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Chapter One


  Travis bypassed the valet and headed for self-parking. As usual, his Parking God powers activated and he found the perfect spot almost immediately. Tonight his gift wasn’t as welcome as usual. He would have been happy to circle the lot a few times. He checked his email and text messages, checked his hair in the visor mirror, and checked the glove box just to see if there were any gloves in it. None of the fidgeting served any purpose except to kill time. He didn’t want to be here. He was nervous and it made him annoyed.


  He was about sick of West Texas. According to the Internet, El Paso had a thriving gay community. You couldn’t prove it by him. He was sick of carne asada and beer and dust. He was ab-so-lute-ly sick of country music and good ol’ boys. Mostly, he was sick of pretending to be someone he wasn’t. He wanted to be back home in Austin, where no one cared who he slept with as long as he recycled and shopped local.


  Instead, here he sat, ready to embark on an extreme blind date he’d been talked into by the one person in this town he’d thought “got” him. He wasn’t in West Texas to date. He was here to further relations with Vargas Development. Vargas was expanding across Texas like wildfire, and they seemed to want to take Ecotecture Custom Builders with them. Travis’s business partner, Jack, figured Ecotecture better take the opportunity or get pushed to the sidelines by someone who would. If Vargas wanted Travis in El Paso personally, Jack had said, he should suck it up and get his butt down there.


  Travis pulled his phone back out of his pocket and checked the email from Blindr El Paso for the umpteenth time. The details were sparse. The Rio Grande Room at the Desert Rose Resort. 7 PM. Use your app.


  The rest of the email contained details of his room reservation. Room reservation! The implied intimacy should have made the whole thing that much easier to refuse, but Ree Vargas had completely blindsided him last week, leaving him no opportunity to come up with a graceful excuse.


  Christ. He shoved a hand through his hair. Set up for a night of sin by the spoiled daughter of the ultra-conservative Vargas family. It defied the imagination.


  “You work too hard, Travis. You’ve been here almost two months and never gone on a single date. Let me do this for you.”


  The next thing he knew, she’d had him filling out an online questionnaire while she hung over the back of his chair offering input on everything from his taste in music to his favorite color.


  “Not green, Travis, don’t be silly. You aren’t a green man at all. Put red. That’s a color with some passion to it. You want someone with some fire, don’t you?”


  Travis hadn’t pointed out that maybe he wanted a date who wouldn’t mind his appreciation of the color green. Ree could be a Texas-sized pain in the ass, but for all her pushiness he liked her. She had a sharp mind if you could follow the twists and turns she threw into conversations. She could be self-absorbed, but she wasn’t mean, and she would throw just as much energy into someone else’s project as her own. His love life, case in point.


  Also, she was the one person in the office who told him straight up she knew he was gay and didn’t care. Which made it a relief to have her to hang with but consequently meant she thought she had a right to poke her nose in his business.


  “Ree, if I want to hook up, I know how to use Grindr. With this thing, I won’t even know what my . . . um . . . date looks like.” He kinda figured that made it a magnet for the kind of person who couldn’t lead with their looks. And, wow, shallow much?


  “No way, Travis. Grindr is gross. This is local, referral only, and their matches are legendary. I had to vouch for you to get you on. Trust me. You’re going to meet someone awesome. If we’re lucky, you’re going to be spending a fair amount of time in El Paso. You should make some friends outside of work.”


  If he was lucky, he wouldn’t be spending much more time in El Paso at all. His job would be done and someone else could make any future trips to West Texas. He couldn’t say that to Ree, so he had stopped arguing and let her have her head with the questionnaire.


  God knew what kind of match he had wound up with. He didn’t need, or want, a service to set him up, but what could it hurt to indulge in a night out? He was sick of being kinda-sorta in the closet to everyone around here but Ree, who didn’t want to hear that he didn’t do casual hookups anymore. If setting up her new gay best friend made her happy, a night out was a small price to pay.


  Still stalling. He huffed out a breath and opened the door. Back in the office, the whole idea had seemed like it might actually be fun—or the makings of a good story, anyway. Now that the time had come . . . Well, he might as well get it over with. Ree had assured him Blindr’s clientele was upscale and discreet. The app was the newest craze with the town’s single socialites. Maybe he would meet someone interesting and have a nice conversation over dinner. At worst, he would have a drink and make an excuse to leave.


  As he made the short walk to the reception area, he spared a thought for the overnight bag stashed behind the seat of his truck. Stupid thing to bring when he didn’t intend things to go that far. But all Blindr dates came with a room reservation—part of the thrill for rich, bored, and horny El Pasoans. El Pasoites? El Pasoers? Gah! Who cared?


  Travis took a minute to appreciate the Southwest décor as he crossed the main lobby to the restaurant. The resort oozed romance. On a Friday night all the guests checking in were couples. He tried not to think about how he would feel if this were an actual date. How long since he’d been on a date anyway? And it had been even longer since he’d had the prospect of a date he expected to spend the night with. Ree might be right. When he got back to Austin, he should think about reviving his love life for real.


  He checked the Blindr app on his phone as he crossed the lobby to the restaurant and then waved away the hostess. “I’m meeting someone. I can find them.” Watching the blinking arrows on his phone, he made his way through the main dining room and out onto the patio. The setting sun bathed the horizon in breathtaking strata of red, crimson, and gold, but the knot in his stomach spoiled his pleasure in the view.


  Despite the scenery, only a few diners had elected to eat outside. Travis looked around but didn’t see anyone sitting alone. He checked the app again and headed toward the edge of the patio where he could see a candlelit table partially hidden behind a palm tree in a massive planter. A bottle of red wine was on the table, along with one empty glass and, on the side he couldn’t see, a half-full glass. He took a few steps in that direction. The little arrows blinked encouragingly.


  Candlelight. Wine. His spirits, which he had thought at an all-time low, plummeted even further. He hadn’t given much thought to what his date might expect out of the evening, and now his appalling self-absorption hit him. Whoever sat at that table expected this to be a real date with a very real chance of using the room reservation. Forget his problems. He was about to ruin someone else’s evening.


  He pasted on a smile, rounded the planter, and stopped dead in his tracks.


  It had to be a mistake.


  Bo Vargas.


  He checked his phone again, where the arrows were doing a happy dance pointing right to the phone on the table in front of Bo. Travis could see the same exuberantly animated arrows spinning on the screen of Bo’s phone.


  Alfonso Vargas’s son and partner was his dinner date. His more than dinner date.


  When Bo looked up, Travis caught a hint of something that might have been panic in his eyes. Then Bo quirked one perfect eyebrow, smiled slowly, and gestured toward the chair across from him.


  “Well, well, well. Mr. Boyd. Won’t you join me?”


  Travis sat down, grateful for the waiting chair. All these weeks of working next to Bo Vargas and—was this some kind of joke? He couldn’t make sense of it. He couldn’t possibly be sitting across from Bo, who was six feet of hard muscle and tan Latin skin, and, oh God, the cut of that suit did nothing to hide the lean shape of his thighs.


  Travis tried to drag his mind out of the gutter and focus.


  “I, uh. Is this real?” Well, wasn’t that smooth?


  “Sure.” Bo gave him a wicked smile. “It’s as real as you want it to be.”


  The husky undertones in his voice reached across the table and stroked a slow finger down Travis’s belly straight to his groin. Fuckfuckfuck.


  He was in trouble.


  Across from him sat the real reason El Paso was such a bitch.


  Not being exactly out in El Paso shouldn’t have been a problem. He’d come here to work, not hook up. But lately his libido had made a comeback. Mr. Happy hadn’t woken up because it was “time” after his last breakup, or because he didn’t know how to take care of himself when he was alone at night, or because he was turned on by cowboy boots, which everyone in El Paso wore 24/7.


  Nope, the cause of all that twitchiness could be summed up easily. Bo Vargas.


  Brilliant, high-strung, high-profile Bo. The driving force behind Vargas Development’s rapid expansion over the past five years.


  From the minute he’d met Bo, his senses had gone on high alert. But, for the first time in his life, Travis had doubted his own gaydar. They had seen each other every day for weeks, and Bo had never given him one inkling that he was open to anything more than a professional relationship.


