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        In this stand-alone companion story to The Cowboy and the Dom Series, Sam’s only remaining brother, Army Ranger and EOD Specialist, Jim Bowie O’Reilly, suffers an injury in the line of duty, and is sent home to the family ranch in Texas to recuperate. But sometimes you can’t go home again.

      

        

      
        Thomas and Sam welcome Bowie for a visit in New York, but their lifestyle doesn’t easily lend itself to long-term house guests. Enter Thomas’s trusted friend, EMT and former combat medic Gabriel “Angel” Rogers. The two men met once before when Bowie visited Sam for his birthday, and it doesn’t take the men long to admit they had an instant attraction.

      

        

      
        They soon discover their desires overlap as well and they set each other on fire. But two big men need space and, as neither is in love with the city, Bowie invites Angel back to Texas to vacation in one of the run-down beach houses he’s flipped. On the eve of their departure though, Angel’s coworker and friend is gravely injured in an accident leaving his ambulance crew shorthanded, and Angel stays behind to help his team get back on their feet.

      

        

      
        The distance might be more than either man can handle. With a whole country between them, they manage to derail something that had been going so well and it takes a risky intervention to stop them from ruining the best thing they’ve ever had.
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      Gabriel never had a bad day.

      He had some weird days, days that wiped him out, days he saved a horrible person or couldn’t save a good one, a day here and there that he’d like not to repeat, thankyouverymuch—but never a bad one. Nope. There wasn’t any such thing as a bad day if you made it home from Afghanistan.

      Today had been like a nine out of ten though, man. They’d had winners on the bus: babies on the way, kids that were more scared than hurt, a little old lady with a busted hip that said she was a princess, a homeless guy named Augustus that could recite Shakespeare backward and was going to get a bed and three squares for a night or two. He’d take more todays if he had a say.

      He fought his way through the crowd at Mike’s, just trying to get to the bar because, goddammit, he was going to toast this day with a beer. The biker bar was always a madhouse on Saturday nights, but as the weather got warmer even more fools came out, and tonight he wasn’t sure there was enough room for him anywhere.

      Fortunately, his six-foot-four frame made him easy to spot.

      “Angel!” Darla shouted to get his attention.

      He waved to the bartender, and she pointed at a bottle of beer crowd-surfing its way over to him. He grinned and blew her a kiss, grateful for friends who always had his back.

      She waved back at him, all smiles and boobs. Lord, that woman could work her butt off.

      He grabbed the beer, giving the guy who handed it over a high five, before taking a deep swig. Oh, hoppy goodness. Hell, yes. All he needed now were his two favorite people on earth. He pulled out his phone, texting Sammy and Tommy. One of them would answer. Mikes or club?

      Mike’s. I’m half into a grenache already. Where are you?

      Into a what? He swore sometimes Tommy just said shit to confuse him. Tell me ur not in this swarm

      Lounge

      Thank fuck. Omw

      He finished his beer before he stomped down the stairs and, with thick fingers, punched in the code for Mike’s little private lounge. It was a sweet setup—couches and a few tables, quiet and peaceful, a place where men and women of their persuasion could chill out.

      He closed the door behind him, and all the noise stopped. “Ah. Better.”

      “That was quick.” Tommy was his usual vision all in leather, sitting in a deep chair, his boy curled against one leg. “I guess angels really can fly.”

      “Ha!” He laughed, the sound echoing off the ceiling tile and making him wince. Shit. Inside voice. “You look comfy.”

      Little Sammy smiled up at him, the look warm and happy. Someone was in a fine mood—new haircut, old jeans, loose button-down that was two sizes too big. In a fine mood and had been busy too.

      His fingers twitched. He wanted a hug. Sammy gave the best hugs. Then—talking about friends that always had your back—Tommy leaned over and whispered to Sammy, and the boy slowly got to his feet.

      “Angel.” Sammy launched into his arms, hugging him tight. He grabbed the boy by his hips, because if Sammy was moving that slow, his back was probably well-striped. He wanted to see. Tommy did the best work, and Sammy was built like a tiny brick shithouse.

      How about that? An ancient princess, a beer, a hug from Sammy, and everything was right in his stupid little world. Right on. “Hey, Sammy. You feeling good?”

      “So good.” Sammy looked up at him, and there was zero question his friend was on cloud nine. “You need anything? Water?”

      “Yeah, water would be great. You wanna show off your stripes?”

      Tommy jumped in. “Only if you want to, sweetheart.”

      “Oh. Yeah. Only if you want to.” Please let Sammy want to. Thank you. Amen.

      Sammy blushed but nodded to him. It was still so new for Little Sammy, but he was blooming, working and happy, and making Tommy more relaxed in his own skin than Gabe had ever seen.

      Sammy got him a bottle of water along with one for Tommy. Then Sam carefully removed the loose, soft shirt, turning so Gabe could see Tommy’s work.

