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      As a teenager, Dalton Jakoby made Tank an offer—one Tank turned down gently. It was still embarrassing as hell, so when Tank returns to the Jakoby Rodeo Company after a big-time bull riding tour, Dalton decides polite but distant is the best course of action.

      Tank is hurting from some tough injuries and ready for a lighter workload. He’s also ready to admit Dalton is an adult now, one he wants to get to know much better. While Dalton’s past makes him suspicious of Tank’s attention, he can’t stay standoffish for long… not with Tank.

      The new romance burns hot, but problems inside and outside the arena threaten what Tank and Dalton might have together.
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      “Don’t make me hurt you, man.” Dalton Jakoby looked at Ben, shaking his head at his oldest buddy and possibly the dumbest bull rider in the history of rodeo—and no one ever said these guys were rocket scientists. “You keep landing on your head, eventually you’re going to have your brains leaking out of your ears.”

      Ben nodded, then winced. “I don’t think I broke anything.”

      “Good. I guess. You want a beer, man?” The arena was dark now, the local Wyoming cowboys gone home and a goodly amount of the ones left headed to the biker bar out on the highway.

      The rest of them were fixin’ to break up into groups and do their things—poker, dancing, beer, shit. There was even a little projector with some Disney movie playing on the side of a trailer.

      “Nah. We got any Cokes?”

      “Dr Pepper?” Tony asked, the bullfighter appearing out of the gloom.

      “Sounds good, man. You seen Dustin?”

      “He was back in sports medicine. He’s on his way now. Lanny James is headed out to the ER.” Tony rolled his eyes, but Dalton saw the worry in the bullfighter’s face.

      “Damn. That sucks. Someone call his momma?”

      “Dustin did, yeah. He’s a good egg.”

      “Yeah.” Dalton’s twin was totally the good one. It was crazy-making. Dustin was always the one to crack when Momma and Daddy put the pressure on them, not him.

      Tony dug into a cooler to hand Ben a soda. “Beer, Dalton?”

      “Please. I’m off the clock.” Off the clock until he had to meet with the newspaper lady for an interview at ten tomorrow morning.

      “You and me both.” Tony winked at him, dark eyes dancing.

      “Praise God for that.” If Ben was getting himself hurt on Friday night, that meant the weekend was going to be rough. He felt it on the air.

      “Yessir.” Tony tossed over a beer, and they headed to the stack of chairs the guys had put out. Best part about being a Jakoby was that most of the time, someone had dealt with the little shit. Worst part was all the big shit left to handle, he reckoned.

      They settled in across from the others, Ben leaning his head back, a couple of the gate pullers from the local sheriff’s posse joining them. “Y’all mind if we join you?”

      “Come on. We don’t sit on ceremony.” It was still a little weird to Dalton, saying that. Usually it was Pops, and not all that terrible long ago it had been Granddaddy, to welcome folks in.

      A warm hand landed on his shoulder, and he didn’t even have to look. “All locked down for the night, Bubba.”

      “Good job, Dee.”

      Dalton handed his beer up to Dustin, and Tony tossed him another.

      Dustin came around to plop down next to him. “Damn, it’s gonna be a long weekend.”

      Greg gave them both a hard look, proving that the second of their bullfighters was feeling his oats, maybe feeling his cups some. “Don’t borrow trouble, boys.”

      They looked at each other, both barely keeping from rolling their eyes. Wasn’t any borrowing to it. It was what it was.

      “Damn, that was a long night.” Gene Major, one of the stockmen, joined them, cracking his neck like a shot.

      “And it’s just Friday.” Dalton and Dustin spoke in unison.

      “Yeah. Shit, man.” Gene grabbed a Coke. He didn’t drink since his wife left him.

      “Stop it, y’all. You’re begging trouble.” Tony was getting growly.

      “Yeah, yeah.” They all grinned at one another, leaning back and enjoying the spring evening. It was damn near chilly, when you got right down to it. It wouldn’t be like this back home still. It would be nice and not too terrible hot, but chilly? Not hardly.

      “We ought to pull out the cards, huh? I got some quarters and pennies in a jar.” Ben did love his penny-ante poker on a Friday night.

