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      Thank you for being you!

      

      There comes a time when you have to be true to yourself. A few years ago, I decided to transition. I’ve changed my author name to better represent who I am. I hope you enjoy the Colorado series.
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      Grant ducked into the coffee shop, biting his tongue so he didn’t let the curse words fly. His cover had been blown. Three blocks away, he’d almost run into Craig striding out of the hotel’s lobby where Grant had been staying. His ex’s lips had been set in a grimace, and his cheeks were pink. Craig hadn’t been paying close attention, or he would have seen Grant. The disguise helped. A funny-looking hat and clothes more suited to an older gentleman had done the trick. At least he hoped it had. Who would have ever thought that taking up birding would save his life? Of course, he wasn’t really watching birds while he tooled around town, staring through his binoculars. He’d been searching for Craig, and now he’d found him.

      He’d been so close, and maybe this time he would catch Craig, but his ex could easily run, finding a new and more devious way to hide. If Craig slipped through his fingers, Grant would never see the man again.

      Grant spied a black car stopping near the hotel. Craig glanced up the street, then down before opening the door, sliding into the passenger seat. Grant stepped out of the shop and hailed a taxi, asking to follow the black car Craig had entered. If Craig didn’t stop soon, Grant’s cover would be blown. No way in hell a taxi could follow Craig and not be caught. They’d driven four blocks when Grant’s driver pulled a fast one and turned down a narrow alley and away from the main street where they’d been following Craig.

      “Hey, where are you going?” Grant complained.

      “The blinker, it was on,” the cabbie yelled from the front seat.

      “Shit,” Grant cursed under his breath. They were sure to lose Craig now. Grant needed to come face to face with his ex-partner and hear the words directly from his mouth. No matter how many feelings he had for Craig still buried under a layer of hurt, he needed to keep the twenty-four children who’d died in central London in the front of his mind. At the next street, the cabbie spun his wheel to the left, cutting across traffic. Grant clutched the seatback in front of him and cursed again, uprighting himself as they pulled up to the light.

      “Well, hell.” Grant ducked his head, hiding from Craig as the black car rolled past. They were behind Craig once more, keeping close as traffic slowed and blocked both lanes.

      Craig’s alias trail had brought Grant to Leeds, dropping him in the north of England, divulging no clues to his intended actions. As Grant had played the role of bumbling tourist, watching the building they’d tagged for Craig’s location, he’d been looking for Craig. So far, it had been a bust. Tonight, he planned to change tactics, but he’d found Craig, now he just had to keep his eyes on him. They all knew how to hide, concealing their activities from government officials and friends, but Craig would take it to extremes.

      The black car pulled to a stop outside an auto parts store. His driver pulled past the store and turned the corner two blocks down, stopping once they were clear from Craig’s view. The driver waited, staring in the rearview mirror. The man’s eyes were wide and bright, his cheeks pink.

      “Do you think he’ll circle around?” the cabbie asked, freezing Grant in place.

      Grant dropped down to the floorboard, his heart hammering as he hid from view. “Do you think he saw us?”

      “No clue but—wait, here he comes.”

      “Act natural,” Grant growled.

      He waited a few seconds, then smiled to himself as the cab took off again. In all of England, he’d found the one cabbie who knew how to follow someone.

      “He’s driving slower. Stay down.”

      Grant hated not being able to see the action, but Craig didn’t need to know he occupied the cab. They slowed after a few minutes. The urge to sit up and look around hit, but he stayed low, keeping out of Craig’s view.

      “Tell me, what is he doing?”

      “He stopped five blocks up.”

      Grant rolled his eyes. “Holy hell, man. Are you a regular taxi driver?”

      The cabbie chuckled. “Yes, though I used to drive in London.”

      “Did you pick your ability up there?”

      “No, I read a lot of spy novels. I guess you could say I’m obsessed with them—movies too. Fast and Furious, The Italian Job, James Bond, Smoky and The Bandit, and my favorite, Jason Bourne. I’ve watched them over and over. I know how to tail someone, how to drive, how to get away.”

