughed and stood to give Dix his seat.

      “I’ll go tell them the gang’s all here, though,” Dan said. “They want to seat whole parties.”

      The teenagers who were sharing the bench with them moved away, staring at Boomer, so there was room for all of them.

      “What did you think, Weldon? I taped it for Jakob and Grainger. I wanted them to hear.” Dix looked tickled as a pig in shit.

      “I thought you rocked it, and jazz isn’t even my thing. I danced.”

      “You did. Audie says with my brother. Don’t break his wee baby heart, okay?” Dix was laughing, that smile utterly contagious.

      “That will not be an issue, Dix. Promise.”

      Audie chuckled. “Good. He’d have to find you to hit you.”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah. He’d probably sniff me out.”

      “Hey! I could use echolocation like that kid on Criminal Minds,” Dix said.

      “Yeah, I saw that. Jakob was bouncing off things around the fucking house for three days. Pickle was beside herself trying to save his ass.” His son Jakob was one of his favorite people, funny, warm, and a giant pain in his ass.

      “He should use his guitar to make sound waves.”

      “Who should what?” Dan sat next to him on his other side. “They say five minutes for the blind guy. I think they want Boomer out of the lobby.”

      “That’s not bad. Weldon’s oldest. He’s one of my students.” Dixon’s eyes still searched for Dan, like he could see.

      It fascinated Weldon—how much difference there was between a man who’d lost his sight and a kid who was born without any. Jakob never did anything eyes first. He always had his head tilted, listening.

      “Yeah? That’s pretty awesome.” Dan’s hip bumped his.

      “He is a good kid, as a rule. I guess I’ll keep him.” The connection was like being touched with a cattle prod through a pair of jeans. Weldon could feel the heat of that hard body, the strength.

      “Hey, are you coming to the house tomorrow?” Audie asked. “Dan can meet the kids then.”

      “Sure, if y’all want. I can come for lunchtime, watch a little football. If your guys want, they can come to mine for the night.”

      “Randi might want to, so she can see Emma, but I guarantee Grainger will want to stay home so he can play with Oliver next door,” Audie said. “They’re thick as thieves.”

      “Sure. I’m good with whatever.” Weldon loved that Randi and his Emma were tight. Emma had needed a girl buddy.

      Not that Randi wasn’t just as much a dirt-in-her-hair, jeans-wearing, trouble-making tomboy as his Em was.

      Together they were like a whirling dervish that loved strawberry milkshakes and ponies. A hundred pounds of pure devilment, those girls.

      “That’s us,” Dan said, holding up the light-up pager, which buzzed madly.

      “Perfect.” Audie stood, put Dixon’s hand on his elbow and they headed into the dining area.

      The wall of noise hit Weldon like a ton of bricks. God, Dix must hate this. The only sign he gave was the long fingers tightening on Audie’s arm.

      “Here you go,” the hostess chirped. “A booth in the back. Hope that helps with the noise.”

      Weldon glanced at Dan, because he hadn’t thought to ask. Good man.

      Dan looked over at him, winked, and gave him the Boy Scout hand signal. Butthead. Weldon really liked him, just as he liked Dix. Too bad about the kids thing, because Dan was sex on a stick, as well.

      They settled in next to each other in the booth, which was big enough to avoid contact, thank God. He didn’t need another boner.

      He thought he’d be jacking off to the memory of Dan’s prick against him for a long damn time. That kiss would fuel his dreams until Caleb started college and Weldon could devote real time to sex. The thought made him chuckle.

      “What’s funny?” Dan asked.

      “Oh, life. I was thinking about how this is my first New Year’s Eve out in… well, forever, I guess.”

      “Right?” Dixon laughed too. “Dan’s as well.”

      “At least here, huh? I’ve been to some amazing parties.”

      “Did you guys get entertainment at the holidays?” Audie asked. “Like in the movies?”

      “Sure, lots of times. We spend a lot of time fucking off and wishing we were anywhere else.”

      “See anyone famous?” Weldon asked. This was kinda fascinating, a glimpse into a whole other world.

      “Saw a great show with Craig Morgan and Toby Keith once.” Dan seemed so relaxed about his time in the service, not twitchy or unwilling to talk on it.

      “Oh, that’s cool. I bet Grainger squeals about Toby Keith, huh?”

      Dix shook his head. “Toby Keith is old now, man. He’s into Keith Urban still, but only because he can pick.”

      “Right.” Weldon laughed. “Jakob is an old soul. Willie Nelson. Stevie Ray Vaughn.”