  Which hadn’t stopped Travis from wanting. Hadn’t stopped him from lying in bed at night fantasizing about exactly this scenario. Fantasizing, more precisely, about the reason that Blindr dates included a room reservation.


  Travis had shoved his gaydar in the closet along with the rest of his non–El Paso personality and assumed its frantic pings were wishful thinking on his part. The Vargas family were devout Catholics, social conservatives, and heavy contributors to the campaign of a very non-gay-friendly state senator. Bo had pictures of himself with the senator hanging on the walls of his office.


  None of those things proved Bo wasn’t gay, of course. But the idea of being with someone that far in the closet . . . It would be Stan all over again. Worse. At least Stan had been out to everyone but his parents.


  ****


  Bo contemplated the dark red Malbec in his glass and tried to stay loose even though everything he was wearing suddenly felt a size too small. Even the air, cool and fresh a minute ago, had become oppressive. Across from him, Travis looked like he might bolt.


  He considered his options. This night had been a test, but a controlled test. Blindr was a private service with a hefty sign-on fee and a referral requirement. It was considered safe and discreet no matter what your orientation. Bo had doubted he would know whomever showed up, but if he did . . . well, they would probably be looking for discretion, too. Otherwise, why not use a traditional dating service?


  Never, not in his wildest dreams, had he imagined Travis Boyd, the man he’d had his sights on for months, would show up at his table. After luring Travis to El Paso, Bo had been so careful not to show any hint of his feelings. He had needed time to sort things out in his head, to get to know Travis better, and to test the idea of going on an actual date with a man with this little . . . experiment.


  Screw it. The damage was done. And anyway, now that they were here he couldn’t pass up this chance. He was used to getting what he wanted, and the perky green-builder from Austin had been front and center on his most-wanted list for months.


  He just had to find out if Travis wanted him.


  Not a problem, he assured himself. He’d seen the little glances Travis had been giving him at work when he didn’t think anyone would notice. Travis had signed on to this service, too. So why didn’t he look happy to be here?


  “Have some wine, Trav.” Travis looked like he could use something stronger, but Bo didn’t offer. He’d had too many nights that started with tequila shots or whiskey. He wanted this night with Travis to be different.


  Travis shoved his glass across the table. Bo poured in a generous amount of the Malbec. Another knot of tension tightened his stomach as Travis gulped it down. When Travis held the glass out for a refill, the tension finally snapped into full-blown anger.


  “Why are you here?” The words came out harsher than he intended, and Travis blanched.


  “Same as you, I guess. Blind date.”


  “And do blind dates always make you this nervous?” Or was it just him? “After all, you signed up for the match, right?”


  Travis shook his head. “No. Actually I don’t do this kind of thing. You can blame your sister. She’s a steamroller.” Travis finally seemed to have his equilibrium back. “She’s just like you. Impossible to say no to. I figured it was easier to just go along.”


  Impossible to say no to? Yeah, he liked to get his way. “Steamroller” didn’t sound so good, but letting Travis leave before they got started sounded worse. Better to take charge of a situation than let the situation take charge of you. Unless . . .


  “Are you seeing someone?”


  Travis shook his head. “I ended a serious relationship last year. I haven’t dated much since then.”


  “So why all the drama tonight?”


  Travis hesitated. “I wasn’t expecting . . .” He trailed off.


  “Me?” It made sense. He had been careful not to give anyone a reason to think they even played for the same team.


  “No, I—” Travis gave an embarrassed little cough. “No, I definitely wasn’t expecting you.”


  It sounded like there was more to it, though.


  And then Bo got it. Discretion.


  A wave of disappointment washed over him. Since his last trip to Austin, Travis had been his secret fantasy. Not just Travis himself, with his cute boy-next-door charm and idealistic save-the-planet philosophy, but the whole lifestyle he represented.


  He remembered the talk he had overheard at Ecotecture’s office in Austin. Travis’s friends worrying about him because he had broken up with his longtime lover. Coworkers who knew he was gay and accepted him.


  The conversation had brought home to Bo the reality of his own life. No one who mattered knew that side of him. He barely acknowledged that side of himself. Men were just a diversion, something he did on business trips. His Aunt Mags never drank anything stronger than a glass of wine with dinner except on vacation, when she sucked down rum like a pirate; Bo never screwed men except when he traveled. He had suddenly realized how fucked up that was.


  The more he worked alongside Travis, the more he had found to like about him, and the more he had envied that easy openness. Except some of that openness had been missing lately, hadn’t it? Ever since Travis had come to El Paso, in fact, he had seemed a little subdued. Not about his work. No, he was still passionate about planet-friendly architecture, would talk your ear off if you let him. But unlike the Travis he had met in Austin, the El Paso Travis was all business. No gossip over coffee breaks. No drinks after work with the staff, despite the fact that Travis already seemed to know more about the people who worked for Bo than Bo did.


  “You didn’t expect anyone who might know you,” Bo said. That felt true, but . . . “Why? You’re out. You’re single. Why would it matter?”


  Travis just stared at him, a deer in the headlights. Bo sat still and let all the pieces of the puzzle rattle around in his head until the niggling difference in Travis’s behavior lately clicked into place.


  “You didn’t want anyone here to know you’re gay.” He knew it was the right answer as soon as he heard himself say the words. He just didn’t understand. “Why? You don’t make any effort to hide your orientation in Austin.”


  Travis sighed. “Ree guessed. You obviously know. But I admit I thought it would be easier to work here if I didn’t advertise.”


  Didn’t advertise? Now wasn’t that a slick way to say it. It didn’t change reality though.


  “So you lied.” Lied to Bo’s staff, his family. Travis, the most honest guy Bo had ever met—whom Bo had seen almost lose clients because he wouldn’t spin some details a little—Travis had lied. The idea of Travis hiding who he was made Bo irrationally angry. Travis shouldn’t feel he had to lie. Even by omission. Ever.


  He scowled across the table.


  “I didn’t advertise,” Travis corrected, unintimidated. “I’m here to work, Bo. It shouldn’t be relevant, anyway.”


  Bo opened his mouth to argue, then shut it abruptly. Whatever Travis had done, Bo had given him reason to think it was necessary. His own sin of omission was far larger. He had never pretended to have the kind of idealistic moral compass Travis did, and he’d always felt that the end justified the means, but he had never thought of himself as a hypocrite before. The new self-awareness turned the Malbec to acid in his stomach.


  “Does your family know you’re gay?” Travis’s voice was calm, neutral. The lack of judgment hit Bo worse than a slap in the face.


  Bo forced himself not to back down, to look the man across from him in the eye. “It’s not something I discuss with them.”


  “Well, you can hardly blame me for not introducing myself as ‘the gay business partner,’ can you?” Travis’s tone took on a little bite. “I guess it’s just not something I discuss with them.”


  Bo had deserved that, but it didn’t make it any easier to hear.


  He waited for Travis to say something else, to press the issue, but Travis wasn’t playing. The conversation hadn’t been one Bo wanted to have on their first date, but it had been a hell of a lot better than this silence. Tension hummed in the air between them.


  He’s going to leave. Although he hadn’t expected to see Travis this evening, it was suddenly imperative that he stay. Something told Bo that if he couldn’t make tonight work, he might not get another chance. He looked at the man across the table and felt him slipping away.


  Bo took some deep breaths and tried to get a handle on his raging emotions. Focus. He closed deals worth millions all the time. He didn’t do it by panicking because his opponent wasn’t onboard with the full package right out of the gate. Hell, half the time they didn’t know what they wanted. Bo’s job was to make the right decision clear to them.


  Travis was no different than any other deal. He would come around. They just needed to stop butting heads long enough for Bo to get him to see reason.


  He made himself relax and project a calm he was far from feeling. “Yeah, okay. I guess you’re right. No one’s business, right?”


  Travis didn’t answer, which wasn’t good, but as long as he didn’t get up and leave, Bo figured the evening was still salvageable. So he did what he always did when faced with opposition. He acted like he had already won.