      Grant shook his head, wondering how he’d gotten so lucky. This operation had gotten to him. Having someone like this save his ass brought relief. “Tell me what he is doing. Can he see you?”

      “I’m far enough back. I don’t think he can see me. I’m behind a lorry, and I can’t really see him. I think he’s out of his car and entering a building...yes, he’s entering the building along with another man, the driver, I think.”

      Grant sat up, rolling his shoulders. “How much do I owe you?”

      “Thirty pounds.”

      Grant peeled off fifty pounds from his cash and paid. He crawled out of the car and turned to the driver, thanking him again before the man drove off. Unprepared to lead an assault on the building, Grant set up down the street, glad to have his binoculars from his bird-watching ruse. Time slid by slowly as he watched, wondering if this would end in another disappointment. He’d found Craig, but if they took off in a vehicle, he would lose him. Maybe that didn’t matter now. He knew where he’d seen Craig before, and this seemed to be his office. Grant should have asked someone from Wild Bluff to come with him. But he wasn’t sure where he’d be going or how long he would stay. It would have been unfair to whoever came with him.

      Two hours later, Craig and two other men came out of a blue door. They faced each other for more than two minutes, appearing to talk. Grant worried Craig knew he was here, but Craig gave no indication he thought he was being watched. After shaking hands, Craig and one of the men headed to the black car, and the third man walked away, moving in the opposite direction from Grant.

      After five minutes waiting for them to return, Grant strolled to the building they’d left and knocked. He waited almost a minute for someone to answer. Nothing happened.

      The deserted area mainly consisted of storage buildings with few cars actually moving on the street. Grant glanced over his shoulder before pulling out his pick, opening the lock, and entering the building. He waited a few seconds, listening for movement. The building sounded quiet, making him think no one had stuck around. Moving cautiously, Grant pulled on a pair of gloves before turning to wipe the inner doorknob. He would wipe the outer knob once he finished.

      The room had two tables with computers. Four file cabinets sat at the far end of the room. Six boxes were stacked beside the cabinets. A trove of information teased him. He could spend hours here, going over every slip and scrap, or search quickly for what he needed and move on to try to find Craig again.

      Grant sighed, his heart squeezing. He pushed away his emotions, trying to be as robotic as possible. He didn’t have time for sentiments. Someone would eventually come back to this office and if they found him, he would be dead. Too much evidence sat in plain sight, and Craig wouldn’t leave this much to chance. Grant closed his eyes, going through the possibilities as he contemplated the best path that would get him closer to Craig. Would he find any actionable information in this office, or should he cut his losses and head out, setting up to find Craig again and plan a way to take him down?
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      Marshal didn’t know if he could run one more mission. Exhaustion had set in, making even his bones ache. The need for a break clawed through him, leaving him thinking of almost nothing else when he had downtime. He didn’t want to tell Duff how tired he was or that he wanted to pull back. As one of the first members on the ranch, he felt he needed to be available. With Grant still in England, Wild Bluff needed the stability of someone who knew the ropes. Roger meshed well with everyone, and Mike, Tucker, and Billy were all solid.

      Then there was Zander. The guy was amazing. Marshal blew out a breath, trying like hell to keep his body from reacting. Zander’s dark-brown hair and soulful eyes haunted Marshal’s dreams, showing up more often than not. At first, the dreams hadn’t bothered him. But one day, they’d been rolling around in the yard, pretending to fight as they teased each other, and his cheek had brushed against Zander’s scruff. Electricity zipped through him, and everything changed. When Zander had rested his head on Marshal’s chest, desire like nothing he’d ever felt before filled him, leaving him confused as hell.

      He hadn’t said anything, but Zander had to know something was up. They hadn’t talked. Over the last three days, he’d made it his mission to avoid the man. If he didn’t say something to Zander soon, his friend would hunt him down and force him to spill his guts.