      “You sure you can remember what all the cards are?” Dalton teased. “You rang your bell but good.”

      “Fuck off, man. You still owe me five bucks from our last round.”

      He snorted and nodded. “True that. We can play some cards.”

      The circle of trailers was starting to warm up—different grills and lights coming on, music playing from all directions. It was a little like a cowboy caravan, with everything from POS trailers with cots to Airstreams to eighty-thousand-dollar homes on wheels. There was room for all of them—from holey boots to 1000X Stetsons. Dalton had grown up surrounded by this, and now it was theirs, theirs to love, to protect, to⁠—

      “Fucking dyke!” The snarl was followed by the sound of flesh hitting flesh, and Dalton was up and moving before the echo faded.

      “Let go of me, you asshole!” Cheri Stevens stumbled into his path, clutching at her right arm with her left hand.

      “Cheri?”

      “I’m okay. He’s drunk and stupid.” The barrel racer was pale, her dark braid all pulled askew. “It’s cool.”

      “Cheri? Baby? I heard you yell….” Cheri’s wife, Missy, was heading toward them like a large blonde freight train.

      “Fucking dick tease.” A lanky bronc rider, who was new to the tour, staggered out of the shadows behind Cheri.

      “I didn’t. Boss. You know.”

      “Sure I do, lady. Breathe.” He turned on the cowboy who’d left marks on Cheri. “Back off, cowboy. You head on out of here.”

      Missy grabbed Cheri and glared. “You okay, baby?”

      “Fine.”

      “You cunt. You ever fucked a real man, you’d turn normal.”

      Dalton looked at the guy for half a second. Maybe two-thirds of one. Then he swung. No monologuing. Just bam. One to the breadbasket, right to the jaw, uppercut to the chin.

      No one fucked with his people.

      The guy stumbled back, like his bones had forgotten how to work, and then he surged up, whiskey and bravado making the son of a bitch stupid. His breath liked to knock Dalton down, but the wild punch the guy threw didn’t even graze him.

      The day he couldn’t wipe the floor with a drunken cowboy was the day they could hang up his spurs.

      Dalton ducked, then bopped the asshole on the nose.

      “You’ll just piss him off like that, Dee,” Dustin pointed out.

      “Makes it more fun, though,” Ben added. “His buddies are coming.”

      “Oh good. We’ll clean house all at once.”

      Ben grinned and nodded, lining up next to Dalton and Dustin. Oh, this was more fun than color TV. “You sure you want to get into this, boys? We’re loaded for bear.”

      One of the first asshole’s buddies took a shot at Dustin and went down. He didn’t get back up.

      The sound of his pops’s boot steps on the dirt were more familiar than anything but Dustin’s heartbeat. “What’s going on here?”

      “Mr. Jakoby! Thank God.” One of the riders stepped forward, hat in hand. “Your sons are beatin’ on my friends.”

      “Are they, now? Dalton?”

      “The man in question grabbed ahold of Cheri, cussed her, and questioned her honor, Pops.”

      His dad turned on the cowboys, glaring. “Did you, now? Well, boys, we don’t hold with that shit here.”

      “She’s a fucking dyke!”

      Dalton thought that if he hit the bastard again, it might clear up the slurring….

      It was the elder Jakoby who stepped up to the plate this time, grabbing the kid by the front of the shirt. “This rodeo company is friendly to everyone but assholes, boy.”

      It was good to be a gay man with a rodeo company where Granddaddy had a gay son, and his daddy had three out of five. Granddaddy didn’t hold with any hate—whether it be religion or race or who you fucked.

      “You old⁠—”

      “Jay!” the kid who’d tried to intervene barked hard. “Come on. We’re outnumbered.”

      “Fuck you. Fuck all y’all!”

      “You ever notice how they all reduce down to obscenities?” Dustin drawled.

      “Yup.” Ben cracked his knuckles. “Was there beer?”

      “There is.” Dalton didn’t bother to look over; Ben and Dustin had his back. “You want me to make sure they go, Pops?”

      “You and Dustin. No one goes alone until we know they’re out.” Pops turned to Cheri. “You okay, girl?”