  “They do a good steak here, but it’s not the biggest portion. You want an appetizer or something to start with?”


  “I don’t know, Bo.”


  “Or Ree says the fish is good, if that’s what you like.”


  “I think it might be better if . . .”


  “Hell, Trav, it’s just dinner. I don’t know about you, but I haven’t eaten since those sandwiches at lunch. Stop making this a thing and decide what you want to order.”


  Somewhat to his surprise, that seemed to work. Travis stopped looking at Bo and gave his full attention to the menu. And yeah, it was stupid to be annoyed that it was his full attention. Like Bo didn’t exist anymore. Bo stared across the table at Travis’s bent head and wondered what two guys talked about on a date.


  The waiter arrived for their order, and Bo watched in frustration as Travis turned his full attention from the menu to the waiter. And no, this wasn’t the first time they had eaten together, so he should have been prepared for the ten-minute conversation about sustainable fishing and locally sourced greens and GMOs. If anybody else had pulled a stunt like that, he would have been right out the door. But Travis wasn’t some smug environmentalist wannabe, and he didn’t do the green-building because it was the latest way to make money in construction. He was the real deal. He was so fucking idealistic it made Bo’s teeth ache. And somehow that didn’t make him want to leave at all. Just the opposite. He wanted all that earnestness turned on him.


  Apparently the resort trained their staff well, because waiter-boy didn’t bat an eyelash and seemed able to answer all Travis’s questions. Travis finally settled on some sort of fish and some sort of greens. By then Bo had tuned the whole thing out to glare at the waiter, who had started to lean a little too close and seem a little too happy to continue the conversation. Then the waiter was gone and they were left eying each other across the table again.


  And he was right back to the same question. What did two guys talk about on a date?


  They talked to each other all the time at the office and on jobsites. He liked talking to Travis, who had an interesting way of coming at problems sideways rather than barreling straight through them like Bo usually did.


  So why couldn’t he think of anything to say?


  He had been on dozens of dates like this with women and never wound up tongue-tied. Just another date, he reminded himself. Stop staring at his mouth and ask him about himself. That usually works.


  “So,” he finally managed, “your favorite color is red?”


  To his relief, Travis grinned at the question. The action accentuated the laugh lines around his eyes, and Bo had a sudden urge to press his lips against the tiny indentations.


  “I think Ree’s favorite color is red. I warn you, I had very little input on the dating profile. Should I be worried that you’re a great match for your sister?”


  Bo snorted. “Hell, no. Ree and I wouldn’t work together at all. We’re too much alike and I’m not that narcissistic. Tonight is the result of a flawed algorithm.”


  “So how did we wind up here? You. Me. Ree’s answers.”


  Bo figured he had practically drawn the damn algorithm a picture. “Does it matter? We’re here now. I’m not complaining.”


  He let a hint of question shadow the last sentence, but Travis didn’t take the bait and say he was happy to be here too. He didn’t even look like he was entertaining the notion this might be more than dinner with a business associate. Instead he changed the subject.


  “So, I know Ree is short for Maria. Is Bo a nickname, too?”


  “Short for Bolívar. But no one calls me that, not even my mother. I’ve always been Bo.”


  “And have you always known you were gay? Or is this something new?”


  His stomach clinched at the soft words. Well, at least the question couldn’t be considered business related. And Travis had brought up a subject he would have to get used to discussing.


  Bo had practiced saying the word. Gay.


  He had said it in the mirror. I’m gay.


  And hadn’t that been fun? The exercise made him feel weak and stupid. He wasn’t the type of guy who practiced saying shit about himself in a mirror. If he had something to say, he just said it. Bo Vargas didn’t answer to anyone but himself.


  He didn’t have to answer to Travis either, but he wanted him to stay, and that might not happen if he botched the next few minutes. How hard could it be to just answer the question?


  “I’ve always been attracted to men, but . . .” He hesitated. “I haven’t always followed my inclinations.”


  He waited for Travis to say something, but Travis just continued to sip his wine, his eyes calm and thoughtful.


  “You are right,” Bo admitted. “It—” He stopped. Forced himself to say the words out loud. “Being gay is not something easy to confront in my family. Until now I have simply avoided that confrontation. I don’t dislike women. I travel a lot. I have never been with a man within two hundred miles of my home.”


  “And now?”


  “Now, I’m almost thirty years old. I know what I want. I consider myself an honest man. I can’t keep pretending that side of myself doesn’t exist.”


  Travis nodded as if he heard this every day. Hell, maybe he did as far as Bo knew. Maybe Travis was the gay pied piper with men jumping out of closets left and right to follow him down the yellow brick road. That wouldn’t surprise Bo at all. Here he sat, after all, ready to take the biggest risk of his life.


  He looked across the table at Travis and he didn’t want calm, or understanding. He wanted heat. He wanted Travis to burn the way he burned, to be willing to risk everything to be with him.


  “You’ve been with other men, though? This isn’t the first time you’ve—”


  “No!” Bo picked up his own glass and thought furiously while he drank, trying to look calm. What was the right answer? Tonight wouldn’t be his first time, but . . . In the end, it was Travis asking, and he didn’t want their relationship to begin with lies or half truths.


  “I’ve been with men. I’m not some sort of gay virgin, if that’s what you’re worried about.” He laughed, trying act like it was no big deal, but even he could hear how forced it sounded. He tilted his glass, watched the wine make lazy circles rather than looking across the table at Travis’s face.


  “But,” he continued when he thought he had his voice under control, “I have never done this. I’ve never had dinner in a restaurant with a man I wanted. I’ve never asked about their lives, their families. You understand? I never saw them again.”


  He risked a glance at Travis, who was sitting very still across the table.


  “So,” Travis said, “I’m your first gay date. Is that what tonight is about? A date?”


  “A date, yes, but . . .” Bo looked for the words to explain. “Not just a date. The possibility of . . . more.”


  “Right.” Travis sounded skeptical. “You see the irony in this particular type of date if you are looking for any type of relationship? Come on, Bo. Blindr sets up a discreet liaison that includes a room reservation. That doesn’t sound to me like you’re looking for ‘more.’ Unless by ‘more’ you mean wine and a steak before you fuck someone?”


  Bo stared at Travis, shocked. The words sounded ugly and out of character for Mr. All-American.


  The conversation wasn’t going well, and Bo didn’t know what to do about it. He wished he knew what Travis was thinking. In his family, conversations were sometimes heated, but everyone said what they meant. Right now, Travis was completely closed off behind an Anglo mask. Bo didn’t like it at all.


  He tried one more time. “It’s not like that.”


  “Really, Bo? What is it like?”


  There might have been a little heat in that last word, or maybe that was just wishful thinking on Bo’s part. At this point, he would welcome some anger, anything that would tell him Travis was as invested in this conversation as Bo. Travis wasn’t giving an inch, and Bo was fed up. Here he was, pouring his guts out like he had never done for any other man, and Travis couldn’t see it.


  Fine. Screw more. If he could only have one night with Travis, he would take that. And he would have the one night. He had never had any trouble getting anyone he wanted into his bed, female or male.


  There was regret in the decision, but also freedom. No more conversations about things he didn’t know how to discuss.


  He lounged back in his chair and allowed his gaze to wander slowly over his date. He stopped worrying about what he was doing and where this whole thing might wind up and just let himself look, the way he’d always wanted to look at Travis. He let himself think about where he wanted this evening to end, let himself imagine taking Travis back to his room, the ways he would touch him and the things they would do together. When he finally met Travis’s eyes again, he made sure exactly what he was thinking showed on his face.


  “You win, cariño. It is like that. And you’re here too. So let’s stop trying to put a nice face on it and enjoy ourselves. Wine, steak, if you are very lucky maybe . . . more.”


  He kept his voice low, throaty, a little amused on the final innuendo, and he watched as Travis’s eyes dilated, a flush crawled up his cheeks, and his mouth fell open the tiniest bit.


  Good. That evened the field. Travis had him all in a lather and Bo wasn’t used to playing that game alone.


  Travis looked like he might say something, but just then the waiter arrived with their dinner. Bo waited impatiently while their food was served. When they were alone again he ignored the beautiful porterhouse sitting in front of him and kept his focus on Travis. They weren’t finished with this conversation.