      Marshal grabbed a saddle and bridle from the tack room, then walked over to the roan’s stall. For some reason, they’d named the horse Tammy. It had been Craig’s idea. The horse knew the name, though everyone wanted to change it.

      “Time for a ride, Tammy.” She pawed her front foot, stamping a couple of times before she dipped her head and nickered. “That’s it, girl. You’re excited, aren’t you?” He loved talking to the horses. They didn’t respond negatively, so he could say anything. Missions he didn’t like were discussed openly with the horses. He grumbled about the guys when they got on his nerves. Not that it happened often, but he blew off steam, and the horses listened patiently, their big brown eyes watching him as he talked. Never once had a horse told him to man-up and shut his trap—kind of like Zander. His buddy always listened to him, never once complaining.

      “Fuck, Tammy, this is difficult. I don’t know what to do. I keep having these thoughts about Zander. It’s crazy.”

      The horse neighed, then huffed as he cinched the strap, making sure the saddle was tight. Tammy stamped her foot, almost like she wanted him to hurry along the process. “Okay, okay, I’m done. Let’s go.”

      Tammy followed him out of the barn, where he ran into Zander. The horse shied away as he and Zander tangled arms, their faces almost pressing against each other. Zander laughed and grabbed Marshal’s shoulders, having no idea what havoc he caused.

      “Hey, give me five minutes, and I’ll come with you.” Zander brushed by Marshal, not giving him time to say no.

      Marshal turned to Tammy and looked her in the eye. “Don’t say a word.”

      He tied off Tammy’s reins on a rail and went searching for Zander, finding him in Dusty’s stall. The dark brown mane on the horse almost matched Zander’s hair. He thought about Zander tossing off all his clothes before jumping onto Dusty’s back, riding the gelding bareback. His dick jumped, and he turned away, unable to even look at Zander.

      “Hey Marshal, could you help me? I need you to push the strap over here. I can’t seem to grab it.”

      Reluctantly, Marshal turned and grabbed the strap, his fingers brushing against Zander’s hand.

      “Thanks so much.” Zander seemed totally unaffected by their contact, but Marshal was reeling from the touch, his heart hammering, his breath almost stalled.

      “Sure.” Marshal tried to sound unaffected, but he couldn’t hide the attraction for long. Before Zander could ask him to do anything else, Marshal went outside to his horse and adjusted the saddle before unhitching her from the post. He put one foot in the stirrup and swung his leg over, settling in the saddle. Tammy pranced around, and he allowed her to have the bit for a few seconds before he took control, making sure she knew he was the boss. She was easy to lead, falling under his command when he brushed one hand over her withers.

      Zander led Dusty out of the barn, then adjusted the saddle before easily mounting the horse. Marshal watched the entire process, groaning as Zander swung his leg over the back of the horse. It was near torture for him to spend this much time with Zander, but he sure as hell didn’t want to not spend time with the man. He craved the contact and hated it at the same time.

      “Where are we going?”

      “I thought I’d ride out to the back pasture, checking a few things out, just looking at the land and fences.”

      “Cool.”

      The sun warmed Marshal, though there was a cool breeze coming off the mountains. Tonight, it’d be too cold to be on the range without a coat but right now, it was still nice. For ten minutes, they rode in silence, Marshal forcing his thoughts to the ranch and things that needed to be done. They had a few cows, not many, though. Just enough that they could be considered ranchers. The horses were there to give legitimacy to their operation. They sold some of the mustangs they bought, but not nearly enough to give them a good income.

      They crested a slight rise, and the wind picked up. Four vultures were circling low about a half-mile away, their black bodies standing out against the sky. “Vultures.”

      “I see that. Let’s go investigate.” Zander urged Dusty into a canter, and Marshal followed on Tammy, adjusting in his saddle to get the rhythm right as they moved down the road.