      Oh, yeah. Tommy was so good with a flogger. The boy’s skin was flushed red, and the lines from the flogger’s falls were consistently deep and evenly laid out. It was Tommy’s favorite instrument, and it totally showed. “Looks like someone was a good boy.” He smiled. “Very pretty, Tommy.”

      Tommy gave him a nod. “My boy’s inspirational, as you might imagine.”

      “Looking good, Sammy.” Really good. He patted a spot on the boy’s arm, well away from any marks.

      “Thank you.” Sammy returned to Tommy, leaning hard against Tommy’s leather-clad legs. Tommy rested one hand on Sammy’s nape, the act possessive, the “mine” clear to anyone who looked.

      Tommy and Sammy met after Sammy’s brother, James—Tommy’s former sub and lover—was murdered by a jealous bartender who worked at Tommy’s BDSM club. They’d come a damn long way since that day. Sammy had seemed little more than a hotheaded cowboy then, and Tommy had always spent his time deep in the tradition and formality of the lifestyle. Apart from their shared grief over James, it had seemed like the two had little in common.

      Gabe would have bet money it wouldn’t work out, and he was happy to be wrong. Mostly. He’d take Little Sammy off Tommy’s hands in a heartbeat.

      Heh. Who was he kidding? He loved them together. And he’d found a real friend in Sammy.

      “Sit, craning my neck is uncomfortable.” Tommy laughed and pointed to a chair nearby.

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He plopped down and sprawled, nodding to a married couple and their boy held between them while they played a game of cards.

      “So how’s things? Work good?” He asked about work because it was polite and all, and work was important to Tommy, but he was always in over his head once Tommy—and Sammy too, for that matter—started talking. He tended to hear art and money and research and donor and blahblahblah and he tried, but after a while he’d kind of tune out.

      “…reception for the photography exhibit, and I’m trying to find a list of donors that would be willing to…”

      Whoa. Yeah. He’d ask about football next.

      Sammy grinned at him, eyes twinkling and wicked, like he knew.

      “That’s about it I guess. You?”

      “Same old, same old with me. It was good day today, though. Met a guy who could recite Hamlet backward.” He hadn’t read it since…a long-ass time ago, but it sounded like Hamlet.

      Tommy laughed. “That’s a talent.”

      “He was funny. Sick, though. Bad flu, I think.” He’d had better stories as a field medic, but he liked being an EMT. He was good at it, he met tons of people, and no one was shooting at him.

      “I don’t know how you don’t catch every bug in the city.”

      “Masks, gloves, don’t touch your eyes.” He grinned. “I did in the beginning actually, but I’m pretty sturdy. Aaron’s still getting sick every other week, but he’s a baby.”

      “You’re just old.” Sammy was a turd. Adorable, but a turd.

      “Didn’t you bring something to hit him with, Tommy? You know, nipple clamps are great for occasions like this too.”

      “Actually, I like it when he says that. It makes me feel younger.”

      Gabe snorted. “If the pair of you got any younger, you’d be in diapers.”

      “Hey, I’m over thirty.” Tommy pretended to be offended. Or he thought that was pretending.

      “Yeah, by the seat of your Pampers.”

      Tommy’s jaw dropped, he made a little tick mark in the air, and they all started laughing. Sammy most of all.

      Tommy sipped the water Sammy brought him and caught his eye. “So, have you heard about Clint’s new bartender yet?”

      “He already hired someone?” He was still working up to going back to the club. He would. He probably could now that things were settling down.

      “It’s a bar, Angel. How long did you think he’d be able to go without?” Tommy picked up the buzzing cell phone on the arm of the chair and looked at it. “Stephanie is calling me.”

      Nothing like a call from your mother-in-law while hanging out at Mike’s.

      Sam lifted his head, that frown immediate. “Answer. What if it’s Daddy?”

      He caught the look between them, and Tommy answered. “Hello, Steph—yes, he’s right here, is everything all right?…Oh…bad?…Oh…of course, Momma, hold on.” Tommy held the phone out to Sammy, looking very much like he’d gotten bad news. “Sam.”

      “Is it Daddy?” Sam reached up and took the phone.

      Tommy shook his head no. “Talk to your mother.”

      After James was murdered, Sammy’s dad had a stroke. But Gabe thought the man was recovering well. If it wasn’t Sammy’s dad, then it had to be…shit. Sammy’s big brother, Bowie, the Ranger, was deployed overseas. Fuck. He leaned forward in his seat, watching Sammy closely.

      “Hey, Momma. What’s…oh. Oh, damn. How bad?…Okay. Germany. Right. Well, let me talk to Thomas, and I’ll call you back. Love you.…Yeah, yeah. I love you. Bye.” Sam hung up and shook his head. “It finally happened. Bowie lost to a bomb.”

      Gabe sighed. Lost to a bomb. Bowie was a specialist. That could be some ugly shit. “How bad?”

      Tommy slid off the chair to the floor beside Sammy. “What can we do?”