  “It’s just dinner, Trav.” He tried to keep the frustration out of his voice. Maybe dating was overrated. He had never had this much trouble picking a guy up before.


  “I know, but it’s . . . complicated.”


  “It’s not complicated. It’s very simple. You want to be here or you don’t. You want me—” He couldn’t help himself, he spread his arms and invited Travis to look at exactly what he was giving up. “Or you don’t.”


  “Oh, I want you.” Travis’s words sent a bolt of pure lightning to Bo’s dick and almost distracted him from the next words. “But I don’t do one-nighters anymore. I don’t date men who aren’t open about being gay. And I really, really shouldn’t date men I work with. So, where does that leave us?”


  With both of them still sitting at the table. With Travis looking at him with lust-glazed eyes that were making it very hard to think through the situation.


  “It doesn’t have to be just one night, and it’s not like I’m your boss.”


  “Why are you pushing this? Cut your losses. Contact the service and tell them it was a bust. Have them tweak their algorithm and set you up with someone else, maybe someone who filled out his own profile.”


  “I don’t want someone else. Blindr sent me exactly who I wanted.”


  “Bo, I may have given you the wrong impression because I’ve been . . . discreet about my sexuality around your family. But I’m not locking myself into that closet with you.”


  Bo’s heart beat a little faster. Fear or hope? Was there a difference?


  “I’m not asking you to. I know I’ll have to come out to my family eventually, just . . . I’ve never had a reason to take that risk before.” Tonight was a first step in that direction, or would be if he could convince Travis to stay.


  “I don’t know, Bo. I think after we eat we should just call it a night and pretend this didn’t happen.”


  The hell he would. “Look, Travis, forget about the stupid app. Forget about the rest of the evening. Let’s just have dinner and see where this goes.” Straight upstairs, if he had his way, but he didn’t say that part out loud.


  Travis didn’t respond immediately, and it took everything Bo had not to push. Hell, having Travis stand up to him was good. He was a steamroller. He needed a man he couldn’t push around or accidentally grind into the dirt. If he was considering an actual relationship, it couldn’t be all about getting what he wanted. He needed an equal, a partner.


  Travis was all that with a hefty dose of lust thrown in for good measure. All he had to do was say yes.


  Of course, none of that made him feel any better as the silence stretched on. Bo was almost ready to give up and walk away from the table himself when Travis said firmly, “Just dinner.”


  Bo’s sigh of relief died when Travis reached his hand out and laid it halfway across the table. They weren’t shaking on a business deal. It was a test.


  He closed his eyes to keep from glancing around the room. Who could see them? He opened them to find Travis still waiting, a cynical look on his face.


  Fuck. So he was a hypocrite and a coward. If he couldn’t do this, he didn’t deserve Travis. He reached out and took the offered hand, stroked his thumb slowly down the palm, then tightened his grip and pulled it the rest of the way across the table. The smell of organic hand soap hit him, then the tickle of tiny hairs, and he finally had his mouth on Travis, if only for the brief second it took to graze his lips across warm fingers.


  Travis’s eyes widened in shock, then pleasure, before Bo let him go.


  “Stop looking at me like that if you want this to end with dinner.” Bo picked up his knife and fork and gestured at Travis’s plate. “Eat your fish before it gets cold.”


  It was probably already cold. God knew his steak was beyond well rested, but Travis Boyd was sitting across from him, the night was young, and they were closer to his room than the parking lot. Bo didn’t intend for the steak to be his last pleasure of the evening.


   


   


  


  
Chapter Two


  “I’ll walk you to your car.” Bo tried to sound casual. They were on a date. That was normal, right? He had no frame of reference. But it didn’t matter. He wasn’t looking for the Miss Manners way to end the evening. All he really wanted was to get Travis alone.


  He relaxed a little as they stepped out of the lobby into the warm night air. As they headed toward the parking lot he moved in closer to Travis, until their shoulders were almost bumping. His heart sped up, anticipating that little contact.


  He was hyper-aware of the man walking beside him, the brush of Travis’s shirt against his own jacket sleeve, the steady sound of his date’s chukkas hitting the pavement as they left the main building behind. Up ahead, Bo could see Travis’s Jeep parked under a desert willow. Close. Too close.


  They were still in sight of the lobby, but he couldn’t think about that now. He focused on the sound of the crickets and shut out the slam of a car door, the murmur of the valet and bellhop behind them. His hand brushed Travis’s, once, twice, then Bo slid their palms together and the contact wasn’t a brush, or accidental. They were holding hands. Travis shot him a glance but didn’t pull away or offer any comment.


  He was holding hands with Travis. In public. Where anyone could see them. He didn’t allow himself to look around to see if anyone was actually looking. Instead, he focused on the feel of Travis’s hand in his.


  Travis had long artist’s fingers, but they weren’t feminine. It was a man’s hand in his. He could feel the strength in that hand even though Travis wasn’t exerting it. Bo felt his control slipping. Just that contact, just the heat of the man’s hand in his, and he might as well have had Travis’s hand around his dick.


  Before he could get his equilibrium back, they were at the Jeep. Travis pulled his hand away, fished in his pocket for his keys, and then turned to Bo with a polite smile plastered on his face.


  “Thanks for dinner. I’ll see you in the office on Monday?”


  Bo reached out and trailed a finger down Travis’s arm, just to extend the touching a little longer. “I thought I would head out to Hueco Tanks tomorrow for some bouldering. Want to come along?”


  “Nah, I’m going to spend the day reworking the estimates on the solar. We’re behind and it’s easier to do when I’m not at the office. Thanks for asking, though. Maybe another time?” Travis smiled again, and for a second Bo saw something in his eyes. Pity? Regret?


  Another time. Sure. Except another time wasn’t going to happen. The two of them were going to keep working side by side the same way they had for weeks. Nothing would change. It would be like this night had never happened except for an added dose of awkwardness.


  Out of the corner of his eye, he watched the only other people in the parking lot, an older couple, make their way toward the lobby. Their trajectory would take them right next to the parking spot Travis had found at the front of the lot.


  Next to him, Travis pressed the button on his key fob and the Jeep let out a little chirp as the door unlocked. The couple glanced over at the sound. A few more steps and they would be past them. He and Travis would be almost alone. But now, right now, Travis was turning away, opening the door, and preparing to get in and drive back into the city. Back to a nice professional friendship.


  “Travis.” It came out rough, desperate.


  Travis half turned back to him, brows raised, but the rest of his body was still moving into the car.


  The couple was only steps away.


  He couldn’t wait. He shut them out of his mind, deleted them from the universe by the simple expedient of focusing every ounce of his attention on Travis.


  Bo cupped one hand around the hip Travis was trying to move into the Jeep and pulled him back around. The other hand went behind Travis’s head. Mine. And fuck anyone who said otherwise. He moved forward, crowding Travis away from the open door and up against the Jeep. Travis made a startled sound that ended in a satisfying “mmph” as Bo crushed their lips together.


  ****


  One second, Travis was getting into his car, reminding himself why he was saying no to another date with Bo. The next, he was up against the Jeep with Bo’s tongue down his throat. In that second, instinct and chemistry took over. He wrapped his arms around Bo and kissed him back with everything he had. The great state of Texas narrowed down to the taste of steak and wine and Bo.


  All those fantasies about Bo, and nothing had prepared him for the reality of that kiss. Travis tilted his head, allowing better access, and Bo obliged by firming his hold on Travis’s head and exploring every inch of Travis’s mouth with his tongue. Bo’s scent, a heady combination of cologne and raw male, fogged his brain until the touch and taste and smell of this one man was all that existed in the world.


  Travis wasn’t sure how long the kiss lasted, only that he was rock hard and weak-kneed by the time Bo released his mouth to nuzzle and nip his way along his jaw to his ear.


  Sanity didn’t return until Bo spoke. “Don’t leave, Trav.”


  He must have made some sound of protest, because Bo crowded even closer, if that was possible. His tongue made a devastating assault on Travis’s ear that ended with a gentle scrape of teeth along his earlobe.