      Zander stopped, and he slowed Tammy, stopping beside Dusty. “What do you think?” Marshal asked. About twenty yards away, two vultures picked at a carcass. “A wild animal?”

      “Let’s have a look-see.” Zander dismounted and secured Dusty to a tree branch ten feet away. Marshal did the same with Tammy, then followed Zander to the vultures. They were halfway there when the big birds took to the air.

      Marshal stopped walking, but Zander kept going. He watched Zander’s ass, wondering how it would feel in his hands. The man was tall and lean with little padding in the back, but he bet the round globes of his ass would feel good, even if they were small.

      Zander glanced over his shoulder and halted, arching one eyebrow. Marshal’s body heated, his face feeling like it was on fire. He’d been caught lusting after his best friend, and he wasn’t gay. At least that’s what he’d been telling everyone, including himself, but now he didn’t know. His desire to experiment with guys had been growing, and Zander had been at the center of his fantasies. He shook off the uncomfortable feeling.

      “What do you think?” Marshal asked.

      Zander turned to face him, not taking his eyes off Marshal as he strode closer. His stomach turned and twisted, hoping Zander didn’t say anything. They stared at each other for a long moment, then Zander turned to the carcass, taking a few more steps. Marshal stayed beside him, not wanting to get caught checking out the man’s ass again.

      “It looks like a wolf,” Zander said.

      “Yeah, not sure what killed it. Probably age. From what I can see, the fur doesn’t look healthy.”

      “At least it wasn’t one of the horses or cows.”

      Marshal nodded, then turned back to the horses, taking ten steps before Zander caught up, falling in step beside him. They’d been friends for so long and were close as brothers. He couldn’t ruin their friendship with this attraction.

      “Hey, do you want to head into Colorado Springs and do something fun this weekend?”

      Marshal sucked in a breath, wondering how dangerous it would be for him to be alone with Zander. “Grant is still gone. I don’t know if I could enjoy myself.”

      Zander placed his hand on Marshal’s shoulder, stopping their steps. Marshal stared at the dirt, trying to control his emotions, but Zander wouldn’t let him get away with the downcast eyes. His fingers under Marshal’s chin were enough encouragement for him to lift his head. Sparks shot from where Zander touched all the way to Marshal’s toes.

      “You need to take a break. You’re stressed, and you need some fun time.”

      Marshal swallowed over the lump forming in his throat. The care and concern in Zander’s gaze did him in. Tears stung the back of his eyes, and he fought to get them under control. The stress of the last few weeks had weighed him down. He tried to turn away from Zander, but the man caught him and pulled him into a crushing hug.

      Desire and anger twisted through him, leaving him aching to hold Zander and wanting to push him away. Zander’s hands were close to his shoulders, then one of Zander’s hands traveled down Marshal’s back, leaving little electric tingles behind. Marshal memorized the way Zander’s hands moved. Zander was slow and gentle as he rubbed Marshal’s muscles.

      “You need to relax. Just let it all out,” Zander whispered.

      Marshal’s dick did the opposite of relaxing, and he tried to move away, but Zander didn’t let go. His nose was pressed against Zander’s neck, and he drew in a deep breath, taking in the masculine scent of his best friend. The soap Zander used smelled like fresh mountains on a spring day. He loved catching a whiff of Zander after a shower, but now, with his body pressed up against Zander’s, all he wanted to do was strip him naked and make love to him. Marshal lifted his head just a bit, placing his nose behind Zander’s ear. Little curls tickled Marshal’s nose, and he jerked back, lining his cheek up with Zander’s. The scruff felt good against his skin, and he almost groaned.

      Marshal hadn’t done it on purpose, but now they were cheek to cheek. Zander’s hands rested on the small of his back, and his fingers were curling into Zander’s hips, holding him steady as he slid his lips over just a bit, lining up with Zander’s mouth. The first brush of lips could have been played off as a mistake, but the second slide of his lips against Zander’s mouth couldn’t be brushed off as a slip-up. The moan from deep in his throat gave further evidence that he wanted this.