      “Yes, Pops. Thank you. Just a bruise, huh?”

      “Well, someone get the lady some ice.”

      Dustin grinned at him, nodding toward the parking area. “Come on, Dee.”

      “Lead on, MacDuff.” He didn’t worry. Between Ben and the bullfighters, they were covered. No one would attack them all.

      “That was pure poetry, by the way. Those punches.”

      He managed a decent bow as he walked. “Thank you, thank you very much.”

      Dustin clapped him on the back when he straightened. “Ben was looking good too, for all that he lands on his head all the time. I’m surprised Tony didn’t wade in.”

      “Yeah.” That man had been grumpy, sure as shit. “Tony’s not bad for a bullfighter.”

      “Now…. What does that mean, kiddo?”

      The voice was as familiar and unwelcome as any he’d heard in damn near eight years.

      Tank.

      Tank Martin.

      Well, he’d be goddamned.
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      Precious little surprised Thomas “Tank” Martin these days.

      He’d worked the tiny shows, the big show. He’d seen good men trampled in the arena, and he’d seen pieces of shit win a million dollars because they were white and the biggie wows didn’t want another brown champion. He’d seen a lot.

      But he hadn’t seen Dalton Jakoby kicking ass and taking names like an avenging angel.

      His mouth was dry, and he was hard as diamonds, his entire body feeling like he was on fire.

      He also felt a little guilty. Dalton was… well, okay, Dalton wasn’t that young anymore. So why did he feel weird?

      “Well, Mr. Martin! Look at you. What are you doing, slumming with us lowlifes?” Dalton’s face was hidden behind the brim of his gimme cap.

      Dalton’s younger—at least by a couple three seconds—brother’s wasn’t, though. Dustin’s expression was pure shock.

      Denver must not have mentioned he was coming home. He couldn’t blame the man. Tank hadn’t been sure which night he’d make it to the show. He grinned slow.

      “I’m back to work. That working two hours a night was getting to me.”

      “Well, look at you. Good deal. How’s the leg? You get through rehab all right?” So, Dalton had been paying attention. Nice to know.

      Dalton had always paid close attention when Tank was around, and it was a balm for the ego back then. Right now it was inspiring. “Better all the time. I got to wear the tape and all in the arena, but it feels all right.”

      “Excellent,” the boys spoke together, then smiled as one, and as weird as it was, it felt right too, that they didn’t wish him hurt.

      “Looks like y’all had some excitement.”

      “Just some random asshole that hadn’t been raised right. No worries.”

      “Late to the party as always.” Tank shook his head. “What can I do?”

      “Come have a sit, if you want. Your team is over there in the parking lot with Ben.”

      “Tony and Greg?” Good deal. Surely Denver had told them….

      “Yep. At least in theory. They may be burying Ben in cement.”

      “Did he fall on his head again?”

      Dalton grinned. “How did you guess?”

      “That boy has a magnet in his skull or something.” That was a running joke, and Tank relaxed some, back on solid ground. Dalton had put him right off-kilter.

      “We’ll see you back at the circle,” Dustin said, giving Tank a wink.

      “You got it.” They were throwing him to the bullfighter wolves.

      It would be sad if he wasn’t so ready to take his place back.

      The big bull riding shows were lucrative. Great exposure.

      Exhausting.

      And shit if them bulls weren’t so genetically modified that they were like machines. Demons. Something.

      Down in the trenches, the bulls to cowboys ratio was more even, less likely to get someone killed. Not only that, but he was tired of the glitz, the cameras, the constant bullshit.

      He loved the people, but he loved the Jakoby Company too.

      He’d started with Denver Jakoby back when he was a junior guy, and he’d worked his way up the ranks quick as he could.

      “Tank! Well, hey, man!” One of the stock guys came over, glad-handing him.

      “Les! Man! How goes it?”

      “Good. Good. You’re visiting?”

      “Coming back to work.”

      Les beamed. “Good deal. You know these bulls.”

      “I did, and I’ve been keeping an eye on y’all. I needed to come back for my sanity. This is home.”

      “For a lot of us.”