  “Stay with me tonight, cariño.”


  Bo accompanied the words with a slow roll of his hips that ground their pelvises together and scrambled every synapse in Travis’s brain. He continued to murmur against Travis’s neck, enticing and cajoling between licks and kisses. “It’s just one night.”


  Bo’s hand moved farther down his hip, around his ass, pulling them tight together until they were grinding against each other in the parking lot.


  “You see what we do to each other? I’m going to make you feel so fucking good. Come upstairs with me.”


  He shouldn’t. He knew there were a million reasons he shouldn’t. He couldn’t think of any of them, couldn’t seem to push Bo away and get into the Jeep.


  Instead he wrapped himself tighter around Bo. Let Bo press him hard against the fiberglass, hand under his ass, and take his mouth again.


  Just one more kiss.


  When Bo finally pulled back, eyes glittering and breathing hard, Travis simply stared up at him.


  Bo nodded as if satisfied.


  Travis didn’t protest when Bo took the keys from his hand. He didn’t protest when Bo spotted the overnight bag stashed behind the seat and swung the strap over his shoulder, or when Bo locked the Jeep and pocketed the keys.


  He didn’t actually agree, either, a fact Bo finally seemed to notice. With a frown, Bo pulled Travis up against him again and kissed him hard on the lips. Then he slung his arm over Travis’s shoulders and headed back toward the lobby. He wasn’t forcing Travis to go with him, but not going would take some effort.


  Just one night.


  Why shouldn’t he? They were both consenting adults. Neither of them had other relationship commitments, and Bo got him more hot and bothered than anyone since . . . to be honest, he couldn’t think of anyone who had ever affected him quite like Bo. As for working together after—well, that damage was done. How much worse could it be after spending the night together than if he walked away at this point?


  He was rationalizing, but it didn’t matter as long as Bo’s arm was wrapped around him, their hips bumping as they walked. The touching was a huge concession on Bo’s part, Travis knew. He would bet Bo had never touched any of his other men in public at all.


  This line of thinking went on until they were a few yards from the entrance and Bo dropped his arm away. Disconnected from the furnace, Travis felt cold and alone.


  Just one night, he reminded himself. This was nothing like Stan. He wasn’t starting that pattern over. But the echoes of a hundred other nights flashed through his brain. Getting dressed together, then meeting Stan’s parents for dinner, where they invariably asked Travis if he had a girlfriend yet. Being so careful not to give anything away in his own home when they came to visit. Finally the fights, the ultimatum, and the day Stan’s mother arrived unexpectedly.


  If he had thought being outed would clear the air, he’d been wrong. Stan had moved out the next day. Travis didn’t know what he had told his parents, but the family still ate brunch together at the Four Seasons every Sunday, and Travis hadn’t seen Stan at any of the clubs since then.


  He realized they were halfway through the lobby, almost to the elevator. And yeah, he was having major second thoughts. Bo stabbed a finger at the up button, and the doors in front of them slid open instantly, like they were as eager to please Bo as he had been thirty seconds ago. Bo stepped forward, but Travis couldn’t seem to make his feet move.


  Bo made an impatient sound, grabbed Travis’s wrist, and hauled him into the elevator. “You’re overthinking this. Cut it out.”


  Another couple, a man and a woman, stepped in next to them. Bo didn’t let go of Travis, just spent the ride in silence, staring a hole in the shiny silver doors until the other passengers disembarked on the fourth floor.


  Their own room was on the top floor. By the time Bo let go of him to fish the keycard out of his pocket, Travis was shaking with a combination of nerves and need.


  They were through the door. Travis barely registered a living area in desert tones, a kiva-style fireplace, and the full moon shining through the balcony doors. All he could see was Bo, who wasn’t holding him anymore, wasn’t kissing him or telling him what not to think.


  “Are we doing this?”


  It was the hint of challenge in Bo’s voice and the hint of uncertainty in his eyes that decided Travis.


  “Oh, yeah,” he breathed.


  Then he was on Bo, fusing their lips together, pulling at his clothes, desperate to touch skin. He heard his bag hit the floor with a thud and Bo’s hands were on him, working feverishly at the buttons of his shirt, his belt buckle, and then—godinheaven—he nearly lost it as Bo’s hand snaked down under the waistband of his boxers and wrapped around him at the same time his mouth found the sensitive spot on Travis’s neck.


  He sucked in a breath and held on to his control, because they had all night, and he didn’t want it to end before they got started.


  “So ready,” Bo murmured against his neck. “Don’t worry, cariño, I’ll take care of you. I’m going to make you come so hard.”


  “God, yes,” Travis managed to gasp. He stumbled backward pulling Bo with him until his back hit the wall. He wanted the stability, because his knees had gone weak again, but Bo had to understand he couldn’t call all the shots. Travis wasn’t some brainless club twink to be fucked in private and ignored in public.


  He shut out the voice in his head telling him that no matter how Bo had acted earlier, he wasn’t going to change his whole lifestyle for Travis.


  Instead, he wrapped one hand behind Bo’s neck, cupping his head, and slowly applied pressure, pushing him downward. He thought Bo would object. But Bo sank to his knees in front of him. He shoved down Travis’s pants and boxers as he went, never taking that firm hand from around Travis’s dick.


  Holy fuck! Bo Vargas was on his knees in front of him.


  It was so unexpected Travis resisted the urge to pinch himself to make sure he wasn’t in the middle of an extremely vivid wet dream.


  Bo looked up, straight into Travis’s eyes as he stroked his hand up and down Travis’s dick.


  “God you’re hot, Trav. You’re going to scream my name when you come.”


  Then he lowered his head, and his mouth replaced his hand. Travis’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he was glad he had the wall at his back. His fingers grasped the short silky hair on the sides of Bo’s head as much for something to hold on to as to keep Bo’s head exactly where he wanted it.


  Not that Bo needed any guidance. He seemed happy where he was. If this was about being in charge, Travis wasn’t sure who was winning. Bo knew exactly the angle, the pace, the pressure to keep him right on the edge. Travis felt his hips move involuntarily, thrusting out, in, deeper. Bo made a guttural sound in the back of his throat, and the vibrations echoed along Travis’s shaft like the first rumbling of a volcano.


  Not yet. He couldn’t lose it now.


  He jerked away. Cool air hit the sensitive flesh warmed by Bo’s mouth.


  Putitbackputitbackputitback.


  His hips jerked, and he sucked in oxygen, trying to get control of his body. He pulled Bo to his feet, removing the temptation of his mouth.


  Bo flowed upward on a tidal wave of heat, hands, mouth until they were face to face again.


  “We’re wearing too many clothes, cariño.”


  Without taking his eyes off Travis, Bo shrugged out of his jacket and shirt and dropped them on the floor. Travis shivered as Bo ran a finger down the flesh exposed by his open shirt, stopping just below his belly button.


  Travis stepped out of the pants pooled around his ankles, toed off his shoes, and let Bo push the shirt off his shoulders and toss it on the floor with everything else.


  And there he stood.


  The fact that Bo was still wearing his pants and boots somehow emphasized his own nakedness. After what Bo had just been doing on his knees, it shouldn’t have made any difference, but Travis felt vulnerable and exposed. He shivered as climate-controlled air hit flushed skin.


  “Still overthinking,” Bo muttered and pulled Travis to him.


  Thinking immediately ceased. All his brain cells were busy processing the feel of the warm, naked chest against his. Travis buried his face in the crook of Bo’s neck and inhaled, breathing him in. Strong arms tightened around him, bringing their lower bodies in closer contact. His erection was crushed against Bo’s hard length, the slide of fabric between them almost more friction than he could take. He rubbed cautiously and Bo sucked in a breath.


  “Ay, dios. You’re killing me, Trav.”


  Bo’s hands gripped his ass, trapping Travis as tight against him as possible until the sensations were almost too much, the hard ridges of their cocks pressed together, the texture of cloth against his skin, the ridge of Bo’s zipper. Then Bo squeezed slowly. Travis felt the imprint of every finger branded into his skin. His cheeks separated until he was completely exposed and Bo’s finger only a millimeter away from where he needed it. Teased by the proximity, his hole spasmed and he writhed backward. Bo kept his finger maddeningly out of reach, and Travis jerked forward again, crushing his dick along Bo’s so they both gasped at the contact.