      “He was lucky. He knew it was going bad. He was running. He’s got some damage to his left leg. They think they can save it.” Sam grabbed Thomas’s hand. “He’s in a hospital in Germany. How do you feel about going over to see him?”

      “I’ll do anything you want, sweetheart. You tell me where and when, and I’ll get the tickets.” The look that passed between them was so intense; Tommy just took it on for Sammy without any thought at all.

      It was hard not to be envious of that. Not of them, but of that look. That kind of connection. He cleared his throat and stood up. “I’ll get you guys a car, sneak you out the back. It’s a zoo up there.”

      “Thank you, Gabe.” Tommy nodded to him. “Can you water the plants? We’ll text you when we know when we’re leaving.”

      That request was not in any way, shape, or form meant to rub salt in a wound, but fuck if it didn’t anyway. What was wrong with him?

      “Of course, man. Whatever you guys need, you know that. Hang here, I’ll text you when your car is outside.”

      Tommy was getting Sammy up, putting that shirt back on the boy. “I’m real sorry, Sammy. You tell him thank you for me.” He gave Sammy’s shoulder a squeeze.

      “He’ll be fine. I swear. I know he will.” Sammy sighed. “I guess this means he’ll be going home.”

      For a lifer like Bowie, that might be harder to deal with than whatever happened with the leg. “He’s a tough nut. I’ve got faith.” That was about all Gabe was going to say. In his experience, the words “bomb” and “fine” didn’t cross paths that often. He headed upstairs to get some air and call an Uber.
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      Bowie sat in the barn. A year. A motherfucking year. Rehab. Wheelchairs. Surgeries. Pain. Now he was home.

      Fucking go him.

      He had an arm crutch he didn’t use nine times out of ten, his pension, and a freedom beard that was prodigious.

      “Bowie? Bowie, where are you?”

      Hiding. I’m fucking hiding because y’all won’t leave me alone. “I’m in the barn, Momma. I’m fine. Just relaxing.”

      “In the barn?”

      No, I’m in the storm cellar swimming with the water moccasins. For fuck’s sake. “Yep. I’m fixin’ to call Sammy. See how he’s doing.”

      Her shadow appeared at the barn door, wavering a little bit.

      Go on. Please. Just go. Leave me alone. Leave me alone.

      He waited, almost praying that she’d go.

      “Okay…I’m fixin’ to run to the Walmart. You want anything?”

      “No, ma’am.” Go away!

      “Okay, honey. Love you.”

      She disappeared, and he grabbed his phone and dialed his baby brother. He needed a fight, and Sam was guaranteed to give it to him.

      “Hey, Bowie. How goes?”

      “Fine. You? You busy?”

      “Nah, just answering emails.”

      Ah, an opening. “Lazy asshole.”

      “I miss you too, dipshit. Did you call for a reason?”

      “I’m fixin’ to hang myself from the ceiling fan, Sammy. This is hell on earth.” It was humid and hot, boring and quiet. There was nothing to do, Momma and Daddy watched a shit-ton of television, and no one had anything important for him to do.

      “Uh-huh. ‘You gotta hold down the fort, Sammy. Momma and Daddy need you, baby boy. You have responsibilities, you’re the only one left at home…’ Tell me that again? I might feel sorry for you this time.”

      “Fuck off. You got out, didn’t you? I…I can’t do this, man. I can’t.” He looked at his leg and shook his head. “Three more feet. Three more feet was all I needed.”

      “Uh-huh. And those three more feet saved Sergeant Neill. You saved her.”

      “Go me.” Fuck. What the fuck did it matter? He saved her. Now he was tore up and shiftless.

      “Listen, I know. Thomas and I made it three days and that was plenty. You want to come up for a visit, maybe?”

      The offer was like a breath of fresh air. “Please. Please, man. I hate it here. I need out. This is hell.”

      “Drama queen.”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Uh, no. And you can’t have Thomas either.”

      He snorted, grinning. “Impossible. He’s already got a rod up his ass.”

      “Come up here and say that to my face.” Sammy laughed, though.

      “You’re serious? Tommy won’t mind?” Contrary to popular belief, he liked Tommy. Hell, he liked Sammy. The kid had grown up good.

      James had too. But it had only taken a single crazy motherfucker to steal James from all of them.

      “I’m serious. Thomas likes you. It’ll be good. We’ll hang out.”

      “Okay. Give me a few days to get a ticket. I’ll text.” He already felt like he could breathe better.

      “Sure, man. Break it to Momma easy, she’s just worried, you know?”

      “I will.” He’d tell her Sammy needed him. Bad.

      “See you soon, butthead.”

      “Love you too, man.” He hung up, feeling lighter. He might not have much more to do in New York, but he’d be somewhere new. Somewhere not here.

      Somewhere else.

      He couldn’t help himself. He needed out.
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      “Whoever thought up this medicine ball shit was a goddamn sadist.” Gabe caught the heavy ball from Thomas, did a sit up, and tossed it back.