      “He’s got talent.”

      Weldon knew Dix was telling the truth because the man didn’t embellish. He was a tough teacher, but fair, and Jakob idolized him.

      “Thanks.” Weldon grabbed his menu. “Queso?”

      “Kerbey Queso!” everyone to a man said, and Weldon nodded.

      Shit yeah. Guacamole, cheese, and pico. The chips were always a little stale, but the cheese dip was always superlative. Now, did he want the baked potato omelet or the chicken enchiladas?

      Oh, who was he kidding? He always got the baked potato omelet.

      “Coffee, y’all?” The waitstaff always took forever here, but that was kinda part of the Kerbey Lane experience.

      “And queso,” Audie said before she could get away.

      “Nice save, bud.”

      Audie bowed at his words, and they all chuckled. They were wired like kids allowed to spend all night awake for the first time.

      “Pancakes, Dix?” Audie asked, hand on Dixon’s wrist where it lay against the table.

      “Yes, please. With bacon. What are you having, Dan?”

      “Gingerbread pancakes with bacon and a side of sausage patties.”

      He did love a man who could eat. Though this was not an eligible man. Not to him. Christ.

      Dan poked him with an elbow. “You in there?”

      “I am. I was admiring your appetite.”

      “Yeah?” Dan’s smile widened. “I like food.”

      “Yeah. Me too.” He wanted to touch.

      Maybe needed to.

      A little.

      Damn it, had he had that many beers? He didn’t think so.

      Dan chuckled softly. “Be good, Weldon.”

      “I’m trying, honey.” He really was. He just felt a little giddy.

      Maybe it was the beer. Maybe it was that he hadn’t been up this late since Caleb had had an ear infection a year ago. Or maybe he was just incredibly attracted to Dan. Period. Hormones and all were a weird thing.

      Audie was whispering something in Dixon’s ear and Dan took the opportunity to lean in and say to him, “You are thinking hard.”

      “About our kiss.”

      “I keep thinking about it, too.” Dan touched his leg gently.

      “Yeah.” He chuckled, his cheeks heating. “Yeah. I can’t help it.”

      “I can’t either. I keep telling myself to back off.”

      “Uh-huh. I guess it would be forward to ask you to share a hotel room?” Had he just asked that?

      “It would, but you know, I would say yes.”

      “Good to know.” This time he did touch. He had to. It was a moral imperative.

      “So, are you asking?” Dan asked, green eyes dark with a mix of pleasure and need.

      “I am. You wanna?” He had to grin.

      Well, grin and hope Dix couldn’t hear everything.

      “I do. Food, then we’ll duck out?”

      “Are you two planning a booty call?” Dix asked.

      He gave Dan a wide-eyed look, and Dan just grinned like a monkey.

      “Would I do that, bro?”

      “God, yes. You’re a jerk. Weldon is a decent human being, though. Don’t lead him astray.”

      Audie hooted. “Tell him how you really feel, babe.”

      “Don’t you dare, Dixon. You let this guy think I’m a hot military stud.”

      Weldon muttered under his breath, “Like that’s gonna happen.”

      “What? The leading me astray or the thinking I’m a stud? My ego awaits your answer.”

      “Oh, man. You are totally a stud, both hot and military.” He was a dad; he knew all about snappy comebacks. “I promise not to wound your baby brother.”

      Dix cackled. “If it was my baby brother you were macking on here in a booth I’d hit you no matter what. Dalton is straight as an arrow, though.”

      “So how did that happen? The top two swing one way and the other two swing the other?” Jakob never talked about boys or girls, but he was the dad, so he didn’t worry on it too much.

      “Hell if I know,” Dan said. “Balance in nature or something.”

      “I think it was all the granola Mom fed us.” Dix grinned wide. “By the time the little boys got here, she had been reduced to Froot Loops.”

      “Like those commercials, right?” Audie chuckled. “First kid, second kid? First kid you’re all like they’re made of glass. After that, boom.”

      Dan nodded, grinning wide. “Me and Dix, we were glass. Dal and Dames? Plastic, balls to bones.”

      Dixon cracked up, and Weldon had to grin. If anyone could hear that man laugh and not smile, there was something wrong with him.

      “You two are gay just to make up for the fact that Dalton and Damon took every available female in Texas at least once.” Audie grinned, leaning on Dix a moment.

      “At least. Christ, talk about horndogs.” Dan shook his head and looked for the waitress and their coffee.

