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      Stone is trying hard to get his life back together after blowing the whistle on his crooked boss, and Secret Springs seems like the place to do it. He has a bunch of new friends who are happy to support a struggling single guy, a bunch of new odd jobs, and a nice apartment. So what if he feels like he's swimming hard and getting nowhere? He's doing his best. Then he meets his hot neighbor Demetrius, and everything takes on a whole new shine.

      Corset maker Demi wants Stone. He wants Stone in his life, in his corsets, and in his bedroom. And he generally gets what he wants. But when things get too serious too fast, both of them have to decide how far they're willing to go, and how well they want to get to know each other, without letting any kind of emergency influence their emotions. Will these two just share a baby, or will they share their lives with each other for good?
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      Stone Bradshaw sat at the little outside tables at Alicia’s, his laptop in front of him along with his coffee and his bagel, egg, and cheese sandwich.

      He glanced up every so often, checking his surroundings. He felt a little exposed sitting outside, but he also felt really brave. The Whites, who had been his employers at the holding company he’d worked for, couldn’t hurt him anymore. He thought.

      He hoped.

      He tapped gross receipts information into his little spreadsheet, humming a little as the numbers tallied up neatly, his formula working. God, he loved that. And really, the Crapitorium down the street was in tip-top shape. He thought Laura Clinton had hired him to do her books as a favor to the Omega Safety thing.

      It was sweet, and it helped pay the rent along with his bookkeeping for the tattoo shop, the tax stuff he did for the Sundrop grocery store, and his new job working ghost tours with Hank Vargas. That one was all around too cool. Him. Selling tickets and merchandise for ghost tours.

      Small-town life was pretty darn cool.

      He could walk wherever he needed to, the hot springs pool was amazing, and he lived above Pens and Needles. It was totally unlike Denver.

      Folks here really were interested in his story.

      Too bad it was boring as hell.

      Stone grinned, hiding behind his sunglasses. Really, he was dull. He wore bow ties, for god’s sake. He just didn’t know how to be anything but an accountant. Not that people didn’t need accountants…

      “Hey, Stone! It’s a gorgeous day, huh?” Lukas, the owner of the tattoo shop he lived over, came out of Alicia’s, a bag of food in hand. “I missed you on the way in. How’s it going?”

      “Good. Good. How’s Tim? I heard he’s been back at the library. Does Merlin like daycare?” Merlin was the tiniest baby he’d ever seen. None of his friends—not that there were a ton of them, but still—were about babies and families and shit.

      Hell, the Secret Springs folks were positively dripping with babies.

      He’d been living the proverbial single life in Denver. The occasional brunch with work friends. The bars once in a blue moon with his bestie, Adam, who he needed to call…

      “Tim is good. Glad to be back to a little more normal. And Merlin is so easy. God, if we’d had him first…” Lukas rolled his eyes playfully. His firstborn had a bit of a reputation. The second one, Gawain, seemed pretty much like a happy toddler, but Gwennie was…wow. Smart. A little evil. Stone kind of adored her.

      “Cool. Well, if you guys need anything I can help with, you know where I live.”

      “I do!” Lukas snorted and shook his head. “You should make an appointment to get ink. I’d give you the family discount.”

      “I don’t have any idea what I’d get.” He wasn’t the tattoo type, not really.

      “Mmm. You’ll figure it out. It’s like, a rite of passage in Secret Springs now.”

      He chuckled. “I can see that.” He still had a total blank on getting one though.

      “Morning, Lukas.” A big man with shoulders broad enough to block the sun strode up, smiling and shaking Lukas’s hand.

      “Morning, Demi. How’s it going?”

      “Early.” The guy laughed, the sound wry. “But I have someone coming in for a fitting at nine, so I need coffee and breakfast.”

      A fitting? Must be a tailor. Tailors did fittings, right?

      Never seen a superhot tailor, but stranger things happened.

      “That’s cool, man. Marcia not do mornings?”

      “God, no.” Those dark brown eyes landed on him, lighting up. “Hey there. I’m Demetrius.”

      “Stone.” And Demetrius was obviously married to a Marcia. Dammit. “Pleased.”

      He stood and held out one hand, because being polite never hurt anyone.

      Demetrius shook hands with him, the touch warm and callused, enfolding him almost like a hug.

      His breath caught, and Stone jerked back, which sent him tumbling when his heel caught on a crack in the sidewalk. He went down, his chair crashing over, and he cracked his elbow on the pavement, seeing stars.

      “Oh my god, are you okay?” Demetrius was on him in seconds, and then he was in an alpha sandwich as Lukas helped haul him to his feet.

      How freaking embarrassing.

      “I’m sorry. Did I break the chair?” His shirt was ruined, the coffee not hot enough to burn, but still.

      “No. No, are you hurt?” Demetrius plucked at his shirt.