      “Ninety-one, Ninety-two…”

      “I mean, seriously. This is hard.” Almost as hard as going to the gym after a night shift.

      “Getting old is a bitch, hm?” Tommy grinned at him. “Ninety-four…”

      “Shut up.”

      “Ninety-five…did Sam tell you Bowie’s visiting?”

      “No shit?” He caught the fucking ball again. “How long’s he been here?”

      “Just got here yesterday. He stayed with us last night. Ninety-eight. Fuck, that one hurt.” Tommy huffed out a breath.

      “Why the hell are we doing this shit again?” Last night, huh? Must be time to take everyone out for pizza.

      “Because I’ll be damned if my boy is going to have better abs than I do. All right, that’s an even hundred, I’m done.” Tommy dropped the ball on the mat like it had offended him.

      “Tommy, I adore you, but Sammy’s got washboard abs. Like rocks.”

      Tommy stood up and lifted up his shirt, showing off a very respectable six-pack. Not Sammy’s caliber, but totally legit. “Fifteen months I’ve been working on this.”

      He applauded, honestly impressed. He was beefy rather than strong, not cut, but he worked for his figure.

      Tommy dropped his shirt and offered him a hand up. “Bowie is getting around rather well. It’s impressive given there was a point when they couldn’t promise he’d regain enough sensation to walk.”

      “Yeah? That’s good. How long is he staying?” He and Bowie had shared a single, fairly wild night once, and he wouldn’t be opposed to repeating it.

      “Mmm.” Tommy hummed and glanced at him, then opened up a water bottle and took a long drink before answering. “Nobody seems to have an answer to that question.”

      Oh. Staying with them indefinitely. That was what the medicine ball was about. And the extra miles on the treadmill. One night and Bowie was already cramping Tommy’s style. “You ready to hit the showers? Get some breakfast, maybe?”

      “Yes. That would be nice.”

      “How’s Sammy handling having Bowie there?” If he knew Sam O’Reilly, the boy would have cleaned hysterically for the last three days.

      “You know how my boy is. It’s very important to him that Bowie is…comfortable. He was anxious about his brother arriving; he’s anxious now that Bowie is here. I’m hoping he’ll settle some once Bowie does because I certainly can’t…well. I’m not going to work with Sam with his brother in the apartment.”

      “No. No, I can’t imagine. How used to regular scenes is Sam?”

      “Certainly every weekend, but it’s not unusual for a session on a weeknight. The trouble is, they’re not planned. Sam is very accustomed to getting what he needs when he needs it. As am I.” Tommy opened a tall locker and undressed, trading clothing for a towel.

      “Damn. Damn, that’s got to be stressful. Holler if there’s anything I can do. I have a guest room. Not a sofa.”

      Tommy smiled at him. “We have a guest room now as well; we dismantled the playroom a year ago. But thank you. My guess is, Sam won’t move family out.” Tommy disappeared behind a shower curtain. “But I wouldn’t object to you taking Bowie sightseeing or something.”

      Sightseeing. Oh, he could handle that. “Sure, Tommy. No problem.”

      He started the water, the heat pounding down on him. He was going to have to get to bed after breakfast. His late shift was getting to him.

      They showered and changed, and Tommy put on a suit for work. “You think we should take Bowie to the club or to Mike’s this weekend?”

      “Mike’s.” Bowie could handle the bar, and he could keep the Ranger occupied so his friends could go get some personal time in the lounge.

      “We’ll plan on that, then. Would you like to meet for dinner first?”

      “You know it. I love to eat.”

      “Good. We’ll talk details in a day or two. Speaking of eating, are you ready for some breakfast?” Tommy shouldered a big gym bag and grinned at him.

      “You bet. You used up all my reserves, man.”

      Tommy laughed and headed out into the gorgeous morning. “So, Gabe, Sam and I have been together for over a year now.”

      “Congrats. Are you buying rings?”

      “It’s not something we’ve ever discussed, no.”

      He rolled his eyes. Tommy took him completely seriously. Go figure.

      “I recall we had a short conversation not long after Sam and I got serious about finding you a sub.”

      “Yep. We did already have that talk. Thanks.”

      “Gabe.”

      “You know, Tommy, I’m okay.”

      “Really? Are you a Dom?”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” Was he a Dom? Of course. Why was Tommy picking on him? The guy must be hangry.

      “Because a Dom has a sub. A Dom doesn’t go years without one. A former Dom might. Are you retired?”

      “If I am, it’s no one’s business except for possibly a sub if I was working with one.” Which he wasn’t. Gabe wasn’t interested in some sweet little boy. Even Sammy, who he loved beyond reason was just dear. He wasn’t looking for dear, but bratty wasn’t his turn-on either. “I work a lot, Tommy.”

