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Chapter One

The building was impressive, a sleek gray tower with a spire at the top. It was easily taller than anything else for miles, yet I did not hesitate as I entered, checking the register to find the specific office I was searching for. As I walked through the ground-floor lobby, I caught the many-mirrored flash of my own reflection. Six feet four, blond, blue-eyed, wearing my icecream whites for this occasion, hat tucked under my arm. Normally I hated wearing them, not wanting to look like a kiss ass, but as I stepped into the elevator, intercepting the glances from women—and men… Mmmmm. If I chose to hold that eye contact, I knew I wouldn’t be alone this afternoon. I’d wind up in a fancy hotel room since this was uptown, and fingers would hurriedly unbutton my uniform to touch my dangling medals and then other dangling parts…

As the elevator shot up at a dizzying speed that I enjoyed to the max, I couldn’t help but smile. “Piece of cake,” I said.
 A few heads turned at my words. I saw the curiosity, the gazes on my body. I knew they’d whisper about me after I left their tame office. I spent a few minutes wondering what kind of sexual fantasies would feature me as the star attraction.
 The elevator opened, and I strode onto my floor, catching the gaze of a young man running the desk of Witherspoon Architectural Firm. I gave him a cocky smile, and he immediately warmed as his eyes roamed all over me.
 Uh-huh. He wasn’t bad looking. I decided I liked his blue eyes and wanted to try out the rest—

I was the last to swing out because I’d been daydreaming I was my latest hero, Navy SEAL Rock Daniels, so of course the fucking elevator caught on my wheels as it started to close. I shoved through the doors with a thud and then colored hotly when the young man overseeing the desk looked up with startled blue eyes, studying me warily.

My cheeks were still warm, and I bent my head, shielding my face with my baseball cap. It gave me a moment as I rolled by a console table with a single white orchid resting on its glossy surface. The floor was some kind of pigmented concrete that made my wheels rattle extra loud. In the lobby were framed drawings of award-winning buildings, and goat-hair rugs that were extra deep and luxurious and something I had to be careful to avoid.

I knew I should have shaved, but Miranda had needed a babysitter and twenty minutes turned into an hour and a half in no time. Not that her kid did anything but sleep in a crib. But someone had to be around while his mom went for a job interview.
 As I rolled closer to the desk, I discreetly sniffed myself. Not too bad. My Grateful Dead Tshirt was wrinkled, and I seemed to remember I had slept in it last night. I needed a haircut, but I was no dazzler. Brown hair, brown eyes.

The kid was still staring at me, which was a sharp reminder that my T-shirt, my lack of shave—none of that mattered. What mattered were the wheels. All anyone saw were the wheels.

But to hell with it. I was here, so I’d say my piece.
 His desk plate gave his name as Dan Manners. I smiled at him, trying for harmless—the determined side of me I’d pull out later, if I had to. “I don’t have an appointment, sir.” Shit. I’d stopped sirring and ma’aming people a while back. The high-class building had me fucked-up.
 “Uh-huh,” he said. “Look—”
 “But I really need to speak to one of the partners here.”
 He wouldn’t meet my eyes. One look, kind of sliding over me, then the chair, then away from the chair.
 “We are really busy today. Midweek, you know…” He typed something into his laptop, suiting his actions to his words and no doubt wishing I would disappear.
 I could tell him I wouldn’t be that easy.
 I studied him, his cream cable-knit sweater. Business casual, I thought they called it. By his laptop was that new bottled water with vitamins in it that tasted like unmixed Jell-O.
 Okay, no eye contact and I could tell he was getting ready to dive into one of the other doors, leaving me until I gave up. I leaned forward and gave him an earnest look. “Dan, if you don’t get one of the partners out here right fucking now, all work on Troubadour Towers will come to a halt on Monday.”
 He froze, and I could tell he was feeling threatened. It was kind of flattering.
 “Do you have a problem, sir?” he asked politely while he pressed a button on his sleek console. I was betting it was security.
 “Yes, I have a—” I cut off another curse word. I was angry. I had good reason. But if I didn’t keep it civil, I wouldn’t accomplish my goal. And there were people who were counting on me again. I couldn’t let them down. “They’re pouring the cement for the underground parking right now, but if those trucks can’t get through on Monday morning, that puts you guys behind, right? And I’m betting your bosses won’t like that.”
 Dan seemed to reassess me. “Is this some kind of…? Look, there’s nothing in that neighborhood. No historic sites, no nothing. It’s just graffiti and some dealers and abandoned houses. I did the research myself.”
 My cheeks burned with color, but this time not from embarrassment. “There’s the neighborhood.”
 He blinked. “Uh.”
 “People live there, and we have a problem.”
 His face darkened. “There is no way Mr. Johnson will talk to you,” he said. “Who is he?”
 “Earl Johnson. He is the senior partner.” Dan might have been referring to God from his tone.
 “This is not a shakedown. I want to see someone. Now.”
 Whatever Dan would have said was interrupted when a pearl pink door opened and a tall blond man emerged. He was the six feet four of my fictional Navy SEAL. He was tanned, toned, holding rolled plans in one hand. Like Dan, he had relaxed the dress code. His white shirt and silk garnet tie were loosened, and he was sans suit jacket. He paused, gaze going from me to Dan, his radar no doubt quivering.
 “Is there a problem, Dan?”
 “No,” Dan said.
 “Yes,” I said. I looked at Dan. “You don’t need security.”
 “Security?” Tall Blond Drink of Water sauntered out and crouched next to my chair. I must have made a growling sound, because eyes the color of the Mediterranean on a sunny day widened.
 “I’m not a kid or a pet,” I bit off.
 “I like to look a man in the eye,” he said.
 Well, fuck me. I didn’t know what to say to that.
 He held out his hand. “I’m Trevor Hollander.”
 His grip engulfed mine, and I couldn’t help but think comparatively of hands and feet and…
 His warm blue eyes held mine, smiling as if he knew what I was thinking.
 I cleared my throat. “I’m here about Troubadour.”
 “Mmm-mm.” He lowered one sandy brow. His eyes had flecks of green in them, which gave them their warmth, and his beard shadow was darker than his hair—probably not because he’d added the blond but because he had what I always thought of as a man’s beard, something intensely sexy when rubbed gently against the skin of my chest. “That’s my building.”
 “Progress!” I rasped. “I wanted to talk to the man behind the monstrosity.”
 “Ouch.” But he didn’t look pissed, just amused. “Why don’t you come into my office and we’ll talk?” He leveled a look at Dan. “Call off security.” He straightened gracefully to his feet, and his knees didn’t even creak. Probably he was a yoga freak.
 Of course, yoga made me think of slinky sexual positions, like everything made me think of sex. I pictured him in bed with Rock, my blond Navy SEAL hero behind him, making his body sway, one hand flat against his stomach as he—
 But that wasn’t quite satisfying. He looked too much like Rock. I adjusted my baseball cap and followed Tall, as I’d nicknamed him, into his office.
 * * *
 I was rubbing my knobby knees. I made myself quit it, but not before I noticed Tall’s gaze on them. He was sitting facing me on the edge of a chair in front of his clichéd mile-long desk. It brought our heights back to something like they would have been before I’d wound up in the chair. It also had me simmering.
 I, too, liked to look into a man’s eyes. I figured that even before the chair, I’d have been shorter than him but broader in the body.
 “Okay, from what you’ve said, I can see there is some kind of problem, but I really need the concrete trades to get through to my building,” Tall said, giving me a mild look. “In this economy, in this city, surely you can see it’s important that people have work.”
 “Your building should not be there,” I said flatly.
 “Okay, wait.” He lifted one palm, and I flashed to seeing it as a submissive gesture. I wanted to shake my head at myself. It wasn’t relevant. It wouldn’t ever be again. “Can we start with your name?”
 “Sam,” I said. “Sam Masterson.”
 “You were in the army, right?” Tall asked.
 I’m not sure what he saw in my face, but he lifted his hands again. “You just… There’s something about you that reminds me—”
 “I was not some grunt in the army,” I said, swallowing. “I am… I was a marine.”
 “Quicksand,” Tall said. “Sorry, I got sucked into a tangent. It’s just…” He shrugged, and I could see his skin glowing through his shirt. I wondered what it would taste like. Like tired man, probably, but that was as enticing to me as coffee. I could picture unbuttoning that shirt and finding out, sliding my hand against him… No, wait. Not me. Rock. I was… He wouldn’t want me.
 Tall continued. “Well, you must know you’re very attractive.”
 A noise burst out from my throat.
 “Sam…”
 “Let’s stick to business and leave the bullshit,” I said. I wasn’t sure what his game was, but I hadn’t appreciated him kneeling by the chair. I didn’t like him looking down on me, not at all, but that was real.
 Tall frowned and started to say something when his phone rang. He leaned toward it and read the number before very politely excusing himself to me.
 I watched him much the way a cat watches a mouse. I couldn’t help it. The chair hadn’t changed my makeup as a man. I’d been used to handling myself a certain way.

I shook my head at the offer of a chair. “I’ll stand, thanks,” I said, looking him over. I’d already agreed to a hookup with the secretary, but the architect was prime. And he’d said he thought I was cute. I was so in.

“Now what can I help you with?” He blinked long blond eyelashes that kind of reminded me of my own. No, scratch that.
 “Rock,” I said, giving him a smile. I could see the flash of my dimples in the mirror behind his desk.
 “Uh-huh.” The phone rang, but he ignored it, staring at me. He looked dazed, and I felt myself stir, imagining it was similar to how he’d look when he was rumpled from my hands, fucked out.
 “Are you going to get that?” I asked.
 Tall shook his head. “No, I… With you here, Rock—may I call you that?—it just doesn’t seem important.”

“I’m sorry about that,” Tall said, putting the phone back into its cradle. “One of the senior partners, Earl Johnson. I guess Dan told him about your visit.” He cocked his head at me. “What?”

“Nothing.” I took my baseball cap off and shoved hair off my face. I was tired, and I had another long night waiting for me when I got home.
 “So tell me what the problem is, Sam,” he said, leaning forward, blue gaze examining me. My arms, my eyes, and my lips. His gaze worked down my body but stopped somewhere before it reached my legs. “If I can do something…”
 “There’s a big hole in the side of the building I own. Maybe we should start with that.” I glared at him, and he sat back on his chair.
 “There’s no—” He blinked and cut himself off, and I knew he was mapping out the neighborhood in his head. “I was sure that building wasn’t occupied. Dan said—”

“I was sure that building wasn’t occupied. Dan said—” Tall began.
 “Dan knows dick,” I said firmly.
 “Rock, what do I do?” Tall asked, blinking his eyelashes, suddenly all long legs and awkward body language. He needed a man to tell him what to do, obviously, and I was that man. I decided to bypass the secretary and go for the architect.
 “You do whatever I tell you to do, and things will be fine.” I saw Tall’s eyes widen as he took in the extra meaning in my words. “Sam, did you hear what I said?” Tall asked.
 “Yeah,” I said, suddenly annoyed with myself for channeling Rock. This was important. This was why I’d come here. Never mind that Tall was the most beautiful man I’d ever—It wasn’t going to happen. “Um, Dan knows dick.” That was something Rock and I could both agree on.
 Tall’s warm blue eyes hardened into something cooler. “A hole in your building, you say?” He got off the desk. “Let’s take a drive.”



Chapter Two

From the way Tall put it, like a sweeping statement, “Let’s take a drive,” I almost expected a limo and chauffeur.
 What he had was a Volkswagen Beetle. Not a new yuppified one, but a classic model that had been repainted a light blue color in patches. My wheels slid slowly to a halt under my palms as I stared at it and then at Tall.
 “I guess the limo would have been better,” Tall said. “It’s…um…my sister’s. She’s in college. She wanted to drive with her boyfriend to the country, so I loaned my car to her because I was afraid…” He rubbed the back of his neck.
 “That it would crap out on her,” I finished, taking in the rust spots. I could see parts of the engine. My gaze returned to him, to his warm blue eyes, and I felt myself crushing on him a little. Crap. I hardened my voice. “Looks like you’re right to be concerned.”
 “Yeah, hopefully it’ll start,” Tall said with a rueful twist of his mouth. “Can you…um, do you…?”
 I had the passenger door open as soon as he unlocked it. I made the jump from the chair to the seat. Tall reached out as if to help, but I hefted one leg and then the other into the Beetle and then bent down, pulling a soft felted bag free before folding the chair flat. “Somewhere to store it?”
 I made it look smooth, easy. I wanted him to see me as capable…a man.
 “Yeah, I can probably get it in behind my seat,” he said. He was a little pink, probably feeling foolish for wanting to offer his assistance, but I just couldn’t let someone else do stuff for me, not if I could do it myself.
 “How did you…?”
 “Wrong place, wrong time,” I said, not wanting to talk about it. I caught a glimpse of myself in the mirror, and whoa, maybe I’d skipped shaving more than one day. I couldn’t remember. Melbourne, my assistant in the shop, should have said something. I looked pretty scuzzy. And this man, with his freshly manicured hands and beautiful clothing, found me attractive? Yeah, right.
 He folded his long body in without any problem. Probably that yoga thing again.
 Tall and slinky. I looked away, swallowing thickly. My dick was hard. Sex. It was all I thought about, like a taste, a scent of something I craved but couldn’t have.
 So channel it. I had to revise my manuscript though it was dragging on me, not like the white heat it had been to write my first book. If I could only make the new one more realistic, like my editor wanted. I wondered if it had been rejected because the sex scenes weren’t good enough. Shit, if I had Tall for a muse, I’d have no problem.
 Oh, the things I’d like to do to him.
 * * *
 After a short debate with myself as we started weaving through traffic, I pulled my supplies out of my bag. I saw his eyes widen. “Knitting?” He stared at me. “The marine who knits?”
 I flushed hot again, which was stupid. He was not boyfriend material, not that I’d ever had one. “My great-aunt, she owns a yarn shop, and I used to help her out with stocking shelves and stuff. She taught me how to knit in high school. It fills the time.” I didn’t add that it was helpful when you were watching over your building into the late hours of the morning with a handgun concealed in a duffel over your knees. Or when you were sitting next to a man who was probably the hottest guy you’d ever met. He made me nervous, and the knitting centered me and kept me from saying or doing something stupid, like asking him if he wanted to get coffee with me sometime.
 “Sorry, it’s just, you have this rough, tough, capable thing going and…” We were at a full stop, so he leaned closer to take in what I was making on circular metal needles. “A scarf?” He studied my budding creation with new respect. “Olive and red and rose and gold… Oh, man, I love that thick gold stuff.”
 I raised a brow, unable to keep a slight smile off my lips. Aunt Audra had always said if you loved the yarns, you’d make a knitter. “It’s spun that way. It’ll be very European by the time I’m done with it.”
 “Yours?” His gaze skimmed the rumpled T-shirt I was wearing. Damn, I hoped I’d showered recently. I couldn’t really smell myself. Maybe, even in the close quarters of the Beetle, he couldn’t either.
 “Nah. It’s… I had a buddy who has a college kid; he’s into nice stuff.” I shrugged. “I’m doing it for the holidays.”
 I saw the warm blue eyes register the “had” in my statement. He didn’t ask, and I appreciated that. If I’d met him before my stint in the VA hospital, I would have hit on him for a onenighter. It would have been a big turn-on to make the cool patrician blond all sweaty.
 “It’s early December now,” he noted. “But looks like you’re a pro working those needles, so I guess you have time.”
 I found myself staring into his eyes, the green flecks mixed in with the blue. Vivid. If they were a body of water, I’d be the first to volunteer to jump in.
 “Yep,” I said. Then I felt myself pulled into those depths again.
 “Your driver obviously needs a map; this isn’t the right direction,” I pointed out as the limo wove through traffic. But I had an idea where we were headed. “Rock.” Tall flushed. “I hope you don’t mind, but I need to stop at my condo to pick something up. You can wait down in the car. There’s champagne…or beer, if you prefer.” He offered the last on my grimace at the idea of champagne.
 “Maybe I should come up with you,” I said, smiling. “So you don’t get as lost as your driver.” “Sam?”
 I blinked, dragging myself out of an eyelock with Tall. “Um.”
 “I was saying it shouldn’t be much longer till we get there.”
 I looked out the window and saw empty houses, broken windows. Yep, we were close to

my neighborhood. Of course, I didn’t want it the way it was now; I was remembering it as it had been growing up. Not wealthy, but with businesses that were needed: the dry cleaners, the grocery store, the gas station where they still fixed up your car and sold you two dollars in gas if that’s all you had on you. With houses where you’d see kids outside playing basketball.

Something beeped and he looked down at his hip, but I recognized the sound and pulled my BlackBerry out. I read the message and said, “We have to make a detour.”
 “Uh…” His gaze snapped to mine.
 “Grace General. It’s not far,” I said, with absolutely no inflection in my voice.
 * * *
 In the hospital waiting room, Tall put his hands in his pockets, staring down at me.
 “If this is going to take a while, I’ll send someone out to let you know,” I told him. “Thanks for getting me here so fast.”
 He rubbed his eyebrow, and I had the feeling he’d picked up on something from me, no matter how I covered. He sank down gracefully into a chair. “I’ll wait.”
 “Okay then,” I said. I hesitated, still staring at him—his blond rumpled hair, his beard shadow, and tired man-glow of flesh through the white shirt—but after a moment of stamping that image into my head in case he was gone by the time I was finished, I swung the chair around and headed down an all-too-familiar hallway.
 As I coasted on autopilot, hands sliding on the wheels, I felt reluctance that was also familiar. I was more comfortable in warrior or lover mode, but now I had to be something else—a caregiver. Warriors and lovers didn’t have to feel helpless in hospitals. I never wanted to be Rock more than when I caught Dr. Brown just leaving the ward I was heading for.
 Olivia Brown had tired hazel eyes and coffee skin with a youthful sheen. She was just hitting that stride that hospital personnel assume when they want to get from point A to point B without too many delays.
 “Sam…” Her voice was concerned. She reached down and took my hand. I swallowed. “How is she?” I asked.
 “It was a bad morning. She’s still hanging in there, though I honestly don’t know how. She’s seventy-three years of age, Sam. You have to be prepared.”
 “I know,” I said. “Is Joe still here, by any chance? He texted me.”
 Dr. Brown nodded. “He’s snuck into ICU somehow and I’m sorry, but I was about to kick him out once I found someone to look after him. I’m glad you’re here. ”
 “Thank you,” I said. “I’ll take care of it.”
 She sighed, pushing some of her brown hair, done in a neat twist, back out of her eyes. “I wish I could do more. Your aunt is some lady.”
 * * *
 I rolled into the ward and saw Joe’s intent face bent close to Audra’s. I paused, struggling to tamp down feeling. It gave me a moment to study my nephew, Joe Danvers. I might have been looking at myself at eight, the dark hair curled at the neck. The kid needed a haircut, and I’d better get around to insisting on it. Isn’t that what legal guardians did? Eyes the same chocolate as my own snapped to my face for a moment before he dropped his gaze and resumed stroking Audra’s limp hand, her blue veins sticking up through fragile skin, the needles going in, sustaining her.
 When I had a handle on myself, I wheeled closer. “Hey, Joe,” I said.
 Joe swallowed. “You didn’t make it in this morning, so I came in. I was afraid she’d be alone if she—”
 “No, I, uh, had an errand.”
 “Yesterday you weren’t here either,” he said. He looked up then, and his eyes weren’t vulnerable right now but pissed. Joe had been angry with me ever since I’d come home, and why not? I was a joke as a fill-in for Audra, and I knew it.
 “I’m sorry about that, buddy.”
 “I’m not your buddy,” he snapped.
 “Right.” I’d slept in yesterday, just fucking fallen deep from exhaustion. “I’m here now. And Joe, you were about to get kicked out. You can’t come here like this.”
 “I know,” he mumbled.
 I steeled myself to look at the woman who had taken me and my sis in and raised us both. The bruising was fading, though I thought I could still make out the imprint from a man’s hand on her left cheek.
 Audra was five feet three inches. She had the heart of a lion but hardly the body of one. I made myself look at her cracked lips, at the tube going into her mouth, at the sunken, closed eyes and the skin as pale as the sheets surrounding her.
 “Hey, Audra,” I said, taking her other hand. “I heard you had a rough morning.” I looked at Joe’s tight face, and it hit me that he’d been here for that rough morning.
 “You scared Joe and me,” I went on. “And I think he’s channeling it into being pissed at me. Do you think you can cut that shit out and just come back to us?” My eyes stung. Crap. I couldn’t break down with the kid here. But what I wanted, more than anything, was for Audra to just come back to us. Seeing her lie here day after day in a coma was no way to say goodbye if we had to do that. Especially not for the eight-year-old who’d lived with her from the time he was a tiny baby. Audra was his world, as she’d once been mine. Our rock.
 “You used a bad word,” Joe noted, raising his eyebrows at me.
 I wiped my eyes. “She wouldn’t approve.”
 Now I thought I saw something other than anger in Joe’s serious brown eyes. Something like shared misery, shared worry, shared grief. “She’d kick your ass if she was able to. You’re not supposed to say stuff like ‘shit’ in front of a kid.”
 “Was it very bad when you first snuck in?” I had to ask. I hated thinking of him here alone with all the confusion, the sharp voices of the doctor and nurses, thinking he was about to lose her. He thought she was all he had. Well, technically he had me, but when our local beat cop, Shane, had tracked me down to the cardboard box where I’d wound up spending a couple of nights, I hadn’t made the best first impression on my nephew.
 Joe hung his head, and after a moment of not knowing if I should, wondering if I had the right…I reached out and covered his hand on Audra’s, wishing I could keep them both safe.
 Wishing I’d listened to Audra, because if I had, I could have prevented this from happening in the first place.
 “Doc Brown said it was a miracle she hung in there.”
 I blinked. “She said that to you?”
 “Nah.” His slender shoulders twitched. “I heard her tell a nurse when she thought they were alone,” Joe said.
 I squeezed his hand firmly, wanting him to know he wasn’t alone now. I counted it a second miracle when he didn’t pull away.



Chapter Three

When I looked up half an hour later, Tall was leaning against the doorway into the ward, watching me with Joe and Audra.
 I ducked my head for a moment, remembering how I’d yelled at Tall in his office and then used him for taxi service before disappearing on him. Okay, I wasn’t happy about the hole in my building, but…didn’t I used to possess some charm?
 “Joe, I’ve got to go for a little while, so I’ll drop you off at school…”
 Joe looked uncertain. “Audra needs me.”
 “She does,” I said. “But she also needs you in school, and you are not allowed to be here right now.” I was worried if he didn’t go to school, they might take him from me, and I also thought it might be good for him to be back where he could have some distraction. “We’ll both come back to spend more time with Audra, maybe eat dinner here until visiting hours are over if they allow it.”
 Joe hesitated, looking to me.
 “Come on,” I said.
 He trailed after me as I wheeled up to Tall. “I hope you don’t mind another stop out of your way but—”
 “I heard.” His warm blue eyes were sober now as they went back to Audra. I knew he wanted to ask. I was grateful when, after a pause, he didn’t. Not in front of Joe.
 “Joe, this is Tall Hollander,” I said. “He’s the architect behind Troubadour Towers.”
 Joe made a face. “Ugly building.”
 “Joe!” I said. “That’s not a nice thing to say.” Even if I also thought it was true. “This is my nephew, Joe Danvers, Tall.”
 “No worries, Joe. I had a plan for the tower, but the client, Daniel Stevenson, wants something different,” Tall admitted. “It happens sometimes.” He looked at me and cocked a brow as we all retraced our path through the hallway. “Tall?”
 I flushed, glad my ball cap hid most of my face. “Just a nickname I came up with.”
 “I guess it’s an obvious nickname,” Tall said in his easy way. “I’m glad you thought enough of me to come up with one.”
 * * *
 Tall was waiting for me in the parking lot of Joe’s school, studying the screen on a laptop, when I wheeled out about thirty minutes later, after I’d made sure Joe was back in class and I’d talked with the vice principal. They had tried to call me about his absence while I’d been sitting with Audra and Joe, but I’d had my phone switched off. Joe was taking art that afternoon. I hoped it would lighten the too-adult weight of watching over Audra. Of course, I had to make sure the kid stayed in class. They were understanding because of the changes in Joe’s life, but it only went so far.
 “The kid looks like you,” Tall said after he snapped his computer closed and came around to unlock my door, waiting politely during the ritual of my climbing in before he took my compressed wheels and stowed them.
 “Yeah,” I agreed. “He’s my sister’s kid. We don’t know who his father was, other than his last name must have been Danvers. She took off right after he was born, so my great-aunt just kept looking after him.”
 Tall held my gaze. “What happened to your aunt, Sam?”
 I ducked my head. “You heard of the Bruiser?” I asked.
 Tall’s face tightened, and his Mediterranean eyes were dark with empathy. “The thief who gets into the homes of elderly people. Oh damn, I’m sorry.”
 “She wrote me when I was at the VA hospital,” I told him. “Said she was sure someone was haunting the neighborhood around her building. I told her, well, what the hell could I do about it? While I was on a bender, feeling sorry for myself, he got in one night and beat her up so bad she’s been in a coma ever since.”
 “It’s not your fault,” Tall said. “You wouldn’t have done that if you knew what would happen.”
 “What do you know?” I growled. “You just met me.”
 “I know that despite the awkwardness between you and that boy, you seem to have stepped into your aunt’s place. That can’t be easy.”
 “There’s no one else.”
 “Some people would just dump him into the system.” Tall pulled out of the school parking lot and headed—finally—toward my building and the dispute that had brought us together.
 I had a sudden hunch. “You sound like you would know something about taking care of a kid yourself.”
 Now he blushed, the red on his face and neck and what I could see of his chest through the open collar of his shirt. I wanted to lean close and rub my face against that color. I forced my gaze out the opposite window, willing my erection to subside. I didn’t want him feeling sorry for me, especially while I was lusting after him.
 “My parents died in a car accident when I was in my first year of college and my sis, Erin, was in seventh grade. It’s been just us since then.”
 “Now that had to be really hard,” I said. Hell. In the time it had taken to get to my building, I liked him. I couldn’t help myself. Plus, he’d been so nice about waiting for me while I sorted out Audra and Joe. I wished I knew what to say in thanks, but I hadn’t exactly been Mr. Smooth before the wheelchair and now…now I was rusty.
 “Fortunately she turned to me, and we were able to get through the worst of it together. I hope you don’t mind me saying Joe’s anger is familiar. Sometimes a kid needs a safe place to express it. A person they know will take it, will be there.”
 We’d reached the construction site with its dug-out pit falling just beyond the fence—and a block over, my building. “You think so? Joe is so angry, and I’m a stranger. And I know nothing, nothing at all about kids.”
 “I think you care about him. I think he gets that, deep down.” Tall pulled up by the cracked sidewalk, his eyes on my modest apartment building. It was dirty blocks of grayish rock, built in the forties, but every pane of glass sparkled, and in all the window boxes, there were flowers. The blossoms were just now turning brown after an unseasonably warm stretch of weather.
 “How did I miss this place? Of course people live here,” Tall said, repeating my words from earlier as he got out of the car and waited for me.
 No sooner was I on the sidewalk than Miranda rushed out. “Thanks for looking after Nathan earlier,” she said. “I have to go back to the clinic where I applied for the reception job because I got a call to come back.” She pushed back blonde hair still knotted high on her head. She looked good in a suit she’d found through Dress for Success, though her blue eyes had that tired new-parent look. Nathan hadn’t slept very well the night before, perhaps picking up on her nerves. We’d all heard him. Mr. Appleton had finally gone over and knocked on her door, and then played his harmonica until the baby slept.
 “You need me to watch him again?”
 “Edith has him, thanks, but I had to share my news!” She leaned down and kissed my cheek, and it was my turn to blush as Tall watched our interaction.
 “It’s great news. Get going and show them your stuff. You’ll get the job!” I told her.

I accessed the building over a wobbly plank of wood that bowed a little under the weight of my chair. Tall followed me through the entrance that led to Knitting Dreams, the yarn shop I’d inherited responsibility for along with Joe.

“I imagine you don’t get a lot of customers here now,” Tall said. It was only the truth. Since the car industry had been hit so hard, my neighborhood had suffered. It had revolved around people making parts. Now there were a lot of abandoned homes and businesses. Mostly our community was made up of retired people and a few younger holdouts like Miranda.