      “Patience is a virtue. Nothing here moves fast,” Weldon said. “Damon is all into his wife, though, right?”

      “He is. They’re… happy. Very.”

      “Good.” He liked that. He believed in happy endings, even though both of his relationships had made him cry when they were over.

      He wouldn’t have traded them.

      “Coffee.” Dan beamed at their waitress when she came. “Need my caffeine.”

      “Sorry, guys. I have six tables and two of them are in the other room. Forgive me.”

      “No worries,” Audie said, smiling gently. “He’s just retired from the military. They removed his coffee IV when he left.”

      “Oh, poor dude. You from First Cav? My brother’s stationed at Fort Hood.”

      “I was out of Fort Bragg,” Dan murmured. “Though I wasn’t there much, to be honest.”

      “Ah. Thank you for your service. We appreciate it.”

      “Thanks, hon.” Dan smiled, just like the rest of them, but Weldon wasn’t sure it reached those green eyes this time.

      He reached over and touched Dan’s leg, so careful. Come on, man, stay here with me.

      Dan relaxed, the smile widening into something genuine. “Anyhoo, what’s your New Year resolutions?”

      “If I say to get laid, your brother will kick me under the table.”

      Right on cue, Dixon’s foot wanged Weldon.

      “You missed Boomer. I’m impressed.”

      Dixon grinned and tilted his head. “Actually, I am too.”

      Audie chuckled. “Boomer is just really agile.”

      “Tell me about it.” At Dan’s curious look, Weldon said, “My oldest boy, Jakob, he was born blind. He just got his first dog, what, about three months ago, guys? He has fallen over, kicked, crashed into Pickle about a zillion times, and that’s not including the other kids or the other dogs.”

      “Guide dogs are super trained, though, right?” Dan asked. “I mean, I know if a pup isn’t right to be a guide dog, the get handed off to a lot of other organizations.”

      “They are and Jakob’s training, too, but… shit, don’t you remember that phase of life where you’re nothing but knees and elbows and gangly? That’s where Jakob is now. He’s grown six inches in the last five months and he doesn’t know where his head is in relation to the world anymore.”

      “Not to mention that he’s a good eight inches taller than Weldon here.” Audie looked all too amused by that fact.

      “No shit?” Dan shook his head. “Was his mom tall?”

      “No taller than me, no.” No, he’d met Krista when she was ten weeks pregnant and they were married four weeks later. He’d never met the guy that was the sperm donor and didn’t ever intend to. Jakob knew—it was inevitable. Jakob was the only dark-skinned, dark-haired baby out of a passel of the blondest, bluest-eyed little ones on earth.

      Still, he’d never once treated Jakob different, had never skimped on the love. Jakob was a good kid, solid, their bond even stronger once Krista was gone.

      “Don’t you have a picture of them on your phone so you can show Dan, man?”

      Because Dan wanted to see and that wouldn’t move him along in the whole ‘get a hotel and fuck like rabid weasels’ thing.

      “Of course I do.”

      He found the pic he used for his wallpaper. “The tall one is Jakob, the one in too much makeup, the scowl and the black clothes is Madison. MacKenzie is the one that’s helping Caleb stand on the rock. The one that’s upside down hanging off the fence is Miss Em.”

      “Wow.” Dan didn’t sound upset, though, or freaked out. “They’re kind of amazing. They all look just like you except Jakob.”

      “Krista was pregnant when we met. In fact, I met her coming out of the bathroom in a Dairy Queen where she’d just taken three pregnancy tests. She was crying. I bought her a Dilly Bar. She didn’t throw up.” It had been fate.

      “I didn’t know that.” Audie was looking at him now, and he thought the expression was empathy more than sympathy. Yeah. Dix’s girl had been carefully planned. Audie’s boy had been more… oops.

      “Yeah, that woman could catch pregnant walking through a room with a hard-on in it.”

      Dan burst out laughing. “Dad used to say that about Mom. She lost two in between Dix and Damon. Think how many more D names they would have tried to come up with.”

      “Oh, for God’s sake. Denver, Demetrius, Devon.” Dix groaned.

      “Declan, Darius, Donny,” Audie added.

      “Don’t forget Dipshit, Dipwad, and Dorkfish.” That was Dan.

      “Derp. Trust me. There would have been a derp.” Weldon knew this. He heard that insult eighty-seven times a day.

      “What the hell is a derp?” Dan asked.

      “Modern usage of dork,” Audie shot back.