      “All right. I know you work. But don’t tell me it’s not my business. What kind of friend would I be if I didn’t ask? If I didn’t want to help you find what you need? As I recall, the lifestyle wasn’t just a hobby for you. Where’s your outlet? It’s my job as a friend to make sure you’re healthy, Gabe.”

      His cheeks were on fire; he could feel it. “I’ve gotten off, man.”

      Mostly with his own hand, but he had a couple of fuck buddies at Mike’s.

      Tommy smiled at him. “Oh, Gabe. I see now. You’re more in line with what Sam and I are doing. You’re not separating the two. A sub and a lover I mean. You’re looking for twenty-four seven. I thought you were more like Clint, I thought you could perhaps find a sub without finding a lover in them.”

      “Shit, I don’t have time for two relationships.” And, he had to be honest, he wasn’t half as formal as Tommy, much less Clint.

      “That I understand. Though I hate to tell you, you can have your hands full with just one person too.” Tommy laughed. “Trust me on that.”

      “Well, I’m not going through every O’Reilly known to man.” Hell, he’d only sampled the oldest one. Nibbled a little.

      “Your loss. They’re delicious.” Tommy winked and opened the door to the little diner-style breakfast place. “I don’t think Bowie is an option on the menu, though. Not for me anyway. I’d like to keep the O’Reilly I have.”

      “I can see that, and your current cowboy seems unlikely to share. He’s a little possessive.”

      “I can relate.” They both got a good laugh out of that one.

      They got good seats for people-watching, right by the window. He loved that. The city got colorful in the summer; people turned in all the black and gray and put on colorful tank tops and shorts and stuff. Made people-watching way more interesting.

      “What’s Bowie doing today?”

      “Honestly? I think Sam was going to get him out to the park and try to talk. Figure out where Bowie’s head is.”

      “Ah, so they’re going to walk in circles, grunt at each other, and eat ice cream.” Then Sam would go home and jitter about enough to drive Tommy insane.

      He thought the whole thing would be hilarious.

      Tommy sighed and didn’t seem to find it funny. “Yeah. I’d guess that’s about right. And then I’ll get home, and he’ll be all wound up and worried, and the best I’ll be able to do for him is give him a hug.”

      They ordered breakfast. Tommy asked for a garden omelet, and Gabe ordered pretty much everything else on the menu.

      “Well, if I can help, holler. You know I get along with Bowie just fine.”

      “Thank you. I appreciate that. If Sam’s wound up, he will be too.”

      Hell, he could handle Bowie a little wound up. Could be a good time.

      “So, how are you, man? I know you like your routine.” Tommy was a creature of habit. Gabe’s world didn’t allow for that. He was a creature of constant change. Didn’t that make him grin.

      Everything about Tommy relaxed. Boom. He could see it plain as day. “Yes. I do. I’ve never been so at ease, Gabe. Sam is good for me. And he’s happy too. It’s nice to be able to say that and know it’s true with everything I am.”

      “Good. I’m fucking happy for you.” And he could mean it, too. Jealous? Sure, but happy.

      It was all good, right? He was a busy guy. He had friends at Mike’s and work and at the club. People seemed to like him around. What more did he need? He was fine.

      Anyway, he knew the just-right guy that fit into the tiny niche that really turned his crank would be a bitch to find. The one he had years ago left him for the same reason they’d gotten along in the first place. That was a kick in the pants, huh?

      Tommy was right; sometimes the right guy was work anyway. He didn’t need complicated. He just needed a TV and a beer.
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      The great thing about his baby brother was that Sam got him. They went to a movie, they sat at a coffee shop and played checkers, they went back to the apartment and watched another movie. No one had to say a word.

      Bowie approved.

      Hell, Sam even let him have the remote.

      No one bitched about his beard, no one wanted him to have any feelings, no one bitched at him when he growled at the TV.

      It had been the best day he’d had in more than a year.

      “Strawberry.”

      Then a bowl of ice cream landed in his lap and some squeezy chocolate syrup on the coffee table, and the day got even better.

      He grunted his thanks, and they started watching some weird-assed found footage movie and staring at the tube.

      Oh, the ice cream was good—not some shit-assed strawberry-flavored ice milk.

      “Better?” A huge spoonful of ice cream disappeared into Sam’s mouth.

      “Perfect. You miss Blue Bell?”

      “God, yes. Tell me you ate like a thousand quarts of the blackberry cobbler.” Sam grinned over. “Or the cookies and cream?”

      “You know it. And? I went to Braums down in Greenville. Every fucking week.”

      “I hate you a little bit.”

      Bowie leaned into the cushions and grinned. “Excellent.”

      The apartment door opened, and Tommy came in, suit jacket over his arm and a briefcase in one hand. “Hello, gentlemen.”

      “Hey, Mister!” Sammy jumped up like someone pinched him. “How goes it?”

      “Fine, boy.” Tommy swept an arm around Sam’s back and gave his brother the kind of kiss you don’t give someone in public.

      He buried his head in his ice cream. That was gross. Sam was his brother. Not kissable.