“We have a Web site, and things have been picking up. Before she was hospitalized, my aunt had organized a group of local people who spin and hand paint specialty silks and wools, even alpaca we import into the shop. And we do classes. I, uh, am scheduled to teach dyeing with Kool-Aid soon.”
 “Kool-Aid, really?” He laughed.
 I nodded. “It’s cheap, and you can get some great colors.”
 “And a Web site,” Tall said. He watched as I unlocked the back door and swung inside,

and he followed. “Sounds like you offer a lot of added value.”
 “Yep.” I looked over at my assistant, who was tapping keys at the long maple table that
 made up our sales desk. He loved the new computer.
 Melbourne Hollis was nineteen years old, built a little like an uneven stack of dominoes,
 with a prominent Adam’s apple and bony cheeks. He gave me a soulful look, pushing his
 brown hair out of his eyes.
 “You went and saw the Man?” he asked.
 “Yep,” I answered. “And here he is.”
 Melbourne’s eyes narrowed on Tall.
 I had to admire Tall’s composure. He was looking around the shop with interest. At the Japanese Noro wools and silks that were like different combinations of rainbows in yarn. At the
 sock knitter’s corner where Edith sat with baby Nathan. And at the late fall flowers, leaves,
 and twigs in a bouquet at the till, no doubt gathered from local abandoned gardens. “This place is…nice,” Tall said.
 I looked around and tried to see it through his eyes, though I’d grown up serving customers here. The overall impression I had was that it was spotless and it was loved. “It would be even nicer if we didn’t have a big friggin’ hole through the back,” Melbourne
 groused.
 Tall’s eyes widened and snapped to my face.
 I nodded toward the rear of the shop where a tacked-up plastic tarp kept out the worst of
 the weather. Where once there had been a bay window with a built-in seat that had been a
 great place to knit and relax, there was now a big, jagged maw.
 “Holy…!” Tall wasted no time striding over. He paused, and I knew what he would see: the
 evidence of the origin of the hole just outside. “But that’s not possible,” he muttered. “Our
 guys are not going to drive that piece of equipment over here and put a hole in someone’s
 building.”
 So he got the same vibe I did. This was deliberate mischief.
 “Someone did.” I had followed him. He was looking grimly at the Caterpillar with its raised
 bucket, standing like a frozen mechanical dinosaur on what had been our community vegetable garden.
 “I need to make a call,” he snapped, his unruffled attitude gone. But I could see the anger
 in his posture, so I pulled away, leaving him some privacy.
 Melbourne thumbed toward the hole when I rolled over to the till. “He going to do anything
 about it?”
 “Of course he is.” Exasperation added gravel to my tone.
 “Whoa. Guess the Man got to you.”
 “How are we for sales today?” I asked, unwilling to discuss how I’d softened on Tall during
 our voyage here.
 “Okay, boss. Turns out having a mysterious hole in our building is good for business. A lot
 of people came by to see it and stayed to stock up on yarn,” Melbourne said. I quirked a brow at him, and he gave me a tiny grin. Whatever. If it was good for business,
 that was all I cared about, although I wanted that wall patched. It was going to get cold soon. * * *
 Tall was on the phone awhile before he excused himself and left, heading toward the construction site.
 Time passed, and it was three and I had to get Joe. I’d almost fallen asleep again but
 woke up fully when Melbourne nudged me. “I’ll get the kid if you want. Bring him back here?” I nodded. “Thanks, Mel. We’re going back to see Audra for a while.”
 “Can I come with?” His gray eyes were sober. His first job had been working for her. He
 had grown up in Audra’s building.
 “Of course,” I said.
 I saw that Edith was still sitting with Nathan. She was a widow in her seventies, one of
 Audra’s longtime cronies. She went to see Audra every Tuesday, always taking what flowers
 were left from the patch outside.
 I must have dozed again. It was Tall who woke me this time. He cleared his throat and
 handed me a large coffee from Starbucks. He sipped from his own container before speaking. “The trades will be here first thing in the morning. We need to decide if we have to order in
 more of your building’s brick or if we can salvage some of it.”
 My shoulders relaxed. That easy? Of course, this thing could wind up a big legal tangle,
 but I didn’t want that. I just wanted the frigging hole fixed so that if—when—Audra ever came
 back to her shop, it was more or less the way it had been. “Okay,” I said. “Um, will you also be
 back?”
 Way to be pathetic. But he was… Oh, man. I looked up at him: tall, tired man, rumpled,
 ready to go home to his condo and shower off a long day. His blond hair was in his eyes, giving him a boyish look. What would it be like to share a pillow with him, to be able to reach out
 and stroke the long, solemn bones of his face?
 He swallowed, tossed his empty coffee, and then put his hands into his pockets. His
 cheeks were slightly pink. “Yes,” he said. “I’ll be here first thing in the morning.” “Good,” I said, and my tone was purring to my own ears. Now it was my turn to flush. “Well,” he said.
 “Yeah.”
 “Uh…you are really good with that chair,” he said, obviously not ready to say what he
 meant. I wasn’t sure I liked what he was actually saying, but at least he didn’t take me for
 helpless.
 “I have no choice,” I said.
 His blue gaze ran down my body and stopped on my thighs. I thought I knew where he
 was going.
 Oh.
 “I’m working on a romance novel,” I blurted. “It makes me really horny.” Whoa. So obvious. I might as well hang a flag on it. Still in working order.
 His lips curved just a little. “A romance novel! Wow. Men, uh, write those? You’ll have to
 tell me all about it tomorrow.”



Chapter Four
 “Why do you even do that?” I froze as Joe’s voice shattered the meditative quiet that had fallen after I forgot to restart the CD. I reached for a towel and decided to cut my workout short today. I pressed the cool, clean cotton against my sweaty face. “You mean work out even though I’m in the chair?” I asked.

Joe moved around to where I could see him on the bench I’d modified so I could use it. “Yeah.” Despite his bold question, I could see a trace of discomfort, of shyness in his eyes. He wanted to connect with me. I was glad he’d asked me an honest question. I did better with directness.

“A lot of reasons,” I said. “But mostly because I can lose myself in feeling my body…which is…” I blew out a breath. “It just feels good. And I also don’t want to turn into a weak sister, yeah?”

Joe sat down, school bag beside him. I was glad to see it. He’d been skipping recently and lying to me, and then showing up at Audra’s hospital room when he could sneak in. He didn’t think it was fair that he wasn’t allowed to see her when he wanted just because he was eight. I felt for him, but he couldn’t keep doing it. “You look like the Hulk.”
 I shook my head. “Do not.” “Okay, don’t.” His gaze ran over my damp chest. “What were you doing on your stomach?”
 “Working out my back with some one-arm dumbbell raises,” I explained. Joe bent his head, kicking at the needlepoint, cabbage-rose rug. “Hey, if you ever want to do a little regime, I could maybe cook something up for you.”
 “I’m a kid,” he said, giving me that you’re-a-moron look. I got it at least once a day from him.
 “Yeah, so? It can be an incredible feeling to connect with your body and build a little strength. It gives you dignity.”
 Joe looked up at that. “Dignity?”
 “Yeah.” I swallowed. He had smudges under his eyes. We hadn’t stayed too late at the hospital with Audra because it was a school night, but I had to wonder how well he was sleeping. The constant grind was taking a toll. Waiting for news. Dreading news. Good, bad, nothing…
 Joe got up, pausing to touch one of Audra’s beautiful afghans, this one knit with some alternating kettle-dyed merino thin and thick yarn. Audra had done it in simple garter stitch, leaving the rainbow color of the wool and varied texture to make the afghan. She’d left long uneven lengths at both ends, resembling a pony’s tail. “I used to come in here before school. I remember when she made this one,” he said, his face softening as he dropped the tough guy act.
 I rubbed my eyes. “Yeah.”
 “I ate a good breakfast. I think you’re supposed to ask me about that. Audra always did if she didn’t make it for me.”
 Oh shit. “Great.” Thank Christ the kid had an efficient autopilot. I’d meant to check, but I was so tired lately that—“And you’ve got a lunch packed?”
 “Yeah, Edith put in her macaroons and some sandwiches. Tuna. I don’t like it, but don’t tell her. I don’t want to hurt her feelings, you know?”
 “Yeah.” I nodded.
 “She’s taking me to school now.”
 I studied him. His lips were parted as if he wanted to maybe say something.
 “Have a good day, Joe. We’ll go to see Audra again tonight.”
 “Uh, okay.” His voice changed.
 “Hey!” I could sound like I meant business as a former marine. Joe paused on his way out of the room. “Get back here a moment.”
 He delved back inside, avoiding my gaze.
 “You don’t want to see Audra tonight?”
 He swallowed. “Do you think she’d mind if…?”
 “What, Joe?” I tried to keep my voice extra gentle.
 “Mickey’s having a birthday party at his house, and I’m invited. This guy in my class, Peter, he’s going, and he thought I should come too.”
 “Oh, that sounds great.” I didn’t want him feeling guilty. Audra wouldn’t want him feeling guilty. And seeing her day after day was hard, even for adults. “You know, Edith is probably Audra’s best friend, and she doesn’t go see her except on Tuesdays.”
 “I know.” His spaniel eyes grazed mine. He was listening.
 “Um, is it possible for me to meet Mickey’s parents? I think that’s SOP for this kind of deal.” Since I’d screwed up not asking him if he’d eaten breakfast this morning, I didn’t want to do this wrong.
 “His dad gets him every day after school.”
 I nodded. “Okay then. I’d like to meet him.”
 “It’s just a dumb party.” Joe had turned away.
 “But I’d really like it if you went, see,” I said, hitting on sudden inspiration. “There’s going to be a shi—uh, a crapload of mess around here when Tall and his guys fix that hole. It won’t be a fun place to be.”
 “So you don’t want a kid underfoot.”
 “You’re a kid? Really? I’ll alert the media.”
 I got a flash of a smile before he disappeared from sight, and I caught the sound of his sneakers thundering down the stairs. I stared at that empty space for a while, savoring it. I’d forgotten breakfast, but I’d done okay this morning.
 * * *
 I was just wheeling out of Audra’s sitting room when I had another visitor. My palms froze on the wheels, and my heart gave a great big goofy bang!
 Tall Hollander had visited Starbucks again this morning, probably the little corner one that was three blocks down and in a better neighborhood. He had two coffees and some wrapped treats on a paper tray. His mouth dropped open when he saw me, and we stared at each other for a prolonged moment. I was surprised little hearts weren’t revolving around my head at the cartoon simplicity of what I felt on seeing him. I like, my body said.
 Yeah, yeah. I answered it by putting the towel over my tight shorts, which were tenting.
 “I thought I’d share what I’d found out on-site,” Tall said. “The general contractor and an operator for the Cat will be here within the hour.”
 I made myself nod, trying to play it cool, but it was hard when his gaze moved over my bare chest like a slow caress, touching on my nipples. I wondered if he’d like to suck them. I wondered if nipples were a special erogenous zone for him. If I licked and sucked his, would he cry out and grip my head, making messy haystacks of my hair?
 He cleared his throat. “I hope you don’t mind. Your assistant at the shop said where I could find you, so I just came upstairs.”
 “Any man who brings me coffee at this hour with…”
 He gave me a small grin. “Cinnamon rolls. I baked them this morning.”
 I blinked. “You’re shitting me.”
 “My sister wanted them,” he said, shrugging. “I didn’t make them from scratch. It’s that stick-in-the-oven-and-ice-them-afterward thing.”
 “Geez, you still beat me in the parental deal,” I said. “Your sister’s back? So you’re driving something else?”
 “No, ah, she’s still got my car.”
 “What is it?”
 “A Lexus.”
 “Sucker.”
 “Yeah.” His grin widened.
 “Come on; we can go back in the sitting room and have the coffee there.” I wanted him more than his home-baked cinnamon rolls.
 * * *
 Tall’s blond hair was slightly in his eyes, probably from the wind that had stirred up this morning around two. I would know since I’d been on watch then. I liked it that way, looking like he’d just leaped out of bed. My bed.
 I wish.
 There was something more to that feeling of lust, but I didn’t want to examine it too closely. I sipped my coffee and decided I could eat two cinnamon rolls in the wake of my workout. I had one in my mouth when I caught Tall staring at my chest again.
 I reached for my discarded T-shirt.
 “Hey, I’m sorry.” He ducked his head. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”
 I made some sound, still chewing, and pulled the cotton over my head.
 He looked up again, and his gaze held mine. “You’re beautiful. I mean… I don’t know what I mean. You’re beautiful like a man. I like the whiskers and the lines around your eyes and…and you have an exquisite upper body.”
 I listened to the very loud sound of Audra’s windup anniversary clock ticking.
 “Sorry,” he said. “Back to business. No one on the site knows how that piece of equipment wound up over here. It was shut off and secured for the next business day. The site has a guard and a dog on patrol after hours.”
 I nodded. “I know. I, uh, have watched what goes on over there sometimes.”
 Tall shoved his hair back. “I’ve called Mr. Stevenson, the developer behind Troubadour Towers. I have to put it down as some kind of prank, Sam, and I’m sorry. The men working the site are experienced, good guys. It just doesn’t add up.”
 I rubbed my forehead, relieved he’d moved to another topic other than my, uh, beautiful-like-a-man’s whiskers. Damn, I wanted to pull him into a kiss. And thinking about that wasn’t helping my erection subside. Fortunately the towel covered it as well as my knees. “So what happens now?” I asked.
 “Now we fix the damage,” Tall said, a determined light drowning the warmth in his eyes. “Starting with the stone facade. I was able to locate a charity source for used building materials that still has some of those blocks on hand and purchased them this morning. We’ll rebuild the wall and replace the siding. I have a carpenter coming in to measure the damaged window seat and repair it, as well as order some replacement glass for the window.”
 My shoulders relaxed. “Thanks. I just need it fixed.”
 “You do seem to have a lot going on,” Tall noted. Then he smiled, and his blue eyes were sparkling like freshly poured soda. “Like that romance novel…”
 “Oh, Christ.”
 His smile widened. “Come on; you didn’t think I was just going to leave that, did you?” I looked at him, blond hair, blue eyes, slinky tall body. “I’ll tell you more under two conditions.”
 “Name them.” He raised his eyebrows, and I also felt the ante rising between us.
 “Tell me if you do yoga.”
 He looked confused, but he answered. “I do.”
 “I knew it.”
 “Okay.”
 “And…and have dinner with me.” My heart was pounding in my ears. I had asked him. Why had I asked him? Oh, fuck.



Chapter Five

“You know you have to get a birthday present for the other kid, right?” Tall asked me as we took the elevator down to the first floor, back to revisit the hole in my building.
 I had been filling him in on Joe’s invitation to the party. I blinked up at him now. “Uh.”
 Tall grinned. “Not sure what to get an eight-year-old boy?”
 “I haven’t been one for a while.”
 “I noticed that in your little shorts for working out,” Tall purred. “All man, you.”
 My cheeks heated. His compliments were so extravagant I didn’t know what to make of them. Were they for real? They got under my skin.
 “You take a compliment the old-fashioned man’s-man’s way—all flustered. It’s hot.”
 I rubbed the back of my neck. “I asked you to dinner. What more do you want?”
 Tall’s eyes widened. “I don’t think this elevator ride is long enough for me to get into that.”
 “You’re a tease.”
 “Absolutely not. I’ve been up front about what I want. If I have to chase you to get it…” He shrugged, looking absolutely Zen.
 “Doesn’t it occur to you that I’m not…” I cut myself off. How could his strokes feel good and at the same time piss me off? And why had I set myself up for more?
 He paused just outside the elevator, folding his arms with the air of a man who would wait on me, who thought I was worth waiting for. But I knew the truth.
 “You’re not what?”
 “I was living in a cardboard box when Audra was beaten and left for dead.”
 “Oh, you are not just leaving it at that,” Tall said firmly.
 “I…” I swallowed. “I didn’t want to live my life the way I am now.”
 He studied me, and I actually felt sweat prickle my forehead under that gaze. “So how did you wind up back here to become Joe’s caregiver?”
 “A cop friend found me, took me back to his place for a shower and hot coffee before I saw Joe.” I was still feeling uncertain about what he must have thought, and it pissed me off, so I added, “I guess I’m not your usual dinner date.”
 Tall blinked. “No, you’re not.” Then he added softly, “I’m sorry.”
 “That’s it?” I muttered.
 He held up a hand. “You are not ducking out of your dinner invitation. You can act like a dick if you want, but I still want to come and spend some time with you.”
 I swallowed, my cheeks burning. “Okay.”
 “Okay then.” He knelt beside my chair and I wanted to hate that, but I liked looking him in the eye. It felt…intimate. “Sam, I’m sorry. I don’t know anything about your life, but you wouldn’t hurt so much if you weren’t a good man, you know?”
 I ducked my head.
 And he kissed me. A soft brush of lips against mine while my heart pounded in my ears. Huffing, I stared at him, still feeling the ghost impression of lips against lips. Oh, shit, he was going to ruin me.
 He grinned at me. “I’m going to ruin you for all other men.”
 I growled something under my breath, but he got to his feet as gracefully as ever, opening the inner door to the shop. “After you.”
 * * *
 Melbourne was powering up with his own cup of Starbucks and a couple of cinnamon rolls he was polishing off. I raised a brow at Tall, whose eyes were sparkling. “He didn’t think the Man could bake.”
 “Uh-huh.” But if Tall was working his magic on me, I couldn’t see how anyone else would be immune. In fact, I wasn’t sure I wanted to be anymore. I tried to imagine a scenario where Rock, my hero, was having dinner with Tall…
 “Candlelight, very nice.” Tall smiled seductively at me, placing his arms around my neck. We were of a height. I wasn’t sure I liked that exactly, or that we both had the same hair color. If I went to a club with him, it would be like we were competing with each other.

“I wanted to make dinner special, Rock,” Tall said. “I took time off work.” “I thought your job was important to you?”
 “It means nothing when you’re in town. You’re all I can think of,” Tall said.
 “Sam?” I blinked, and Rock and Tall and their candlelight moment popped like a soap bubble. Tall was bent over some blueprints with a stranger, a pencil over his ear, his forehead creased with concentration.

“This is Clem Stevenson. He’s a carpenter I’ve worked with a lot. I asked him to come out and take a look at the damage inside the building.”
 Clem was a man in his fifties with a ripple of white hair through dark brown. His gray eyes held mine as I offered my hand. He shook it firmly. I liked him immediately.
 “Quite a mess. Fucking kids,” he said, nodding toward the hole. I could see men outside, hear their voices calling out and the vibrating growl of the Caterpillar’s motor as it roared to life.
 I frowned. “I’m not sure it was kids.”
 “Really?” Tall was watching me, but I knew he was listening, not defensive. Maybe all that yoga had him just that centered. I envied him that. I wanted it for myself.
 I shrugged. “I can’t explain it. Just a feeling…”
 “I’ll have Jerrod come in and talk to you. He’s the tractor operator.”
 “Okay,” I said. But when Mel handed me a sheet of orders we’d received through the Web site overnight, I found it hard to concentrate on matching colors of yarn and choosing three skeins of blue-to-orange hand-painted silk that would make a nice sweater. I had that uneasy feeling rolling in my gut that I’d had in the military before things went wrong.
 Last time had been right before my life had been severed in half, almost like my legs.
 I jumped when Tall touched my shoulder. “Here’s Jerrod. I have to go over to the site for a while. See you later?”
 I nodded. Tall had been great. He obviously took pride in what he did, and I had the same sense from his men, like the carpenter measuring out the space, talking about extending the bench so it would be more comfortable.
 I shook Jerrod’s hand, and immediately my radar went off. Well, and his hair was still cut close to his skull. “Marine?” I asked.
 “Yes, sir,” he said. “Long time ago but…”
 “I know,” I said, lifting a hand to indicate the chair. I still had the attitude too.
 “So you know when I tell you I parked that Cat safe and secured it, I know what I’m talking about,” Jerrod said. He rubbed a hand restively over the stiff bristles of his scalp. “I can’t figure it.”
 “Someone wanted to hurt us,” I said. It felt right.
 He nodded. “Seems like. Not sure how they pulled it off, though.”
 “Have I seen you around some time?” I asked, narrowing my eyes on him.
 “My parents left me their house. It’s about a mile from here, to the south where the old drive-in used to be.”
 I knew the area, mostly abandoned houses now, so the city was talking about demolishing them. There’d been talk about doing that here, but Audra had rallied what remained of our neighborhood and it had been decided enough people remained to make it viable. “Tough,” I said.
 “I don’t know.” Jerrod shrugged. “It’s nice and quiet now. Quieter than when I grew up.”
 “There is that. Thanks for coming and talking to me.”
 * * *
 So I had three things to mull that afternoon. The mischief done to our building, a birthday gift for an eight-year-old boy…and what exactly I was going to do for dinner with Tall.
 As I wheeled into the lobby of Joe’s school, I recognized there wasn’t much chance I’d be able to impress Tall. I had Joe to feed, I had to stick around the building, which probably meant constant interruptions from my residents—everyone always felt free to drop by Audra’s apartment—and I wasn’t sure where to take him anyway. I guessed he was used to fancy.
 “This is Mickey’s dad,” Joe said, looking mortified he had to introduce me to someone. I could almost feel his unspoken don’t screw this up. Crap.
 “I’m Sam Masterson.” I held out my hand.
 “John Alvers.” Mickey’s dad shook my hand. He was a little overweight, with chubby cheeks, giving him a benign look. “It’s my son’s birthday.”
 “John,” I began in an undertone. “Any idea what to get your kid for a birthday gift?”
 John grinned. “He gave me a list. Want a copy?”
 “Wow! Organized.” John handed me a list that seemed to include a lot of game stuff. I thought I could manage to swing by an electronics shop and pick something up before feeding Joe…and Tall.
 “More like mercenary,” John said. “Do you want me to drive Joe home at eight?”
 I looked at Joe, who was so still I knew he was holding his breath. This party meant a lot to him. Probably because there would be no worry over Audra, no me in her place—just time to be a kid with his friends.
 “That would be great,” I said.
 “How is Audra?” John asked.
 Joe’s head dropped.
 “We don’t know.”
 “Tough with the holidays coming,” John noted.
 “She’ll be awake then,” Joe piped up. He avoided my startled look. “She loves Christmas, and she wouldn’t miss it with me. She’ll be awake.”
 John gave me a sympathetic look as Joe sped off to talk to his friends before leaving for the day. I watched Joe, seeing the way his hands waved around as he chatted, the softer look to his face.
 Damn. I was going to have to talk to him.
 But there was no time for that this evening, and I was kind of grateful. This parenting stuff sucked. Often it seemed like I was the rain cloud following Joe around, reminding him to go to school, clean his room, do all this stuff…and now it included reminding him the approaching holidays held no magic.
 Yep, it sucked.
 * * *
 We settled on a new game for Mickey, and because I was feeling so shitty for Joe, I bought him the same one. His sullen mood dissipated enough to give me a startled thanks, though he avoided my eye afterward on the drive home.
 As I wheeled into the building via the store, I told him that Tall was coming for dinner.
 He paused and made a face. “Is this like a boyfriend thing?”
 “Uh, no, I think that’s premature.” I could feel heat burning my cheeks. Damn it. “Does my…orientation embarrass you? We can talk about it.”
 “Ugh! No, thanks! It’s just like when Audra’s gentleman friend comes to call,” Joe said. “Totally embarrassing. He brings her roses every Thursday.”
 “Oh,” I said. So it wasn’t the gay thing, it was…he was eight. I rubbed my eyebrow. “Audra has a man friend?”
 “Yep. And he’s really old too.” Again the pulled face.
 “Ugh.”
 “Totally.”
 I decided not to remind him that Audra wasn’t a spring chicken herself. It was strange to think of my aunt with a boyfriend. It seemed like I’d missed a lot.
 Just then the elevator let us out on the fourth floor and I stopped breathing.
 Tall. Dressed up nice. Holding white roses and slouching patiently outside our apartment door.
 “Ugh,” said Joe.



Chapter Six

Tall raised a brow at me, but I shook my head, unwilling to explain with an eight-year-old listening—who probably wouldn’t hold back on the “ughs.”
 “Roses…” He handed them to me, and I stared, unsure what to do. No one had ever given me roses before.
 “I figured a rough, tough marine—probably this is a first,” Tall said, echoing my thoughts. He looked at Joe. “Hey.”
 “Hey.” Joe’s voice was unenthusiastic.
 “How about pasta tonight, Joe?” I asked. It was easy and I had some fresh from the local Italian deli, so it was guaranteed not to be an embarrassment with Tall over.
 “Fine.” Joe took his unwrapped game and ran for his room, slamming the door behind him.
 I sighed, rubbing the tight muscles in the back of my neck. A warm, calloused hand took over for me, and I didn’t resist. Tall must have studied massage along with yoga.
 “So we started with breakfast and we’re finishing with dinner. Think we’ll ever get to dessert?”
 After a moment, he stopped and I looked over my shoulder at him. His blue eyes twinkled down at me, and I found myself smiling.
 “How come you are so fucking irresistible?” I asked him.
 “I am?” he asked, looking pleased. He stopped touching my neck and pushed his blond hair out of his eyes. He was a little rumpled from another long day, with his suit jacket over one arm so I could see that white shirt overlaying the golden warmth of his skin. “I’ve been working on making you see that.”
 “I know,” I said in a tone as dour as Joe might have used.
 It didn’t seem to bother Tall. “What can I do to help?”
 “I, uh… For starters, I don’t know what to do with the roses. Audra had some vases.” We were in the kitchen now, and I waved to indicate the stained-glass door of the cupboard where Audra kept her nicer things. She’d taken the stained-glass panels in trade instead of rent from a young artist a decade ago. All our cupboards had her favorite flowers: pansies, morning glory, even dandelions.
 “Nice,” Tall said. “Audra?”
 I nodded.
 He opened the one I’d indicated and, after a moment, pulled out a piece that was longstemmed, multicolored amber glass with those flat Italian marble pieces embedded. It was Audra’s favorite.
 “This will be nice with the roses. So how are things with you and Joe?”
 “Ummmm.” I made for where the big pot to boil the pasta could be found in a drawer by the sink. When I’d moved in, Melbourne had helped me shift all the more necessary stuff to the lower cabinets. The stove was a little high, but I had worked out a system. Joe needed to eat, so I had learned how to make that happen. “Not so good.”
 “I had a feeling,” Tall said. “I can hear his game playing from here. When my sis didn’t want to communicate, it was loud music. A classic.”
 “He, uh, thinks Audra will wake up for Christmas,” I said.
 Tall filled the vase with water and turned to open the cutlery drawer. It was so companionable, working in the kitchen together. Weird, like we just fit. “Uh-oh. You’ll have to talk to him.” But Tall didn’t leave it at that. He gave me a look. “I’m sorry, Sam.”
 I took in a deep breath. Pow! Tall’s warm gaze, his genuine empathy hit me. “The thing is”—I had to clear my throat—“I wish it was true! I wish she’d… It’s just so lousy, and in real life, a person like her, a good person who touched so many people and made things better… She’ll probably pass away on the holidays, and then Joe will be—”
 “Hey, hey.” Tall put aside the rose stems he was paring of thorns and knelt beside me. “What do you need?”
 “Another kiss would be good,” I rasped. I couldn’t believe I was asking. But then his mouth fitted over mine, and I drank in his taste, the firmness of his lips, the burn of his lightly whiskered chin against mine. Oh, I was starving for him.
 My hands dug into his hair, and he moaned as my tongue stroked his, his body shuddering where it touched mine. I wanted to be in bed with him. I wanted him over me, taking hold of my cock, holding it in his hand before impaling himself on it. I wanted to watch him ride me, see all the expressions on his face as he took me.
 A burst of sound from Joe’s room made us break apart, panting. Tall rested his forehead against mine. “I can’t die of an erection,” he muttered in a mantra. “I can’t die of an erection.”
 I laughed, suddenly feeling much lighter than I had in a long time, since even before winding up in the chair. “Speak for yourself,” I rumbled.
 “Oh, Sam, you are smokin’.”
 I blushed, but maybe… I was maybe starting to believe him now. It felt good. It felt like being a man.
 “When does Joe’s party start again?”
 My heart was suddenly pounding. “After dinner. Mel’s taking him, and Mickey’s dad said he’d drop him off at eight.”
 “So that gives us…maybe an hour?” Tall was back to his roses, looking composed. Except I could see where his pants fit snugly. Wow. I wanted to suck that. I wanted to suck the evidence that someone found me ‘smokin’.’
 “I…I don’t have anything,” I confessed. And my room was a fucking mess. I had meant to clean it up as an example for Joe, but with everything going on, I hadn’t had time.
 “I got you covered.” His tone made me almost feel his double entendre stroking my cock. Whoa.
 “But I haven’t… I’m not sure—”
 “Let me start heating the water. You get out the pasta. Then if you want a moment to yourself or something…” Tall shrugged. There was a tiny bit of uncertainty in his gaze as it collided with mine.
 “I want you,” I confessed in a rough, low tone. “God, I want you. I just don’t get why you’d want me.”
 “I’m going to pretend you only said the first part.” Tall looked pissed. “Because that’s all that matters, isn’t it?”
 I gulped. “My room’s a mess.”
 He handed me the roses. “I got them for your bedroom. I hoped to, uh, see them in there.”
 He was giving me a moment to tidy up. I balanced the vase, liking that he just assumed I could manage to get it back to my room without trouble.
 “I’ll get the pasta on,” he called as I wheeled out of the kitchen. I figured I could dump everything into the washing machine and change the sheets and—
 Oh, man. We would have maybe an hour. What would he do to me in an hour? What would I do to him?
 As I entered the tiny room that Audra had kept for me since I was a child, I took in the mess. Rock wouldn’t have this kind of space. He wouldn’t have an eight-year-old. He would have smooth Egyptian cotton sheets in some kind of boutique hotel look.
 But…Tall had given me white roses.
 I put them on the single table by the double bed and yanked the sheets off. A book went along for the ride and thumped loudly, and I remembered Joe was next door. Shit! I didn’t want him coming in here and catching me making my bed. He was a pretty sharp kid.
 After I got the bedding and assorted laundry safely into the hamper for the wash, I wheeled to the linen closet and pulled out the first set of fresh sheets I could find. It was some of Audra’s hand-embroidered work on linen and my throat closed. But she’d want me to use them. I powered back to the bedroom and made my bed in record time, almost like someone would be coming by to inspect it and check my hospital corners.
 Flushed, I looked around. The room still contained things from my teens, posters of jets and ships and some westerns I’d loved as a kid. There was also a picture of me with Audra at my high school graduation. I had my arm around her, towering over the tiny woman who had sheltered me when I had no one.
 I went to the window and opened it, thinking fresh air might be a good thing, although maybe we’d have to close it when we—
 Oh crap. I was picturing us on the bed, me and Tall, sliding together, God, so in need to mate. It had been too long. I wouldn’t last. I wouldn’t last, and he’d be disappointed. Why hadn’t I hired someone before this? Joseph had made it obvious he’d do me a favor. He was a hustler Audra had offered a place in our building. He’d just started night school, but he had offered to help me out if I ever needed—
 But I hadn’t, and now I’d be with Tall and I hadn’t been with anyone for a long time.
 A gentle knock on the door frame made me jump. I stared up at Tall.
 “Where is the pasta sauce?” he asked calmly. “Water’s boiled.”
 “Um.” My mind was a blank.
 “Sam…” He came over and sat on my freshly made bed. “Nice room.”
 I was conscious that soon we’d have sex here. It was all I could think of. Did he make a lot of noise when he—
 “We don’t have to do this,” he said. He sounded a little depressed.
 “Tall…I’ve been wondering how flexible you are since you told me you do yoga. Before, even,” I admitted.
 He had a slight grin on his face now. “I’m very.”
 I broke out in a sweat. “Oh yeah?” Pasta. I had a kid to feed. I wasn’t hungry anymore myself and I doubted Tall was, but we couldn’t just… Damn!
 Somehow my hand was on his thigh, and it slid down so it was resting on the inside, high up, where his body was hot. He huffed out a breath as I ghosted that hand up, over the plump hills of his balls through his pants.
 My hand was shaking when I yanked it back as if he’d burned me. Maybe he had, since I could feel the impression of his body on my palm.
 “Just tell me you’ll suck them when we’re alone, suck my balls,” Tall said. “I shave them. Extra smooth on the tongue.”
 “Oh shit.” I wanted to leap from my chair onto the bed, onto him.
 “And I want you to tie me up, only I guess we won’t have time.” He licked his lips.
 “I’ll tie you up. I’ll spank you. Whatever you want.” My voice was hoarse to my own ears. His eyes were sizzling blue as they held mine, then ran over my torso, my arms. I knew he was imagining what I’d do to him, and I had to admit that I was strong, powerful, my shoulders and upper body toned from my workouts.
 “Spank me.” He spread his legs wide, and I wheeled into the V he created so we were closer. He nuzzled my lips with his. “Will you use your leather belt to tie me up? I’ve been a very bad boy…”



Chapter Seven

“What did you pick up for your friend’s birthday?” Tall asked as we finished our dinner. I had been enjoying watching him and Joe interact. Tall was so easy, so comfortable with himself, Joe couldn’t seem to help but respond to him. Damn, he was a likeable man, as well as gorgeous. I could almost sit here all night and just watch him, listen to him. Almost.