      Had he been thinking straight, he would have pulled back, telling Zander he was sorry, and it meant nothing. He didn’t do that. His tongue pressed against Zander’s lips, demanding entrance just as he tightened his hold on his friend.

      All his fantasies and dreams didn’t come close to how wonderful it felt to be connected to Zander. His tongue sliding against Zander’s tongue, exploring his mouth. Tasting a man for the first time made his throat squeeze, and he struggled to breathe as he forgot how to take in air.

      Hot and heavy came quickly on the heels of the sweet brush of lips. Marshal pressed his hips against Zander’s, grinding hard. Their dicks bumped, and for a moment, he felt like he was going to shatter into a million pieces.

      But it ended. Zander pulled back, gasping as he stepped away. His hand was on his lips, his blue eyes wide pools of confusion. Marshal wanted more, wanted it all, though he wasn’t sure how they’d get there or who’d do what, but he wanted to feel Zander’s flesh up against his. One second passed with nothing said, then another. Marshal took a step toward Zander, but his best friend bolted, unhitching Dusty and taking off at a gallop. He raced away from Marshal, a trail of dust in his wake.

      Being dumped by a girl hurt. He’d been mildly serious about a few when they walked away, but watching Zander run from him was like having his heart ripped out and tossed to the vultures. Numb from rejection, Marshal mounted Tammy, finishing his ride to the back pasture.

      The taste and feel of Zander still clung to him when he arrived at the barn, finding Dusty but no Zander. After taking care of his horse, brushing her, and securing her in the stall, he fed her some grain, all the while building his courage. When he was done, he went in search of Zander, hell-bent on apologizing to the guy or offering something like an apology that would explain what he’d done. He’d do anything to make it up to Zander and show him that their friendship was still intact. But Zander had taken off, leaving the ranch without a word where he was headed.
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      Zander drove south on Highway 75, heading to New Mexico. The kiss had sizzled his neurons. He only had one option—to flee. If Marshal ever figured out what he wanted to do, he’d kill him.

      “Fuck!” he screamed, banging on the steering wheel with the heel of his hand. “Fuck, fuck, fuck. Goddammit. Marshal—fuck.”

      That hug had been his fault. He’d screwed up, touching Marshal without shuttering his feelings and stowing his desires away, only letting his passion for Marshal out at night when he was all alone. At night, Zander could pretend Marshal was more than just a friend. His cum sock had Marshal’s name scrawled down the side—not literally, but if the words he said when jacking off became real, printing themselves on the cloth, he’d be found out.

      His phone buzzed, and he checked the caller ID. Duff. He wanted to ignore the ringing, but he couldn’t blow off Duff.

      “Hey,” he said, trying like hell to sound cool when he was anything but calm.

      “We need you back here. Grant called in.”

      Zander drew in a slow breath, fear pinging around his body, causing his hands to shake. How in the world could he face Marshal after he kissed him like that? There was nothing innocent about the way he’d rubbed his dick against Marshal’s or the way he’d slid his tongue inside Marshal’s mouth, taking advantage of his vulnerable state.

      “I’ll be there.” Zander hung up and slowed, checking his rearview mirror, seeing that few cars were behind him. Pulling onto the median, he waited for a vehicle to pass before driving back onto the freeway, heading in the opposite direction.

      Marshal was the strongest man he knew. He had it together like nobody else Zander had ever known. But he wasn’t a robot, and he had limits. Zander had been watching, seeing the pain behind the pretense that Marshal showed the rest of the world. Marshal hid it well, but Zander had been looking closely, studying him as his fantasies grew. Since they were best friends, it had been easy to get close. Now he knew all about Marshal’s emotions, how hard he tried to hide his unhappiness and how close he was to breaking.

      A state trooper slid in behind him, staying close all the way to Zander’s cutoff, forcing him to drive the speed limit. It took him longer to get back to the ranch than it had to leave, and though it had been more than an hour since the kiss, his lips still held the sweet feel, and if he really focused, he could still taste Marshal on his tongue. It was torture, so he ignored the taste or tried to ignore it.