  Travis bent his head and closed his mouth over Bo’s flat nipple. This time it was Bo who jerked against Travis, Bo who let out a tortured moan. The sound was a drug—Bo Vargas, moaning at his touch. There was nothing like it.


  He found Bo’s mouth with his own again, kissed him deep, letting him know he was ready, more than ready, looking for that signal from Bo that would take them to the next level.


  Bo kissed him back, held him, teased him, held the pace steady, steady. No more pushing, demanding, just the morphine of taste and touch. The knife-edge of anticipation cut toward frustration. Travis pulled back so he could look Bo in the eyes.


  “Bo?”


  “Trav?”


  Bo’s arms closed tighter around him, and his mouth descended on Travis’s so they lost eye contact, but suddenly Travis knew what Bo was offering. He knew what Bo wanted. What macho Bo could never ask for. The thing they both needed to make tonight work.


  The knowledge shook him in ways he didn’t understand, even as the idea sent every nerve in his body into overdrive.


  “You’re still wearing too many clothes, Bo.”


  He felt Bo tremble as he whispered the words. Travis moved slowly but surely, kissing his way along the warm skin of Bo’s neck, then shoulder, pecs, and finally ducking under Bo’s arm so he stood behind him as he faced the wall.


  Bo shifted, hands going to his belt buckle. Travis captured both Bo’s hands gently, moving them up to place them flat against the wall.


  “I want to undress you, sugar.” He nuzzled the back of Bo’s neck and held him, his hands over Bo’s, until Bo stilled and accepted the position.


  As soon as he was sure Bo wouldn’t move, he let his hands slide back along Bo’s arms and then down his torso. He pressed himself into Bo’s back, letting his dick rest in the indentation of Bo’s cheeks as he stroked Bo through his pants.


  Bo moaned and Travis repeated the gesture before moving higher to tackle the belt buckle. He took his time, stroking the flesh above the waistband of Bo’s pants, letting his fingers dip under slightly in the front before loosening the button. He wanted to continue the tease, but after lowering the zipper he couldn’t resist delving under Bo’s boxer shorts for a few firm strokes. He was rewarded with a groan and the feel of Bo’s hard length thrusting back and forth into his hand. When he pulled his hand away, Bo muttered a string of words in Spanish—prayers or curses, he couldn’t tell which, but he got even harder at the passion in Bo’s voice.


  He couldn’t wait anymore. He freed Bo completely from his shorts and ran his hands along the side of Bo’s body until he could push the shorts and slacks down to his ankles.


  And thank God for the slacks instead of jeans. He could get them off over Bo’s boots. He wasn’t normally into cowboys, but he had a hankering to see Bo naked except for those boots.


  He smiled to himself as he cupped each leather-clad ankle in turn, lifting the foot and sliding the fabric off. He should have listened to his damn gaydar from the first. Bo’s custom hand-tooled Luccheses were over the top, even for El Paso. Travis was willing to bet you could buy a decent used truck for a sight less than those boots.


  He tossed the slacks to the side, then cupped his hands back around Bo’s ankles, urging his legs slightly apart. Overhead, Bo had stopped praying, cursing, whatever, but his breathing was short and ragged. On his knees, Travis sat back to take a look at Bo standing above him.


  Fuck, yeah. Tan skin, rock-hard, tight ass, muscular thighs—Bo with not a stitch on but those boots was a sight he would remember on his deathbed.


  Travis ran his hands along Bo’s legs, bent his head to trace his tongue along the sensitive flesh behind Bo’s knees. The scent of expensive leather and Bo’s musk hit him at the same time, and he knew he would never be able to touch another pair of boots without thinking of Bo. He stroked a thumb gently up Bo’s inner thigh, watched the muscles quiver at his touch.


  God, he wasn’t going to be able to wait. He hoped Bo was as ready as he was, because he couldn’t draw the foreplay out much longer.


  He felt around for his bag on the floor and fumbled through the outer pocket. He couldn’t take his eyes off Bo, but he wanted to be ready so he didn’t have to stop again later.


  He rolled on the condom while admiring Bo’s perfect ass and allowed himself a few quick strokes as he imagined himself sliding between those tight cheeks.


  Bo shifted restlessly above him. Now who was overthinking? Travis ran a hand reassuringly over Bo’s thigh.


  “Almost there.” He reached back into the bag and fished around until he found the bottle he wanted. He hesitated; he couldn’t keep both hands on Bo, which he desperately wanted to do, and hold the bottle at the same time. They weren’t quite there yet, but trying to find it later could get awkward. He didn’t want to give Bo an opportunity to rethink their positions. He tucked the bottle up against his knee so he could get it later and returned his focus to the man in front of him.


  He started by placing his hands just above Bo’s knees, thumbs on the inside of his legs. He circled his thumbs lightly, letting Bo know he was there. He slowly ran his hands up the back of those muscular legs, using slightly more pressure with his thumbs on the inner thighs. He heard Bo suck in a breath and then he followed his hands with his mouth.


  Jesus. Bo had the sweetest skin. Big bad Bo, with his hard muscles and fuck-you attitude, was all sugar down here. And he had man-scaped. Travis almost passed out just thinking about it—Bo in the shower, gliding the razor over his delicate skin and getting ready for their date.


  And hurray for grooming because Bo’s skin was softest silk and warm honey. Higher, where his legs met—honey and exotic spices. Travis wanted to lick him all over, wanted to stay high all night on the taste and smell of him. He licked down between satiny balls, pressing with his tongue to find the sweet spot, and was rewarded with a guttural sound from above.


  “Fuck, Trav.”


  He reached up with one hand and circled Bo’s dick, which was so hard he could feel the veins straining along the sides. Bo pushed forward into Travis’s hand. Travis let him pump twice more before letting go.


  Too close. It was a heady feeling, being able to get Bo so worked up.


  “Fuck, Travis, don’t stop.”


  At the words, he almost didn’t. A part of him wanted to stay right there, to make the big man come in his hand with Travis’s mouth on his balls. But the bigger part wanted them to come together, wanted to make this more than just a hand job in a hotel room.


  He retrieved the bottle as he got to his feet. He kissed the skin under Bo’s ear, the back of his neck, his shoulder.


  “I’m not stopping, sugar. I am most definitely not stopping.”


  No, he wasn’t stopping, but God, he was freaking out a little. Since he had stood up Bo hadn’t said a word. Here he was with Bo Vargas naked and quivering against a wall. And what if he had somehow misread what Bo wanted him to do? It seemed unlikely, but whatever fantasies Bo had starred in, none of them had prepared Travis at all for anything happening this evening. As far as Travis knew, nothing and no one on earth had ever made Bo Vargas do a damn thing he didn’t want to do, but it would be nice to know for sure they were on the same page.


  Bo interrupted this train of thought by arching his back invitingly.


  Gnugh. His brain cells scrambled as his dick slid along the crack of Bo’s ass. He grabbed onto a hip and humped obligingly, desperately, against Bo a few more times, trying to gather his thoughts before it finally occurred to him that he could talk. Maybe.


  “Bo, I—” Jesus. His dick, on autopilot while he attempted speech, had gotten a lot friendlier with the ass crack. The little catch and pressure as it slid up derailed the planned speech.


  “God, I want to fuck you.” Okay, that wasn’t a question. But it was at least words, and it made his intent pretty damn clear.


  Bo, all writhing back against him seconds before, went still and a little tense under him. Shit. What did that mean?


  He tried to pull back a little, because figuring it out when he was so close to getting exactly what he wanted seemed impossible. But the second he shifted, Bo’s hand came off the wall and hooked itself around the back of his thigh, anchoring them together. Travis pried it off and returned it to its place.


  “Tell me what you want, sugar.” He reinforced the words by sending his cock on a slow journey right past the place he figured Bo wanted it, ending with a filthy grind to emphasize his point. Then, although he thought it might kill him to lose the contact, he pulled back.