      “It’s a good spot.” Dalton and Dustin came back into the light, Dalton catching his attention.

      Jesus. Look at that hot little hard body. Look at him move. Dalton was… a blond dream. A man now, instead of a kid.

      A stud.

      One who had been hot for him more than a few years ago.

      He grinned. Knowing his luck, Dalton had a boyfriend now. Christ, Dalton had been fifteen back then, and he wasn’t going fishing in a throwback pond.

      Hell, who was he kidding? Dalton had to have fucked a dozen guys by now. The thought shouldn’t bother him, but it kinda did. That wasn’t fair, but hey.

      He wandered out to the guys, needing to know whether they were happy to see him or just pissed that their world was fixin’ to change.

      
        * * *

      

      “I see the way you still look at him.”

      “Shut up, Bubba. It don’t matter. It’s just admiring.”

      Tank was built like his nickname—square and solid as a rock, muscles from here to there, and eyes so dark they looked like a hawk’s. Fuck, Dalton wanted to get on his knees and worship Tank like some Roman idol.

      That would probably be awkward as fuck.

      “He’s something. Not my style, but pretty.” Dustin was laughing at him, damn it.

      “Boys, get out there and make sure those assholes leave.” Pops was on the phone, to Momma he was sure. He hated being sent on bullshit errands so his folks could talk.

      “The bullfighters are out there with Ben.” They could handle watching taillights, for fuck’s sake.

      “Uh-huh. The team will have their hands full with Ben alone. Go. Help. Be useful.”

      “Now, Pops, you know at least one of us is useful. I can’t be replaced with any fool on a saddle.”

      “I will beat you, Bubba,” Dalton said, with no heat. “Seriously.”

      Besides, Tank was out there.

      Fucking hot Tank Martin, with his broad shoulders and his dark eyes and….

      “Unless you’re scared.”

      “Fuck off, Bubba.” Time for a noogie.

      He grabbed Dustin by the head, digging his knuckles in as his baby brother by three minutes squealed. “Where’s your hat, Bubba?”

      “Shut up. It’s in my back pocket. Dork.”

      They struggled briefly, but Pops had given them a job to do, so they quit laughing soon enough and trailed out to parking, where they watched to make sure the offender was getting his shit and getting the hell out of Dodge.

      Looked good, actually. Only three remaining trucks were firing up, so they would just make sure no one decided to hit a company vehicle on the way out.

      “You boys need backup?” Tony and Ben showed with Tank right behind.

      Dustin winked at Dalton, and he could hear the soft he can’t remember we’re not fourteen anymore echoing in his head.

      Dalton dipped his chin in agreement. No shit on that.

      Tank sighed dramatically. “They’re doing that twin thing, Ben. Make them stop.”

      “Ain’t nobody got that power. They used to be the same egg.”

      Ben got it.

      Tank probably did too, but he did love to tease.

      “Looks like they’re clearing out,” Dustin murmured. “Come on, guys. I’m starving.”

      “Are you the one that’s scared now?” he teased.

      “I’ll hang out with Dalton.” Tank waggled his eyebrows. “Still spoiling for a fight.”

      Dustin’s grin went wide. “Cool. We’re making burgers.”

      “I’m in.” Tank waved off Dustin.

      They stood there and watched, but Dalton’s focus was on the hard body beside him. Christ, he’d been watching the fine son of a bitch for ten years. He even liked the way Tank smelled—sweat and musk and maybe a little dirt. He was a rodeo man, after all.

      He’d been a kid when he’d gone to the bullfighter, burning with hormones and stolen beer, wanting a kiss, a touch. Anything. He’d been stupid in love, the man his hero, the center of his world.

      Tank had turned him down so gently. Sweet as cherry pie about it. Dalton had never been so humiliated.

      The looks from the others had been bad enough, but when Uncle Roy had come to him? Told him to leave the bullfighters alone? That meant everyone knew.

      His cheeks heated even now, just thinking about it.

      “You okay?” Tank asked.

      “Yep. Just waiting to make sure they all go.”

      “They’re stupid, but the ass kicking looks to have worked.”