      “I mean, really, Uncle Dan. You don’t know that?” Dixon did an uncanny impersonation of their daughter, Randi.

      “Nope. I’m old, and I stopped having raw recruits in my unit about ten years ago.” Dan winked at them all at large. “Queso!”

      “Oh.” Dix’s nose twitched like a rabbit’s. “Smells so good.”

      “There’s nothing like it.”

      Audie made up a plate for Dix, the action easy and natural as breathing. Weldon thought Dan looked sad for a second, which he got, but that didn’t help. It didn’t matter.

      You had to move on and live the life the good Lord gave you, and Dix had Audie, who clearly adored him. That had to be worth something.

      Audie caught his gaze and winked. Yeah. Yeah, Audie got it. You did what you needed to because they were your family. You loved them no matter what.

      Dan traced the seam of his jeans with one finger. “You okay?” he asked quietly.

      His thighs tightened fast enough that his boot heels left the tile. “I am.”

      God, he was so okay he couldn’t hardly bear it.

      “Oh, now, you’re really, really fine, Weldon. You just looked less than thrilled for a moment.”

      “Nope. I was contemplating how to attack the queso. Go in with a spoon? Just dunk a chip?”

      “Hmm. No one double dips and I think we can all go for it. Dix has his.” Dan set action to words, grabbing a chip and scooping.

      “Just don’t steal all the guac.” That was the best part.

      “Nope. We all get some.”

      “God willing and the creek don’t rise,” Audie said.

      “God save me from Texans,” Dan muttered and Weldon blinked over. Now he knew Dix was from about here, just like him. “Okay. Okay! God save me from East Texans.”

      “Better.” That he could live with, sort of.

      Audie snorted. “I am not the one whose parents raised llamas, for God’s sake.”

      “You have an unnatural prejudice against llamas, Mr. Barrick.” Dix poked Audie in the belly, making Audie jump and snort.

      “I do not! But hobby farmers do that. Tax animals. Now, horses, there’s honor in that.”

      “Oh, fuck you, man. My ostriches are way more fucking work than the horses ever were.” The horses didn’t leave eggs around.

      “And more productive,” Dix said. “One egg can feed all your hooligans.”

      “Oh, God, the kids would gag and gag. I sell the eggs.”

      “You really have ostriches?” Dan looked at him like he was a little crazy, which he got.

      “Yep. 4H, man. Even my Goth drama girl raises goats.”

      “Hopefully she’s not sacrificing them to the devil in the back pasture,” Audie said.

      “If she is,” he shot back, “it’s because Randi and Emma taught her how. Madison’s a goddamn vegan.”

      “Randi is a brisket girl for sure.” Audie hummed after a bite of queso. “Man, this is good.”

      “It is.” He ate, so aware of Dan right there, the pressure of their thighs warm and right. Weldon kinda lost track of the discussion, in fact. Eating and jonesing on Dan’s vibe was taking too much of his attention.

      It was a little like white noise buzzing in the base of his brain. The other food came, and conversation ebbed, everyone really digging in. Dix, especially, had worked his ass off.

      All the while, Dan was right there beside him, right there touching him. Making him crazy, not to put too fine a point on it. He’d been interested a few times since Krista had passed. Admiring. But this was white-hot.

      This felt like needing. Dangerous, but Weldon felt like living dangerously. He really did.

      How often did he do something totally off the cuff, completely out of character? Never.

      It seemed like the perfect night for it.

      Dix and Audie got to chatting in low voices after the food disappeared, and Dan moved a bit closer. “Wanna hit the road?”

      “I do. Let’s find a place.” Win grinned at Audie, hoping his cheeks weren’t too red. “We’re fixin’ to head off. I’ll drop Dan off at y’all’s in the morning, God willing and the creek don’t rise.”

      “You two be careful on the way,” Dix said, and Audie nodded, grinning at them in return.

      “Will do.” He waved and managed to walk off without falling over his own tongue.

      Dan caught up with him a moment later, hand sliding under his elbow. With Dix that might have been helping. With him the move seemed purely sexual.

      “Mmm.” God, his cock could pound roofing nails through a concrete block.

      “Yeah. I want you so bad, honey.” Dan’s voice had gone even deeper, rougher now that they were alone. Well, mostly.

      “Yeah. Yeah. We need to stop at the CVS for supplies, though. Cokes.” Rubbers. Lube. Maybe he was being forward, but he wasn’t going to get caught all off guard or nothing and lube was always good.

      “There’s one right near the hotel I’m thinking of, which should be big enough not to be sold out.”