  Bo made a sound that could only be called a growl, arched his back even more, and pushed back until Travis’s bobbing member was right at his entrance.


  Bo using his big body to beg for cock, his cock—the sight lit him up like nobody’s business. Around him, the whole room buzzed with the power arcing between them. All that energy searching for release. He felt like a god, ruthless and tender at once, as he gazed down at the man spread in sacrifice before him. He ran a finger down Bo’s spine, watched him shiver as it dipped between his cheeks.


  No more waiting.


  He popped the top on the bottle and lubed himself with unsteady hands, so worked up he could barely get it done without blowing. He finished with some extra on his hand for Bo, because he damn sure wasn’t looking around for it later. The bottle hit the floor at the same time his hand found Bo’s dick, eliciting another growl, followed by a needier sound as Bo pushed back onto lubed fingers.


  Jesus, Bo was tight. Despite the urgency, Travis was careful as he speared into Bo’s channel. He remembered the words earlier—I never saw them again—and pushed the thought away, because he didn’t want to know if Bo had allowed faceless men to use him like this.


  He twisted, aiming for the sweet spot. Bo’s high-pitched whine told him when he hit it, and again, and again. Then he pulled out and those same fingers were wrapped around his own root as he worked himself inside.


  He rested his forehead against Bo’s back, fighting for control. Bo had given him every signal, but no words. Suddenly he needed the words. God, he didn’t know if he could stop now. But he had to be sure.


  “Bo?”


  The silence stretched out.


  “Move your ass, Trav.” The words were rough, deep, and all take-charge Bo.


  Travis’s body responded to the command in the tone before his brain could process the words. His mind shut off. Instinct and pleasure took over.


  Fuck.


   


   


  


  
Chapter Three


  Blind.


  Dios. He had actually been fucked blind.


  Bo was vaguely aware of Travis half carrying him across the suite and into the bedroom while vision and awareness slowly returned.


  He felt languid, drunk, blissed. It wasn’t a word he was used to applying to himself.


  Didn’t seem to matter. He lay on the bed with a stupid smile on his face while Travis pulled off his boots and tucked him in, for fuck’s sake. He couldn’t have moved if the hotel were on fire.


  Travis leaned over and pressed a kiss against his temple. He ignored how good the contact felt. How right. Enough was enough.


  “You’re next,” he managed. The words came out slurred.


  “In a little bit, cowboy.” Bo could hear the smile in Travis’s voice. Fuck him. Like Travis hadn’t screamed out his name just as Bo had promised he would.


  He tried to hold on to that thought while Travis moved around the bathroom cleaning up. Then Travis slid into bed beside him, spooned in close, and wrapped his arms around him.


  When Bo drifted off, he wasn’t thinking about what they were going to do in a little bit. Only one thought occupied his brain.


  Worth it. Travis was worth anything.


  ****


  Bo had no idea how much time had passed when he opened his eyes again. At first, he was only conscious of a feeling of supreme rightness and warmth. Then he noticed the warmth had a little more substance down south. That woke him up.


  Travis had cuddled up behind him, his morning erection trapped between their bodies. Bo had never woken up with a man before. But, hell, Travis’s muscular arm around him felt mighty fine. Travis’s scent wrapped around him like an extra blanket. The smell was comforting and arousing at the same time. It settled something in him, answered questions he had only half realized he was asking.


  Worth anything.


  He wanted to wake up more mornings in a man’s arms. And not just any man. Not someone he picked up and let sleep over.


  He wanted to wake up every morning for the foreseeable future with Travis Boyd.


  Travis mumbled a little when Bo slid out of bed. Bo took care of business in the bathroom, then retrieved the essentials from the nightstand where he had stashed them the evening before.


  While he rolled the condom on, he tried to imagine what living with Travis might entail. Recycling bins, for sure. He could do that. Fair-trade coffee. Organic shit for supper. After that, his mind shied away from the complications involved in making the whole thing a reality.


  He had never denied being goal oriented, and he knew how to prioritize. First goal: Make sure Travis knew where he belonged. He was Bo’s. No going back to Austin and rekindling things with his asshole ex or finding some hippie flamer to hang out with.


  While Bo had been gone, Travis had migrated to the middle of the bed and curled himself around Bo’s pillow. Bo slid in behind and pulled him close so he was holding him the way Travis had held Bo all night. Travis made a happy little hum and settled into his arms without waking up.


  He kissed the back of Travis’s neck softly, just at the hairline, and his scent hit Bo all over again. God he was sweet. Travis would probably be better off with the hippie flamer—someone who would cook him vegan meals and not try to steamroll him at every turn. But the thought of Travis with another man made Bo’s gut cramp.


  No fucking way. Travis was his, and they both better get used to that fact.


  He abandoned the satin skin of Travis’s back and got down to business. Priorities. The abrasion of rough stubble against Bo’s lips sent little shivers zinging through him as he kissed his way up to the sensitive skin under Travis’s ear. Bo let his hands get busy as he scraped his teeth down the earlobe and tugged gently at the little diamond stud in it.


  Travis moaned a little in his sleep and shifted to his back so Bo’s hand had better access. By the time Travis finally opened his eyes, Bo’s mouth was following the path his hand had taken.


  “Bo?”


  His name in that warm, sleepy drawl soothed some of the urgency brought on by the thought of the faceless hippie.


  “No one else.” Bo pushed Travis’s legs wider apart and rolled between them. He scooted down the bed and went to work with his mouth and fingers, getting Travis ready for him.


  Travis drew his legs up, giving him the access he needed. Bo waited until Travis was clenching the sheets on either side of his body before withdrawing his fingers.


  “Oh, God, don’t stop.” Urgency had replaced the earlier sleepiness in Travis’s voice.


  “Never,” he promised. “Your turn, Trav. Your ass is mine. Give it to me.”


  Bo moved up the bed, and Travis rolled over onto his hands and knees, offering himself to Bo. And fuck, wasn’t that everything he ever wanted? So sweet, and his for the taking. He used his hands to spread Travis’s cheeks. Just looking at the guy, open and waiting for him, made his eyes cross. Travis moaned and pushed back toward him.


  “Do it, Bo. I can’t wait.”


  Bo positioned himself at Travis’s entrance. He nudged the opening a few times, teasing both of them. He wanted to draw things out. He wanted Travis more worked up than he’d ever been in his life. He didn’t ever want Travis to forget the first time Bo was in his ass.


  But he couldn’t wait. He didn’t want to be too rough, and he could feel his control slipping more every second he waited.


  He started to work his way in past the first ring of muscles. He went slow, trying to be as careful as Travis had been with him the night before. But Travis would have none of it. As soon as Bo got an inch in, Travis shoved back against him, then rocked forward and back again.


  “Dios!” He gripped Travis’s hips, holding him steady. “Slow down, Trav, or I’m going to come right now.”


  “Fuck, yeah. Right in my ass. Fuck me hard.”


  Travis’s words acted like a cattle prod. Bo surged forward, slamming into Travis, giving him exactly what they both wanted.


  He was so worked up, he thought it would be all over in seconds. But somehow, something felt off. He slowed down and leaned forward, wrapping himself around Travis.


  Better. But still too much like all the other times in the past. He had taken plenty of men like this—getting his rocks off, balls deep in some guy’s ass in a hotel room. Just fucking. He couldn’t even remember their faces.


  Bo shook his head. He didn’t want that with Trav. He didn’t want this to be anything like those other times. He sure as hell didn’t want Travis to make that comparison either.


  “Dammit! What the hell, Bo?”


  Bo looked down at his slick cock, almost as surprised as Travis that he had managed to pull out.


  “Not like this.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “I don’t want to do it like this. Roll over.”


  “Fuck you, I do. Finish what you started, you sadistic bastard.”


  Jesus. Had he worried about steamrolling Travis? He’d be lucky if he ever got his way. Bo moved one leg to the outside of Travis’s and used his body as leverage to shove Travis over and onto his back. With a little effort, he managed to wind up where he wanted to be—between Travis’s legs and looking down at him.


  “Thought it was my turn,” Travis grumbled.