      They didn’t keep it short or anything. Tommy did finally let Sam breathe, but they were still way too close together. “Did you two have a good day?”

      “We watched movies, ate. Good things.” Sam leaned hard against Tommy, like he was soaking the man right up.

      “Good. Did you make a dinner plan?” Tommy lifted some of Sam’s hair with a finger and pulled on it gently. “Something other than pizza?”

      “Bowie’s going to make hamburger steaks, he said, but I was thinking we could go out…”

      “Sure. I’m in. Let me change my clothes. It’s warm out. What do you guys want to eat?” Tommy disappeared down the hall.

      “You have a preference?” Sam asked, and Bowie laughed.

      “I love food. All sorts. Take me somewhere y’all love.” He picked up the ice cream bowls and went to wash them.

      Tommy came out in khakis and a polo, and Bowie hid a grin. It was hard to believe Sam with someone that dressed like that, even if Tommy was a solid guy.

      “Well, there’s the Italian place. They have a nice patio in the back, we could eat outside. What do you think, sweetheart?”

      “Sounds yummy. I love their lasagna. Or I did, once I finally got to try it…”

      “I am never going to live that down, am I? The worst first date imaginable. You know, it was really all Bowie’s fault for calling in the middle of dinner.” Tommy grinned at him. “You almost tanked this relationship before it got off the ground.”

      “That would have been a shame.” Tommy was good for Sam, damn good, and he thought Sam was pretty fucking good for Tommy.

      Tommy gave him a nod. “Instead, I gained a big brother. You know, I’ve never had a big brother that liked me.”

      “No? Some people are stupid. Do we have to drink wine at supper?” He never could figure out wine.

      “Yes. I absolutely require that everyone drink wine. Unless they’re picking up the check.” Tommy had one of the best poker faces he’d ever seen.

      “Oh, fucking A. Pour my ass a beer and bring my wallet.”

      Tommy looked at Sam, then grinned at him and cracked the hell up. They laughed themselves into the elevator and were all still giggling when they hit the street.

      “I have done well for myself with in-laws.”

      “O’Reillys are spectacular animals, Tommy, my man.”

      “You are.” Tommy smiled and took Sam’s hand. Brave, but sweet.

      He had his arm crutch, because they’d gone some today and he was feeling his leg, so he figured that was what folks would notice.

      Tommy finally let Sam go and walked behind, letting Sam hang with him on the sidewalk as they walked. He knew what that was about, that they were letting him set the pace.

      He fucking hated this, but he hated the wheelchair more. He’d get stronger, and the crutch would be a cane, then nothing. Dammit.

      “I was thinking we should go to Mike’s Saturday night. What do you think? Angel said he’d meet us for dinner beforehand, I’m fairly sure he’s interested in that burger place.”

      “Works for me. I’m always up for a burger and a beer.” And Angel was…had been, damn fine to know.

      “Great. Oh, hey. Angel asked how long you were staying. Do you know?”

      Man, usually it took more than a day before people were ready for him to go. “I didn’t get a flight out of town, but I will this evening. I’m thinking either Sunday or Monday.”

      He thought he’d go to San Francisco or LA. Maybe Atlanta. Somewhere new.

      “I’m not rushing you, Bowie. But Angel and I talked about taking you sightseeing, and his schedule is erratic, so he wanted to make sure you two could find a day. Oh—here we are.” Tommy jumped ahead of him and opened the door to the restaurant, letting out the smell of garlic and warm bread.

      “Oh, that smells damn fine.” Bowie inhaled deep. Nothing that smelled that good could be bad.

      “I’m telling you, man. The lasagna.” Sam walked in and was greeted by the hostess with a smile.

      “Hey, Sam! Haven’t seen you guys in a while. Table for two, right?”

      “Three! My big brother is in town visiting.” Sam beamed at her, reaching out to take her hands in greeting. “How are the wedding plans coming? Are you excited yet?”

      Bowie chuckled softly and shook his head. “He’s still a busybody, huh?”

      Tommy snorted. “It’s amazing. He makes friends everywhere we go. I’d been coming here for years before I met Sam, but when we walk in, it’s always him they say hello to.”

      The hostess and Sam chatted all the way to their table, and he was handed a menu as soon as he sat down. “Wine list.” She gave the board to Sam.

      “Thank you, ma’am. My brother isn’t a wine guy—do you have something in a blond beer or an amber?”

      Bowie lifted an eyebrow. Listen to that. Adorable.

      She turned bright blue eyes on him. “Will a Dos Equis work?”

      “Absolutely, honey. Thanks.” He eased himself around in his chair until he was settled and comfortable.

      “Bowie and I were just talking about how you can talk to anyone.” Tommy winked at Sam.

      “Yeah. Momma always says I can talk to trees, and I like folks.”

      “And they like you.” Bowie grinned as he socked Sam gently on the upper arm. “Weirdo.”