Joe pulled the game out of its plastic bag and showed it off.
 “Wrapping?” He looked at me.
 “Shi-oot,” I said. “I think Audra used to keep some down in the shop.”
 “I know where,” Joe said. “I’ll wrap it up, and then Mel can take me.” He looked at Tall and

at me. “And then you can tie him up.”
 I choked on my pasta.
 Tall laughed. “Joe, can you erase that from your brain? Please.”
 “Whatever.” Joe began reluctantly to dig into the salad that was the last thing on his plate.

Yay! I hadn’t had to tell him to eat it. Someone else must have programmed him on that score. He gave Tall a pointed look. “Will you spend all your time with him now he’s your boyfriend? Linda across the hall says whenever her mom gets a new boyfriend, she isn’t around much.”
 I blinked, trying to read the subtext. Tall kicked my heel, widening his eyes at me. “Oh! No, I, uh, I’ve never had a boyfriend, but I don’t think I’ll act that way. You are kind of my number one. And then this building and the knit shop.”
 “Like it was with Audra.”
 “Yeah. That hasn’t changed, Joe.” I had finished my own dinner, so I took the bowl to rinse out in the sink. “And it won’t.”
 “I have a sister named Erin,” Tall told Joe. “And I think we’re transitioning right now from her being my number one, but only because she has a boyfriend.”
 “Okay.” Joe avoided our eyes. “I’m going to go wrap my gift.”
 “Hey, just a minute,” I called. I fished out my wallet and almost pulled out a twenty, something I’d done the first days I’d looked out for him. Seemed reasonable to me but I’d come into censure for it from some of the moms in our building. I stopped, looked at Tall who knew about this shit, and rethought. “Okay, you call me if you need me for ANYTHING. That’s SOP, right? Do you have your key just in case?”
 “Yes.” He was shifting from one foot to the other, restless.
 “I’ll be downstairs waiting for you at eight. Call if there’s going to be any delay.”
 “But I thought…” He looked at Tall but then closed his mouth. I noticed the set of his shoulders was more relaxed. Did it actually matter to him that I was making him a priority? “Okay, I’ll call.” He even pulled out his cell phone to show me he had it on him.
 “Thanks, Joe. Have a great time.”
 Joe was grinning as he disappeared from the kitchen, plastic bag in hand.
 Tall had folded his arms and was watching me load the dishwasher. “Nice going. And watching you be responsible…it’s just plain hot.”
 I raised a brow. “Really?”
 “Yeah. He needs to know there’s someone he can count on with your aunt in hospital. I don’t think he’d be going to that party if you weren’t here.”
 I swallowed. “I want to do the right thing.”
 Tall knelt beside my chair and leaned close to kiss me. It was warmth and tongues stroking and breaths coming rapidly. He curved a hand around my skull, making a mess of my hair as he kneaded it. “You don’t know how to do anything else. It’s what struck me about you the first time I met you. Honor. You showed up at the big, bad city office ready to tilt for your windmill.”
 I shifted. “It’s corny, but honor is not just a word to me.”
 “Of course not.” He closed his blue eyes and nuzzled his cheek against mine, which felt absurdly romantic despite the beard burn. “You’re a marine.”
 I liked that he called me that, that he saw it was who I was right up until it was who I couldn’t be.
 “Can we go to your room now?”
 His soft words made my heart pound again. “Oh yeah,” I said.
 * * *
 I wasn’t sure what to do when we got there. I sat on my chair and watched as he fluffed the flowers into a nicer bouquet in their vase. “You’re behaving like a stereotype,” I told him through a dry throat.
 “I’m an architect; I’m aware of my environment,” he said. “I’m also pretty much a bottom. I mean, I love bottoming. Is that a problem?”
 He was slipping out of his dress shirt, slipping off some kind of expensive Italian tie, and my hands were suddenly shaking. “Nope,” I croaked. But that shirt. Oh, that shirt. “Wait.”
 He froze, and I knew he was wondering if I was going to change my mind. I almost laughed since, yeah, no chance of that. I hadn’t had sex in more than a year. I hadn’t had man-on-sweaty-man, no-holds-barred, grunting, workin’ it, come-all-over-you sex.
 I pictured my cum drying on his pubic hair. “Oh, Christ,” I whispered.
 Something of what I was thinking must have been in my expression since the set of Tall’s lips relaxed minutely. “You want this,” he said. “God, you want this as much as I do. Your hands are shaking.”
 “Nah, I think that’s an earthquake. Yeah, it’s just the ground shaking.” I reached out and grazed that shirt with the flat of my palm, feeling the heat of his skin under the opaque material. “There’s something about you in a white dress shirt.” I moved my hand up so it touched where the cloth was open at his throat. I could feel his heart thudding against my fingertips.
 “Sam, I want to see your hand on my cock. I’m about ready to shoot off, thinking of it.”
 “Take it out so I can see it,” I ordered him.
 I watched as he pulled a sheet back on my bed, his pants tight around what looked to be a high, perfect ass. And then I could see it for myself as he removed his clothing. He was smooth all over. Smooth and golden skinned, so I knew he’d be like silk under my tongue. I had never indulged in so much luxury, but Tall personified the word. When he slipped into position, presenting himself with his legs slightly open so I could see plump balls and his halferect cock, I just stared.
 “Sam,” he repeated, holding out his hand. His other hand was palm up over his head as he stretched out like a hot centerfold.
 “I haven’t done this,” I made myself admit. “Not for a while.”
 “You can get in and out of my car without any problem, so you’re pretty limber. Or Erin’s car, I should say.” He raised his brows, but there was gentleness in his eyes as if he understood. Jesus. If I was Rock, my hero, I’d crush him into the bed and show him who was boss.
 This was far scarier. This was possibly inadequate me.
 “I want you,” he said. “I wanted you in me about five seconds after we met. A picture popped into my head of me sitting on you in your chair.”
 I yanked my T-shirt off. I already knew he liked my upper body, so I let myself enjoy the long, lingering look he gave my hard-earned muscles. “I wanted on you after watching the way you walk.”
 He smiled and got out of bed for a moment, walking back and forth the length of my little room, putting on a show. Damn! Since when was watching a man walk so erotic? But his long cock, his shaved, smooth body, his nipples stabbing into his fingers as he played with them… Hot, so hot.
 I took a deep breath and manned up, coming close to the bed and making the jump. I was a little shaky so my chair actually fell over, but it didn’t matter because he was on me as soon as I hit the mattress. His legs spread open over my hips, his lips on mine, kissing me eagerly as if begging me to take him. I palmed his ass, and we ground together, cock against cock for the first time.
 “Shit!” He broke away, panting. “You feel like…” He reached down and loosened my jeans, and then when they were around my calves, he cupped my erection. “Is this for real?” I laughed. At least that was still impressive. Thick, like the rest of me. Very. And uncut. Tall moaned, “Sam, please, I want it in my mouth. Please.”
 I stroked his hair as he pulled off my briefs and shoved them down my legs. He didn’t pause to look at me, and I was glad because my legs…
 “Sheet. Over me.”
 His eyes widened. “Over your—”
 I shoved him off me and yanked the sheet up so it covered my legs. Panting, sweat standing out on my skin, I stared at him.
 “Okay,” he said. He took my hand and kissed it, a romantic gesture that for some reason made my throat tighten. “For now.”
 Before I could protest, he slid down my body again and his seeking mouth nuzzled my cock. “Oh, God, I love your cock,” he said. “I want your cum on my face, in my hair.”
 “Jesus, Tall, put it in your mouth.” I couldn’t stop from thrusting firmly inside him, while he was playing with the rim of my cock. He ate me as delicately as if I were a canapé at a fancy uptown party. My eyes closed as he licked me. I could see him at that kind of classy gathering, light blue eyes laughing, perhaps exchanging a teasing glance with some man he’d have on his knees by the end of the night.
 I made a growling sound, not at all liking that image, and my hold on him tightened possessively.
 “You mean business, my top,” he said as if he were eating it up along with me.
 My top. No one had ever called me that, as if claiming me, as if saying I owned him. I’d fucked, used, but I’d never been anyone’s top. It was sexy as hell, just like everything else about him.
 “You’re too smooth for your own good,” I rasped.
 “You need to show me who’s boss.” He grinned at me sunnily.
 I wrestled him onto his back, both of us suddenly laughing like kids, and I barely registered the sheet had fallen down my scarred legs. He looked down at them. “That will always be me,” I said.
 His legs were around my hips, natural, as if he couldn’t wait to take it. As if he was meant to take it.
 I reached out blindly for something, and my fingers groped over his tie. It would do. I yanked his wrists close and tied them together in front of his body, a knot that meant business, that he couldn’t slip out of. Why else tie someone up?
 He tested it, and his eyes widened again. “I’m not going anywhere.”
 I reached down, and explored his rigid cock, down the silky hills of his balls, and to the satiny crevice. Did he cream himself down there? It was so soft.
 “I’ve been”—he huffed—“using a toy. Thinking of you.”
 “That’s it!” My hand cracked over his hip, and I fell onto my back. “Condom?” Despite his bound hands, he had no trouble pulling a condom free of his pants. I was going to take it from him, but then he put it over his lips and he was…oh, he was…
 He put it on me using his mouth. Christ. No one had ever done that kind of thing to me. And as he did it, his fingers cupped my balls and his warm tongue lapped and… I was going to come. Damn!
 I held my prick steady in one fist, ready for him. “You are the perfect slut.”
 Tall laughed as if delighted. “Do you mean the way I can’t wait to spread myself for you?” he asked in a honey tone. Again I could imagine him schmoozing with his clients and the rich of this city. I had never cared before if any of my one-nighters fucked around as long as we had fun, but the idea of him doing that had me knotting a possessive fist in his hair.
 “You are the living embodiment of my military fantasy. You know, where I’m the new recruit and you’re the ruthless man in command and when I’m alone with you, you try me out one night, use my hole for your pleasure…” He gasped as I tugged on his hair.
 “Shut up,” I muttered, liking his fantasy way too much. I wanted to be back in the Marines just to do it for real. I’d use his hole for my pleasure all right. I’d fuck him until he couldn’t walk. “And climb on me.” I wanted in him deep so that light teasing would fall away and his movements would become disjointed and he’d be down and dirty with me.
 “Sam…you… This scares me a little,” he admitted in a kind of apology as if he knew his playing was beginning to piss me off.
 “So just be scared.” I put a palm against his cheek, almost like a handprint I wanted to leave on his skin. “Hell, you scare me.”
 “Okay…” Sober blue now, rolling clouds coming in, not the light of sun sparkling on water in his eyes. I almost regretted it, but I needed him like this. I needed the expensive him in my cheap bed. I needed him so wild for it he’d let me inside.
 He rose on his knees, and I thrust up simultaneously. “You fucking slut. Is this what you wanted?”
 “Sammmmm,” he hissed out as he tried to impale himself on me, his body taut and graceful, built like one of those male ballet dancers.
 I took in the lean rib cage, the small, tight nipples stabbing the air as if asking for more of his rough passes with his own fingertips. I hadn’t missed how sensitive he seemed there. I stared up at him, at the blond hair mussed from my hands, at the pink beard burn marks on his cheeks from my impassioned kisses, at his lips parting and his eyes heavy as he took me.
 Like everything he did, he tried to take me easy. His eyes widened. “Oh.” The cork kind of got stuck in the bottle around my thick head, but I’d been expecting that. “I want you in me,” he pouted. “I’ve wanted to be split open on your dick.”
 “Christ, then take it!” I grabbed his hips and yanked him down. His back arched and he panted through the accommodation, not so easy now. “You don’t play with me. Not with me, Tall.”
 Sweat darkened his hairline. His expression was stretched out like a cubist primal mask. “Do we die like this? I can’t—”
 What kind of men had he had before me? Jesus, they’d let him off lightly.
 “Stay like that.”
 “I need to move.”
 “I said no.”
 His pupils were blown, and he stared down at me, his body split open by my cock just the way he’d asked me to do.
 I watched him, holding on to my own need to shoot off deep inside him. He was even more beautiful like this, made to be fucked.
 “Please, Sam. Please.”
 He was ready now. “All right,” I said. “But not all of it. You haven’t earned the right to take all of it in you yet.”
 His eyes widened at that, but I could see it turned him on. I knew what he wanted. He wanted my handprint red on his ass. He wanted me to shove him onto the bed and take him.
 His legs trembled at first, and I thought he’d kill me, just squeezing my cock like a goddamned vise, but his yoga paid off as he eased up and down, taking only the little I allowed him.
 He whimpered, and it was a sound that made my balls tighten. “I’m going to come,” I heard myself say calmly. I couldn’t stop myself because his body massaging me, dancing on me, was too much after months without touch. “Hold still.”
 He was panting now, his prick quivering and swollen between our bodies, his face and chest slick with sweat. He was mine now.
 I reached down and gripped myself, and it hurt…hurt…but I wanted—
 “On your back,” I directed. “Get your fingers up you.”
 He knew what I wanted, and he did as I demanded. I pulled the condom off myself, wildly sensitized, as he got into position with his body open so I could watch, and then he moistened his fingers and impaled himself again, his body arching to take more.
 “Sam.”
 I knew he was imagining me in him, giving him all my inches.
 “Are you touching your prostate? Nail it hard.”
 “Oh God.”
 “Legs wider. I want to see how you need something in there.”
 Tall looked at me, blue eyes misty and honest now that passion had stripped him down. “I do need something in there. I liked what you made me do.”
 “I know you did,” I rasped. Christ, he was so beautiful as he surrendered with no shame. He liked to be fucked, and he made no bones about it. I used my arms to pull myself higher on my bed so that my lower body was even with his face.
 “Are you going to come on my face?” he asked me, guessing I’d saved it for him.
 “Come for me now; fuck yourself on your fingers and come, baby. I’ll spend all over you,” I coaxed him. “You want that, don’t you?”
 “Yes, I want that!” He was working himself hard now, his body knotted up, on the verge.
 My hand jerked on my cock, and I shuddered, crying out as my spend hit him. He opened his mouth so he swallowed the next load, even as his body quivered and he shot as well, my beautiful messy boy, my Tall, on my bed with cum all over his face, his belly.



Chapter Eight

“Did you guys kiss and stuff?” Joe asked when Tall and I let him in the building later. He was yawning, his skin moist and his hair sticking up in that young kid way that gave me the horrific impulse to hug him. Tall gave a little smile but said nothing.

“Ugh.”
 “You’re half an hour late, Joe,” I said, feeling cranky because the truth was, I didn’t want Joe home right now. I wanted to still be lying in bed with Tall, trying to recover from the monsoon we’d unleashed on my creaky bed. Only I did want Joe home so I knew he was under my roof, secure.
 Sheesh, being a parent. Confusing much?
 I blinked at the way I’d described myself. Whoa. Okay, temporary guardian, maybe. Joe would laugh at the idea of me as his parent.
 “So what now?” We all asked at the same time. Joe cracked up, and Tall and I exchanged a smile.
 “Bed for you,” I said.
 Joe groaned. “But I totally ran out of time. I didn’t get to play with my new game.”
 “You were at another kid’s party, and you brought a game with you?” I raised my brows. Even I, loner that I was, thought that was a bit extreme.
 “I, uh, don’t go to many parties.”
 Tall and I exchanged a look, but his expression was carefully bland, signaling I had to step up. “Come on; let’s head to your room, and you can tell me why it is you don’t go to many parties. You don’t like them?” I asked.
 We reached Joe’s bedroom door, and I got another look at the blue walls papered with astronauts from the Apollo program and a big space shuttle dangling in one corner. I wondered how dated the NASA phase was and if it had been something Audra thought Joe was into.
 Joe had his game out, reading the side of the box. “No one ever invites me.”
 Oh.
 He looked up at me as if he’d heard what I didn’t say. “What, you think it’s so easy to fit in when you don’t have parents like everyone else? At least some of my friends have one. I’ve got a great-aunt, and now I’ve inherited you.”
 “Inherited.” It seemed a strange word for him to have come up with on his own.
 “Yeah. Like some of the kid’s parents were saying, you’re so good to fill in and take care of me.”
 “Joe…”
 He was closing the door between us. “I gotta get to bed if I’m going to go to school in the morning.”
 His autopilot mode made my chest hurt. I put a palm flat on the closed door.
 “Joe…” I swallowed. “Did you at least have a good time at the party?”
 There was a long pause, and then he mumbled, “It was all right.”
 * * *
 “Your kid breaks my heart,” Tall said in the kitchen as I made some coffee. He was leaning against the counter, arms folded, with the white sleeves rolled back so I could see his golden skin and the light hairs on his forearms.
 “You heard him; he’s not my kid.”
 “I heard he wants to be.”
 “I don’t know a fucking thing about raising a kid, okay?” I told Tall sharply. “I don’t. In the Marines, I took care of my men and occasionally a kitten we’d find wandering in the desert. That’s it.”
 “Then I guess that’s your tough shit.”
 “It’s not my—” I saw what he was doing, poking at me. “Okay, I care about him. So what?”
 “So I’m a mature man, and ever since I met you, you taking care of other people has been a serious turn-on. Who would have guessed? Anyway, I have a thing tomorrow,” Tall added, changing the topic. “A thing as in a date I’d like to ask you out on.”
 I took in a deep breath, scrambling to change gears. “A date thing like uptown with the rich folk?”
 “Pretty much. But you are hating the idea.”
 I poured hot water over the instant crystals, absorbing the scent of the strong brew. I was going to need it tonight to stay awake as long as I had to. “I can dress up,” I told him. “For you.”
 Tall smiled and knelt next to me, leaning his forehead against mine. “Did we wreck your bed?”
 “No, just seemed like it.” He smelled good and he felt good, hard and warm and tired. “Stay tonight?” I couldn’t believe I was asking. I never asked.
 But he shook his head. “I didn’t clear it with Erin.”
 “She still lives with you, huh?”
 “When she’s not with her boyfriend or staying with friends. I’m not in any rush for her to move out,” he told me. “She’s old enough that I don’t really need to clear anything with her, but…I like to do it.”
 “We come with some attachments that aren’t exactly the fun kind,” I noted.
 “But we did have some fun tonight with our attachments.” A dimple dented his left cheek. He cleared his throat. “Will you look at me like that tomorrow night?”
 “How’s that?” But I thought I knew, if his face was any good as a mirror.
 In a softer voice, so soft it was like feathers in my down quilt that I’d pulled over us after we’d had each other, he said, “I’m crazy about you.”
 I wrapped a fist in his hair and just held him like that, close to me, controlled by me. “Have you got any toys in your apartment?”
 “Plenty.”
 “I’ll meet you there tomorrow night before this thing.”
 “Come at five.” His eyelids were at half-mast, and I knew if we were still in my bed, he’d be sucking my cock or lying on a pillow with his ass raised while I spanked it. I was rock hard thinking about it.
 “Do you have a paddle?” I asked.
 His breath had picked up, and his cheeks were flushed. “Yes.”
 “I like the idea of you walking around the fancy gathering with your ass freshly reddened. What do you think of that?”
 He groaned, and our lips collided, starving. I reached down and stroked him, and he thrust himself into my palm, heavy, hot, needy. “Erin,” he whispered. “Joe.”
 “Yeah,” I agreed. He had to leave, but I kept teasing him and he didn’t pull away even though he wasn’t going to get to come. It was like once I touched him, he couldn’t do anything but spread himself.
 “Will you let me come before the party?” he asked me, his lips glancing against mine with the words.
 “Probably not. I want you wild for it the next time I tell you to pull up your legs.”
 His pupils had almost swallowed all their surrounding irises. “Sam… God, Sam.”
 “If we were back in my room, alone again,” I croaked. “I’d tell you to pull it out so I could watch you fuck your fist. Maybe I’ll put a toy in you sometime and watch you do that, legs nice and open so I can see everything—you playing with your nipples, your head turning from side to side…”
 “Sam, I just want you to take me,” Tall confessed, his eyes naked with need.
 “You ever been in a sling?” I had a feeling he had, slut that he was.
 “Yes.”
 I squelched my instant jealousy. He’d had a life. I’d had a life. I couldn’t be a dick about it, even if I wanted to be the only one who could shove into his secured and convenient body. But I couldn’t help but ask, “Some fancy occasion?”
 He nodded, his gaze reading my face. “A special Halloween party one year. A couple of men used me.”
 “Tall!” His hand found me, stroked me through my jeans. He could tell I found the idea hot, him giving himself for those men. “Did you film it?”
 “Yes. I can show it to you. My dates wore masks when they fucked me.”
 “I want to see it,” I told him honestly, kissing him. It hurt when he pulled back.
 “‘Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth—for your love is more delightful than wine,’” Tall quoted from the Song of Songs.
 “Get out of here,” I ordered in a rough voice. “Get out while I can let you go.”
 * * *
 “Wow, you’re lively today,” Joe noted as I sat with my cheek resting in one palm. I was stirring my cereal, sitting at the kitchen table since I was determined I’d at least be there for his mealtimes. I could crash for a couple of hours sleep once he was at school.
 “I’m really not,” I said. I studied him, seeing he was wearing a freshly-pressed T-shirt and jeans. Had he done that too? He dressed better than I did, which gave me an idea. “Hey, I need your help this afternoon after class.”
 He paused in cutting into his waffle, giving me a wary look. “Yeah?”
 “I’m going on a fancy date with Tall.”
 He pulled a face.
 “No, that’s not what I need help with.” I couldn’t help but grin at his exaggerated sigh of relief. “I, uh, need to dress up, look fine.”
 He narrowed one eye, looking over my wrinkled T-shirt with the slogan Knitters are badass mo’fos.
 “Do you even own anything nice?” he asked.
 “Just my dress uniform, but I can pick something up.”
 “Yeah, that means shopping downtown.”
 I felt sweat break out on my forehead, and Joe giggled. “Sam, don’t you want to look nice for your boooyfriend?”
 “Brat.” I reached out to ruffle his hair but let my hand fall. I wasn’t sure we were there yet. “Joe, I’m not here because I have to be.”
 Joe stiffened.
 “Wait. Hear me out.” I felt the minefield I was traversing. “Okay, at first I came back for Audra, because I had to take care of her the way she did me, right?”
 Joe nodded, shoving aside his half-eaten waffle.
 “I didn’t want to come back from where I was.” I played with my cereal again. “But you aren’t like the shop, something I have to look after until she comes back.” This was the hard part. I could almost feel Tall urging me on. “I can’t leave now.”
 Joe picked up our dishes, taking them to the scrap pile under the sink used for the compost out back. He dumped the waste, and I watched him, my hands tightening on my remaining cutlery.
 “You want to stay for me,” Joe finally said.
 “Yeah.”
 “Sam.” Joe rinsed the dishes very carefully. “Don’t say it if you don’t mean it.”
 Something broke. I think it was me. I rolled over and snagged his arm, pulling him around to face me. “I’m not much, but I’m yours,” I told him. “You don’t have to worry that you’ll be left alone.”
 His eyes squeezed shut.
 While he was weak like that, I took advantage. I yanked him into my arms and his fingers dug into my shoulders and he shuddered a breath against my neck. “So scared. I’m so scared all the time that Audra’s going to die.”
 “I know it. So am I.”
 I rubbed his back and then I patted it and then he was back on his feet, his face turned away as he scrubbed it. I handed him some paper towels and he took them.
 “You still don’t get to call me buddy,” he said, “’cause that’s so lame.”
 “Deal.”
 “And I pick the stuff you’re going to wear tonight. You know, in case you’re all dorky over Tall and you want to keep him like me.”
 I wasn’t sure what the hell that would mean, but I’d hope for the best. “Okay.”
 “I gotta bounce,” he said. But he paused at the kitchen door, looking over his shoulder at me. “See ya.”
 “See ya,” I said.