      “Is everything okay?” Alicia came flying out of the deli. “Oh, honey. Did you get burned?”

      He was going to explode if his face got any redder.

      “No. No, I’m fine. I… I’m sorry about the mess.” He bent to pick up the mostly uneaten sandwich and cup.

      Of course, Demi bent, too, and their heads cracked together, sending him stumbling back into another table.

      “Ow!” Demi staggered back, Lukas catching him. Alicia held Stone up when he sagged, and he sighed. He should have made eggs at home.

      “Come on, honey,” Alicia said. “I’ll get you some ice. Come sit inside.”

      “I’ll bring his stuff in,” Lukas said. “Demi, you okay?”

      “Mmm.” Demi was rubbing his head, and Stone was going to die of embarrassment.

      “I just want to go. I have—I’m sorry. I should have…” He grabbed his bag and held it like a coffee-stain-covering shield.

      “No.” Demetrius held up a hand, and time seemed to slow down. “Just breathe. Go on inside and clean up, and I’ll buy you another sandwich. Lukas, can you help me get his stuff together?”

      “Yep.” Lukas said it cheerfully, grabbing his bag as Alicia steered him inside.

      “Oh god… How embarrassing. I just…”

      “I’ll give you a T-shirt to wear home, okay? No stress. It’s fine.” Alicia kept him moving until they were in the back, and he was delivered into a pregnant woman’s arms. “This is my wife, Deb. She’s a queen of fixing things.”

      “Oh, hey.”

      “Hi, Stone. I’ve seen you about.” Deb smiled at him, and she was totally rocking the mother goddess thing with her red hair and round form. She gave him a hug, then took him to a bathroom. “Let me get that shirt. You wash up.”

      “Thank you. I’m so sorry. I totally lost my cool.” He wanted to just run out, but he’d be running into Demi and Lukas if he did.

      “It happens. It’s like it piles on top of itself, right? Once you do one amazing feat of ridiculousness, it keeps going.” She was so laughing with him, not at him, and he had to smile.

      “God, yes. I’m going to walk outside and a thunderstorm’s going to hit.”

      About that time a clap of thunder sounded, and they stared at each other a second before cracking up.

      “Are you two losing it in here?” Alicia was back with a T-shirt. “Here, hon. I have a new sammy making for you.”

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “I know. But—you’re going to be sitting for a minute anyway. It’s going to pour.”

      “Aw, thanks.” He meant it. “I guess it’s good I wasn’t still sitting outside.” His laptop would have been soaked.

      “See? That’s the attitude.” In minutes, he was back out in the little deli dining room, sitting at a table with a new coffee and sandwich. And his laptop. Lukas was gone, but Demi was still there, smiling as he stood at the counter.

      “You okay, man? I’m sorry about all that.”

      “My fault. How’s your head?” God, he was a dork.

      “I’ll live.” Alicia handed Demi a bag and a pair of coffees. And a little plate with a big pastry. “Here. This is for you. Just to make the day better. You should stop into the shop. We’re the corsetieres.” Demi gave him the pastry.

      As if he’d ever be able to look this man in the eye again.

      “I—” Why on earth would he go to a corset shop? “Thank you.”

      “Sure.” Demi winked at him… Winked. And walked out. Whew. That man had an overdose of personality.

      That married man.

      Pay attention.

      He didn’t need to be causing himself trouble. He’d done enough of that for a lifetime.

      Nope. He would just sit down and eat his sandwich and do his accounting work. That was his thing, and he was good at it.

      And if he got a little jealous of the happy omegas in Secret Springs, well, that was his problem. He didn’t need to make it anyone else’s.
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      Demi headed into the shop he ran with his sister Marcia, coffee in hand. He was a little damp, but the food was saved by a plastic bag over the paper one.

      “Breakfast, sis!” he called. They had a huge client fitting in an hour, so they needed the sustenance.

      “Cool, thanks.” She came out of the back, twirling for him. “What do you think?”

      The corset dress she wore was a walking advertisement for what they did, and he loved the little bolero she’d put over it. “Nice. Kinda formal for this time of day…”

      “But appropriate for the client.” She squinted at him. “Are you getting a black eye?”

      “Am I? I bumped heads with the sweet little omega that lives in the apartment next to mine.” He and Marcia had arranged a long-term lease with the building’s owner, the hot tattooed artist, Lukas. They had the shop, the work room, and two apartments. It was perfect.

      “Yeah? He or she?”

      He glanced at her, surprised she didn’t know. “He. His name is Stone. He’s adorbs.”

      “Did you just say adorbs? Seriously? Are you twelve?” She winked at him, pinning up a curl. “How adorable?”

      “Bow tie and little wire glasses. He gave me the black eye because I made him all clumsy.”

      “Oh my.” Marcia’s smile went from fond to pure evil. “I want to meet him.”

      “I know. I invited him to the shop, but he just blinked at me. We
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