      “Once they realize they’re outnumbered by decent folk, they usually hit the road.” He watched the trucks burn out of the lot. Reckless bastards.

      “Yep. You did good, Dalton.”

      The praise made him blush, and he was grateful for the darkness. “Just doing my job.”

      “Sure, but you have a talent for it.” Tank touched his arm, making all kinds of things tingle.

      “Kicking ass? Thanks, I think.” Fuck-a-doodle-doo. “I smell the burgers.”

      “Me too. Come on, buddy. I’m starving.”

      Buddy. That was an improvement over kiddo. He guessed he’d take it. Hell, what choice did he have? He’d grown up, moved on.

      “Let me go check that we’re all set for the night with Dustin, and I’ll be right there.”
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      Tank grinned, tickled as shit to be back with the Jakoby circle. So many familiar faces. So many people shaking his hand.

      “Dude! I thought you were gone forever!” Deb threw her arms around him and hugged him tight. “Pops was keeping secrets!”

      The eldest Jakoby was the spitting image of her momma, all redheaded and freckled, the wild hair and slight frame making her seem about twelve and vulnerable, when she was damn near thirty and the toughest broad in rodeo.

      Tank chuckled. “I wasn’t sure what event I would get here, hon. I kept getting contract bullshit from the big show.” Not that those folks hadn’t been great. They had.

      “Well, I’m tickled shitless to have you home. I can’t wait to hear all the stories.”

      “There are a shit-ton.” Tank had a feeling he would be telling them for days. Good thing he was a champion bullshitter. He did love to spin a good yarn.

      “You working tomorrow? Have you talked to the team?”

      “Not yet, and yeah, I’m supposed to be. Jonah went to work with the Cervis for a while.” Jonah Park was a great bullfighter, but he preferred working the big stock shows and staying home with his new baby twins more.

      “Ah. Yeah, those baby boys are calling his name. Have a seat, you. The twins have dealt with the assholes.”

      “Thanks.” He grabbed a folding lawn chair. He needed to reoutfit his trailer some when he picked it up. He’d gotten spoiled sleeping in hotels.

      He had to admit, there was something deeply happy-making about this, though. This wasn’t an after-party or eating with a ton of fans staring at you while you tried to get enough meat off the buffalo wings at Hooters to satisfy your empty belly.

      This was grills and beer and everyone he knew. He scanned the crowd of cowboys and cowgirls, refamiliarizing himself with faces and playing the name game.

      Every so often, someone would come and sit, then wander. Finally it was Mr. Denver who settled in next to him like a king on a throne.

      “Evenin’, Mr. Martin. Glad you made it.”

      “Thank you, sir.” He nodded easily. “So am I. Been a long while.”

      “Yes. You did good. Still, I’m happy to have you back.” Denver Jakoby—hell, all the Jakobys—were fiercely loyal, totally focused on their family, blood and not.

      “It’s good to be back.” It was too. His shoulders and neck already felt better, his whole body more relaxed. At the risk of sounding like a whiny baby, there was a lot more pressure up at the big show. The bulls were faster, the riders were worth more money, and the cameras followed a man everywhere.

      “Things here haven’t changed much. I mean, I’m spending more time at home. Linda has her hands full with Darius and Dakota…. Lord have mercy. The boys and Deb have been dealing with a ton of the dailies so I can beat teenagers.”

      “Teenagers. Good God, boss.” He gave Denver a mock-horrified look. “You mean Dalton and Dustin aren’t teenagers anymore?”

      Denver snorted. “No, sir. Those boys have grown up good. Different in how they work, for all they’re twins too, and thank God for it.”

      “Good deal. You can use the help.” Tank scanned the ever-changing crowd again, idly hunting the twins.

      They showed up together, backlit, both of them strutting like bull riders, so sure of their place in the world that it hurt.

      Tank stared when they walked into the light. Dalton stood on the left. Tank would know that tanned face anywhere, even though he supposedly looked just like Dustin. Holy shit and Shinola, look at that.

      That wasn’t the skinny little pimpled teen who had come on to him after a stolen beer one night.

      Shit no.