Chapter Nine

“The planet Venus. See, I was so right,” Melbourne told me when I rolled into the shop after showering and catching the two hours of sleep that would have to do me.
 “Okay, even from you, that’s a connection I’m not feeling,” I said, heading to where the carpenter had stripped the banquette down to studs. I could see it would be longer, fitting the new extended bay window. Tall and his guys were keeping their promises. This might actually be finished within a week.
 “When you had me watching the construction site last night, you know, on our super-secret vigil to keep the neighborhood safe? I figured out that the bright light wasn’t a plane coming in for a landing. It’s the planet Venus. So she keeps me company for my watch.” He gave me a sly look. “From what I heard from Mrs. Penmark, you had your own close encounter with Venus.”
 “Oh, crap.” I took the mail from him, sorting through it. Mrs. Penmark had the apartment that was next to Audra’s. I could imagine the old gal had put a glass to the wall, listening to me and Tall rock my bed.
 “I think this romance is a good omen, like a comet that signals change, you know?”
 “It’s not a romance,” I said absently, putting aside the bills that could wait and deciding to deal with the urgent ones so I wouldn’t forget. Audra had been the planner, even putting money into stocks when she’d had extra. I decided to visit her today. I wanted to squeeze her hand and feel she was in the same place as me, if only for a little while longer.
 Melbourne raised his brows. “How is it not a romance? Is it different for gay men?”
 “Yeah. No. I have no frickin’ idea.” I shifted, not wanting to talk about this subject. It made me uneasy.
 “How so?”
 “Well, we don’t smile as much.” Except I remembered laughing in bed with Tall. “I’ve never been with a woman. Maybe you have to do that more.”
 Mel grinned. “Yeah, some. Like watering the garden, right?” Mel was in charge of the community garden this year. “You do that and you get flowers. But if you want to know what I think—”
 “I really don’t.”
 Mel ignored me. “I think you went to meet the Man, only you fell for him when he was driving you back here in his limo. Kind of Pretty Woman, right? Except neither of you is a hooker. Anyway, just like your standard chick flick, next you’ll find out things that make you realize you’re two very different people and, you know, wonder if the magic is real. Then there’ll be humor and great clothes and angst and possibly dancing. Plus some kind of breakup. You need to have the breakup scene so you can have the happy ending.”
 “You’re giving me a headache. Tell me you went to Starbucks to make up for it.” Mel handed me a coffee, and I decided I could handle him on my short sleep ration. “It wasn’t a limo; it was a Volkswagen Beetle.” But I couldn’t deny Tall had worked some kind of magic on the trip here. “You watch a lot of chick flicks?”
 Melbourne gave me a reproving look. “I’m seeing a manicurist, remember. When I pick her up, I catch bits and pieces on the wide-screen they run while women get their nails done. Then I have to go rent them to find out what happens after a guy ditches his girl at the altar and stuff. It’s really helpful for the dating scene.”
 “Uh-huh.” He was dating Darla, who also lived in our building, third generation. She and Mel had seemed particularly content lately. But I wasn’t sure watching chick flicks would help me figure out why I couldn’t resist Tall. “Mel, thanks for spelling me for part of last night.”
 “No problem.” Now his eyes hardened and my skinny clerk suddenly looked like a warrior. “We’ll deal with the Bruiser.”
 “I don’t want to deal with him so much as stop him,” I said. I worried sometimes that Mel would get himself into trouble.
 When I was wheeling out of the shop, Mel called, “Hey, Joe looked really good this morning, and it made me think”—he huffed out a breath—“it made me think that if Audra doesn’t wake up, he’s going to be okay. Thanks to you, Sam.”
 * * *
 “It’s the Charlie Brown Christmas tree,” Joe said.
 I stared at the little trees being sold outside the mall. I suppose it was finally getting chilly enough if you kept them outdoors. Indoors the things would probably lose the tiny amount of needles they possessed now and croak in time for the big day. Ho ho ho.
 “I treat them like bonsai,” the seller said, smiling at us benignly. “That’s what I sell at other seasons. I deprive them of light and nutrition and voilà, a disappointing little tree in time for the holidays.”
 Looking at the selection of greenery on his table, and even counting on my brown thumb, I had a strong desire to dole out some fertilizer.
 “They’re miracle trees, Sam,” Joe said, obviously completely sold on the concept. “Look; this one has flickering lights even!”
 “I use old bulbs for them. Gives them that homespun ambience,” the grower told us.
 I looked at the price tag and winced at the cost of ambience.
 “If we take one to Audra in the hospital, she’ll get better just so she can take care of it,” Joe said.
 “Joe…” I knew we had to talk about this, Joe’s grabbing holiday magic as a distraction from our situation.
 “Well…” The word, drawn out in a familiar, caramel-smooth voice, made the back of my neck prickle. I looked up to see Tall, smiling at Joe and me, standing with a young woman with blonde hair cut in a kind of wedge shape and Tall’s blue eyes.
 “Hi,” I said, staring. He was wearing a long brown coat and blue scarf that made his eyes seem bluer than normal. Or were they always that color? I wasn’t usually aware of what someone wore, but Tall had riveted my attention from the first. What was it about him that did that?
 I was aware of my pulse pounding in my throat and a wave of heat that flushed my face when I thought about what I ached to do to him when we’d be alone at his condo later. “Shopping for fancy clothes hasn’t been as horrific as I thought it would be,” I told him.
 His lips quirked into a smile, but more than that, I saw a warm appreciation, both of my words and…me.
 “Joe Danvers, Sam Masterson, I’d like you to meet my sister, Erin,” Tall said.
 “Trevor’s new friends.” She smiled at me and Joe. She was shorter and sturdier than her brother. Her gaze sharpened when she looked at me, so I was aware I was in the presence of someone who would look out for Tall.
 I held out my hand. “Hey, your brother is pretty fantastic.”
 Her blonde hair swung as she bent closer; she had a nice grip as she accepted my handshake, looking me in the eye with a familiar brand of frankness. “He is. And he’s been talking about you.”
 I looked up at Tall to see some color had heated his cheeks.
 “Erin.”
 “The charcoal suit is a nice color on you; it sets off your dark hair,” Erin said, cocking her head. “Did you just get it?”
 I nodded, flushing myself. “My nephew, Joe, here helped me. He’s very fastidious.” We’d had to visit four men’s stores before Joe had been satisfied, but I’d enjoyed taking him to the mall rather than the hospital for a change.
 Erin also shook Joe’s hand, and then we all made some rather stilted small talk. I was finding it hard to carry the ball when my gaze kept latching on to my date for the evening.
 “I’m reading your first book,” Erin said.
 I blinked, and my hands tightened on the wheels of my chair. It was the last thing I’d expected to hear from Tall’s sister.
 “His book?” Tall asked.
 “I found it,” Erin said, pulling out a Kindle from her bag. “It’s called Dark Captive. From what I’ve read so far, it’s about this farmer who’s kidnapped and made into a slave by some warlord dude.” She raised her brows at me. “You have some very contradictory reviews, Sam.”
 Tall snatched it from her.
 “Hey!” She glared at her brother.
 His hands clenched on the reader. He didn’t surrender it to her.
 “Well, since my brother is acting like a warlord himself, do you mind if I get a picture of the three of you?” Erin asked. “I keep a diary online, and I always like to snap Trevor’s men friends.”
 “Erin.” Tall’s eyes were a frigid blue as he chided his sister.
 Men friends. I’d known he’d had them. As Erin raised her camera, I tried to shrug the thought off, focusing on Tall standing next to me. We weren’t touching, but I was very aware of him. His coat really made his blond hair look…blonder. Joe huffed out an impatient sound; I knew he hated getting his picture taken, but he allowed it—probably those good manners that Audra had drilled into the kid.
 “Your host tonight would love to date you, Trev,” Erin said, obviously wanting to underline to me just how popular her brother was.
 “Oh yeah? Who is that?” I asked, rising to her bait.
 “Daniel Stevenson. Do you know him?” Her eyes said she knew I didn’t. “He’s the owner of Troubadour Towers.”
 * * *
 “The coast is clear, I swear,” Tall said when I showed up at his condo that evening at five sharp. The place was a penthouse with a marble foyer and what looked like original art hanging on the walls.
 I rolled inside, conscious, as I hadn’t been with him for a while, that I was in a chair.
 But then he did his thing again, distracting me. “You look… Oh, man. I guess you thought it totally dorky when my sis snapped a picture of us, but I transferred it onto my phone after we saw you.”
 “Um. It was nice meeting her at last.”
 “She behaved like a brat, but like she said, I’ve been talking about you.”
 “You don’t do that with your men?” I played with the arm of my chair, avoiding his eyes.
 “I don’t have a male harem,” Tall said. “But I think Erin has probably always felt there was safety in numbers.”
 I huffed out a breath. “She doesn’t want to share you.”
 “She hasn’t had to,” Tall said. “Until now.”
 I listened to the floor creaking under the slightly shifting weight of my wheels. The package on my lap crackled, and I remembered what I’d brought with me.
 “Okay, take it,” I said, handing him my gift. “And if the fugly thing dies before the holidays…”
 Tall reached out and took the sad little Santa tree I’d bought him, along with one for Joe and for Audra. “Wow. It looks like some of my houseplants. I don’t have a green thumb.” He studied my expression and cracked up. “Don’t worry, Sam,” he added in an extra-gentle voice.
 I cleared my throat, feeling weird that I’d brought him a gift. I’d never done that for anyone but Audra. “Joe thought you’d like it.” But I hadn’t been that hard to sell on the idea, even with the kid teasing me.
 “I’ll water it before we leave.” Tall raised the little tree for a closer look. “And, um, maybe some fertilizer. I have some for orchids, so maybe that will work. Thank you.”
 As I followed him tentatively down the hallway, it was like we were doing some kind of ritual where I paused, wanting to take in my surroundings—not that I had words for all the blown glass and vivid paintings and bowls placed at jutting angles so you had this urge to pick them up.
 He didn’t speak, just let me take my time, but his gaze locked with mine at regular beats so I could feel the electricity arcing between us.
 He was waiting for me to touch him.
 “Have you slept with Daniel Stevenson?” I blurted out a question I was fairly sure his polite friends wouldn’t ask him. But I needed to know.
 “I don’t normally kiss and tell,” Tall said, face a little cool.
 “Yeah, I’m sure. You remind me of that clay bowl.” I nodded to something white and so finely made that the light came through it like a seashell.
 “Porcelain.” His lips quirked. “I’m a little tougher than that.”
 “I got that when we…” I shrugged, suddenly weirdly shy, even though we’d done it.
 Tall put his hands in his pockets. “No, I’ve never slept with him.”
 I swallowed and said, very softly, “I don’t like the idea of him touching you.”
 Tall knelt by my chair easily, without so much as a knee cracking. “Then he won’t,” he said. “I promise.”
 * * *
 “I’ve been waiting all day to invite you in here,” Tall said as I rolled into his bedroom. He closed the door behind us, leaning against it. “You took me so good, it’s all I’ve been able to think about.”
 “Yeah. I’m not so sure I know who took who,” I told him honestly. “I feel like once you got me alone, it was a done deal.”
 “You’re not like other men I’ve dated.”
 “Oh yeah?” I wiped my damp palms on my trousers, feeling strange and stiff in my suit. “What are they like?”
 “Bank presidents, financial consultants, floral designers.” He nodded to white orchids with some kind of painted rocks shoved in around them so they looked vaguely Japanese.
 “Right,” I said blankly. “I’m barely keeping up with running a building and a yarn shop. And I’m not on this year’s committee for the community garden.”
 He narrowed one eye. “But you have something I haven’t found with all those men, and some of them were very nice, by the way.”
 “I’m sure.”
 “You get into gear when someone needs your help. I can see that with Joe. I can see that with the people in your building.”
 I rubbed the back of my neck, trying to ease the tension from this conversation. I remembered where I’d been only a few short weeks ago. What would he think of me if he knew everything I’d been reduced to? “I’m kind of like a lightbulb, I figure,” I told him. “In the right place I shine. People needing me. That’s what I did in the Marines.”
 Tall knelt beside my chair. “I need you,” he said. “God, Sam.”



Chapter Ten

Despite what Tall had promised, I still found Daniel Stevenson on my mind, the powerful mover and shaker who had reached out into my neighborhood to build a condo on ground made cheap by hard times. If this had been one of my novels, the guy would be the villain.

I almost rolled my eyes. Get a grip, Masterson.
 “What are you thinking?” Tall prodded.
 “That I’m a marine; that I have a can-do attitude.”
 “Oh yeah? I think I saw that the first day we met, although you looked pretty uncomfortable in my office.”
 “Your uptown office with your snooty assistant.” “Dan’s all right. Not great at his job but I think he and Earl Johnson had a thing. He’s the senior partner who owns most of the company so…”
 “So he gets a cushy job even if he’s not very good at it.” I rubbed my eyebrow. “You do agree he’s got a very small broom wedged tightly up his ass.”
 “Maybe a small one,” Tall conceded. “Am I that much of a challenge?” He balanced himself with a hand on one of my thin knees. I let out a breath, wanting to tell him to stop touching me there. He was too close. I needed to imagine him in bed with my hero, Rock, but it was becoming harder and harder to picture.
 “Do whatever you want to me, please.” Now there was that vulnerability again. He wanted to give himself to me. He wanted to wrap himself around me like ivy. “I got so hard this afternoon, reading your first book.”
 My breath caught. Of course he would have to read it. Now I was the vulnerable one.
 He leaned against me. “I imagined myself as your slave boy.”
 I cleared my dry throat. “I’m not Gunnar.”
 “Well, your warlord may not be you, although I think there is a passing resemblance, but I wouldn’t mind being Jia, his concubine,” he admitted. “I fell into your story, and somehow I think I found you there.” I saw the Kindle then, sitting, still lit, by his bed. He’d been reading the book I’d written when I’d been at the VA hospital, the story I’d buried myself in when they stopped trying to put the shattered bones, the dead parts of me together.
 I had needed so much back then to be a man. Somewhere.
 “Sam, I had no idea what you meant when you told me you wrote romance. It’s…harsh and scorching and so fucking romantic. Is that you?” He was looking into me, so close now, closer than he should ever have come. I kept my writing separate from my real life, and yet I’d shared it with him, I’d made myself naked to him even though it had been his sister who had started it. Why had I done that?
 “Harsh maybe…”
 “No, it’s more than that.” He reached out and picked up the reader, putting it on my lap so I saw a familiar passage of Dark Captive.

The smoke from the castle was still clouding the air when I was hauled out of the wagon with the rest of the captives. Lord Gunnar was there waiting, his long blond hair restless in the sullen wind. I wanted to spit at him, but I knew better, remembered his fist smashing against the side of my head when I had tried to run away.
 “Hello again, beautiful farmer,” he said calmly. I spat at him then, and he only laughed as his man threw me at his feet. Gunnar hefted me up, his hands not gentle on my shoulders. His startling blue eyes held mine, cold, as if I was nothing, and I knew if I pushed him too far, I’d certainly be as dead as some of the villagers left behind.

“You need to learn some manners,” he said, and my gut clenched. What would he do to me now? I was a man, and he treated me like a child.
 My muscles tightened in dread, but I locked my fear deep inside. I would not surrender to him.
 And so he treated me like a child yet again, in a way I did not expect. He hauled me over to where he had been sitting by the fire and sat on a log. I was aware of his men, of the catcalls, of the wide eyes of the other slaves.
 “In the morning, you’ll be collared properly, but for now, time for a little respect.”
 I fought him, clawing his arms like a foothills wildcat, but it made no difference. He shoved me over his knee, and I heard the tearing of cloth. His hand came down hard on my buttocks. There was more laughter, and my face heated like my ass. He did not spare me but struck me again and again until bright pain crisscrossed my skin and I put one hand up to cover where I hurt.
 He stopped, and I went limp, trying to catch my breath. As soon as I was permitted to sit up, I realized everyone at the campsite would have watched my discipline, and I hated it. I hated him.
 I had been dazed by the cessation of the spanking, trying to gather my energy so I could defy him again; I was not prepared for a finger to run down the cleft of my ass. I jumped, suddenly terrified of what he might want of me.
 He shoved me away, his eyes narrowed on my face. I panted, staring at him with horrified eyes.
 “Tie him,” he ordered one of his men, the same pale-haired warrior who had locked me in the wagon hours ago. “It’s time to get some sleep.”
 Tall was breathing fast as he scanned the passage with me. I reached out and cupped him through his clothing, finding him hard and hot. “Sam,” he whispered, a thread of breathless need. “I love your writing. Have I said I love your writing?” He laughed, and I smiled at him.
 “You need it. You need me to treat you like…” A submissive. I didn’t finish the thought, but I could feel that was what was happening between us, the way we fit sexually. He was looking for something he thought was in me.
 “Loosen your trousers,” I told him, putting the reader back on the dresser. I didn’t want to talk or think anymore. I wanted to be pulled down into the net he held out, pulled down to the depths, where it was just us, where I wasn’t trying to be a parent, where he didn’t occupy a world with influential men who wanted him.
 Color fired his cheeks, and his lids fell lower over his eyes, signaling his arousal. He pulled away and, with shaking fingers, obeyed me. “See what you do to me?”
 Through the silk of his boxers, I could see he was hard, already saturating the material. “Come closer. I want my mouth on you.”
 “Sam!”
 When he was within reach, I put my mouth against where the material tented over him.
 “Oh, fuck!” His arms trembled as he tried to steady himself against my shoulders, working them with his restless fingers. “Sam, please. God, I’m going to come. I can’t help it.”
 I took my time, though I was also stiff and hurting. He was so excited he lit me up. “Step back,” I said hoarsely. If I didn’t stop now, we’d wind up on his bed, grinding together, coming, because whenever I was with him, my blood pounded for it.
 Panting, he did as I asked. “Another second…”
 “I know.” I shook my head. “This is crazy!”
 “Oh yeah? You’re the one who wrote all that sexy stuff that got me…” He licked his lips. “I got a few toys out.”
 “The paddle?”
 He lifted one from a pile of paraphernalia on the low dresser, handing it to me. That easy gesture struck me, and I gripped the paddle, seeing it was in the lines of a hairbrush, rounded, made of some kind of dark, rich wood—very like Tall. From looking at his home, I knew he liked beautiful things surrounding him.
 “What is it?” His eyes were placid as a lake, and yet there was a spark of excitement there. We were going to play a game.
 “It’s the way you hand over control to me.”
 “Surely you’re used to it,” he said. “I thought about you in the shower. I’d love to play your new recruit someday, have you order me on my knees to suck your cock.”
 “Tall!” I had taken, used, controlled many men. Made them suck my cock, made them take it. If they wanted to feel the palm of my hand warm their ass, I’d given them that as well.
 “You haven’t changed. I mean, I get the impression you think because of that”—he nodded to the chair, confronting it frankly—“you’re not the lover you were.”
 He was right, though he was the first lover to show me I could still be the old Sam. I swallowed. For him, I’d even read up about paddling techniques the night before. I wanted to please him, but I saw something in his eyes now, a desire to please me back.
 Holy fuck, my Tall was actually a little uncertain.
 “I need you,” he’d said.
 Feeling that, something that had been dislocated shifted back into place. It was like shoving a clip into a gun—which I guessed wasn’t a romantic scenario, but it was one I was familiar with. I’d spent so much time field stripping a weapon, over and over again in repetition, I’d been tapped to teach weapons training. This felt just as natural.
 “Turn around so I can see your ass,” I directed him, making my voice sound strong, certain, even if I was still shaking inside. But we both wanted me confident. The only trick was trying to climb my way back to a place where I wasn’t just acting the part.
 Tall winked at me and turned around, pulling down his boxers, flashing me. I couldn’t resist reaching out and giving him a smack on the rear for the temerity of the wink. He laughed, and that edge of excitement was back. In the mirror opposite us, I caught a smile on my own face and one on Tall’s.
 “I want you…” I closed my eyes for a moment, listening to myself. “I want you spread over my lap. I want to spank you, paddle you, with my hands full of your ass.”
 After removing his shoes and socks, Tall let his trousers fall and kicked them aside, along with his boxers, leaving only the beautiful dress shirt that flowed around him. He climbed onto the bed, his balls and cock wobbling between his legs. I wanted to fondle and own him.
 I handed Tall the paddle, and I swung the chair close and made the jump to his bed. It was high, so I wavered, but Tall didn’t try to help me. If I fell, I fell.
 I grinned, liking him even more. “Oh, you are in for it now,” I said. “You sexy thing.”
 He came to me without hesitation, laying his body across my lap, his ass snow-white and somehow more desirable to me for the tan lines. I rubbed it, feeling him sprawled over me, savoring it.
 “You want the paddle or my hand or maybe a rolled-up magazine?” I asked him, caressing his rear. I could feel him harden against me, see it in the way he shifted his legs. He looked over his shoulder at me.
 “Jesus, Sam. No one’s ever spanked me with a magazine.”
 “I’m not one of your fancy friends. I use whatever I can grab,” I said. “Whatever it takes to get the job done.”
 He was moving against my body, trying to get off. I smacked his rear, and he gasped, his buttocks quivering, warming up.
 “I want your ass pink for this fancy party,” I told him. “I want you to walk amongst all those men—bank presidents, fuckin’ florists, whatever. I want you there with my handprint on you.”
 And I used my hand on him, starting off gentle, laying it out in a pattern, gradually increasing the tempo, the strength behind it.
 Tall looked back at me, his pupils huge, perspiration standing out on his face. Spreading himself and alternatively trying to cover the part of his ass that felt the hottest under my touch. I paused and caressed him, squeezing his balls.
 “God, Sam, please.” His cock was wet-tipped, drooling on my leg.
 He humped against me and panted. I watched him perform. My hand fell, dry, burning.
 “You need it so bad that getting your ass red makes you want to come?” I squeezed one buttock, and he gasped.
 “Yes, I need it!”
 “Too bad I can’t take you to the party nude. Would you like that?” I felt my eyelids fall as I held his gaze, watched him lick his lips.
 “Yes,” he admitted in a hoarse voice.
 I reached for the lube he had sitting with the toys and squirted some on my hand. It felt so cool I almost jumped. I pushed a finger into him and felt his muscles contract. “Oh, God, yeah. I need you up in me.”
 “The way you shave yourself.” I touched him where he was smooth and silky. “You have paraded around other men nude, haven’t you?”
 “Yes. I like their eyes on me,” he said. “I like them to touch, to want.”
 I prodded him with my finger, and he writhed, his hands making fists of the bedding.
 “Sam, please!”
 I picked up the paddle and swatted him with it, not letting up with the single finger in him, which he was clenching tight as if hungry for more.
 “Let me ride you,” he begged. “Let me milk you till you come.”
 I laughed, sweat prickling my forehead and upper lip. “What if I said wait till we’re at the party?”
 His eyes widened. “We’d need somewhere discreet.” I could see he was actually working out where that would be.
 I put another finger up him, and he trembled as I played with his prostate, watching the muscles on his back tighten and relax, tighten and relax, his face strained.
 “Lift up.”
 On all fours, he shuddered as I took his cock and squeezed it, still fingering him. His ass was marked from my palm. I loved seeing it, wished I could somehow show him off tonight.
 “I don’t think I’m going to let you come,” I told him in the same hard voice that had excited him when I’d ordered him to strip off his trousers.
 “Oh, Sam, please,” he moaned, but he didn’t pull away, didn’t try to stop my teasing.
 He rutted in my hand, warm from the spanking, rutted until I let go of my grip, watching as he humped air, so desperate, his head thrown back, his wanton body moving.
 “Lie back,” I directed him. “Lie on your back.”
 He shuddered as I tapped his hip, so sensitized now. I could see where he was hard, swollen, hurting for it. Trembling, he obeyed me, his eyes fixed on my face as his chest rose and fell rapidly, his hard prick prodding the air, desperate to come. Submissive.



Chapter Eleven

I knew things would go to shit as soon as we were greeted by our host at the front door of his condo—also a penthouse like Tall’s, but much fancier. In his case, it took up the entire floor, palm trees, marble floors, and wallpaper that looked like Chinese hand-painted murals…or maybe it was Chinese hand-painted murals. I wished I could show it to Audra. She liked stuff like that.

“Trev, mmmm, how’s my favorite…architect?” Daniel Stevenson was a tall, thin man with pale eyes and blond hair threaded with gray that curled under his chin. He was shorter than my golden Tall, but when he looked up at him, his hazel eyes were predatory.

I didn’t think Tall had missed the suggestive pause in his words, because he tugged away his hand quickly after the handshake with Stevenson.
 “I’m your favorite, really?” Tall raised silky blond brows, not looking too impressed by the slick Stevenson was applying. But it takes one to know one, I guess, though Tall’s smoothness overlaid sincerity.
 “Not still pouting about the changes I wanted for Troubadour, are you?” Stevenson asked.
 “I don’t pout,” Tall said softly.
 Meanwhile I was sitting there, blocking the front entranceway for other guests. Since it didn’t look like his lordship was going to acknowledge me anytime soon, I rolled forward to come between Stevenson and Tall. “I’m Sam Masterson, and I don’t speak for Tall, but I think your building’s an eyesore in the making.”
 Stevenson was forced to look at me. “You’re the nephew of the owner of that pile of brick across from my building,” he said, obviously well-informed. “Actually, I knew you’d be here tonight. I’ve planned something special.” I blinked, not sure what he meant, but he went on before I could ask. “I’m sorry about your aunt.”
 I swallowed. “Yeah, me too.”
 “I can’t say I understand your attitude. If my building and the others I propose to build in your neighborhood go up, it should rejuvenate the area.”
 “There’s rejuvenation and there’s alter irrevocably,” I said. “Those condos are way out of reach for most of the residents living there now, many on fixed incomes.”
 “There are other places for the elderly to relocate.” He shrugged. “I’d think as a building owner, you’d be happy. You could renovate, make your place more upscale, and attract higher-paying renters or just cash out. I offered your aunt a good price for the place, as well as the other land she owns in the area.”
 I drew a blank. “Other land?”
 Stevenson raised his brows. “Yes, your aunt signed for loans for many of the businesses and houses of the people who remain in the area. My impression was she is more in favor of renovation than flat-out development of the land.”
 Damn. I hadn’t known. It had to be more of the paperwork I hadn’t yet had time to go through.
 “Which she refused to sell to you, I assume,” I said.
 “Sam.” Tall gave me a placid look, and I could see he didn’t care that I was alienating our host. His concern seemed more that he’d genuinely wanted me to have a good time tonight. I’d bought a fancy suit, he’d dressed up—this was our time.
 Feeling like an ass, I rubbed the back of my neck. I said to Stevenson, “I think my date wants to take a closer look at your holiday decor. Excuse us?”
 Tall’s fingers trailed on my shoulder as we headed into the great room. He looked beautiful, that tall, cool drink of water that I’d fallen for right off. And he had the right idea. I was going to enjoy myself if it killed me. Which it might.
 * * *
 The party wasn’t as bad as I’d thought it would be. While Tall talked to people after introducing me politely, I was able to catalogue my surroundings to share with Miranda and Mel, who both enjoyed hearing about stuff like that. In our building, I’d grown up with war stories from former soldiers, with Harlequin romances scattered around along with Agatha Christie. It was no wonder that five of us living there were writers.
 Speaking of writing, Tall mentioned I was an author several times as we mingled. I think he sold a few copies of my book as we made the rounds. It kind of flattered me even as it embarrassed me. I was a true introvert about that, but Tall could have made it easily in PR if he hadn’t already had a career.
 And he was proud of me. Proud to be with me.
 “Silver and icicles are the theme I tried to weave through the apartment,” Stevenson’s designer was telling Tall. Hell, Stevenson actually had a holiday display designer, someone paid to hang the white lights that illuminated the space.
 “It’s very nice,” Tall said, serenely sipping some champagne mixed with blackberry port. “You outdid yourself this season, Casper.” As Tall talked to the designer, he lifted my hand in his, playing with my fingers. I thought the touch casual until the back of my arm happened to brush against the front of his body.
 He was hard.
 I yanked him down close to me and whispered in his ear, “You are so fucking hot. I can’t wait to spread you and fuck you; do you know that?”
 He closed his eyes and his lips parted.
 “I must say it’s wonderful meeting you here,” Casper told me after Tall pulled away, taking a deep swallow of his drink. Casper’s green eyes studied me intently as he also sipped from his tinsel-and-gingerbread martini. “I loved Dark Captive!”
 I cocked a brow at Tall, who shook his head. “I didn’t tell him.”
 “Our host did after he heard you were coming. At the last minute, we hit on adding a print copy of your book with the favors people can take home from our holiday gathering this evening.”
 I experienced an uneasy shift in my gut. Why would Stevenson go to such trouble since he obviously wasn’t a fan? Unless…maybe he thought I’d sell where Audra couldn’t be budged?
 “It’s pretty strong stuff,” Daniel Stevenson said as he entered our conversation smoothly, seeming to agree with Casper. He was holding a copy of my book, and I experienced a weird vulnerability. I wanted to take it from him, keep it safe.
 “Daniel…” Tall began.
 “No, I promised my guests who are interested in gay romance a reading when you said we’d have a celebrity here.”
 I said nothing, sizing Stevenson up.
 “Do you mind…?” Suddenly we were surrounded by more than half the guests at Stevenson’s gathering. I felt sweat slick my upper lip.
 I took the book from him and then looked at Casper, who seemed honest in his appreciation at least. “Any passages you want in particular?”
 Casper looked delighted, and Tall was smiling too, the tension that had etched his features a moment ago softening as he watched me.
 “When Jia is first a slave…anything from that part of the book,” Casper said, shoving back his disordered brown curls. “I’ve read it a couple of times, actually,” he admitted with a blush.
 “Thank you,” I told him sincerely. I tuned out Stevenson and the rest of his guests and focused on Tall and Casper as I flipped through the story, wanting to read it just for them. Ah…

Lord Gunnar made me eat with him at every evening meal. Well, in truth I served it to him first, bringing food from the cooking fire and placing it on trenchers of hard bread soaked in the juices of whatever game our party happened upon as we journeyed.

We were set to return to the lands he had almost lost when my former liege lord had slaughtered his entire family, leaving him the sole heir. He’d survived only because he was in a spiritual house, following a path to become a renouncer, the humblest of men who serve other men.

I had a difficult time picturing him in such a role; he didn’t seem remotely religious. And yet when I attended him at his bath, he sometimes sang hymns, and he carried a book, a rare thing to see in these wild, disputed lands.

But to me he seemed the closed-off warlord. He barely spoke to me, though sometimes I would look up from some task I’d been ordered to see to and find his blue eyes watching me. I always flushed and looked away, unable to forget that time he’d touched me, grazing his fingers through the divide between my buttocks.

This night I was putting a cool cloth under the heavy metal of my collar where it abraded my skin. I’d been dragged to a hut the day after I’d come into my new master’s possession, and a blacksmith had hammered the thing into place. Gunnar had seen it done himself. It had taken two men to subdue me, to hold me steady so it could be attached and sealed. After they’d forced it on me, I huddled on the dirt, so sick I couldn’t even swallow my own saliva.

Gunnar had finally come and claimed me, of course. Dragged me to the cooking fire and ordered me to serve him and his men.
 The only good thing about that day and the ones since was he had not touched me in that bewildering fashion again, though he tracked my movements and I was chained near his bedroll every night so that sometimes the first thing I saw in the morning was his eyes snapping open to find me.

“Oh, feel the sexual tension and anger simmering there,” Casper enthused after I finished reading. “You can tell Gunnar can’t wait to take his innocent slave.”
 I laughed, pleased at Casper’s enthusiasm.
 Tall’s hand was on my shoulder, and he squeezed it, also looking pleased, as well as a little heavy lidded.
 “Very nice,” Stevenson said, reminding me that the man had prompted the reading. There was a scattering of applause, and then most of his guests resumed their conversations in groups. “I didn’t know until recently that men wrote romance.”
 I shrugged.
 “Mr. Stevenson has hired me to design the floats for the holiday parade this year in your neighborhood,” Casper said. “Maybe we could do one featuring a scene from your book.”
 I froze, my gaze going from Casper to Stevenson. “Audra handles the holiday parade every year, and she’s…” Despite hard times, my aunt always insisted on it this time of year.
 Stevenson raised his brows. “Well, maybe the older residents aren’t holding it this year, but we new members of the community are planning on a lavish display. I thought it might be nice to do it in your great-aunt’s honor.”
 Tall’s hand was still on my shoulder, the fingers digging in as if he felt my sudden tension, and when I looked up at him, I could see he’d known about the parade Stevenson planned. I jerked my chair away from Tall, and his hand fell away.
 I glared at Stevenson. “The older residents are going through with the parade this year,” I said. I had no fucking idea how we would be able to do it. But we would.



Chapter Twelve

“Okay, ready?” Mel asked me the next day, after I’d returned from a visit to the hospital. Audra hadn’t woken up to share any good dating advice, but I had felt oddly as if she were listening to me relate the events of my date with Tall. Now it was time to see where my lightning flash of ego and temper had gotten our neighborhood.