      “So, Bowie,” Tommy handed the server his wineglass to fill. “What’s on your agenda while you’re here? Anything you really want to do, or were you just escaping your parents? They’re lovely people, but I found them to be…a lot of company. And they’re not even my parents.”

      Bowie sat there a second, thinking about how much of the truth and how much lie to tell. “I just needed out. I haven’t lived there as an adult. I’m not going back. I think I’ll just wander around for a while until I can’t go anymore.”

      Sam shot him a look, and Tommy must have caught it, because the man’s whole demeanor changed. “Well, you stay with us as long as you like. There is certainly plenty to occupy you in the city.”

      “I know y’all don’t need company. I just needed a place to start. I’m thinking about heading for California, maybe.”

      “I’m sure you feel at loose ends; you take your time. We’ll figure it out.” Tommy caught his eye and gave him a meaningful look. “We have room for family.”

      “Thank you, man. I do appreciate it. I need some time to breathe.” He looked over at Sam. “You cool, baby boy?”

      “Yeah. I’m going to have to start working during the day, but you’re welcome with us.”

      Tommy gave him a nod. “So. Lasagna?”

      “Lasagna.” Fuck, yeah.
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      Gabriel’s shower was hot. He’d turned the tap all the way up, high enough that all he could think about was the way it stung his skin as he washed the shampoo out of his hair.

      Jesus, that had been a rough fucking shift. Longest twelve hours he’d had in a while. But it was done now, right? Now all he needed to do was let it go. He could do that. Hell, he’d spent the last hour obsessing over the bacon avocado cheeseburger he was going to order at dinner with Tommy and the O’Reillys until it was practically the goddamn holy grail.

      He hauled himself out of the shower, trimmed his beard and brushed his teeth, then dressed in his favorite destroyed blue jeans and a threadbare gray hoodie.

      He texted Sammy as he left his building. Shift ran long. Omw

      K. Here. Having a beer and onion rings

      Oh, man. Onion rings. He was fucking starved. Save me one I could eat half the city. Order me a bacon avocado with cheddar and jalapeno, well

      On it. We’ll order another round. Oh, Sammy was good to him.

      You’re a good man c u soon

      That was what he needed. Food, friends, maybe a beer. Life was good to him.

      The subway ride was quick, something else to be grateful for, and he was greeted by air conditioning as he headed into the restaurant.

      Bowie spotted him right away, raising a hand up in the air to get his attention, and he grinned wide and made his way over. “Gentlemen.”

      “Angel!” Sammy stood, eyes lit up, and hugged him, squeezing him hard. “Good to see you. I ordered you a beer and your burger.”

      It did feel good, that warm greeting. He gave Sammy a quick squeeze. “Just what the doctor ordered.” He let Sammy go, gave a nod to Tommy, and clasped hands with Bowie. “Good to see you, sir. You’re against regulation, I see.” Bowie’s beard was longer than his own.

      “Freedom beard. May never shave again.” Bowie gave him a grin that Gabe felt down to his balls. “You’re looking good, sir. You must be living good.”

      “Life is good.” He took a seat opposite Bowie and picked up his beer. “Welcome home.” Something about the beard made Bowie’s eyes look completely different than he remembered. Lighter.

      “I’m tickled shitless to be out and about, thanks.” Bowie’s lips quirked, but the expression was more self-deprecating than sarcastic.

      “I bet. Pass those onion rings, man. My stomach is rattling my spine.”

      “You’re hungry, Angel? That’s unusual.” Tommy picked up a glass of wine and sipped it.

      He raised an eyebrow. He could volley that right back. “You’re the only asshole I know that drinks wine with a fucking cheeseburger.”

      “I told you, Tommy, man, it’s unnatural. This whole wine thing is just wrong…” Bowie raised his glass to Gabe.

      “Grape juice is for children.” He touched his glass to Bowie’s and took a long sip and, oh, that hit the spot.

      “When the goal is buzzed, does it really matter how you get there?” Sammy clinked his beer into Bowie’s; then Tommy laughed and got his wineglass in there too.

      This right here? This was the antidote for the roughest day in the world.

      “So what did you guys get up to today? Are you seeing the city some?”

      “My baby brother insisted on working all damn day, so I replaced the light fixtures in the guest room and the front room. Made myself useful.”

      Tommy and Sammy shared a little bit of a long-suffering glance.

      “Oh, bullshit, you dick, we watched TV and had ice cream too.”

      Bowie winked at his brother and laughed.

      “Your baby brother is writing a book, man. It’s like one of those things you have to keep doing every day. Or so I hear. Though it is Saturday. What were you doing, Tommy?”

      “Laundry, groceries, gym, haircut, cleaning up after Bowie’s other DIY projects…” Tommy snorted.

      “Busy, busy. Well, I’d have put you out of your misery, man, but I was on shift.”

      “I also took off work a couple three days this week, Bowie, and the new light looks amazing.”