      Dalton was the fucking vision of cowboy—jaw like chiseled granite, roper’s scar on the corner of one lip, eyes like chips of blue ice in the dim light. He stood there, hipshot, and was pure muscle, a lean little stud of a man in Wranglers.

      Tank’s heartbeat kicked up a little. Christ. “Definitely all grown.”

      The boys came over to them, Dalton right there in front of him, like a candy store. What the actual fuck?

      “Hey, son.” Denver said it like they were one person. “How’s it going?”

      “All dealt with, Pops,” Dalton said, and Dustin nodded.

      “Beer, Dee?”

      “Please, Bubba.” Dalton nodded to Dustin, offered him a conspiratorial grin.

      “You got it.” Dustin headed for the coolers, and Dalton sat near Tank.

      Tank blinked. “Hey.”

      “Hey, man. Surprise, surprise, huh? You’re really coming to take over for Jonah?”

      “Taking over for Jonah. At least for the time being.” He knew he might have to go back up and do the finals at the bull riding, but he had months before that reared its head. “Good to be home.”

      “Glad to have you back, man. Seriously.” Dalton held one hand out to him, callused and square and solid.

      He shook, hoping like hell his palm wasn’t sweaty. Dalton was just his thing, and that was scary and kinda wonderful all at once.

      Dalton shook like a man who greeted folks for a living—not too hard, not too limp. Just a solid handshake that put a guy at ease.

      Tank sat back, just staring, hoping he wasn’t being obvious.

      Dustin returned with a beer, grinning like a fool. “Tank! Hey, man. How goes? We’re all bustin’ our buttons having you back.”

      “Hey, Dustin. How’s it hanging?”

      “Good. Good. Been busy, but that’s good, right?”

      “Damn good. We like it when people want to come to the rodeo.” In fact, they were a growing sport again, which rocked his socks.

      Dalton nodded in concert with Denver. As much as Deb was like Miss Linda, the boys were mini-Denvers—blond, blue-eyed, solid and short, and stubborn as any bull.

      He admired the hell out of Denver Jakoby, keeping it all in the family, keeping his kids involved. It couldn’t be easy.

      Of course, Darrell Jakoby, the granddaddy of the rodeo, hadn’t given any of the kids a choice. Even Dallas, the son who was the reason this rodeo had a zero tolerance for bigotry policy, was the rodeo’s vet. Hell, it was common knowledge that Dallas and Doc McClellan had been on-again, off-again for thirty years.

      Tank grinned. Crusty old goats.

      “What’s so funny, Tank?” Dustin asked.

      “Just happy,” he said. It was the God’s honest truth.

      “Rock on. We like that.”

      Deb came over with a pallet of cupcakes and plopped down. “Food. Well, it’s got calories and shit.”

      “Nice.” Tank waited for the guys to get some, then grabbed two cupcakes and a cookie. Damn.

      “Uh-huh. It’ll do.”

      “You’re gonna get fat, Sister,” Dalton teased, and Deb just flipped him off, both of them laughing like loons.

      Denver rolled his eyes. “Y’all be good.” He grabbed two cupcakes. “Gonna go call your momma back. She was dealing with some high school drama thing.”

      “Tell her we said we love her and don’t kill the babies!” The three eldest Jakobys spoke in unison, making Tank smile. The babies.

      From all gossip and accounts, of which there was more than a bit, Darius was nineteen and a wild child in Commerce, and little Miss Dakota was a junior rodeo queen, a high school junior, and a disaster looking for a place to land. To the others, they were just “the babies.”

      Tank shook his head. He was an only child, and his folks had found out about him and Joe Lonetree and kicked his ass out. The Jakobys fascinated him.

      They loved unconditionally, and God help you if they decided you belonged in their clan. You became family, with all the nonsense that entailed.

      Tank loved it. Craved it.

      Thank God he was home.

      Dalton licked some icing off his upper lip, the sight enough to make the pit of his belly ache. Tank shook his head slightly. No mooning over the boss’s kid. Especially one he’d turned down. Now, Dalton was a sight older, but Tank figured it was his punishment to think Dalton was so hot.

      “So, Tank, you have to have seen some stuff. Start talking.” Deb looked like a little girl waiting for her story.