“Am I going to be surprised and delighted?” I asked him, wheeling up so I was next to him, waiting to see what he would unveil.
 “You were supposed to be, actually,” my assistant told me cryptically. “But, hey, man, maybe doing the parade will turn out to be a good thing; everyone’s been real down about Audra this holiday season.”
 “I’m not sure if it’ll be a good thing, more like instant karma.”
 I pulled out my BlackBerry for the seven thousandth time as I waited for Melbourne to unlock the big sliding garage door that led into the storage shed attached to the volunteer fire department buildings in our neighborhood. Mel was my skinny clerk by day, but he took shifts at night sometimes to run the fire hall, carried around a beeper, had put in a lot of hours training with firefighters.
 “Tall hasn’t left a message?” Mel asked.
 I shook my head.
 “Well, you did leave that party without him. The man has his pride.”
 “He knew that Stevenson was going to do the parade this year,” I muttered as if it was that simple. It sounded petty now to my own ears, but…
 “He hurt you,” Mel said. “It’s way obvious. But I can see why he didn’t think it was important. Even if this Stevenson is as big a jerk as you said he was, how’s it hurt us if he puts on a fancy spread?”
 I stared at Mel, took in that he seemed more mature than I remembered from when I used to come visit Audra. Could I confide in him? I knew nothing about dating someone. I was wishing I’d never met Tall. He’d made me feel… But now everything was fucked-up. “I don’t know what to do.”
 “Then don’t do anything. You don’t always have to do something right away, Sam, even if not taking action is not exactly your nature.”
 “You get that about me?” I gave a rueful twist of my lips. “I guess that’s also way obvious.”
 “Yeah, slightly. Uhhhh!” He grunted as he shoved up the storage door, and we both looked inside to see the remains of the floats from past holiday parades. There were only three, all in various stages of disrepair, all built on flat wagons designed to be towed through the streets. The first one I remembered from my own childhood. It featured alphabet blocks and other toys under a tree that was tilted now at a precarious angle, as if it was ready to topple off the edge of the float and crush any kids fool enough to want to get to the goodies. Next to it was a slightly crushed menorah, which if it was lit would torch its companion on the float—a toy polar bear with HAPPY KWANZAA written on it.
 I wasn’t sure, looking at that one, if we’d have enough time to fix it this season.
 “Two weeks,” Mel said. “I dunno, Sam. Maybe one of them could be made ready, but we’re going to have to call a resident’s meeting.”
 Mel and I drifted past the next one, a replica of our brick building, complete with a little garden patch to one side. My throat tightened, looking at flattened fake marigolds I’d knit along with Audra. “We can use this one?”
 Mel cocked his head. “Think so. That’s the heart of the parade as well as the neighborhood.”
 When we cleared the float, I saw the final one waiting, and I froze, staring at it. Oh, God. Oh, God, Audra.
 “It’s a scene from your book,” Mel said unnecessarily. “No offense, but I haven’t exactly read it.”
 “None taken.”
 “But my girlfriend did, and she and Audra were really into it.”
 “Holy shit…” I wheeled closer, past a fantastical dragon that looked vaguely Chinese, representing the coat of arms of Lord Gunnar. Gunnar was sprawled on a grassy patch with a chained Jia looking up at him. Jia’s expression was not one of fear or loathing here, but love. His painted eyes, Gunnar’s muscled arms and sword…everything was my story world.
 I dropped my head.
 After a moment, Mel squeezed my shoulder. “Audra wanted to surprise you for the holidays. She told us all that you were, uh, depressed—”
 “Depressed, hell!” I’d been drinking. I’d stopped bathing. I’d lived in a cardboard box. How had she known?
 “She wanted you to see she was proud of you,” Mel said. “She had copies of your book that she used to sell out of the shop. She hoped one day you’d come back and sign them. Sam, I know Audra may not come back to us.” He swallowed. “But her memory lives on, right? In the way our people treat each other, in the way you came back for Joe and me and all of us.”
 “I screwed up so bad, Mel,” I rasped. “I let her down, and that’s why she got hurt.”
 “No, Sam. Some asshole hurt her.” His voice hardened. “And you and me got that covered, right?”
 God, I hoped so, because looking at that float and being back here, back home, I couldn’t bear for anyone or anything more I loved to be hurt. If I had one holiday wish this year, it was to keep everyone safe. And I’d do whatever I goddamned had to, to make it happen.
 * * *
 “Sam,” Miranda called when Mel and I returned to our building. She was waving one of those pink message slips at me while she balanced her baby. She’d been watching over the shop while Mel and I checked on the condition of the floats.
 “Yo,” I answered, taking it from her. I couldn’t resist reaching out and grazing a finger down the cheek of her kid. Nathan was so soft. I couldn’t get over how small and warm he was. Whenever she made me hold him, I was always in a sweat that I’d drop him or something. “How’s work going?”
 “Four days a week now,” she said proudly. “Soon I’ll be on full-time.”
 “Go, you.”
 “The message is from one of the senior partners of the architecture firm Tall works for,” Miranda said. “He said he’d be by to inspect how the work is coming.”
 “Oh.” Meaning Tall wouldn’t be coming by. I looked over at the carpenter, who was vacuuming sawdust from our hardwood floor. The built-in bench was done, just needed the custom cushion to be fit in and…wow. I hadn’t noticed that before—
 “Stained glass?” It was a simple bronze-colored glass, running in a strip to frame each of the three replacement windows. Sunshine lit the space, picking up on the colors in warm bars reflected inside our shop.
 “Tall ordered them special,” Miranda said. “He wanted them to be a surprise. Said he was inspired by Audra’s custom cupboards in your apartment.”
 I remembered his face the night before when I’d ditched him at Stevenson’s party. His expression before he smoothed it out.
 Fuck.
 “Is he at the construction site?” I asked Miranda.
 “I don’t know. All I know is this man Earl Johnson is coming by…”
 “I need to see Tall.” Suddenly it had to be now, right now.

But before I could seek him out, Johnson arrived. He had lively gray eyes, salt-and-pepper hair cut close the skull, and a genial manner. He shook my hand, Miranda’s, and Mel’s before going over to look at the almost completed work. I followed him, wanting to know about this next new player in the changing landscape of my home.

“You’re happy with it?” he asked me. “We really do want to make people happy.” “We?”
 “Mr. Stevenson is someone our firm has done a lot of business with over the years. His

buildings may be somewhat…eclectic, but he does have a way of rejuvenating an area. And don’t you agree that would be a good thing here, instead of weedy, deserted gardens and empty storefronts with fresh graffiti?”

“We are happy with the work,” I said, leaving the other issue aside for the moment. “Your guys have been really great.” I cleared my throat. “Especially Tall…uh, I mean Trevor.”
 He rubbed his eyebrow. “Tall? Suits him. And no more pranks?”
 “Nothing so far.”
 He sat down on one of the overstuffed chairs, folding his hands. “I heard you took exception at the party to Mr. Stevenson’s parade.”
 I didn’t want to rehash it again, but I nodded.
 “Stevenson has a vision. He’s a difficult man to stop when he’s like that.”
 I held Johnson’s gaze, trying to make him out. “I’m not sure if his vision is compatible with what is in the best interests of my people.”
 “Your people.” He leaned forward. “You sound like your aunt.”
 “I take that as a compliment.”
 “She is unfortunately a bit set in her ways—”
 “She is a successful building owner, store owner, and person.” Tall’s voice interrupted his boss. “Not that I had the privilege of meeting her for real, but since I’ve spent time down here…I can feel her.”
 Oh, man. He was wearing the rumpled white dress shirt and the loosened tie. There was a streak of dust on one cheek as if he’d gotten a little dirty at the construction site. He didn’t look at me, but I couldn’t stop staring at him.
 “Yes, I’m sure,” Johnson said, giving us a smile before he got to his feet. “It was nice meeting you at last, Sam.”
 I nodded, watching him leave the yarn shop before I cut off Tall’s escape with a quick twist of my chair.
 Tall looked down at me, a muscle working in his jaw. “Let me pass.”
 “No way,” I said. I looked over at a fascinated Mel and Miranda. “Give us a moment?” They left the yarn shop reluctantly. Our residents knew a good show in the making.
 I waited, and when he didn’t say anything, I held out my first twig, though I was prepared to give him a whole olive tree at this point. “My aunt had a float made out of my book. It was going to be a surprise this holiday.”
 His face softened. “So Casper had the right idea with Dark Captive as a theme. That will please him.”
 “Guess so.” I looked over at the windows. “Those are really nice.”
 “Thanks.”
 “No, uh, thank you.” I ran a hand over my T-shirt, seeing it was clean but wrinkled. Quite a contrast to the night before and my fancy clothes, but this was me. “Tall, I was wondering if you’d take part in our parade, help us out as a volunteer.”
 He blinked. “But you don’t want Stevenson doing that…”
 “He’s not one of us.”
 “Oh, shit. I was so mad at you—justifiably—and now you go and say something that makes it all go away.” He put his hands in his pockets. “Very annoying.”
 “Sorry.” I couldn’t stop a small grin as I nudged him with my chair. “Stay for dinner?”
 “I think I can do that. Maybe we can order takeout? There’s this Indian place not so far from here.”
 “I think I know the one. Joe should be okay with that. He likes spicy pasta sauce.”
 “Okay then,” Tall said. “Sam, I have to say one thing, and if you don’t want me to stay for dinner after I say it…” His blue eyes were fixed on my face. My heartbeat thudded. I didn’t want to fight with him again.
 “Say it,” I said.
 “I think that there should be only one parade this year. I think you should let Stevenson do what he has planned, work with him.” He held up his hand. “As a marine, you put your men first. If Stevenson wants to show people a good time…I think there is no better time than now. Not because of the holidays, but because everyone is missing Audra. It may bring people’s spirits up.”
 I nodded. He was persuasive, maybe because he was right. “I still don’t like that man.”
 “Granted. Neither do I, particularly.”
 “He likes you,” I growled.
 He smiled. “You’re jealous.”
 “Tall…”
 “I think I like it.” He pretended to consider and I bumped him again, and then he was on his knees, resting his forehead against mine, and my hand was in his hair. We stayed that way, no talk, just breathing.
 * * *
 “Are you going to kiss him and stuff after dinner?” Joe asked when we finished ordering the Indian food. I noticed his hair was matted to his forehead with perspiration. He was gulping down some milk from the fridge.
 “I’ll pay you good money not to hear about ‘kissing and stuff’ from you again,” Tall said. “Yeah, how much?” Joe grinned.
 “Joe…” I chided.
 “Did you and Mel play basketball after school?”
 “Nah, didn’t feel like it,” he said. “Did, uh, Audra like her tree?” he asked, his tone nonchalant. I was not fooled.
 “I told her about it. Maybe tomorrow we can visit her and you can water it.” I looked at the one on our sideboard. It looked slightly healthier. Had Joe given it a shot of fertilizer? It smelled pretty ripe, like rotted fish.
 “I got some dirt from Audra’s compost heap,” Joe told me. “I went out last night and spread some on the topsoil of the tree.”
 I hadn’t a clue, but I wasn’t remotely a gardener. “Okay, good going.”
 “She didn’t, like, her hand didn’t twitch or anything when you told her about her tree?” Joe looked at me.
 I knew he was getting that script from TV movies. “No, she just lay there,” I said, forcing myself to be honest.
 “Maybe you didn’t tell her enough about it…”
 “Joe.”
 “I’m gonna go to my room till the food gets here. Later!” He was rubbing his stomach.
 “Are you all right?” I asked him.
 “Yeah, just a little wiped.” He was gone before I could say more, and my head fell back.
 “Still haven’t had that difficult conversation with him?” Tall asked, sitting down at the table and undoing another button in his shirt, loosening up after a long day.
 Suddenly I didn’t want him leaving tonight. “Stay. Can you?”
 “Think so.” He smiled. “A first for us, me staying over. It’ll take getting used to.”
 I remembered I had watch tonight. “I have insomnia, so I may not be with you all night.”
 He raised his brows, but I didn’t elaborate.
 The intercom beeped, and I rolled to the foyer to usher in our food. Tall followed me and then looked toward Joe’s room. “I’ll get him,” he said.
 “Thanks.” I took out my wallet, and when the kid arrived at my door with the food, I paid for it. It smelled fantastic. Would tonight be a better night for me and Ta—
 “Sam!”
 I dropped the cartons, flying down the hallway. My chair hit the frame for the bathroom door, so I had to pull back, try again…
 Joe was in the empty bathtub. He had his forehead pressed to the rim, his shirt off. Tall was rubbing his shoulder. I saw the pool of vomit between the bathtub and the toilet. Joe threw up again, and Tall twisted around to look at me. “Sam, he’s burning up!”



Chapter Thirteen

“So what are you writing now?” Tall’s voice. I checked back in, realizing I’d been staring blankly at the waiting room wall for…how long? It took a moment to reboot.
 “I was…” My voice came out cracked, like old asphalt. “I got a rejection,” I finished baldly.
 “Oh.” Tall blinked. “That’s not good.”
 “I guess.” I rubbed my eyes. I felt like a piece of cloth stretched out and tearing slowly.
 Joe.
 “Why was it rejected?” he asked me, obviously not willing to let me go back to staring at the walls.
 “My editor thought my hero was too perfect. He’s a Navy SEAL named Rock, and he can do anything, succeed at any kind of mission, and have any man he wants.”
 “Right.” Tall was slumped in the seat opposite me. I noticed his eyes were just as tired as mine felt. He hadn’t left my side since we’d brought Joe in. “Must be nice.”
 “Yeah,” I said. “I was living his life in my head, you know? Living his life and then I met you and you seemed to have fucked up my Rock muse, really shorted it out, so now I’m not sure I can finish the rewrite.”
 “I’m sorry,” Tall said. “But he sounds like a really annoying guy, like someone you wouldn’t want to hang with.”
 “Ouch. You sound like my editor.”
 “Maybe you can write something else.”
 “That’s what she said.” I sat back, rubbing my jaw.
 “I loved Dark Captive,” Tall said. “It seethes with passion.”
 “I wrote it at first, when I thought I’d walk again,” I said. Then my cheeks burned. What the fuck? I hadn’t just told him that.
 “And Rock was your ‘blue period,’ when you…”
 I swallowed. “Yeah, when I knew it wasn’t going to happen.” I shrugged. “You don’t have to stay here.”
 “Don’t be an asshole.” But his voice was affectionate. He reached out and gripped my hand. “He’s going to be okay.”
 I cleared my throat, unable to say anything.
 “Hey, guys…” Mel appeared with a second round of coffee. “It’ll be the three of us until we get news, and then we’ll switch off and the next team will take over.”
 “Team?” I frowned at Mel, taking the coffee and remembering how Tall had driven Joe and me and Mel to the ER while Joe had dry heaves. I’d had a towel under him with him partially over my lap. The sound of his groan, the way his body contracted, working so hard but there was nothing to expel—
 “Yeah,” Mel said, interrupting the flashback. “You know, the residents. We all want to be here in shifts if we have to be. Last time…was when we first brought Audra in.”
 I nodded. Shane had dried me out and got me here for the tail end of that vigil.
 Dr. Marsden, the pediatrician on call, ducked into the room just then, his dark hair ruffled in the way all medical personal seem to look ruffled, as if from hurrying from place to place, from disaster to disaster. My heart started thudding. I kept telling myself it wasn’t a big deal. A fever, some vomiting. But he’d felt small in the car, so small, his hand clenched around mine as if asking me to make it stop.
 “Sam,” the doctor said, shaking my hand. “I’m sorry to see another family member in here. You’re having a rough holiday season this year.”
 “Yeah.” I licked my dry lips. “Doc…”
 “I sent a sample off to the lab, but I suspect food poisoning. A pretty severe case,” the doctor said. “Joe’s dehydrated, so I have him on an IV. We’re doing what we can to bring his fever down.”
 “He’ll be okay, right?”
 “I anticipate that, yes. Do you want to see him?”
 Tall’s hand was on my shoulder, squeezing. I nodded.
 “He’s a little woozy. We gave him a muscle relaxant,” Dr. Marsden warned me.
 “It’s okay. It’ll be good to see him,” I said. I looked up at Tall and Mel. “See you guys in a few.”
 They gave me a thumbs-up, and I felt their support as I followed the doctor down toward my kid’s—Joe’s room. I went in, seeing his eyes were heavy and his face was still scary pale, but he wasn’t having dry heaves anymore.
 I took his hand. “Hey.”
 “Don’t call me buddy, ’k?” he whispered. “Don’t use this thing as an excuse.”
 I gave a rusty laugh. “I wasn’t planning on it.”
 “Just so we’re clear.” His eyes closed. “When Audra comes home, are you still going to live with us?”
 I pulled up his blanket and smoothed it over him. His eyelashes were spiky with tears. “Um-hmmm.”
 “I’m going to go to sleep now,” Joe said.
 I looked down at his fingers curled in my palm as they went limp, at the IV coming out of a vein, at how fragile he looked on that big bed. I listened to him breathing.
 When I knew he was asleep, I leaned over and kissed his forehead.
 * * *
 I woke up hours later to the smell of something hot and warm and deliciously sweet… Tall had my favorite caramel-covered coffee. There was a snowflake cookie in it, which I munched on, starving.
 “You’ll make someone the perfect wife one day,” I told him.
 He made a face at me and then looked at Joe. “He’s out for the count.”
 I reached compulsively for the kid’s wrist, feeling the little bump bump of his pulse, as I watched the slow rise and fall of his chest. Okay, this was how I wanted to start the day, with my kid on the mend. I looked at Tall, who was looking back at me with understanding. I guessed a trip to the ER with Erin had happened a time or two for him.
 “It’s weird he got food poisoning before we even ate dinner. Do you know what he had for lunch?” Tall asked.
 “Same as me and Mel. Mel made sandwiches yesterday morning.”
 “Well, you and Mel are fine. By the way, Mel went home and emptied your fridge, scoured the kitchen and bathroom with bleach.”
 I nodded, not surprised. I’d slept, on and off, but sometimes I’d heard the familiar voices of my residents. They’d been here for Joe, for me. “He’s a good guy.”
 “I’m going to have to go in to work soon,” Tall said. “Shit. I don’t feel like it.”
 “So don’t.” I winced as the nurse opened the curtains at the far end of the ward and sunlight struck like a spotlight. “Is it early or late?”
 “A bit of both. You’re going to stay here?”
 I stroked Joe’s arm, and the kid didn’t so much as blink. His body was obviously doing some serious recovering. “Yeah. I think I’ll watch him sleep for a while.” I needed to do that right now. I don’t think I’d been as scared walking through a minefield as I had been last night. I looked at Tall. “Thanks for the coffee and…sorry about last night.”
 “Happens with families,” Tall said. “Although I did bring my favorite tie in hopes you’d put it to good use.”
 I wanted him right then. I wanted him unshaven. I wanted him tired from watching over me and my kid. He was a good man, and it turned out a black sheep like me could have a thing for a good man.
 Tall leaned over me, resting his forehead against mine. I soaked up the feeling. “I’ll come back and get you in an hour or so if you want, depending on how Joe is doing. You can take a shower, maybe get something to eat…”
 “Dinner with me tonight?” I asked him. “It may be macaroni or something but…”
 “How about room service?” Tall asked me, his lips curling at my expression. “If you’re comfortable leaving him for a little while.”
 Room service. Whoa. I’d never done room service before.
 “I’ll bring your book. We’ll work on inspiring your muse,” Tall said, waggling his eyebrows at me. “No more Rock asshole. Someone new, someone maybe finding himself, finding family…”
 * * *
 It turned out I stayed at the hospital longer than I’d imagined, the doctor wanting to make sure that Joe had plenty of fluids. Mainly we were waiting on his stomach, making sure he could keep stuff down.
 “You don’t have to stay,” Joe told me later, after eating his prescribed meal. He scratched at the little plastic bracelet he wore around his wrist. “I’m gonna sleep some more.”
 I rubbed my jaw, hearing the rasp of whiskers. “I think we may all be able to go home in the morning.”
 “So go and see your boyfriend,” he said, eyes half-mast now. “He’s here anyway, dude.”
 I looked, and sure enough, there was Tall, lingering at the door. He was in his business casual, so probably he had worked today.
 “Mel can watch me sleep, big thrill for him. But…you’ll be back, right?” Joe asked me.
 “And miss another night sleeping in my chair?”
 He grinned at me, but then his eyes sobered. “Did I hear you tell the doctor that I’m your kid?”
 “Seems like. Your bad luck, I guess.”
 “Yeah, I guess.” His eyes were shut now.
 I squeezed his arm. “See you in a couple of hours. Don’t wreck the place.”
 * * *
 I was high on lack of sleep, that kind of frivolity you feel when you’ve spent all your money or you’ve just lost your job. A weird kind of release since the worst has happened and you’re still around. In this case, it was the relief that Joe was going to be okay.
 I found out soon enough Tall hadn’t been kidding about room service. He had the Lexus, a beautiful sedan, and as we drove into the heart of downtown, past theatres still in operation, not surrounded by dealers or weedy gaps in the pavement, I could see why he liked it. It suited him, class all the way.
 “Mel wanted me to pass something on to you; he looked into the compost heap like you asked,” he said, a grave light dimming his eyes, like a cloud over the Mediterranean blue. “You were right about the smell—and it wasn’t your aunt’s fish fertilizer but some chopped-up, rotted-looking stuff. If Joe handled it with bare hands and then didn’t wash them off right away…”
 “Oh, damn.” Somehow I’d known. Another incident, one that had put Joe in hospital. My jaw tightened as I tried to sit on the lick of rage.
 “I’m sorry. It looks like the problems aren’t over at your neighborhood.”
 “I didn’t think they were,” I growled. “But they will be.”
 He fixed me with a long look when we stopped at a light. “What are you going to do?”
 “Figure out who has something to gain from my people wanting to leave the neighborhood. It seems like the most logical place to start.”
 “Yeah, it does.” His face remained calm, even though I knew he was too sharp not to realize I’d be looking at Troubadour Towers…and Stevenson. “Did you see your aunt today?”
 I nodded. “I visited her to fill her in on Joe,” I told him. “Shit, I almost had that cornball movie-of-the-week thing going for me, looking for a sign; I thought for sure if anything brought her out of it, it would be Joe in hospital.”
 “Maybe there was one,” Tall said.
 I raised my eyebrows.
 “Sam, she’s hung in there. What would make her do that?” Tall segued into a freshly paved hotel parking lot and waited for the valet to head in our direction. “I think she doesn’t want to leave you or Joe. There’s your sign.”
 * * *
 The room showcased why this was one of those boutique hotels. There were crisp cotton sheets with a navy stripe on the bed, turned down, with complimentary figs and chocolates waiting on the bedside tables; there was a deep pile rug that seemed to want to grab onto my wheels; there was a tub right in the windows looking outdoors, kind of Japanese-looking, with room enough for two.
 But it was the champagne that gave me pause. I stared at it, aware of my wrinkled T-shirt that I’d slept in, aware I still probably smelled of Joe’s vomit.
 “I’ll run the bath,” Tall said quietly, and I wheeled over, seeing it had wide, flat sides. I could get myself in there. Had he actually planned for that? I wouldn’t put it past him, to have made sure I could navigate this room.
 “Why the champagne?” I asked him.
 “Joe’s going to be okay. There can’t be a better reason.” He shed his shirt and then bent over and started the water from a spout that resembled the arched neck of a swan. “You don’t have to have any if you don’t want.”
 I guess it was obvious I was the cliché, preferring a cold beer, but when he made to pull one out of the mini fridge, I shook my head. “Champagne sounds good.” He was a warm man silhouette, shedding his clothing, a contrast to the lights of the city behind him. His eyes on me were… Oh, man. This thing had turned into a serious commitment thing. This thing was being with each other’s families. Being with me at the hospital all night and then taking me away for a five-star break.
 I stripped awkwardly, the back of my chair to him, and then I hefted myself into the hot, swirling water, enjoying the spicy smell of rosemary bath salts. “Oh my God, Tall…” My muscles eased, one line of pain down my back, and then he was there, he was in the tub with me, his hands on me like a caring whisper, holding me from behind, his body brushing against mine. I could see my knobby knees through the clear water, the crazy path of shiny scars, the spindly flesh. I tensed.
 “Shhh,” he said as if I’d said something.
 “It was a land mine,” I told him. “In Afghanistan.”
 “I figured.”
 I floated and he didn’t speak and when he reached for the champagne he’d poured for himself, I let him feed me some. I wasn’t quite at ease, but the tiredness and the shared worry and the alcohol all helped, so I let him be with me. I leaned my head back against his chest.



Chapter Fourteen

We started off with drowsy kisses. I was slowly adjusting to him seeing me, all of me, not just the flashes in the mating heat that had happened before. When I looked into his eyes, there was this kind of raw honesty there I’d never seen looking into another man. I’d never kissed and shared breath and felt someone caress my chest, whispering, “It’s okay.”

I might almost have fallen asleep except for the burning between my legs. I needed him. I needed to fuck him.
 It wasn’t like I could hide what I was feeling, any more than he could the brush of an answering erection rubbing against my back. Our kisses turned drugging, grinding, feeding on each other, and his hand circled my cock even as he made that sexy little whimper and thrust himself against me as if he wished to rut to satisfaction.
 I pushed back, the water giving me dexterity so I could rub myself against him lightly enough to make his hands grip my upper arms. “Fuck, Sam, I can’t take it. Please…”
 I liked that most of all. I liked to make him beg. I’d been tired and zapped like a wire shooting sparks, but now I was in need and he was going to get it.
 “Up on the bed,” I rasped. “Lube yourself, leave a condom for me, and rest your forehead on the pillow.”
 Water sloshed, and the serenity of our bath exploded into something else. Tall slipped getting out, and I caught him, capturing his face between my palms. “Careful,” I told him in a low tone that also said take care of what belongs to me.
 He shuddered, his cock flexing as if I’d handled him, touching, squeezing…
 I smacked his rear, and he was on his feet, his white ass flashing me as he strode to the bed, bending over, opening the lube, and then wasting no time in putting two coated fingers up his rear. He moaned as he fucked himself on his fingers. He wanted me to watch, wanted to put on a show, so I did so from the bathtub, licking my lips. One day I’d tie him up and suck him there, suck his tight little asshole and listen to him beg me to fuck him.
 He winged a little plastic circlet on the bed and then climbed onto it on his knees, his cock wobbling heavy between his open legs. He flashed me a look, panting, his face flushed, before he knelt with his legs spread and his ass high.
 Oh, he knew he was my submissive.
 I took my time getting out of the tub, not because I was trying to prove my control but because I had to. Still, it served to make his back tighten as he waited for me, as I toweled myself off and then brought my chair over, making the bed dip as I made the jump.
 I wasted no time in getting at him. I reached between his legs and held his cock, squeezing very gently while he trembled. “Put your hands behind your back.”
 “Sam…” His voice told me he was deep in the moment, excited by my taking him over. He obeyed me, and I saw he was shaking slightly. A damp patch appeared at the small of his back, just above the ass he knew I would fuck.
 I spanked him. I tapped him like the water in the bath lapping at us, lulling him as the color slowly warmed to pink and then heated to red as I increased the pressure. By the time I was using more force, he was shifting, restless, both wanting to get away from my hand and push up into it. I didn’t let him anticipate but broke pattern. When I reached down between his legs and squeezed him, he begged, “Sam, please let me!”
 “Come for me,” I ordered, and he obeyed with a sound of contentment, of pleasure, neck arched, shooting all over the luxurious sheets.
 I covered myself with the condom. He was limp when I shoved him over, making a place for myself, using my arms and pushing inside him, holding his hips tightly for leverage. He was still contracting gently from his climax, and I loved him milking me. “Now I’m going to use your ass,” I whispered.
 He couldn’t come, not so soon after, not as wiped as we were, but he pushed himself back up, giving me all of him so I could slide more easily in and out. I caught movement and saw there was a mirror on the wall beside the bed. He was watching himself, his arms folded, his head resting on them, watching me fuck him.
 God, it was hot; I’d conquered him, and now I took my worn-out man, just the way I’d wanted him when he’d look sleepy at the end of a long work day. I’d fantasized once about tying him spread-eagled on his desk and using a toy to fuck him while he was unable to move or to come, so all he could do is take it.
 I slapped his hip, and when he gasped, his eyes flaring, I came, grunting out his name, catching a glimpse of my sweaty, muscled upper body, my dark hair falling into my eyes, the silvery scars on my legs, of my arms trembling and then giving as I collapsed on him.
 “I wanted on top of you the first time we met.” What I didn’t add was back then, I hadn’t thought I could be the man to take him.
 “Convenient because I wanted under you the first time we met,” he said, reminding me again of our first meeting. He smiled at me, his hair wild, his face crushed into his pillow so I could only see one sleepy blue eye.
 After a few minutes enjoying feeling sated, my back started to spasm. It happened sometimes. I don’t know how he knew; he didn’t hesitate to lift me in his arms and carry me back to the tub, turning on a shot of hot, hot water. I leaned back, shuddering a little as my body slowly relaxed again. He didn’t get in the tub this time but picked up a sea sponge, using it to make up a lather for my hair, running each strand through his fingers as time slowly ticked by.
 Finally he offered quietly, “I’ll check in with Mel.” As if he knew I’d inevitably start to think of the kid. “See how Joe is doing.”
 I nodded. To keep my promise to Joe, we had another hour or so before I had to head back to his room at the hospital. It was good to be with someone who understood this too, the claim Joe had even when Tall and I were alone. I half closed my eyes, listening to him on the phone.
 After he finished speaking with Mel, Tall gathered me carefully in his arms to carry me back to bed, only this time we made a detour. He stopped deliberately in front of the mirror, his arms shaking a little since I wasn’t a lightweight.
 He was holding me, and I was letting him do it.
 * * *
 My relief that my new master didn’t demand too much of me came to an end when we reached his castle. At first I was ordered to work with the other servants, and I continued serving food. Sometimes when he was in his cups, Gunnar would squeeze my bare ass through the thin tunic I wore as I poured him wine. Other times he made me sit on his knee while he played a game of dice. Always this happened when he had been drinking, so I was able to leave him after a long night and breathe a sigh of relief. And yet, more and more often, I felt something at his possessive touch, something that shamed me.
 Then one night when a visiting guest also squeezed my buttocks, I jumped, used now to suffering Gunnar’s hand alone. As I hurried to the kitchens, I felt my master’s eye on me. I glanced back and saw him glaring at me. I growled in my throat. It was not my fault I was dressed in something that would tempt a man who liked other men. It was Gunnar who had demanded I wear the silky tunic, who denied me undergarments so that when I sat on his knee I was conscious that all he had to do was move his hand a little space and he’d be fondling my throbbing sex.
 The long evening of serving his guests dragged on, but I was aware of his brooding displeasure. My shoulders were tight when I finally sought out my tiny cell. I took off my tunic despite the chill and hung it on a hook, turning to look out the small window to the plain beyond. Many times I had gazed outside, remembering when I had been free to walk under the moonlight. I was so lost in my thoughts that I jumped when a warm, calloused hand touched my lower back. His breath was rich with wine as he crushed my mouth in a kiss.
 I jerked away from him, going to the farthest corner of my room, hoping he’d leave, just leave… His jaw flexed, and then he grabbed one of my arms, yanking me easily to him. He dragged me to my cot, and when I struggled, he sat on me, subduing me.
 Frustrated tears cooled my cheeks as his hand traced again the divide of my buttocks, as he found my dimple, paused to wet his fingers, and then pushed them inside me, impaling me. The shameful feelings returned, and I hardened as he played with me.
 “You like this,” he whispered.
 I turned my head away, but he cupped my chin and brought it back, forcing me to face him, to face these feelings. When I groaned and lifted myself to take more of him, he fisted my cock, jerking me hard so at last all my frustration boiled over and I came with a rough cry, pushing myself shamelessly into his hand, my legs splayed open for him like a castle whore.
 After, I turned away again, my eyes burning. I think I hated him even more now than I had before.
 “Jia,” he said, brushing a kiss against my shoulder. “My little one.”