      So they were still working out the schedule, huh? That was understandable, but he could do the math. It was Saturday, and Sammy was sitting here at dinner without his stripes. “I get it, you want to keep busy. Even New York can get boring when you don’t know people. I’m wide open tomorrow if you’re looking for something to do.” It might be nice to sleep in some, though.

      “Well, I’m still trying to get around, so I haven’t explored too far. If you’re willing, I can hang out.” Bowie looked a little desperate himself.

      “I’m in.” He could spend a little time with the guy; Bowie was easy company. Easy to look at too. “We’ll find something to do.” Taking Bowie out on his bike was probably out, though, the two of them together might flatten his tires. He grinned—that was a picture.

      “Oh, this looks good.” Tommy leaned back in his chair as their burgers arrived.

      “Mmm. There’s nothing like the smell of a good burger, hmm, Mister?” Sammy was heavy-lidded, leaning toward Tommy, and Gabe didn’t see how anyone could miss the need there.

      “You look hungry, boy.” Damn. Tommy said that with a straight face. A deep voice, but a straight face.

      “You’re coming to Mike’s, right, Bowie? I want to buy you a beer.”

      “Sure. I’m up for that.” Bowie glanced at Tommy but then turned his attention to Gabe. “It’s been a while since I’ve been at a bar. My last leave, I guess.”

      “Sometimes they forget there are other people around.” He glanced over at Tommy and Sammy as well before turning to Bowie and shaking his head. “You’ll like this place. It’s a biker bar, but a friendly one. Gay-friendly, scene-friendly…otherwise about what you’d expect. And on a Saturday night, it’s busy. On fight nights? It’s packed. Fun.”

      “Yeah? I’m in. There’s nothing like having a bar where you can just sit and drink, meet some folks.”

      “Damn right. Friendly folks too.” His mouth was watering, so he picked up his burger and dug in, the cheese and the jalapeño hitting just the right spot. He nodded to Bowie, mouth full and grinning.

      Bowie ate like a soldier—focused and quick, no hesitation. It was impressive, really. It took Bowie a matter of minutes to finish up and settle back in his chair with his beer.

      He remembered doing that for a bit when he first got out, until he realized that a cheeseburger sat a lot heavier than rations in his stomach. Especially washed down with a beer. Didn’t take him all that long to figure out he should go easy.

      He finished second anyway. Tommy and Sammy were chatting about something he knew would be lost on him. He heard something about midcentury cowboy art and picked up his beer. Good they were getting a minute to connect, though. Sammy looked animated and happy, gesturing with one hand and holding a glass of beer with the other.

      Bowie’s eyes were on him; he could feel them. He looked over and held them, leaned back in his chair, man-spreading some, and took a sip of his beer.

      It felt good, that heat and admiration. It felt damn good, to be honest.

      “So, do you live close to the boys, man?”

      He laughed. “No. Nope. I do not. That’s a tax bracket I’m not familiar with. I’m downtown, East Village, Alphabet City. Bit of a different neighborhood.” He wouldn’t live up near Tommy’s place even if he had that kind of cash. He felt more comfortable with ordinary people. Plus he needed to park his bike, and he’d found a shared garage with a couple of other guys a block away.

      “Yeah? More my speed then, I’d bet. I’m just an old grunt.”

      “I gotta believe that’s true. Takes one to know one. I’m trying to think if I’ve worn a suit a single day in my life. People up Tommy’s way wear suits. Unless they’re brainy cowboys, I guess.” He grinned.

      He could see Bowie downtown with a bike of his own, maybe working at one of the custom places as a mechanic or something. That would totally suit him. But probably New York wouldn’t keep him interested that long.

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t get the brains of the family, I got the brawn.”

      Sam snorted and looked over. “And he’s a mechanical whiz—cars, boats, bombs, lights, you name it, he can fix it or blow it up.”

      “Right on, baby boy.”

      “I don’t know, Sammy’s got an awful lot of brawn for a little guy.”

      “Call me a little guy again.” Sammy gave him such a look.

      He laughed and shook his head. Too bad Bowie wasn’t sticking around; he knew every bike shop owner in the city and a few in Brooklyn too.

      “Mm. Yes. I recall a fascinating story about blowing up a boat…?” Tommy grinned at Bowie. “I’m sure James would have been proud.”

      “You know it. The stuffy little fuck would have pretended to be all offended to Momma and Daddy and then come out and helped us.”

      He nodded. He hadn’t known that part of James, but Sammy had told him stories. It was weird trying to make them fit with the schoolteacher Tommy had led around on a chain most weekends, but that was kind of part of the game, he guessed.

      Tommy set an empty wineglass on the table as their server brought the check. “I got this one.” No one had time to even think about arguing, not that anyone would have won anyway. Tommy liked to treat. At first Gabe had thought it was snobby, or showing off, but really it was just wanting to do something nice for friends.

      “Subway or cab?” Tommy asked the table in general.

      “Aw, man. I’m too full for the subway
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