      “Good deal. I’m all over a private room with a door that locks.” And clean sheets. He wasn’t 100 percent sure his were fresh.

      Dan chuckled. “I bet on the locking door. I bet you get a lot of nighttime visits.”

      “Oh, Lord yes. Caleb is still in the sleeping in his own room worry and Em has nightmares.” He winked over. “I haven’t seen a hotel room…. Lord. I guess since I was a teenager.”

      “I bet they’ve gotten better since then.” Dan led Weldon to his truck, waiting for him to unlock it and haul his ass up in the cab.

      “I bet they have. I bet lots of things have gotten better since then.”

      Dan chuckled, a low, sensual sound. “Round Rock?”

      “I know where that is.” He winked and they headed out, up 183.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Dan felt like a teenager.

      Well, no teenager was going to stay at such a decent hotel, but the Holiday Inn Express wasn’t swanky. Just clean and relatively quiet for a holiday.

      Weldon walked beside him, their hands touching, on the way to the room. Picking out lube and condoms had been hilarious, the dawning horror on the CVS clerk’s face making them both laugh like loons.

      Dan had to admit, he’d been expecting more blushing violet, not this eager confidence. This was a man who wasn’t experimenting, not just taking a walk on the wild side.

      It was a little odd.

      He figured he was gonna roll with it, though. Dan wanted Weldon too much to pass up this chance. In fact, as soon as the door closed behind them, he pulled Weldon against him, kissing that hot mouth hard.

      The bag from the drugstore landed on the floor and Weldon snaked one of his arms around his middle, dragging them even tighter. They rubbed their bodies together as if they meant to start a fire, both of them breathing hard already. Damn. Damn, it hadn’t been just the club and the restaurant and the drugstore and the truck.

      If his mouth hadn’t been so busy, he would have laughed, but the kiss was better than anything funny.

      Dan slid his hands down to grab Weldon’s ass, giving them a little direction in all their rubbing and pushing. That brought their hardnesses together, their jeans forming a barrier he resented.

      Weldon’s hand was hot and callused where it cradled his head, where he leaned back and let it hold him, those fingers strong when they pressed against his scalp. Hell, Weldon gave as good as he got, which Dan wasn’t used to at all.

      Sexy as hell.

      Weldon’s free hand wasn’t idle or stupid, working Dan’s shirt buttons open, pushing inside to touch his chest, his throat.

      The contact made Dan gasp, his hips rolling. His nipples drew up, a reaction that made him laugh every time. Men’s nipples: useless except for times like right now.

      “God, you’re something.” Weldon grinned for him, then somehow dove back into their kiss and got his shirt undone the rest of the way at the same time. Talented man.

      Dan finally remembered how to work his hands, and he got started on Weldon’s belt buckle, struggling to get the damned thing open and get to his prize.

      God, he wanted to feel it, measure the man from root to tip, hear the sounds Weldon made when he did. Dan loved a nice, thick cock, and Weldon’s felt perfect, even more so when he finally got that damned zipper down and his hand pushed down against the bare flesh.

      He fished Weldon out, got his handful, and his eyes rolled. “Oh, damn. Happy New Year to me.”

      “No, this is my gift. Start the year out like you want it to go on,” Dan said, stroking up and down a few times. “Fuck, honey, I could eat you alive. You gonna squawk if I suck you a little?”

      One of Weldon’s eyebrows went up. “Maybe in sheer pleasure. If I do, forgive me. I’ll go for a manlier yelp.”

      “That sounds great to me.” Dan winked, debating the condom. Hell, Weldon sounded as though he’d had a lot fewer partners than Dan. They’d save the rubbers for the main event. He dropped to his knees, pressing Weldon back against the door of the room.

      Weldon stared down at him like he was magical, like this was all Weldon wanted right now. One hand came back to his hair, stroking gently, and Dan grinned up.

      “You smell good,” Dan told Weldon just before he licked a path from base to tip.

      Weldon didn’t squawk or yelp for that matter. The sound was a mixture between prayer and strangulation.

      Dan hummed, then licked again before taking the head between his lips and sucking lightly. The softer flesh and texture there fascinated him, and he swirled his tongue in circles, really getting to know Weldon’s textures. Weldon had one hand on his shoulder, one hand flattened on the door like Weldon was afraid his knees would buckle.

      That was one reason Dan had taken a piece of floor, damn it. Weldon made him feel all wobbly. Dan took a long, deep inhalation before he
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