I was spooned around Tall, my thin legs linked around his muscular ones as he reread Dark Captive aloud to me from his Kindle. “Jia and Gunnar are far from perfect. It’s obvious Gunnar is in love with Jia, but Jia won’t let himself see it,” Tall said. He looked over his shoulder at me.

“I suppose I could always write a sequel,” I said, thinking of new ideas for the first time in a long time.
 “It does end rather abruptly,” Tall said, rolling around to face me. “We could always rehearse any scenes if you wanted.”
 “What I want…” I combed his hair back off his forehead.
 When my BlackBerry rang, I snatched it from the bedside table. “Yo!”
 “Son of a—The reception here sucks. Sam, you better get down here right now.” Mel’s voice. It was fading in and out. He’d probably gone out to the hospital parking lot to make the call.
 “What is it?” I demanded, snatching the new sweats Tall tossed my way; he’d bought me a set so I didn’t have to dress in my dirty, wrinkled stuff again. “Is it Joe? Hello? Fuck!” I shoved the phone into my pocket. “Lost him,” I told Tall unnecessarily.
 Tall was already dressed. He bumped my chair against the bed, and I let myself fall into it, my arms flying as I wheeled right behind him. He was on his phone before we even reached the elevator, calling down to the desk, summoning his car.
 * * *
 When we arrived at the hospital, we made record time to Joe’s room. Tall was as pale as I was in the reflection of the darkened window into Joe’s ward. I stiffened when I saw Edith sitting with him, calmly lost in one of her paperback mysteries. Joe was asleep, his cheek cupped on one hand.
 “Joe,” I croaked.
 Edith reached out and gripped my hand. “No, Sam, he’s fine; it’s Audra.” No.
 “Mel and everyone are waiting upstairs,” she said. Joe stirred at the sound of our voices but then settled down again. I looked back at him one last time, at the rumpled hair covering his closed eyes, at the way he’d kicked off his blanket, not wanting to leave him, not wanting to go upstairs and say good-bye.
 * * *
 The first person I saw when Tall and I entered Audra’s ward was Shane, our local beat cop. Pretty much he was our only beat cop since city services had been cut back. Grass went unmowed in neglected parks unless we mowed it. But we’d lucked out with Shane Ryan, an old-fashioned Irish-American cop. “Thanks for coming here for…” I couldn’t finish.
 “Just doing my job,” he said. “It would have been nice if they’d frickin’ mentioned she hasn’t said anything. Not like I can get a description of her assailant that way.”
 “Huh?”
 “She’s awake?” Tall asked, getting it first.
 Oh, crap. My hands clenched on the chair.
 “Yeah, didn’t Mel tell you?” Shane asked. “Her eyes are open, but so far she just looks at people, doesn’t talk.” Shane looked at me. “You thought she’d…?”
 “I’m going to kill Mel,” Tall growled. Then he also looked at me. “Sam…”
 I lifted a hand. “I’m good. Let’s go see her.”
 “Well, I guess this means the parade will be a happier deal, even though Mel thought it would have been neater if she’d woken up on Christmas Eve or something. I mean, just a few more days, right?”
 “Oh, yeah, I can see how having her wake up now spoils the holidays,” Tall agreed dryly.
 I tuned them out. Tuned out everyone, her hospital room crammed with our residents, which I’m sure was way against regulations.
 Her eyes were open. When I wheeled next to her bedside, everyone shuffling back to make room for me, she turned her head and looked at me very solemnly.
 I took her chilly hand.
 “Sam,” she whispered.



Chapter Fifteen

“Joe,” I said, reaching over to shake the kid’s shoulder. I hesitated, taking in his even breathing. “Cut it out; you’re already awake.”
 “How’d you know?” he asked in a sleep-rough voice.
 “Just a feeling. Sit up, come on.” His gaze held mine, then slid away as he licked dry lips. I handed him his water so he could sip some.
 “I want to go to school today, okay?” he asked.
 “Now I know you’re dying.”
 “Funny.”
 I raised a brow. “How come, Joe?”
 He lifted one shoulder. “’M bored.”
 “Yeah.” I nodded. “Joe, something happened last night…”
 The water shook as he put it on the little pullout table. I grabbed his hand, not wanting him to go where I had last night. “She’s fine. Okay? She’s awake.”
 For a couple of beats, he stared at me. The joy I’d pictured waiting for him to wake up this morning wasn’t there. The fire wasn’t there, as if someone had tossed a pail of water on it.
 Finally he asked very softly, “I heard she isn’t talking.”
 Okay, he knew already, and he’d definitely been thinking about this.
 “She’s not,” I said, recognizing he needed the truth from me. “She’s…she kind of tunes in and out, has trouble focusing. It’s not easy to come out of a coma, Joe. It’s not something you do all at once.”
 “Yeah, I guess.”
 “Joe…” I squeezed his hand, tugged him so he was closer to where I sat next to his bed. “She wants to see you.”
 He looked at me. “If she’s not talking, how do you know?”
 I blinked. “I just do.”
 “But she hasn’t said. I mean, I heard she said your name and then she tuned out.”
 Boy, was I at sea. All this time he’d been driving me nuts with his movie-of-the-week thing over Audra waking up, but now when it happened…
 “Joe, before I sold my first book, I had all these ideas what it would be like. Like I’d be the next Stephen King or something.”
 He made a disgusted noise. “You write weird romance.”
 I didn’t take offense. Any romance was weird to Joe at his age. “Yeah, I do. And…all those fantasies about what it would be like, being published, they aren’t what the reality is.” He looked at me. “So?”
 “So sometimes it’s easier to have the fantasy. It can be what you want. It can’t hurt you.” He pressed his lips together. “I want to go to school today.”
 I looked over my shoulder, and there was Tall. He hadn’t left. He was rumpled and unshaven, but somehow on him, it was sexy. He shook his head at me. Don’t push.
 “Okay, as soon as the doc checks you out, and if he thinks you are up to maybe a half day,” I said, “we’ll do that.” It was early, so we just had enough time to get him home, showered, fed, and off to school.
 He nodded, not looking at me.
 “I just want you to know that the Audra in here”—I tapped his chest—“and the one upstairs aren’t so different. She may not be feeling a hundred percent yet, but she hasn’t stopped loving you.”
 “But you’re staying, right? You said.”
 I swallowed. “I’m absolutely staying.”
 His shoulders relaxed, and the doctor walked in. I thought it might be just as well. I knew the kid looked like me, and the way he wanted to hide…it wasn’t so different from my cardboard box. Fortunately for me and for him, there were people who wouldn’t let us do that.
 * * *
 I cleared my throat, reaching out to smooth her blanket. “Hey, Audra.”
 My aunt was staring at the wall. After she’d said my name the night before, seemed to connect with me—my throat tightened now as I remembered that moment—the personality had drained out of her eyes, as if making that effort snuffed out all the spark she had left.
 “I’m just saying hello before me and Tall have to take Joe home and then to school,” I told her, used to our one-sided conversations now but feeling frustration rise. I don’t know what I was expecting, maybe not the kid’s movie-of-the-week, but something. Christ! I knew part of what I was experiencing was because I hadn’t slept well in what seemed too long and I was tired, and I was most of all tired of this, of being in this goddamned room and seeing her lie there, hooked into my heart, Joe’s heart, tearing at us.
 “Audra, damn you!” I dropped my head. “I’m sorry…I’m sorry because I told the kid you can’t just be who you were like the Shake ’n Bake I used to sometimes make him for dinner, right? No instant recovery after a coma. And yet here I am—what a joke—expecting…” I squeezed her hand. Look at me! I thought the expression on her face flickered a little from impassive. “All I can think is, what’s the worst thing you can have? Not hope, but broken hope. That’s why Joe’s so scared to see you.”
 My jaw tightened. “So get it together for him, because I did and I was living in fucking garbage when Shane dried me out.”
 “So you were.” A soft voice agreed with me, and I looked up to see Daniel Stevenson. He was as slick as the first time we’d met, dressed in a suit that had that subtle sheen of silk.
 “What the fuck are you doing here?” I wanted to take the poinsettias he had tucked in one hand and shatter them in a dirt footprint against the wall.
 He lifted a gloved hand. “I have visited Audra often, checking on her.”
 “You’re not welcome here.”
 “I can see that.” His eyes narrowed. “If you set yourself as my enemy, Sam, there are consequences. As you have correctly deduced, I am not a nice man.” He put the flowers down and took out an envelope, handing it to me. I didn’t reach for it, staring into his eyes, so he dropped it on my lap. “I heard your aunt and the residents built you a float to celebrate your literary achievement. But this is the real Sam Masterson, the one you wouldn’t want them to see.”
 My heart pounded as I heard the click of his expensive shoes heading down the hallway.
 Oh, yeah, he was a scary son of a bitch.
 And after I’d opened the envelope to see the contents, I closed my eyes. He was right; I didn’t want Joe, Mel, Audra…Tall, anyone I loved to see this.
 The real me.
 * * *
 “Are you going to tell me what the fuck is wrong with you?” Tall demanded later.
 “I figured you’d have work,” I grumbled. My eyes were half-shut. We were on his king-size bed in his condo after dropping Joe off for a half day. I felt my shoulders smoothing out as he shook the razor he was using to shave me in the warm basin of water he’d put on the mattress between us. It was such a basic ritual, but usually I used an electric since it was quicker. Tall’s steady hand, outlining my lips, running over my chin, and then scraping back over the dent there. It was like some kind of ritual that said, We are men; we are lovers.
 He hadn’t asked me if I wanted this kind of pampering, giving me the use of his bathtub—even bigger than the one at the boutique hotel—lighting candles, and making an omelet. No one had ever gone to this kind of trouble for me. I was surprised at how easily I adapted to it, while underneath, a void yawned. I was afraid.
 Afraid of losing him.
 “Is the vibe I’m getting from you the culmination of our shitty night?” he asked softly. “Excepting Audra, of course.”
 “Excepting our hotel,” I added. Okay, I’d try some misdirection. “Joe doesn’t want to see her. Fuck, I did not see that coming.”
 “He will; give him time. He’s just been holding on, and now he’s afraid to let go.” I raised my brows. “Letting go of what?”
 He knocked his knuckles against my forehead. “Of you, Sam. Like you told him, your aunt has been in a coma for a while, and he’s a smart enough kid to see things just aren’t going to—bam!—turn back to how they used to be.”
 “Yeah,” I sighed. “Plus from some of the clues he’s given, I think she was doing too much, putting too much on him.” I’d been thinking about that, how despite the streak a mile wide of independence that ran through my family, it was maybe time to ask for help. I only wished it was easy. I hated to ask for anything. I hated to make myself so vulnerable.
 “Maybe you should bring that up at the coming resident’s meeting, the one where you’re going to deal with the parade…and, I’m guessing, the Bruiser and the pranks.”
 He finished shaving me and dabbed a towel against my face as I stared at him.
 “Don’t look so surprised. I…have feelings for you,” he said before placing his lips firmly over mine. “I keep my ear to the ground.”
 Feelings for me. My heartbeat picked up as he calmly put the basin and razor on the bedside table. But he couldn’t know.
 And then I knew he would know. Of course Stevenson would show him.
 I reached into the pocket of my coat where I’d stuffed the envelope, hand clenching over crinkling paper, my pulse pounding out a are you really going to do this?
 “Sam…?” A frown, the beginning of worry.
 I just let them fall out, as if it was no big deal, as if my chest wasn’t tight.
 He shot me a look first, reading…what? His face was poker cool as he reached for the first picture.
 “But what…?” then I saw the light go on, saw he recognized what he was looking at. “This was the blue period,” he said.
 “I sucked that guy off,” I said, referring to one photograph in particular. “I don’t remember why exactly.”
 He looked at me, and I dropped my gaze.
 “I’m sure you had a reason, and I’m glad he’s wearing a condom.”
 “Tall…” I choked out a laugh and covered my eyes.
 I heard Tall breathing, and then I heard a rustling sound; he was gathering up the photos. I heard the klunk as they impacted in his trash. “To me having the guy wear a condom means you still had hope. Thank you for showing me, Sam.”
 I looked at him. I hated that he’d seen me like that.
 Now his face hardened. “I want to know who gave them to you.”
 “Stevenson.”
 “The fucker.” He reached out and gripped one of my hands. “You’ve thought about the ramifications?”
 I swallowed down raw feeling, helped along by him zeroing in on motive. “Whoever took the photos went looking for me because Audra wasn’t playing ball. She wouldn’t sell the land. They thought…”
 “They thought because you were living under a paper roof that you would just go along.” A muscle flexed in his jaw. “After they beat her into a coma. Sam, I’m sorry you had to show me those.”
 “I’ll kill him if he shows them to Joe.”
 “I’ll speak to him.” And I didn’t doubt that he would.
 He let himself sag into my arms, and holding him steadied me. It was always like that—give me someone to take care of, some mission, and I’d be okay. After a long, long time, he whispered, “Sam.”
 His hand found me under my towel, wrapped gently around what had become hard and throbbing as he shaved me, and then revived as I held him.
 “Tall, I need to fuck you,” I groaned.
 “I need it too,” he said. “Hang on. I had a friend do a little carpentry for me the last couple of days, adapting something…”
 I tossed aside the towel, impatient. I wanted him to say those words again when I was hammering into him.
 Tall opened the two double doors at the end of his room I had assumed led only to a closet full of the nice clothes he liked to indulge in; I was partly right. He looked over his shoulder at me and then pressed a button on the wall and hangers shook gently as another set of doors folded out like origami. “It’s like something out of a comic book,” I said. “Are you Batman?”
 “It would be a very X-rated comic. Maybe something Yaoi.” There was high color in his cheeks. He shed his clothing quickly as if he couldn’t wait for me to get at him. His erection bobbed, plum-tipped, with a wiggly, prominent vein that made my mouth water with the need to trace it with my tongue, to suck him until he whimpered to be allowed to come.
 The space he revealed had some mirrors to reflect the play, beveled with gold veining because Tall would never be satisfied with something plain when he could have something beautiful. It reminded me of the stained-glass windows he’d gifted us with in the yarn shop. His nook was compartmentalized for a man who liked submitting to other men but was raising a kid sister.
 Erin came first, but here he was playful, his unfettered self.
 As I watched, he pulled a small netted black and silver buckled sling into place just above a scuffed leather club chair. A sling, similar to the one I imagined he’d been in when he’d been fucked by more than one man. How had he known how much I wanted to put him in one?
 “Tall…” I couldn’t wait much longer. “God, I want to see you in it.” I wanted to see his golden skin contrasting with the leather.
 “I wanted you to have me this way,” he admitted. “So much, ever since I’ve been reading Dark Captive.”
 He hurried back and lifted me in his arms, strong, sexy, kissing me so our teeth clicked as he carried me over to the club chair. He knelt in front of me there, taking out a condom and fitting it on me as my head fell back and I arched up into his touch.
 He gave me a reverent kiss on my inner thigh, where one scar snaked, pitted the inside of my leg. “I’m ready for you,” he said, turning around and pushing his ass up high so I could see the plug he must have put inside himself while I was in the bathtub. He looked over his shoulder at me, giving me a coy look.
 “You just couldn’t wait, could you?” I demanded. “You had to have something up you.” I reached down and grasped the end, thrusting it into his body before I pulled it out slowly.
 “I need to get fucked hard and often.”
 I slapped his ass, and he purred, almost as if he could see the red outline of my hand. “Get into the swing; I’ll help buckle you in.”
 He climbed up into the straps, and I saw a pulley had been added so it could be raised and lowered however we needed it. He’d customized it with me in mind.
 He fell back into it and twisted, a little ungraceful. “Fuck, a little dizzy here,” he said. “I’m not sure if my modifications are going to work. We might have to—excuse the pun—work out any kinks.”
 “Oh, we’ll work out the kinks,” I said, raising a brow. “Did you actually draw this out first like one of your buildings?”
 “Of course,” he said, looking mildly offended I’d think he wouldn’t give it the same efficiency and attention as anything else in his streamlined lifestyle.
 I grinned, picturing him doing it before I licked dry lips, yanking the swing closer as he spread himself, his body hanging heavy over mine so some of his weight brushed my thighs. We worked with it, sweating, swearing, until the height seemed right and I had him buckled in, listening to him moan as I rendered him totally helpless. When he was set up, I ordered, “Close your eyes. Keep them closed.”
 I had to shift around, but I was finally able to lift him up enough so gravity pushed him on me, impaling him fully on my rigid cock. He moaned again, and I used the sides of the club chair as leverage to thrust up inside him.
 “Tell me a story,” he begged. “God, Sam, so full of you, feels so good. I love having a cock inside me.”
 “I know you do. Maybe sometime I’ll decide to share you because I want to see this tight little asshole of yours fucked by other men.”
 “Ohhh.” His mouth parted as he panted, his body tightening around mine.
 “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You really are a slut, Tall.”
 He bit his lip, his body shaking each time I lifted up. If I hadn’t worked out as much as I did, I’m not sure I could have done him this way. Moisture ran down my chest, but I couldn’t get enough of him open and accessible, with no choice but to take my cock.
 “Maybe we’d use a paddle on your ass first. I’d order you to climb over the lap of every man who would have you later. You’d ask them politely if they wanted to finger fuck you or swat you.”
 He was huffing for breath, his face twisted in that look of pain that is pleasure. He was listening. I wasn’t just holding his body, but also his imagination. I’d never shared the storyteller with a lover before. I felt powerful, and he had given me this power.
 “Can you feel fingers up you, teasing your prostate so you squirm and earn a smack?” I taunted.
 “Yes…I can feel it.” We shifted, and his weight rested more heavily on me, pushing me as deeply as I could go inside him. Trapped on me, he whimpered, “Oh fuck.”
 “When your ass is nice and red and you’re stretched and aching, I watch as they put you in the sling. There are three of them, and they don’t wait. As soon as you are buckled in, one of them thrusts into you.”
 “Uhhhh.” I was getting him off with my words as much as my body, and suddenly I realized that not only the sling was an adaptation. Tall was using my gift to pleasure himself.
 “But you know you can’t come, no matter how good it feels, the fingering, the spanking, the fucking…”
 “I can’t come until you touch me, until you say I can,” Tall said, adding another layer to our fantasy.
 “Do you want to come now?” I watched his face, holding onto him, stiff up him, my balls drawn tight so any moment I’d come.
 “Please, Sam, please!”
 “Say it again.”
 He was trembling at each desperate pump I made into his body. His cock bumped against his lean stomach, so needy that when I managed to balance his weight with one trembling arm and curl a hand around him, he gave a choked cry, his body arching into my grip.
 “I love you,” he said, opening his eyes now so his submission was complete. “I love you, Master.”
 The last word, something I’d secretly craved from him… I grabbed his hips, spilling inside him, primal cry burning my throat as he keened, coming on my cock, my beautiful submissive.



Chapter Sixteen

“Have you seen Joe?” I asked Tall a few days later. We were outside my building, and it was pretty goddamned cold. The long Indian summer was over—we were into winter, complete with a few snowflakes that fell in slow, fanciful circles under the lamplight before biting the dust on dry, hard ground.

“Nope.” He lifted a big paper bag. “But I bought takeout for dinner.”
 I took a whiff. “Wok tonight?”
 “Yeah. I got the tofu manfu for myself.”
 “It figures.” I shot him an indulgent look.
 “Less fat than meat.” He smoothed a hand down his hip as if I needed to be reminded how

lean he was.
 “You sexy peacock,” I said.
 “Am not.” He looked a little disgruntled.
 “You so are, but I like it.”
 “Do you? Mmmmm. So what’s up with Joe?” he asked, brow crinkling with concern. Joe

still hadn’t gone to see Audra. I hadn’t been pushing, but I felt more and more like he needed to—for both his sake and Audra’s.
 “I’m not sure… He’s just been acting out lately.”
 Tall blinked. “Seriously acting out?”
 “Yeah.” He was so polite, but there was a distant vibe. I frowned, considering where I might find him. He wouldn’t miss out on dinner and the meeting tonight, so he’d be close by, but he might want to be alone for some reason… I wheeled around the building toward the shadow where the door into our closed yarn shop loomed under an awning. “Joe, come out of there!”
 He jumped, obviously thinking he’d been well concealed. “Ha, Sam.”
 I sniffed. “Smoking, Joe?”
 As he walked toward me and Tall, he opened his mouth. Shut it. There was no cigarette in his fingers, but I knew if I searched behind him in the doorway where he’d been lurking, there would be a fresh butt.
 “When did this start?”
 “Took one from Mr. Allen,” he admitted sullenly. “I heard from some of the people in the building that you smoked when you were eight.”
 “Yeah, but you notice I don’t now.”
 Tall squeezed my shoulder, and then I heard his retreating footsteps as he headed indoors. I knew he’d have dinner laid out on the table so we could eat before the residents’ meeting tonight. For now he was giving me time to settle things with Joe, which felt a bit like a standoff at the OK Corral.
 I raised my brows. “So Mr. Allen just gave you a cigarette?”
 Mr. Allen was eighty-five and lamented often about how he’d gotten hooked when he was in the army.
 “Not exactly.”
 “You’re stealing now too?”
 “It’s not…!” He folded his arms. “It’s just a lousy cigarette. Big deal.”
 “Was it your first?”
 “No.”
 I waited, and he shifted around, so restless I wouldn’t have been surprised if electricity shot from his fingertips. “Just lately, okay? Since Audra…”
 “No more, Joe.”
 “You’re not the boss of me!” Zap! More of that electricity cooking in his eyes.
 “Wrong.”
 “I don’t want—”
 “I don’t care what you want right now, Joe. I don’t care. What you’re going to do is come see Audra with me after dinner and the meeting.”
 Joe looked away.
 “Now get your ass inside.”
 His shoulders hunched as he walked in front of me. I didn’t know what he was feeling, except he had been flying out of my radar and I’d put a stop to it. Probably he hated me right now.
 “I know you’re scared…”
 “Screw you. I’m not!” He ran on ahead, and I knew he really, really didn’t want to see Audra, almost as much as he ached to see her.
 “Fuck,” I muttered as I wheeled into our apartment.
 Tall had divvied out the food. He looked at me, brows raised.
 “I don’t think Joe’ll eat till later.”
 “No kidding. I thought he’d break his door, he slammed it so hard.”
 “He’s pissed.”
 Tall sat down, putting his chin in his hand. “Yeah. So what are you going to do?”
 “Take him to see Audra tonight, whether he likes it or not.” I reached for a plate. I was not going to feel lousy because Joe was upset with me for yanking him back.
 “Okay. Just don’t feel lousy. He’s dumping on you because life is dumping on him.” “And I’m safe. Right.” I looked at him. “I don’t feel lousy.”
 Tall’s gaze went to the way I was playing with my food. “Right.”
 * * *
 I cleared my throat, looking around the lobby of Audra’s building, taking in some of our residents: Mel with Darla on his lap; Joe sitting on the couch with cushions that needed to be replaced in the sagging middle—he was making sure I got the message that he wasn’t happy with me by not making eye contact—Mr. Chalmers, who kept the old furnace going and mowed the nearby parks; Edith, who was everyone’s favorite babysitter but couldn’t work the computer in the yarn shop; Shane who was sipping a beer…
 “Thanks, everyone, for coming today for our first resident meeting since Audra woke up.” I rubbed my hands down my legs. “We only have one piece outstanding on the agenda today: the parade.”
 “Just who are we going to put it on for this year, Sam?” Shane asked, shaking his head. “I mean, it’s almost down to just us in the neighborhood, other than some squatters and dealers, if we don’t count the construction crew.”
 “‘Just us’ is the point, don’t you think, Shane?” I asked quietly. I glanced over at Tall, who was standing with his arms folded, looking down at his finely made leather shoes. “I love you, Master.”
 I flushed, dropping my gaze when Tall’s eyes glinted with a gentle amusement. After we’d played on the swing and I’d set him free, Tall had spent some time on my lap, with me caressing his long silky back, enjoying the texture.
 “And…I’ve decided we’ll include the construction crew in this year’s event.” The lobby fell to dead silence, and I intercepted more than a few shocked looks. “I know how Audra felt about this issue and I can’t say I’m happy about Troubadour either, but the fact is, we all want to preserve our neighborhood as much as possible. We’re getting very little from the city; services have been cut down to almost nothing. Hell, if we have too many garbage bags, they wait until the following week, right?”
 There were disgruntled sounds of agreement around the room. “I believe some of the folks working for Troubadour want to help us find a balance between old and new.” I looked again at Tall, meeting the hot blue resolve in his eyes. He hadn’t asked me before today’s meeting what I intended. He’d just asked to come.
 “Will Audra be back for the parade?” Joe spoke up. “It’s on Christmas Eve.”
 I shook my head. “No, Joe. She’s still very weak.” I looked around at tired faces, at some residents who probably had very little to look forward to over the holidays except a handful of days off. “It’s really up to you. Do you think there is anything worth celebrating this year?” Tall raised his hand.
 “Hey, he’s not one of us,” someone called out.
 “So you don’t have to listen to what he says,” I pointed out.
 “I just want to say that we’re on track to dig up the old garden and compost heap tomorrow. We’ll replace the soil with some from the excavation site. I don’t know if it’ll be as good for growing tomatoes, but it should be safer,” Tall said.
 That brought on some scattered applause.
 “And I do think you have something to celebrate. Endurance, for one.”
 I blinked, not sure where Tall was going with this but experiencing the usual undertow. Like a magical genie, he always seemed able to take me anywhere.
 “I love you.”
 When Tall’s eyes met mine, I swallowed, looking down at my hands gripping the chair that never made any kind of impact on my sultry architect.
 “You’ve stayed here, good times and bad, and when the city crapped out on you, you still believed this place could be something. Well, you are infectious. You made me believe. I want to do more work down here, but I hope my next project will be something that everyone will be happier with.” Tall shrugged. “Thanks for listening.”
 I watched as residents went to my lover, shaking his hand or just talking to him, noticing how even straight men felt moved to make physical contact, gripping Tall’s shoulder while they looked into his eyes.
 “So you’ve decided to take my offer?” Daniel Stevenson asked, coming up behind me. It figured he’d be here, considering he’d had no qualms about visiting Audra, whom he had to know detested him.
 “I decided to do what is best for the people living here. If you want to put money into the parade, or your ugly building helps put us on the map for the city, then I can live with it.” I swung my chair around. “Who took those pictures?”
 Stevenson widened his eyes. “Trevor told me not to show them to anyone else. He was very…clear.”
 “And you listened to him?” I hoped he didn’t sense my intense relief over that as I studied the other man carefully.
 “He’s…Trevor.” Stevenson’s gaze went to Tall, who was still surrounded by people.
 My jaw tightened. “You didn’t answer my question.”
 “The photos showed up at my office a few days after your aunt was attacked,” he said, his tone casual, dismissive.
 “And you can prove that?”
 Stevenson laughed. “I don’t like you, Sam, and you sure as fuck aren’t good enough for Trevor, but I had nothing to do with what happened to your aunt.”
 “I’m not good enough for him, but he’s mine.” Shit. But I couldn’t help it. I didn’t even like Stevenson’s eyes on my Tall.
 “You think you’re man enough for him?” He pointedly looked at the chair, my legs. “Really?”
 “Staff Sergeant Sam Masterson is a recipient of an Afghanistan Campaign medal, an Army Commendation for service to his country, and the Purple Heart, among other decorations. His men called him ‘Papa Masterson’ behind his back because he always took care of them,” Tall said, putting one hand on my shoulder. “So you received the photographs by mail. Was there a note?”
 Stevenson shook his head. He looked from me to Tall. Maybe when we’d first met, I would have bought into what he was saying, that I wasn’t man enough for Tall, but after that last time… “I love you, Master.”
 “The tiles are chipped in my bathroom, Tall,” I said to him, dismissing Stevenson, who gave us an impatient look and then moved on to try to schmooze other residents.
 Tall raised his eyebrows. “Is that an invitation to make some improvements?”
 “Got any ideas?”
 “Oh, I’m full of ideas.”
 “Yeah,” I said, my voice coming out tight. Just like that, he turned me on so much.
 He took me by surprise, kneeling beside the chair and forking a gentle hand in my hair. A few people glanced in our direction, but it was no big deal. Not here. Not at home. “I want you inside me tonight, Tall,” I whispered for his ears only.
 His eyes flared wide. “S-Sam.”
 I’d managed to shake my unshakeable Tall. I ducked my head.
 His hand smoothed gently over my T-shirt, and I saw him lick his lips, knew how much he liked the muscles it concealed. He put his lips against my ear. “I’d love to be inside you. God, please let me!”
 * * *
 “So purling is the opposite of knitting,” I told Joe, showing him on my two bamboo circular needles while he watched my hands, his own would-be hat hanging idle. “See how I go in the front?” The yarn was a blend of silk and wool in bright oranges, reds, and greens. I thought it would make someone a good hat as a holiday gift. Joe’s was shades of blue.
 Lying next to us in her hospital bed, Audra was staring at the ceiling. She hadn’t said a word to us since we’d come in. At first Joe had darted nervous glances in her direction, obviously not sure how to behave with her, but Tall and I had come prepared to keep him occupied so he wouldn’t dwell on it.
 “Okay, I’ll try…” Joe worked the yarn as I watched. He had down the knit stitch, but this was the next level. “Did you do a lot of this shit when you were overseas, Sam?”
 “Language,” I reminded him. “Audra doesn’t approve.”
 He twisted his mouth since Audra had not reacted.
 “And to answer your question, yeah, I did.”
 “Did the other guys tease you?”
 “Sometimes, but not as often as you’d think. I even taught a few of them how to knit.”
 We worked quietly for a while, and when Joe inevitably got restless from sitting in a chair too long, Tall rolled out two yoga mats. He smiled up at the kid from one of them, wearing loose silk pants and a shirt that clung with his supple movements to the hard curves of his body. “Okay, Joe, let’s do a couple of asanas,” he said.
 I sat back and watched as Joe sat on the mat and Tall taught him how to sit in a modified lotus position to begin. Joe got so into it with Tall that when I checked the wall clock, we had been with Audra for an hour and a half.
 “Joe, have you done your homework?”
 He nodded, looking up at me as if he’d realized he’d been here for almost two hours. The tension that had characterized him before we came to see Audra had bled off.
 “Then I think we should head home for the night. We have to work on those floats in the morning.” I reached out and deliberately squeezed Audra’s hand. “Thanks for spending some time with us tonight. See you tomorrow.”
 Her expression didn’t change, but her gaze moved to my face for a moment.
 Joe stepped forward and cautiously brushed the back of her hand. “Bye,” he whispered.
 * * *
 Tall came out of my bathroom wearing a robe and patting his face with a towel. He’d shaved again since he had heavy stubble this time of night. My peacock always wanted to look his best. But tonight I didn’t mind. Tonight I knew it was for me.
 “I have to go out for a while, and when I get back…” I shrugged, feeling my face warm.
 “Uh-huh.” He put his hands on his hips. “Don’t you think it’s time you talk to me about what you and Mel are up to every night?”
 “Excuse me?”
 He strode over and pushed open the small leather duffel in my lap. Inside, my handgun gleamed dark silver. His jaw tightened. “Jesus, Sam.”
 “Mel and I keep watch on the building and also on the construction site,” I said. “We trade off hours and times with Shane.”
 He blinked. “The local beat cop is in on this? Fuck, Sam. Would you actually shoot someone if they tried to vandalize your building again?”
 Crap. Of course he had to be some kind of liberal. Could we be any more different? I held his gaze. “The building is just a building, but I sure as hell am not letting anyone else I care about get hurt.”
 He swallowed and sat down on the bed, eye level with me. “Of course you wouldn’t.” His hand pushed the duffel closed. “So don’t you think it’s time we get the Bruiser and find out just who he’s working for?”