      Tank laughed right out loud. “What kinds of stories do you want to hear, baby girl? You want to hear about Ryan Lartner and the elevator?” he asked, referring to a well-known bull rider from Georgia.

      “Lord yes.” Suddenly there were cowboys coming from everywhere, eyes all shining like he was Santa. His team was there, his fellow bullfighters grinning at him.

      “Well, there I was, getting into an elevator with the man and some of his buddies, and he was spitting tobacco juice on the floor!”

      “Oh, ew.” That was Miss Candace, the world’s oldest barrel racer. She was kickass. “Tell me you beat his butt.”

      “Oh, I didn’t have to. The boys with him recognized me and gave him hell. I think they was trying to impress me.”

      “Well, you’re famous and shit now, man.” Dalton bumped shoulders with him, and he swore electricity jolted through him.

      “Yeah.” He shrugged, trying not to be ungrateful. He loved his job. Famous was less wonderful, even if it was only in the bull riding world.

      Dustin chuckled softly. “Who wants to be famous when you can be a rodeo man in peace, Dee?”

      “No shit on that, Bubba.”

      Tank nodded. “Amen.”

      Hat brims bobbed with him. Some of the younger ones, the new guys with shiny spurs, didn’t get it, but once you passed a certain spot and you hadn’t grabbed that gold ring, you knew the chances were… slim.

      Sometimes a man had to know where he belonged.
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      “Dude, Dee. Tank is… he’s back.”

      “Come on in, Dustin. I don’t mind.”

      “Of course you don’t. I brought Shiners and chips and salsa.” Oh, when Bubba brought the snacks, it was time for a heart-to-heart.

      “I got queso I can warm up.”

      “I’ll lock the door and put the TV on.”

      Yeah, these walls were thin enough, and if the door was unlocked, folks waltzed right in. That was his bad; he tended to have an open-door policy.

      He heated up the cheese, and they settled together on the sofa, Dustin staring at him. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I mean, it was a long time ago. I was stupid. But seeing him all over the place is wow….” Dalton’s cheeks heated on him.

      “Nah. He’s hotter than the Fourth of July, Dee. I can see why you had to try.”

      “Yeah. Still…. It’s hard to look at him, what with him knowing….” He gave Dustin a look. “And thanks for making me feel less self-conscious. Tank is family. He deserves to be here.”

      “Sure he does, but why didn’t Pops say so? That seems… big.”

      Dustin’s words actually helped, a lot, because if Bubba had known and not warned him, not told him⁠—

      “Stop it. I would have said. You know that.”

      Dalton nodded. Right. He did know that. Tank had been his first heartbreak. He’d had a couple three since, but Tank had been the center of his universe for a little bit.

      The man was still so fine he made Dalton ache.

      “He was kind about it. I did wonder if he left because of me.”

      “You were the boss’s kid. I can see that.”

      “Yeah. He had to figure that was better than me making more of an ass of myself.” Dalton sighed.

      “You sort of…. Well, you were young.”

      “An asshole.”

      “Brave?”

      He wished. “Cocksure.”

      “I thought you were brave, Dee.”

      “Thanks, Bubba. I was just so sure he would take what I offered. I was an idiot.”

      “We were teenagers. They only come in idiot.” Dustin leaned against him, sighed. “Hell, you tried, didn’t you?”

      “I did. You’re just shy, Bubba.” He put an arm around his brother, offering comfort. Dustin had the worst luck ever with men.

      “I am. You’re fearless. One day I’ll figure that out, I swear.”

      “One day you’ll realize that being you is more than enough.” He squeezed. “Now I need something sweet.”

      “After the cupcakes? You’re going to get a belly….” Dustin poked his stomach.

      “Nah. I work hard, and it takes a lot of abs to do what I do.” He pulled away gently before rising. “Besides, I got those Milano things and some chocolate frosting.”

      “Oooh.” Dustin’s eyes lit up.

      “See? You get me.”

      “Duh. You want to watch Pitch Black? I’m needing some Vin Diesel.”

      “I could totally watch that.” The other movies did nothing for
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