      Before walking into the house, he braced himself, preparing to look Marshal in the eyes and pretend like he hadn’t done anything wrong. His body betrayed him, though, craving Marshal’s touch. If he could have a dream day, he’d be with Marshal in a cabin totally alone, no phone, no Internet, and they’d be naked. Zander shook himself, pushing away the erotic thoughts. He opened his truck door, glad that none of the guys were outside to see his sorry state. Each step closer to the house brought more weight to his shoulders. He glanced to the mountains, standing proud as a backdrop to the homestead, wishing he could escape and hide, but he had to face the music and deal with the way he’d come on to Marshal.

      The door opened, revealing Billy. “Hey, hurry up. We’re waiting for you. Come on.”

      Zander followed him in, his gaze seeking out Marshal. Pain lanced his heart as Marshal ignored him, not even looking up. Shit, he’d ruined everything. They were best friends, and now they didn’t even have that.

      “Zander, glad you’re back,” Duff called out. “Marshal, get him up to speed.”

      The air grew too thick to breathe. Duff didn’t know. How could he? Marshal and he were best friends. It wasn’t any secret, but none of these guys had any clue that he’d kissed Marshal almost two hours earlier.

      “Sure.” He moved toward his best friend, waiting for the guy to look at him, but Marshal kept his head buried in the papers, his shoulders stiff. Terrible pain twisted through Zander, and he wanted to drop to his knees, begging Marshal to forgive him, pleading to go back to what they had before.

      Zander settled in the seat next to Marshal, inching the chair closer to his friend, accidentally bumping into his leg. The air around them was stiff with unspoken words. The muscles on Marshal’s forearm popped out as he clenched his fists. Unease filled Zander as he waited for Marshal to speak. Five seconds passed that seemed more like an hour. Zander held his breath, unsure how to even talk to Marshal.

      “We’ve blown up a map of the area in Leeds where Craig is known to have been. The building is circled in red.”

      Zander pushed away the uncomfortable feeling, concentrating on the maps laid out on the table. They weren’t working in the conference room but had spread out in the kitchen, taking over every available space. Duff didn’t like to set up out here often, but they took over the house’s main room when they had special projects, choosing to eat as they worked instead of taking breaks.

      “Can I see the iPad?” Zander asked.

      Marshal glanced at him, their gazes connecting for a brief second. The impact of Marshal’s angry stare was like running into a brick wall. He flinched before Marshal looked away. Breathing proved almost impossible, and he had to swallow twice to keep from throwing up.

      The maps of Leeds and the surrounding area were displayed on the screen, but it could have been anywhere. His brain wouldn’t work at all. Zander took a moment to allow the pain to live inside him, and then he stuffed it down, focusing on the tablet. After ten minutes of studying Leeds, he stood and turned to Duff.

      “What is our goal, Duff?”

      “We haven’t settled it yet. I’d like to get all the paper out of this building, but we’re too far away. Grant went in alone, and we don’t have a team in place.”

      “Grant is safe, right?” Zander asked, praying that his buddy wasn’t in danger.

      “Yes, he’s still at the location, but he’s found information that he feels sure will lead him to Craig.”

      “Marshal was in the area not that long ago. Can you tell us about it?” Zander asked.

      Zander glanced at Marshal, noticing his look of surprise. They held gazes for a moment before Marshal stood, picking up the iPad. He gazed at the device, the seconds ticking away, before facing the rest of the guys. Zander’s heart squeezed. Marshal’s eyes were sunken and his cheeks hollow. His shoulders dipped with defeat, letting Zander know he’d pushed him too far. As soon as he had two minutes alone with Marshal, he’d apologize, promising anything to get them back to being friends.

      “I honestly like the idea of letting the police deal with the paper. They need a win, and if we give them the building, letting them
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