Chapter Seventeen

“That easy, huh?” I asked as I wheeled through the cold air with Tall at my side. Fortunately the snow still wasn’t sticking, so I was free to hit a good speed, which was good since I was working off some anger. “Just get the Bruiser and find out who is behind all this crap.”

Tall gave me a look. “I imagine you’ve been watching over your residents for months.” I exhaled as we came to the fence that separated us from the construction site. They’d laid out the grid for the parking lot now, five stories down into the earth. I could see the block for the elevator shaft, a gaping maw in the center.
 Tall leaned against the wire, crossing his arms.
 I blew out a breath. “Yeah, months.”
 “Well, seems like you succeeded; no one has been seriously hurt since Audra was attacked.”
 My shoulders dropped a little. I wasn’t angry at him. I was frustrated. Ever since Audra had woken up, it had haunted me that none of the other victims of the Bruiser had been able to identify him. Most had moved away from here after being attacked. But what if my aunt was the exception and she could finger him? It might put her in danger unless I could get the guy.
 “Joe was hurt,” I said. “I’m glad the new dirt is going in there. I don’t want anyone else to get sick, and everyone loves fresh vegetables.”
 “Sam.” He knelt beside me, leaning his forehead against mine. “I’m glad I came out here with you. If you have to spend a few hours lurking in the shadows, I want to be there.”
 “What about Erin? You’re spending a lot of your time, you know, with me.”
 “I realized after the way she treated you that I wasn’t doing her any favors by holding on,” Tall said. “Yes, I was doing it too. Anyway, she asked me if she and her boyfriend can live in my condo.”
 “Whoa.”
 He smiled faintly at me. “It might work out if I were spending most of my nights elsewhere. I told her I’d think it over.”
 I swallowed, unable to believe he’d trade his uptown life, his classy coffeehouses and art galleries for cracked pavement, hassles with the city, graffiti, and abandoned buildings.
 As if reading my thoughts, he said, “But it’s not always going to be this, right? With its proximity to the downtown core and the price of land sure to go up again, this will probably be a very wealthy area in a decade or so.”
 “Yeah, forward thinking,” I said. “Kind of what I think is going on with our culprit.”
 Tall opened his mouth as if to add something but then frowned, shaking his head. I watched him, but after a moment, he pulled out his Kindle. Whatever he had to say, he wanted to think about first. In the meantime, I kept watch and he reread Dark Captive.

Gunnar began to visit my little cell of a room every night. At first I actually tried to pour him too much wine to distract him, or even to barricade my door, but he only laughed when he had to batter his way inside to get to me.

Nights passed in the way of the first. He would pleasure me, and I would turn away from him, hating him, hating myself for feeling these things.
 The first night he took my cock into his mouth, I think I shouted down the castle. He was merciless, sucking and licking and teasing my length until finally I was reduced to begging him to let me come.
 That night he’d been especially triumphant, staying to hold me so that we fell asleep together.
 He continued to call me his “little one,” a name I took as insult at first, that is until Masper, a fellow kitchen slave, earned a whipping for dropping some of the fine pastry for the table. It hadn’t been the young boy’s fault since one of the guests had jostled him, but the man in charge of the kitchens gestured to Masper, and from my perch on Gunnar’s knee, I tensed.
 Gunnar raised an eyebrow at me, and I flushed, aware my tunic had ridden up so that part of my bottom was bare against him. Aware also of the slow, hot pulsing, like an inner clock, counting the hours before we’d be alone together and he’d leave me sweaty and satisfied after I surrendered to him.
 “My lord,” I said, looking at him directly for the first time in what felt like months.
 Gunnar stilled, waiting, and after a moment, I leaned down and whispered to him.
 “You wish me to get involved in kitchen drama?” he asked.
 I swallowed and then said a word that I only ever said when he had me at his mercy, my hands tearing at his hair, clawing his shoulders as I pleaded for relief. “Please.”
 He lifted me off his knee, and when I would have followed behind him, he surprised me by taking my hand. “Show me.”
 Masper was bent over a table in the pantry while he was being beaten with a branch. I would have gone to him, but Gunnar’s hand tightened on mine.
 “Enough. It wasn’t the child’s fault.” Gunnar looked at me, and I held my breath. “And anyway, he’s needed. He will serve me in my rooms.”
 The servants were startled at their lord’s unprecedented intrusion but did what he demanded. When Masper was freed from the grip of two other slaves, I went to him and Gunnar called for a healer.
 After, instead of returning to the banquet hall, Gunnar led me by the hand through the grand hallway that led to the bedrooms. His was at the top of the castle. He had a window, but much larger than the one in my room. When it was opened, you could sit on the padded bench by it and enjoy the fresh breeze from the lands he owned.
 He let my hand go and, after a pause, cleared his throat. “I want you to stay here now, Jia.”
 “You said my name,” I said, taken by surprise. Sometimes I’d wondered if he’d forgotten it while amusing himself with me. Only…he’d never come himself. All those nights and I’d felt him, thick and hard against my body. Sometimes sweat had broken out on his forehead and he’d pull away after pleasuring me, as if he found it hard to endure. Those nights I had been careful not to push him, sensing his control was very thin.
 “Of course I said your name,” he snapped, looking irritated. “Have I not been courting you all these months?”
 “Courting? Have you lost your wits?”
 “Very likely,” he continued in a grumpy tone, putting aside his scabbard and sword, pulling off his heavy shirt so he was bare-chested. I looked at him, thinking he was sturdy, muscled, not finely made but somehow pleasing to look at nevertheless.
 I was used to him. His scent, the way he snored sometimes, the way he held me, and if I had a nightmare or he did (because even a warlord—especially a warlord—may have them), we would draw close and finally find sleep that way.
 “After the way we met, I did not think you would ever…”
 “I want rid of this collar,” I told him, feeling very daring as I tugged at the heavy, ugly thing.
 “I have another one.” He pointed to one lying on a bed of silken cloth. It was finely made, with gold scrolls over bronze, something more like what a prince would decorate himself with than a gift for a man’s pet.
 “I’m not sure I want to wear it.”
 “I did not ask you!” He would not be pushed, so I bit my lip. But he had changed in all these months with me. Would he not relent on this issue one day in future? Anyway, I did want to be rid of the unwieldy one.
 “In the morning then,” I said.
 He nodded, taking my hand. “We’ll replace it.”
 “For helping Masper, I will…” I couldn’t spell it out, but he saw it in my eyes.
 “I can’t hold out, even if it’s not simply because you asked me to fill you.”
 “Why would I ask you that?” He lifted me, taking me to his bed, and I cautiously looped my arms around his neck. He seemed to like that, because his expression lightened. I was nervous about what was to come, but he’d always taken such pains to pleasure me, even at expense to himself.
 I trusted him.
 “I will make it good for you,” he promised as he rid me of my tunic. His mouth went to my cock, sucking and teasing so my hands tightened on the bedsheets. This time I didn’t try to stifle my cries, even thrusting into his mouth.
 On the verge of climax, he pulled away, so I reached down and tugged at his hair.
 He laughed.
 I watched him reach for oil he had waiting by his bedside, wondering how many nights he had left it there. He couldn’t have been sure of me, not until I’d finally turned to him, even if it had been spurred on by the desire to help my friend.
 But Gunnar was a pragmatist. He had laid siege to me as if I were a fortress he wanted to take and anything I gave him, he would lay claim to.
 He kissed me when I raised my legs, shaking a little. This was my choice. He was not going to hold me down and make me come as he had in the past so that he laughed in satisfaction afterward and I burned with offended pride. If we were to move forward, if I was to be his bedmate, then I wanted a more equitable relationship.
 His fingers were familiar inside of me, and soon I was sighing, lifting up to take more. But his cock…when he breached me, it hurt, so thick was the head. I gripped his arms, staring into his eyes.
 “It’s all right, Jia; it will be all right,” he whispered. His arms were trembling, and a bead of sweat rolled down his face. “You’re mine, little one. I just want to make you mine.”
 As he pushed deeper, I had the sudden insight that for him to call me “mine” was telling me he had feelings for me…that he loved me. I wasn’t sure I loved him, not yet, but I realized that if I were suddenly free to leave, I wasn’t sure I would want to. Not if things could improve between us. He had made me crave mating with him. I needed him.
 When he was seated fully inside me, my hands digging into his back, he kissed beside my eyes and I realized I’d been crying. My throat tightened. He began to move, gently, taking care though he was crushing me into the bed. I felt that warm sparkle of feeling he had introduced me to, and my legs wrapped around his hips.
 Wanton. He called me that sometimes. It used to make me angry, but now, with my heels rubbing his buttocks with every thrust, I didn’t care. I was, in his arms.
 “Tall?” “Um?” He sat up from where he’d been leaning against the chain fence and rubbed his arms. “Damn, it’s cold. What time is it?”
 “Shhhhh.” I pointed, and we both saw a shadowy figure moving inside the construction site. I tensed when I saw him approaching the Caterpillar again. The prankster planning another hole in my building?
 “Can you see him?” From where I was sitting in the damn chair, I couldn’t.
 Tall was at the fence, craning his head. He stiffened.
 “Shit,” he said.



Chapter Eighteen

Parade day dawned with heavy snow, big fluffy flakes, which in the old days, the city would have plowed out to clear our streets. Today, Mel did it, using a truck with a bucket shovel attached to the front.

I rubbed my hands together, trying to keep warm, trying to appear calm and not like I was on the verge of hopefully putting an end to the danger haunting my neighborhood as I staked out a place on the broken sidewalk along with other residents and construction people, waiting for the main event. Tall had gone out and purchased Starbucks coffee for everyone, including Joe, though his was more milk than coffee. Even Erin was here today with her boyfriend, a very nice young man named Craig who said very little—possibly since Erin did most of the talking for both of them. Erin and I hadn’t exactly become friends, but her selfabsorption was useful in the sense that she was too busy with her own life to interfere with Tall and me.

Tall had stayed over at the apartment since the night we’d kept vigil by the chain-link fence, but he hadn’t been inside me yet. When we’d gotten home that night, he’d seemed a little shell-shocked, so I’d held him, waiting for him to confide in me. I had the sense he’d seen something I’d missed.
 “Sam, have you ever let anyone else inside you?” He had interrupted my chain of thought. I’d shaken my head. I’d never thought I’d want anyone inside me. I still didn’t understand why I craved it with Tall.
 He had let out a breath. “I want it perfect for you, and fuck, I’m actually a little nervous. Can we wait until we get the stuff with the Bruiser sorted out?”
 “You did see something!”
 “I don’t know. I mean, I need time, all right?”
 I’d pulled away from him.
 “Sam, I’m on your side. Please believe me.” He’d looked at me. “Haven’t I proven myself to you yet?”
 I had swallowed. Damn it, he had. He’d fixed the hole, he’d given us stained-glass windows in the yarn shop… He’d been there for me while I struggled with Joe and Audra. “If you’re on my side, then you’ll help me put an end to the problems haunting our neighborhood once and for all,” I’d told him, my heart thudding as I laid it out.
 “Yes, I can do that,” he’d said, with absolutely no hesitation.
 Daniel Stevenson strolled past with his new boyfriend, a young Asian man with hair down to his ass. I noticed that didn’t stop Stevenson from giving Tall an admiring glance. Tall gripped my shoulder as if he heard my inner growl.
 “Happy Christmas Eve!” Stevenson greeted us. “I thought we’d start with the floats I leased and then finish with the ones your residents worked on,” Stevenson added unnecessarily as we’d gone over this a week ago in a terse phone call. Obviously he was just coming over on Tall’s account. “I got the e-mail you sent out last night, Masterson. Your aunt will be riding the float she designed of your book, Dark Captive?”
 Joe straightened from where he’d been slouching with the rest of his coffee. “She is coming?” he asked in a tiny voice.
 “Yes,” I said.
 Joe looked around, as if hoping to spot Audra.
 I turned to Stevenson. “She insisted.”
 “I must say I’m relieved, since all this drama is hardly good for business,” he said. “I’m happy she’s doing better. I hope she can help identify her attacker.”
 “That’s what we are all hoping.”
 Mel returned from his circuit just then, moving as slowly as one of those Zamboni rink cleaners at a hockey game, putting on a show, drawing it out into a slow ceremony. I felt my nerves tighten, my hands clenching on the leather duffel on my lap. Each revolution of the floats took roughly thirty minutes, with an intermission around the same to exchange wagons. There were four floats for this year’s parade, between ours and Stevenson’s contribution, because we couldn’t ready more than two of ours before parade day.
 When Stevenson moved on with his new boyfriend, Joe inevitably demanded, “I want to see Audra. Where is she? Is she talking? Did she ask about me?”
 Tall met my gaze.
 “Joe…”
 “She hasn’t asked about me?” He looked away.
 Before I could say more, the first float was pulling out from the construction site. It was a mock-up of Troubadour Towers, except it wasn’t quite as ugly as I remembered. I raised my eyebrows at Tall.
 “It’s my original design. Doesn’t look like the Death Star, does it? And the latest good news is, Stevenson might be persuaded to get rid of the gargoyles.”
 “Gargoyles?” Joe asked. “Like Notre Dame?”
 Tall’s eyes were amused as they met mine over his coffee. “It’s supposed to be a noir version of art deco.”
 “Shit,” Joe swore.
 I couldn’t find it in me to reprimand him for the language. He was only saying what I thought as well.
 Miranda walked by on the cleared road with her stroller, and while Tall insisted on visiting with her baby, the darling of our building, the senior partner of his firm joined us, Earl Johnson, and his assistant, Dan, the young man who’d been working the reception desk that first day I’d gone to Tall’s firm to rattle their cage.
 “Sam.” Johnson nodded to me. “Cold day for Christmas Eve.”
 I shrugged since I still wasn’t very much of a small-talk guy. It was snowing, hiding the cracked streets and some of the weeds that were harder to control, so it did look kind of scenic. I remembered the day before, forcing myself to go to the mall. The pen I’d agonized over for Tall. It was expensive, but was it too…impersonal? The iPod I’d bought for Joe. I figured that would go over well at least. Both those gifts and the others I’d picked up were still unwrapped. I guessed I should have had it done in the store.
 After Earl and Dan moved on to join Stevenson, the float passed us at a majestic pace, the building wobbling on its wagon so I was sure Stevenson had to be holding his breath, hoping it wouldn’t topple over the way that I knew my residents wished the real thing would. Gargoyles. Fuck me.
 After another long interval, I caught a scattering of applause and looked over my shoulder to see the next one. It was a mock-up of our yarn shop with the newly repaired window. Right away I looked to Tall. This had to be his idea, commemorating the vandalism that had led to our first meeting.
 I saw Edith give him a half hug as she passed him, and Shane high-fived him. It was all over the building how he had moved in with me, and our nearest neighbors had probably heard him—us—moaning every night on my too-small bed.
 God, the things he let me do to him. Last night after Joe had gone to bed, as if to make up for the constraint that had fallen between us, Tall had produced velvet handcuffs with little reindeer dangling from them. Like Joe, he really got into the spirit of the season so that I’d promised both of them to go tree shopping. Maybe I’d put it off, but technically it was still Christmas so…
 But those cuffs. I hadn’t been laughing anymore at how absurd they looked when he’d asked me to attach them to the metal rails on the bed and I’d found out just how effective they were, him splayed open, moaning as my mouth took a thousand years to kiss every part of his thighs, from the inside of his knee—which made him tug at his bonds as I suckled—to the sensitive skin between his sex and his leg.
 Tall had strained in his bonds, head thrown back, pain-pleasure written on his face. “Your book may have got mixed reviews—which by the way, I don’t understand since I love it—but you get a solid five stars for what you do to me as my lover,” Tall had whispered.
 “Is that right?” I’d put my mouth to his opening for the first time, wanting to do this for him. I’d spread him wide with my palms, and while he shivered at every lash of my tongue. Something about the feel of me there made him especially crazy, so he’d been begging me, “Master, please.”
 I loved fucking him when he called me that. I had held his serene blue eyes until he closed them tightly, as if needing to hide from me. It was a first from my confident Tall, and I instinctively hadn’t liked it.
 “Open your eyes,” I’d demanded, wanting all of him.
 He’d obeyed me, but the look he revealed had caught at my chest. He was vulnerable. He had crossed some kind of line, and he’d been vulnerable.
 “You’re safe with me,” I’d whispered, wishing I knew what was troubling him. I had kissed him, moving back and forth in the hot cradle he provided. “You’re mine, and I’ll protect you.”
 “I know.” His legs had stretched even wider, and he’d shuddered as my cock lodged deep, brushing his prostate. “Next time maybe we can hook me up with a spreader bar, cuff my ankles, and pull up my legs.” He’d licked his lips. “I want to be totally helpless for you.”
 “Damn!” My balls had tightened, and I’d felt that tingling in my lower back that signaled I wouldn’t last long. I took his cock in my hand, stroking it. I hoped to God I’d be enough for him, that this brownstone would be enough, because if he returned downtown where he belonged, I wouldn’t…handle it well.
 Seems I’d crossed a line too.
 He could hurt me, easy.
 I’d worked his cock, watching the expressions on his face until it suddenly set, his head falling back as he spurted on his stomach, milking me, tight around me.
 “My glory hole.” I’d caught his hair and tugged it hard even as he was coming, seeing myself reflected in his enlarged pupils. “My glory hole to fuck whenever I want.”
 “Sam!” The last of his cum had hit my chin as I kissed him brutally, as I filled the condom buried inside him.
 “Isn’t that right, Sam?” Miranda was saying.
 Crap. I blinked, shaking off the erotic spell. I was glad I was wearing a heavy parka, concealing my lower body as I looked up at one of my favorite residents, tuning in to what she’d been discussing with Tall. Right. Sales had been good this holiday season. Joe had come up with the idea of packaging up yarn and patterns focusing on introducing people to knitting, and we’d done brisk business with the kits because what set them apart were the beautiful hand-painted threads for scarves, hats, and vests that were surprisingly easy to create.
 Tall was giving me a little smirk as if he knew exactly what I’d been thinking about. He kissed Miranda’s cheek. “See you at the tree-lighting ceremony later, Miranda and Sam,” he said, excusing himself.
 Joe was watching me and I knew he needed to hear about Audra, but at that moment, my BlackBerry buzzed.
 “Stay here with Edith,” I told him, wheels spinning under my hands as I picked up speed.
 * * *
 Twenty minutes later, I looked up at the float for Dark Captive, which towered over me in the dim space, waiting like a bridesmaid for its turn at holiday glory. Gunnar and Jia were still positioned in a charged romantic moment, papier-mâché faces looking a little stilted close up but a pretty good approximation of the front cover of my book, the hair from Gunnar’s blond wig moving with the cold breeze.
 Heart thudding, my hand tightened on my handgun. Less than two years ago, my life had gone from being whole to blood hitting a broken windshield, to the vehicle that carried me and my men somersaulting.
 A shadow entered the cavernous storage space. Shit. It was Joe.
 I swerved the chair from under the float, going to intercept him, but I saw his gaze light on Audra, gray head bent as she used a cane to steady herself while she slowly climbed the steps that led to the top of the float. It flashed me back to other memories, of watching her take part in this holiday ritual through my childhood and adolescence.
 Joe had come here looking for that Audra.
 I was almost to Joe when someone stepped from behind him, a club gripped in one hand.
 “Stay where you are or I will shoot!” I lifted the gun. “Joe, come here to me. Do it now,” I ordered, my voice sounding laughably calm.
 A ski mask jerked in my direction and I met terrified eyes. Audra’s would-be assailant made a desperate dash for freedom to the back of the storage space.
 “Freeze!” Shane yelled, leaping out from behind the other float.
 “What…?” Joe whispered, faltering. “Audra!” He ran for his great-aunt.
 “Joe!” I yelled.
 The Bruiser shoved some empty barrels in Shane’s path, making the Irish cop stumble. Nowhere to go, nowhere to go. I could almost feel the beat of fear in the man. Then he moved toward Joe.
 I fired.
 The Bruiser caught his thigh, crying out, blood spraying, ruby drops hitting the floor, the flash of white bone.
 Just like that stifling day in Afghanistan, I felt helpless even as I charged him, hitting his faltering body with my chair so we were both flung to the ground.
 Audra tossed her cane aside, suddenly much taller. She jumped from the float, yanking Joe into her arms.
 The Bruiser hit my shoulder, struggling with me, but my greater upper body strength came in handy now. I remembered that my aunt had been unconscious, that he had beat her even after she was unconscious, and my fist hit his face and he gave a cry muffled by his mask and I hit him again.
 Shane dragged me off him.
 Sweaty, panting, I yanked the chair close so I could climb back into it.
 Shane was calling for an ambulance while the Bruiser curled over the chilly asphalt floor of the storage space, holding his leg and sobbing. Shane cuffed our man and then looked at me. “Are you all right? Hell!”
 I swallowed, feeling a little sick. “Yeah,” I whispered.
 Audra pulled off her wig, and Tall scrubbed his hair, teasing it free from being mashed flat by his disguise.
 “Damn,” he said. “It was hard stooping over like that.”
 Joe had been staring at him. He looked to me. “You said… But she was never here!”
 Oh fuck.
 Shane, meanwhile, pulled the mask free, and there he was, Dan Manners, the assistant I’d first met at Tall’s office when I’d gone to confront Tall about his monstrosity of a building.
 “I have a feeling I might be out of a job,” Tall sighed.



Chapter Nineteen

We’d caught the Bruiser, but I’d truly screwed up Christmas for Joe.
 I wheeled out of the police station, finding Tall with his reading glasses perched low over his eyes, typing into one of those miniature computers in his Lexus. The door was open, probably for a little air since, for some reason, the underground parking lot of the cop shop was roasting like chestnuts.
 I ducked my head in to see Joe was sleeping on the seat, curled up, small, his head on Tall’s knee.
 I ran a hand over my growing night beard. “What time is it?” I asked hoarsely.
 “Two twenty-eight a.m.,” Tall said, snapping his compact computer shut and taking off the glasses. I was oddly charmed by them and the way there was faint color in his cheeks while I stared at him. My peacock obviously didn’t want me to know he needed some vision correction. Tall bent down and whispered to Joe, who sat up, rubbing his eyes.
 I probably should have left him home at our building with Edith watching over him, but he’d been upset, and probably since I’d caused it, I needed him close.
 Joe saw me and said, “I guess the kid goes in the back now.”
 I raised my brows as he clambered out and opened the back door, slamming it closed without looking in my direction again.
 Tall’s mouth twitched.
 Yeah. I was in the doghouse.
 I made the jump into Tall’s car, and he was already there to stow my chair in his trunk. He dipped his head, and his lips brushed mine. Solidarity. We were both tired. We both just wanted to go back to our bed—well, mine since I still wasn’t sure Tall had moved in exactly.
 But Joe was hurting, and we both needed to do something.
 When Tall was in the driver’s seat, he looked to me. I gave him the address.
 “You were in there a hell of a long time, Sam,” he said. “Longer than I was, with my very brief statement.”
 “That you thought you saw Dan at the site but you couldn’t be sure, yeah. Well, for my part, turns out shooting someone—even someone who might throttle your kid—is still complicated.”
 I heard a slight bitter sound coming from the back when I used the phrase “my kid.”
 “Little pitchers have big ears,” I said, using one of Audra’s old expressions.
 Another disgusted sound. But at least he was letting me know he was mad at me.
 “So I take it Earl Johnson was behind it,” Tall said, his voice a little too carefully casual. I reached out and squeezed his hand. Tall had worked for his firm since he’d graduated.
 “So Dan says. Earl has gambling debts. To stay on top of them and keep his firm running, he needed a sure thing, like blocks and blocks of our neighborhood being restructured between him and Stevenson.”
 “But Stevenson wasn’t involved. Figures. He’s such a bastard most of the time, he’d have to be innocent.” Tall’s jaw clenched. “I always thought Earl was a wonderful man. But he hired someone to beat up elderly people, to frighten them, to steal their pride and their homes.”
 “You’re free of him now,” I offered, knowing it was probably inadequate, but he gave me a small smile nevertheless.
 “I guess I am. I just wish I wasn’t terrified.”
 “With your talent, you’ll be okay,” I told him. I’d have to think how I might help him out.
 We arrived at our destination, and Tall parked directly outside the fence since this time of night, who would be looking to buy a Christmas tree? Just us.
 “Joe,” I prodded as Tall brought my chair around. “Come on.”
 Joe hesitated in the car, but after a moment, the door opened and he stepped onto the compacted snow on the curb. “There’s no time to decorate it now. It’s totally over,” he said.
 “Sure there’s time.” I was in the chair now. Tall had to help me get onto the cleared sidewalk. “It’s three a.m. It’s Christmas morning.”
 “Uhhhh.” Joe kicked some snow.
 “Come on; we’ll get a tree for our apartment.”
 “It’s stupid to decorate it today.”
 “What I think is it’s important to decorate it today.” Miranda was there since she volunteered every year to sell the trees for charity. I’d managed to catch her before closing and she’d insisted on waiting for us because of all the time I’d put in watching Nathan for her. “Come on, Joe; what about a blue spruce?”
 Joe followed Tall and me into the little park ringed off and full of the trees that hadn’t sold for the holidays. All I wanted for Christmas at this point was to sleep through it, but I needed this for Joe.
 Joe wandered through the aisles, and Tall stamped his feet, his breath misty in the cold air. Damn, it was freezing.
 “Good going dealing with the Bruiser, Sam. Mel told me he was disappointed he was running one of the floats around and missed the action,” Miranda said. “Too bad Troubadour Towers won’t go too.”
 “I’m not sure that would be a good thing,” I said, and I saw Tall’s and Miranda’s eyes both widen. “I think maybe we need new blood, new buildings. We just want to make sure that, unlike what Stevenson wants, our neighborhood doesn’t one day become a place where none of us can afford to live.”
 * * *
 “It’s okay, I guess,” Joe said as Tall fixed the cultured Noble fir to the top of his car while Joe and I watched.
 “Okay? You have expensive tastes, kiddo.” But Tall had also admired the slow grower for its shape. Figures. “When you get up in the morning, we’ll figure out the lights. Are they still in that box in the hall closet?”
 Joe’s lips lifted. “I hate getting the lights untangled.”
 “Me too.”
 “Seems dumb to do it when we’re only going to put it away after New Year’s. Just a week, Sam. Total waste of time.”
 “So I guess we’re dumb.” I looked at him. “I’m sorry I had to lie to you about Audra.”
 He shrugged. “You wanted to get the bad guy.”
 “I was scared he’d hurt her again, maybe hurt you. Can you understand that?”
 “Is she going to come home, ever?” He put his hands in his pockets.
 “I don’t know.” She was doing things on her own now, but she didn’t interact with us. The doctors were worried about brain damage, but I didn’t tell him that now. It had already been a pretty trying holiday. “She’s having some trouble coming back.”
 “Rebooting,” he said. “Like when my laptop died.”
 “Yeah. So I thought we’d swing round and see her and then we’ll go home, catch some rack time.” I reached out and touched his arm. “Joe, some people get the Christmas you see in the movies, but for a lot of people, the holiday magnifies what they don’t have. We’re lucky.”
 He swallowed. “Because year-round, I’ve got you, you mean?”
 I gave a crooked smile. “Yeah.”
 “Ha-ha, that’s luck?” He grinned at me, letting me know he was teasing.
 Miranda gave us some free mistletoe since her supply was wilting. Joe made kissy sounds in the back when Tall stowed it. “You can use it to kiss your booooyfriend.”
 Just for that, Tall and I kissed as soon as we were both settled in the front of the car.
 “Ugh!” Joe groaned. “You guys are so embarrassing.”
 * * *
 It was quiet at the hospital as we parked the car, passing a nurse dressed up as Santa who was smoking in the parking lot, looking more red-eyed and grumpy than jolly.
 Joe’s eyes were heavy, and for a moment I wondered if we should just take him home to bed, but we were here. “Come on, kid,” I said.
 I stopped to talk to the nurse at her station, hearing how Audra’d been doing that day. My aunt had brushed her hair, and no, she still hadn’t said anything.
 “Sam,” Tall called me. My heart pounded as I sped over to him, standing outside Audra’s room.
 “It’s okay. Your aunt was actually watering that crappy little tree you got her a couple of weeks back,” he said. He stepped out of the way, and I rolled in to see Joe sitting on Audra’s bed.
 She had her arms around him.
 Joe’s eyes were pressed tightly closed, his hands gripping Audra’s frail arms.
 I took a deep breath, then another as my eyes stung.
 We were way late in decorating our tree, the mistletoe was withered, we’d missed the tree-lighting ceremony for our block, I’d shot someone, and Tall was out of a job.
 But here was Joe’s Christmas.
 He looked up at me, eyes wet.
 “Sam,” my aunt said very clearly. “I need some fertilizer or that poor little tree is not going to make it. What were you thinking, buying it? It’s been dropping needles for days.”
 I laughed, rolling to her bedside. “It was Joe’s idea.”
 “Yeah, yeah,” he croaked. “Blame the kid.”
 “Damn straight.”
 “Sam, language,” my aunt chided. “There is an impressionable child in the room.”
 “Sorry, Audra,” I said, very glad to hear her correct me, even as Joe smirked.
 Audra reached out and brushed my cheek, and it was only then I realized I was crying too. “I got my wish,” she said. “I knew I’d get you back where you belonged, back with us.”
 “Yeah, well…” My voice cracked, so I had to swallow. “Don’t go the hospital route next time, okay? Next time, I promise, a phone call will do it.”
 “Okay,” she agreed, and I looked into faded eyes the same shade of brown as mine and Joe’s. “Although I hear you and this nice young man have shacked up.” She looked at Tall, who had been watching us. He moved forward and put his hand on my shoulder. Without thinking, I covered it, gripped it, held on tight.
 “Exactly what are your intentions, young man?” Audra asked Tall. “Are you going to be good to my Sam?”
 Crap. She’d seemed so out of it, but it was like she hadn’t missed a thing, not the stuff that mattered. Wherever she’d been, she’d been listening.
 He looked at me. “I may have to be. Can you keep me, Sam?”
 And just like that I knew that Erin would get the apartment to share with her boyfriend—though I was sure Tall would empty his sexy closet, with her none the wiser—and he’d move in with me. We’d get by until he had work again.
 “There’s an empty apartment next to ours,” Audra said. She gave Tall a measuring look. “Think you could head a renovation to add it to our space? We have a growing family.”
 Tall nodded. “I could do that, ma’am.”
 “Audra.”
 “Audra.” He smiled.
 I looked at Joe and saw he was falling asleep, but I didn’t want to move him. Audra was holding him.
 “I hope you haven’t let him run wild in a bachelor household,” Audra said primly. But what she was really asking was, is he all right?
 “You trained him well, so he didn’t go feral despite my influence.” Then as Joe curled up, eyes closed, I filled Audra in on the yarn shop sales, on how Miranda’s baby was doing, on Edith’s new framed puzzle, which was displayed in the hobby section of our lobby. She remembered nothing about her attack so she wasn’t going to be much use to Shane, but I found myself relieved about that.
 “I need to get out of this bloody place so I can see the new stained-glass windows,” she commented when I told her about how great the shop looked thanks to Tall. Her hand tightened on mine. “I’ll probably need one of those walkers for old people.”
 “I’m sure you’ll ditch it as soon as possible.” Then I had to tell her. “Audra, Tall told me that when I was going through that bad time, I didn’t lose hope. That’s because you’re my hope. You and Joe and the people in our building. I might have lost me for a while, but I never lost you.”
 * * *
 Audra had faded fast, so we’d left her to rest, though I felt weirdly apprehensive about it, as if when we came back, she’d have taken a turn for the worse. It was the hangover from all these weeks, I guessed. I wanted her home again, though the earliest we could hope for that was the day after Christmas. Then we’d really have something to celebrate.
 I unlocked our apartment door, and Tall followed me in, Joe limp, cradled in his arms. He hadn’t roused when we’d gotten home, and Tall and I hadn’t pushed it. We’d also left the tree on the roof of Tall’s car. It would probably be a little frozen when we brought it in later, but we were too tired now to do anything with it.
 Tall laid Joe down on his NASA-inspired bedspread and pulled off his sneakers. I pulled one of Audra’s prize afghans up high around him, taking a moment to watch him. He was down for the count, exhausted.
 “Safe. He’s safe, Sam.”
 I nodded.
 “Let’s go to our room,” Tall said.



Chapter Twenty

Tall’s shirt fell off his shoulders in a kind of slow reveal that should have been ordinary, mundane, just a man loosening his clothing, removing his watch—a gold Rolex, of course—and placing it on the table by the bed as I watched.

Smooth golden skin. I couldn’t resist drawing the chair next to the bed and reaching up to place my palm between Tall’s nipples. I felt his heart jolt, and my eyes widened at the idea I had the power to do that to this beautiful man.

“Well, ah,” he said, flushing. “I thought we were both going straight to bed.” My lips quirked. “We are.”
 “Sam. You know what it does to me when you touch me like that.” He pushed his chest into my hand, silently begging me to touch his nipples, his shoulders, his lower belly.

I dragged his shirt open with the back of my hand, watching it fall farther down his arms, trapping him as if I’d tied him up. “Move back on the bed,” I whispered, suddenly desperate for him. He’d told Audra he was staying with me. He was mine. My man. And I wanted to show him…

He moved back, high color in his cheeks, panting, and I could see how he was helplessly tenting his slacks. Needing to get to him, I made the jump to the bed and maneuvered close, wasting no time in putting my mouth to one of his nipples, making it stab against my tongue as his hands tried to come up, despite the constriction of his half-removed clothing.
 I pulled away. “Uh-uh,” I said, licking my lips. Tall dragged his gaze from my mouth, as if he was still feeling it making contact with his body. He met my stare and swallowed thickly, placing his hands around his back.
 I nodded, letting him know I approved before my mouth returned to his nipple and I nipped him.
 “Oh, oh, God, Sam!” he gasped, trembling.
 “Like that?” I asked him.
 “Yes.” But his eyes were closed, and I wanted his vulnerability as much as his shivers of want.
 “Look at me, Tall.” I cupped his cheek and then stroked his hair, and he pushed his face into my hand.
 Heavy blue eyes opened, and he held my gaze proudly. He was not ashamed of how I made him react, and damn, that made me feel even more a man.
 “Do you want to feel my lips on your cock?” I asked him.
 His eyes flared. “Yes.”
 “Yes?”
 “Yes, Master.” He gave me that word I loved.
 “Stay the way you are,” I warned him. “Or this stops.”
 “Okay,” he agreed.
 I nuzzled him again, tasting the trace of salt on his chest as his skin prickled with fresh perspiration. My hands went to his belt, loosening it as he groaned. I unzipped him and tugged, and he braced himself and lifted so his pants and silk boxers came down to the middle of his thighs, where I left them, again effectively trapping him.
 “Sam, please.”
 “When I’m ready,” I told him mildly.
 He breathed out a sigh that might have been a muffled curse word. I cocked a brow. “Yes, Master,” he said. His cock flexed as if he was enjoying his submission as much as he grumbled about it.
 I ran my hands over his shoulders, feeling the lean strength, kissing the freckled, warm skin. Outside it was snowing, and we were both worn-out, worn down. But after everything that had happened, he was what I needed.
 When I reached his lower belly with my roaming hands and tongue, I ignored the desperate cock that stood at attention, asking for me. He whimpered as he thrust helplessly, but every time his body demanded, I stopped, only teasing him again when he stilled.
 “Now I feel sorry for poor Jia,” Tall muttered, “if this is what Gunnar put him through.”
 I smiled against his inner thigh, licking him slowly, so slowly, feeling him shudder—God, so gorgeous for me—so I had to cup and squeeze his balls in approval.
 “I thought you loved what Gunnar did to Jia,” I said. “You’ve certainly read the book often enough.”
 “I was looking for what made Gunnar fall in love with someone.” I froze. Softly he added, “Oh shit. Forget I said that.”
 I looked up and saw the pain and embarrassment in his eyes as he continued, “I know you care for me. I know that.”
 “I ‘care’ for pasta primavera,” I told him. “I love you.”
 His eyes widened and then he sort of folded in on himself and I wriggled around so I was holding him, supporting our combined weight against my headboard. “Tall,” I said, wanting to say the right thing, but fuck, what was the right thing? I settled for the obvious. “How could you not know?”
 “Well, you never said!” He struggled free of his shirt and then thumped my shoulder with a closed fist.
 I shrugged. “Who wouldn’t love you? You could have any man you want. You don’t need to settle.”
 “Don’t make me hit you harder,” he said, looking even more pissed now. “I thought you got over that crap.”
 I shook my head, marveling at him. “You just…wanted me. And you let me have you, however I wanted. How could I not feel sexy?”
 “You are.” Tall’s legs curled around me after he rid himself of his pants so that he was nude, gloriously aroused, and all for me. “Every time I’m around you, I get hard. It’s kind of…inconvenient.”
 “Is it?” I raised an eyebrow, needing to play, to skate over the emotions because damn, I’d already cried once today. Cut a guy a break. “So I shouldn’t be anywhere in the vicinity when you go out looking for work?”
 “I thought, um, I thought I’d throw out a shingle of my own.”
 I blinked.
 “I always wondered what it would be like, and you’re an inspiration.”
 “I am?”
 “Yeah, you write your stories, take some knocks sometimes. You do that, so why can’t I create buildings I’m proud of?”
 “Sounds good.”
 He gave a shaky laugh. “I’m terrified, Sam, but the condo is paid for and so is my car. I’ll be living off my savings.”
 “I don’t think you’ll be doing that for too long. Stevenson has the right idea. We do need some new housing to attract people here, jump-start a renewal, and…show people their hope is validated. I think you are the perfect man to head our neighborhood renaissance.”
 “Validating hope.” Tall rested his forehead against mine, knitted our fingers together. “Now that’s what I wanted when I was in school.”
 * * *
 I tongued the head of Tall’s cock, circling slowly as his hands fisted the quilt underneath us. He was wonderfully vocal. “Ohhhhh!” His arms corded as he fought not to rut into my mouth, demand his pleasure.
 “You like it when I suck your cock?” I asked him. I played the slit with my tongue so he gasped.
 “Y-yes, damn you, Sam. You know I do. God, I’d do anything to feel you.”
 “Just like you want to feel me from the inside?”
 He blinked, heavy eyelids lifting as he stared at me. “You want me in you tonight?”
 “Yes.” I felt pain and love grip my throat. It wasn’t that things weren’t better, because Christ, they were, but it had all been too much. I wanted to give up control just a little. I thought maybe with Tall I might be safe.
 “Your first time.”
 “Yeah.”
 “Will you tell me something? It’s really not connected to this, so don’t read something into my question. It’s just…it’s late, and my mind is firing on all kinds of things.”
 I groaned, and he gave a reluctant smile. But he didn’t give me quarter, not that I’d expected it from my Tall. “The guy you sucked off in that photo Dan sent Stevenson…”
 I put my chin in my hand. “You’re asking me why? I think it might have been for food or for protection…or for booze.”
 He raised his silvery brows. “You can barely hold your alcohol.”
 I grimaced. “Yeah. That part didn’t work out too well. I was usually pretty damn sick, and then I had a dry mouth and a thumping head. Where are you going with this?” I studied him, and he flushed. “Hey, now who’s being stupid?”
 “I’m nervous. It doesn’t look like bottoming in any way is a good memory for you.” There was anguish in Tall’s eyes now, and I felt regret that I’d never let him top me previously, before the stakes got so high. But hadn’t they always felt high between us?
 “It isn’t…with anyone but you. Only you. I’ve only ever wanted it with you,” I told him. “Tall.” When he still hesitated, I said, “Get on with it.”
 That made him grin a little, and I saw his shoulders ease.
 He moved down my body, hands sliding over my legs so my belly tightened. I still had to force myself to relax, to let him do this, to see me close up, my legs so much thinner than his, pitted skin, warped bone.
 Then he took the tip of my cock between his lips and I forgot all that. I cried out a little too loudly, so I put my wrist against my mouth and bit down. Tall teased my sex relentlessly, letting it snap free from his mouth so it hit my stomach, hard and curving. “Master, let me please you,” he whispered, opening my legs gently so my body made a deep enough V for him to lie between them. “Just think of me as a toy you use when you’re in a certain mood.”
 He knew just what to say. “Need my toy. Want to feel it up my ass, working me.” I groaned as his mouth moved on from my cock to my opening. He nipped it, sending a hard lash of sensation crashing through me, and suddenly I was impatient.
 I frowned when he left the bed. What the hell? If he’d been closer, I’d have fisted his hair, demanded silently he get his ass back in my bed, but he reached into the slick leather duffel he carried back and forth between our apartments and pulled out a round shaving mirror on a pedestal. He placed it at an angle on the bedside table.
 “What’s with that?”
 He didn’t answer me, but the mattress dipped as he returned.
 “Get me ready. Do it now.” I sat up, panting, watching as he put a generous amount of lube on his fingers. He pushed them in, too timid. I growled so that he thrust harder, the burn…pain…heat…
 “Not yet,” he said when I was about to ask for more. “Damn you, Sam.” So I endured while he scissored his fingers, patiently opening me before one finger curled as he explored…
 “Ah!”
 “Did you ever use something up your ass to play with that?” he asked as he manipulated my prostate gland.
 “Yeah,” I admitted. “I fuck men. It’s what I do but…” My lips quirked. “I needed to know what made them so loud when I fucked them.”
 “Yeah right.” He didn’t look like he entirely bought it. Smart man.
 He watched me intently as sweat broke out on my body. With his free hand, he reached up, pushing my T-shirt out of the way so that he could stroke my chest, caressing the muscles I knew he liked.
 “Good, you’re relaxing,” he praised absently. “It would be easier if you let me put a toy in first.”
 “You’ve got to be kidding,” I said. “I need…” I didn’t want to say it aloud, beg the way I made him beg, but damn…
 “Sam, stop squirming.” He’d covered himself with a condom. As I watched, he slathered lube on to his cock, stroking himself. His fingers were trembling.
 He breached me. Oh.
 “Breathe, Sam, come on; it’ll get easier, trust me.”
 My upper legs shook, curving awkwardly, his shadow covering mine like he covered my body, and then I caught a flash of movement. It was the mirror. I could see us, see me under him, more accessible that I’d ever let myself be to any other man.
 His hair was damp, dripping, his face pure with concentration as he pushed, penetrating me deeper. I grabbed his forearms. “I never wanted to get fucked after I was in the chair.”
 “Because it wouldn’t be who you wanted to be, like that odious Navy SEAL you wrote about,” he rasped. “But Sam, what does it matter? When I come inside you, it’ll be like dying.”
 Now I tugged him closer, and he slid in, embedded fully. It hurt, but he took his time, waiting for me. When he raised one of my legs and began to pump, finding the spot he’d mapped with his fingers, I moaned, slutty now.
 I didn’t care.
 My hands dug into his ass. “Do me. Do me now, Tall.”
 “Bossy,” he grumped. “Sam, I won’t last long. I usually don’t fuck someone, and fucking you…”
 “Slow and easy. Pleasure me,” I challenged him.
 He grunted, working to do as I demanded, his cock truly my tool now in a way we both enjoyed. I squeezed his ass, ran a hand down his back, feeling possessive, as if I were taking care of him somehow.
 And in the mirror I watched us, watched his body undulating, strained with arousal, watched my lower body, the part I had thought would make me feel less, make me feel helpless. Instead I was being serviced.
 I felt powerful, like I’d never been more his master than at this moment.
 I barely had that thought when my body tightened and I was coming. I gripped him, and he kissed me, mashing his lips over mine as he whimpered and spent into his condom.
 He pulled out gently, pushing my hair out of my eyes. “Sam.”
 “Shhhhh.” My arms, my body didn’t move. I lay there, solid, like rock grounding him. My eyes were closing when I admitted, “I feel entirely too fucking tired to do crap with all those lights.”
 “We still have to bring the tree up,” he reminded me.
 I grunted.
 “And untangle the lights.”
 “Ho ho ho. Don’t remind me.”
 “And someone offered us dried hydrangea from one of the abandoned gardens to decorate our tree. You do have ornaments, right?”
 “I… Yeah.”
 I felt his smile against my neck, close to me, my Tall, my love. “Or we can just decorate it last minute before Audra comes home. Just share out the gifts and eat pizza and put on the show when she’s here again, after the holiday.”
 My eyes popped open. “That sounds like a bachelor’s dream. Very sensible.” Somehow I knew Joe would agree.


Epilogue

“Yeah, that’s got it, Ben, thanks,” Tall said, opening some rolled-up plans and tipping back his hard hat. Even with no building there, he’d told me he wanted to wear the hat since it had the name of his new company stenciled on it as a gift from some of the residents—Tall Buildings. It was snowing lightly, the day before New Year’s Eve. From the street next to the staked area, I watched Tall with his engineer going over ground that paralleled one side of our building, working on his very first commission, this one from Audra.

It was going to be four floors, all glass front with backyards or balconies. Some nicer condos with a green roof, heating and cooling provided from the earth itself…all sorts of stuff that Tall and Audra had been excited about. Because the land was so cheap, we could afford to build something better.

“Hey,” Joe said, joining me. I saw a new friend of his he’d been hanging out with lurking in the doorway to the yarn shop.
 “You haven’t been smoking, have you?”
 “Noooo. Geez.” He rolled his eyes at me; then he added, “Thanks.”
 “For what?”
 “For not, um, mentioning that to Audra.”
 “As long as you don’t resume.”
 He pulled a face.
 “What’s the kid’s name?” I asked, nodding toward his friend.
 “Peter. He’s okay. Mind if I go over to his place?”
 “Yes, that’s fine.”
 Peter wasn’t too far from us, in one of the houses that was still inhabited. Funny, a week ago I wouldn’t have wanted Joe out of my sight, but now…now stuff had settled down. The Bruiser was likely to go away for a very long time, and Earl Johnson with him. I just wished Stevenson was out of the equation so he’d stop hitting on my boyfriend, for business or possible pleasure. It pissed me off even though I knew Tall was more than capable of handling him.
 “Okay. Are you comfortable with bringing him over to meet me and Tall?” I asked, since Audra was resting. Since she’d come home two days after Christmas, when we’d finally gotten the tree up and all the associated paraphernalia in honor of her homecoming, she and I had kind of fallen into shared custody of Joe. She had to put a lot into her recuperation, into getting back her life, so I did the lion’s share of taking care of Joe, with Tall’s help. Fortunately Tall enjoyed time spent with the kid.
 Joe smirked now. “Chill, Sam. I told everyone at school that I have two daddies.” He said the last in a singsong, fake-happy voice.
 “Brat.”
 Tall joined me, and we shook hands with Peter, making arrangements for Tall to pick up Joe at dinnertime. We watched the kids run off, skidding deliberately on patches of ice, all high voices. “I’m going to be a little while longer,” he said, leaning down to kiss me. He’d always been beautiful, but I noticed that he looked happy.
 I made him feel that way.
 It went a long way to making me a little less jealous of Stevenson.
 “Stevenson wants to talk to you about another condo building, right?” I tugged Tall’s cashmere scarf.
 “Yep. But I’m not doing any work without it in writing that I approve the design.” He shoved his fair hair back. “No gargoyles. What are you going to do now?”
 I shrugged, not sure I wanted to reveal my secret to him just yet…
 “Going to do a little paperwork in the shop,” I said.
 “Uh-huh.” He narrowed one blue eye. “This same paperwork that had you on your laptop last night at two a.m.?”
 “Yeah, that paperwork.”
 He bit his bottom lip as if he didn’t want to smile. “Can’t wait to see it.”
 “Ah yeah.” I swung the chair around. “Okay. See you.”
 “See you.”
 * * *
 I was writing again, the sequel that Tall had inspired. I’d even gone so far as to e-mail my editor, who seemed relieved I’d put aside my perfect Navy SEAL in favor of my flawed hero, Gunnar.

I had lived with Gunnar almost a year when he was wounded.
 He’d gone away on campaign. I’d desperately wanted to go with him, and yet I’d been afraid. The people he conquered—I felt as if I could identify with them too well, even after all this time.
 Gunnar might have felt some of my same misgivings, but whatever the reason, he would not take me with him. It was absurd, but the night before he was to leave, I couldn’t sleep, my belly clenched tight, even after he made love to me more gently than I could ever recall.
 I left our bed and walked to the window looking over the moonlit fields, but he had a warrior’s senses and so woke as soon as I moved away from him.
 “Jia, no one will harm you while I’m away,” he said, brushing a thumb over the light and elaborate collar he had given me. “No one would dare.”
 That wasn’t what was troubling me, but I swallowed thickly, not wanting to say it, to make it something real. I still resisted sharing my feelings with him. I knew I was still punishing him for the way we’d met and what I’d experienced, even though he’d let me run a reform on the system for the servants in the castle, ensuring they had more freedom and weren’t whipped over trivial mistakes.
 He treated me like a favorite concubine, and that was what I was, no matter how he felt about me. It was not a life that I, a former farmer, had ever envisioned living. It made me uncomfortable to trade with him, sex for the privileges he gave me. Sometimes he’d tease me, calling me his “stoic farmer” because luxury obviously made me uncomfortable.
 But I did miss feeling the earth under my hands, my own modest roof, my own destiny in my dirt-encrusted hands. What would happen when I got older and did not possess the youthfulness that had attracted him to me?
 He turned away from me when I did not speak; I grabbed his arm. “You will take care?” I whispered.
 His eyes flared, and he yanked me close, kissing me hard, reaching down and finding me equally hard. He laughed, and I was only a little annoyed with him that he seemed to relish how easily he moved me.
 Mostly I was remembering other occasions when his warriors had returned, some wounded, some dying.
 “You’ll keep this”—he squeezed my cock gently—“nice and hot for me? I love the sounds you make when I…”
 We had moved back to the bed, so I pulled him on top of me, spreading my legs, losing myself in the crush of flesh.
 * * *
 Gunnar did not return for almost a season. The castle seemed very quiet, and true to his word, no one gave me any trouble. I could not sleep in his room—our room now—so I returned to the cell where I’d first slept as a kitchen servant.
 When the wheat was being harvested in the fields, I watched, and then I left the castle and no one stopped me, though two guards followed me—I wasn’t sure if it was to prevent me escaping from their lord or to protect me. I helped out in the fields, feeling muscles stretch and burn from the work, my bare back and shoulders soon peeling from the hot sun.
 I only wished I could claim a small hut to sleep in, but the guards always ensured I returned to the castle when darkness fell.
 When the wind blew cold and Gunnar still had not returned, I sought out the seneschal, who ruled the castle in his place. I hoped to see if he had any news of Gunnar, but the man shook his head. All he knew was our lord was overdue.
 It was very hard to sleep for a few nights, but then just before the evening meal one night, I heard the sounds of horses clomping in the courtyard, the shouts of men. My heart sped up, and I ran like a boy from the great hall, ducking between the animals and warriors in search of Gunnar.
 I finally found him on a litter, covered with furs, tight-lipped with pain.
 I ordered him brought to our room and sent for the healer.
 What followed was not pleasant. He had taken an arrow in his thigh, and the wound had begun to fester. It had to be cleaned out, and he wasn’t shy about shouting at the healer and me as I assisted the man.
 That night I lay next to him, one hand flat on his belly as his skin was moist and hot with fever. I did not sleep, only watched him and gave him drugged wine whenever he stirred.
 He was not a good patient and in the days following was often grouchy and spoke to me sharply. It was foolish to feel a sting, but…he had not even told me he was happy to see me again. He did not embrace me in our bed as he had in the past.
 Did he not want me anymore?
 The time came when I knew he would be all right to sleep alone, so I returned to my cell for the night. I watched the moon rise, my eyes aching.
 The chamber door crashed open just like it had in the early days of our courtship, as Gunnar insisted on referring to it, and he hobbled inside, a dark frown on his face.
 I sat up in my bed, staring at him.
 “What are you doing?” he demanded.
 “I… Trying to sleep.”
 “You’re in the wrong bed.”
 “I don’t think so,” I said. “Didn’t you say I had the head of a goat today? Well Goat Head found another place to sleep.”
 He grimaced. “Oh. That.”
 I raised a brow, and he sat on the side of the bed, lifting me up until I was close to him. He was unshaven, red-eyed, not altogether impressive or handsome. “I suppose you expect soft words,” he mumbled.
 I turned my head away from him.
 “Don’t do that!”
 “What would you have me do?” I demanded.
 “Come back to our bed.” He heaved out an exasperated sound. “I was wounded because I was thinking of you instead of tending to what I should have been doing.”
 I didn’t know what to say.
 “I love you, Jia.”
 I looked up then. “Is it a true love?”
 He shook his head. “It is one that is imperfect and riddled of compromise for both of us, but I love you. Your body, your stubborn heart. I will not put you aside unless…one day you may desire it. And then, I’m sure I’d take a hut next to yours, just to spite you in any attempt to get away from me.”
 “You, in a hut!” I scoffed, but then I added, “I was miserable when you were away.”
 “I needed you safe. Just knowing you were safe made it possible for me to do what I had to.”
 I didn’t ask him about that. This was…one of the compromises.
 He gripped my wrist and tugged me from the bed, and I followed him back to his room. When we were there, I cared for him, getting him comfortable and then taking his cock in my mouth and sucking it until he cried out and relaxed.
 “I know you love me,” he said.
 When I didn’t deny it, he grinned.

“I knew it,” Tall crowed, looking over my shoulder at my budding sequel. “Mmmmm. The compromises are a nice touch of realism with your fantasy setting.”
 I raised my brows at him, but he didn’t look abashed at being caught reading without my permission. “I couldn’t resist,” he said. “I hope this one is successful.”
 “We’ll see.” It was good to write again. Anything else? That was gravy.
 “I’m sure you’ll be getting some good reviews in your published life, along with the ones you get for taking care of Audra and Joe…and me.” The last was added in an intimate whisper, only for me.
 “Ah…” I rubbed my eyebrow, remembering the night before. Oh yeah. Even I had to admit I’d done good. I definitely deserved rave reviews for last night.

I pulled away from the yarn shop desk where I’d been working. It had been a slow day, just a few exchanges for holiday gifts in the lull between now and the after-holiday sales. I was supposed to organize some of our wool for that, but I’d gotten lost in my story world.

“Joe called us ‘his two daddies,’” I told Tall as he knelt beside me, and his lips brushed mine. He was still cold, his cheeks red from the winter air.
 “Shit, that’s…” He shrugged. “I’m sure the kid was being sarcastic, but I kind of like it.” “Yeah, me too. Who knew, right?” I cupped his cheek. His hair was getting slightly longer
 since I’d told him how much I liked to fist it when I was thrusting into him. Audra and Mel joined us, my aunt having progressed to using a walker, which she hoped to get rid of as soon as possible. I was less anxious to see that happen since I knew she was suffering from dizzy spells. I sure as hell didn’t want her falling down.
 Mel smirked. “So I was right; it’s a total chick flick, the two of you.” Tall didn’t look displeased, but I glared at Mel so he’d remember I was a rough, tough exmarine. I did not do chick flick. Well, not in public, anyway.
 “Sam’s writing again,” Tall told them.
 “About time,” Audra commented. “By spring I expect to be running this place again so you can get back to doing that as often as you want.”
 I shrugged. “Okay. As long as I’m not called on to plant vegetables or help with architecture, I’m cool.”
 She shook her head. “You might be called to do both, Sam. You know how it is; we all pitch in.”
 “Yeah, I know.” I watched her survey the shop while Mel checked the computer for any emails. I looked at Tall. “Come on.”
 “Where?” he asked as we exited the yarn shop. The wood of the ramp creaked under us, and he gave it an irritated look. “I’m having a real ramp put in soon. Audra and I are both in agreement.”
 I gave myself a workout on the plowed street, letting my wheels fly under my hands. Tall ran to keep up, but he didn’t complain, only turned to grin at me as if enjoying our impromptu run. When we got to where the coffee shop from the next neighborhood was in sight, I slowed down, and there it was: graffiti, frozen cracked asphalt, and the old basketball court where I used to play.
 Maybe I’d try basketball again sometime, maybe this summer.
 But right now the space offered a special attraction. The paving was so old that it had caved in, so in the spring it was often one big puddle.
 Right now it was the neighborhood skating rink.
 “Wow,” Tall said, setting out carefully over the surface in his work boots. “It looks like it’s been groomed.”
 I nodded. “Yeah, some of the kids add water, and Mel keeps an eye on it. It should be here until March or later.”
 “I’ve never done this, skated on ice outside an indoor rink,” he marveled. “It’s kind of primitive and…liberating.”
 I was slowly wheeling beside him. After a moment, I let the chair coast and reached up to take his hand. “I wouldn’t have gone skating again either,” I admitted. “Turns out you changed more than the neighborhood, Tall.”
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