  “Shhhh. It is, but I want to see you.” Bo stroked a hand along Travis’s face. “I want to look at your face when I’m inside you.”


  Bo reached down between their bodies and stroked Travis, reminding him where they were at. Travis was rock hard and straining, so what was the problem? He moved his hand lower, and Travis writhed against him, still eager despite the grumpy tone.


  Bo leaned forward and captured Travis’s mouth while he worked him with his fingers. Travis made a strangled sound in his throat, then his arms came around Bo and he kissed him back. Bo pulled back and looked down at the flushed face of the man under him. Yeah, this was what he wanted. Not just sex. He wanted to make love to Travis. He wanted a connection that wouldn’t end when he pulled his dick out.


  He kissed Travis again, took his time exploring his mouth, trying to put into the kiss all the crap he didn’t have words for. Not just sex. Te quiero más que nadie. Te deseo conmigo para siempre. Not just his body. Travis.


  Although right now, their bodies were demanding attention in a very good way.


  Bo hooked his arms under Travis’s thighs and lifted, pulling Travis closer to him while he pushed Travis’s knees toward his chest. Travis complied, drawing his knees up, exposing himself. Bo ran a thumb along Travis’s bottom lip, still swollen from his kisses. God, he was so hot. He grabbed Travis’s hand and moved it down between them.


  “Touch yourself, Trav.” He kept his hand on top so they stroked together until Travis closed his eyes in pleasure and tucked his legs closer to himself, inviting Bo in. There was no place else he wanted to be.


  He heard Travis’s breath hitch as Bo slid home. Home. It felt so right like this. His body took over, thrusting into Travis, claiming him, hurtling them both toward completion. Fucking, and something more. More than Travis’s ass clamped like a fist around Bo’s cock and milking him with every thrust. More than the slap of flesh against flesh. Even the unbearable tension of his impending orgasm only made up a part of the equation. Travis tensed underneath him, head turned to one side, eyes closed, hand still pumping. Bo’s balls tightened and he knew they were both only seconds away.


  “Trav.”


  “I’m going to come, Bo.” Eyes closed, muscles straining for release. And it wasn’t enough.


  “Look at me, Trav.”


  In the split second when he thought Travis would refuse, Bo knew how lost he was. He felt the universe start to disintegrate from that small thing.


  Then Travis turned his head and looked straight into Bo’s eyes, his soul just as bare and open as Bo’s. Time stopped. Travis revealed everything in that look, the fear, the insecurity, and driving it all . . .


  “Bo.” Pain and ecstasy in one word. It pushed them over the edge, and Bo went willingly. Travis seized beneath him, his face contorting in unrestrained lust. As all their barriers collapsed, his own orgasm roared through him. He lost all sense of self, of sound, of his surroundings. This time he wasn’t blind, but his vision tunneled down to one thing. He held Travis’s gaze locked with his in that endless moment between ecstasy and oblivion.


  Then everything rushed back and he collapsed against Travis on the bed.


  ****


  Travis wasn’t sure of the time when he woke up after the second round of lovemaking. Sunlight streamed through the window, so technically their night together must be over. He wanted to look at his watch, but Bo was awake, and he wasn’t sure he could pull off a peek without being noticed. Instead, he allowed himself to lie against Bo’s chest, listening to the strong beat of his heart and enjoying the feel of Bo’s fingers threading through his hair.


  He wanted to prolong the moment. He wanted to lie in his lover’s arms and bask in the afterglow for just a little while. Instead, all the questions were already crowding in. So far, Bo didn’t seem in any hurry to kick him out, but real life would have to intrude all too soon. Today was Saturday. Monday, they would face each other in the office and on the jobsite again. And how the hell was he going to pull that off?


  He had known instinctively Bo would be an intense lover. Passionate. Demanding. He just hadn’t known exactly how much he would demand. Stan had broken his heart, but Bo . . . Travis couldn’t remember anyone ever holding his gaze through an orgasm. It was the most intimate thing he had ever experienced and the instant he had known he was lost. No more kidding himself he just had an intense crush on someone who wasn’t available. If he had kept any part of his heart guarded, Bo had demanded it in that moment.


  He was so fucked.


  He traced a finger along the line of hair under Bo’s navel and tried to distract his mind with its slightly rough texture against warm skin. Which was worse, to have just this one night or to endure the slow, twisting knife of secret rendezvous and stolen moments?


  And did it matter what he wanted? What did Bo want? Maybe he had no choice at all. Any minute Bo might roll out of bed, send him on his way, and that would be that.


  Except this situation wasn’t that simple, was it? Travis closed his eyes and tried to breathe through the panic. He might not be the only one fucked. He’d come to El Paso in the first place because Ecotecture needed not just this contract, but this business relationship.


  “Trav? You awake?”


  “Yeah.”


  What else could he say? He waited to see what Bo’s next move would be.


  “Good, I’m starving. Let’s get breakfast.”


  His mood picked up a little. Not an immediate brush-off, at least. He knew it was a cop-out, but he shoved his misgivings aside in favor of anticipating a few more hours with Bo.


  “I could eat. What are you in the mood for?”


  “Steak and eggs, maybe some biscuits and gravy. About a quart of coffee.”


  “You’ve got to be kidding.” Travis flopped over on his back so he could see Bo’s face, which looked completely serious. “You had half a cow less than twelve hours ago.”


  “That was last night. I worked up an appetite. What do you eat for breakfast?”


  “Well, I’m not eating steak. What about the restaurant downstairs? Ree says they have a great brunch.”


  “Tiny steak, omelet bar takes forever, place is always crowded, and everyone drinks little glasses of champagne watered down with orange juice.”


  Bo didn’t sound encouraging. Did he really not like brunch? Or did he just not want to go with Travis?


  “A mimosa might be nice.” Travis tried to keep the hurt out of his voice.


  “Well hell, let’s get some brought up if that’s what you want. Matter of fact, I bet we can get a whole damn brunch brought up.”


  Bo snagged the phone off the nightstand and proceeded to order what sounded like every form of protein known to man. He ended the order with a carafe of coffee, pitcher of orange juice, and a bottle of champagne.


  “There.” He sounded satisfied. “That’s most of the good stuff.”


  Travis decided he should be thankful he had requested the mimosa. Without it, there wouldn’t be a single bit of plant matter on the order.


  “Why couldn’t we just go downstairs?”


  He cursed himself the minute the words were out. He should let this go and enjoy the rest of the morning.


  Bo didn’t look bothered by the question, though. He shot Travis a wicked grin. “Same food, and this way we don’t have to get dressed.”


  It was probably an excuse and shouldn’t have cheered him up, but the idea of breakfast in bed with Bo finally turned the trick as far as distractions went. Bo sealed the deal by rolling over so he was half on top of Travis, elbows on either side of his. Travis stared up at him, trapped. The posture could have been intimidating, but he felt anything but intimidated with Bo pinning him to the bed.


  He thought Bo would kiss him, but those dark eyes just stared down at him intently.


  “I’m pitching a new project the first of next month—big one. You’ll want to be in on it.”


  The words were so far from what he was expecting that they didn’t make any sense at first.


  “You’re talking about a job?”


  “That acreage I showed you on the map the other day. Biggest project we’ve ever done in this area. Massive contract.”


  Bo was still giving him that intense look, like the words meant something else. But with Bo’s warm flesh pressed against his and their combined scents fogging his brain, he wasn’t firing on all cylinders.


  “Sure.” He stalled trying to gather his thoughts. “I’ll be back in Austin by then, but I’m sure we’ll want to bid.”


  “No.” Bo shook his head. “If you’re in, you’re in. I want you here to oversee it personally. I mean, that many houses, you want them all to have the solar, right? You know, for the environment? I can’t sell that shit like you can.”


  “Bo—”


  But then Bo did kiss him. Long, drugging kisses that drove work right out of his mind and made him really happy they weren’t putting on clothes to go down to the buffet.


  Crap. Breakfast.


  “Bo.” He squirmed away from Bo’s insistent lips. “We can’t start this, you ordered room service.”


  For a minute, he thought Bo would ignore him. For a minute, he didn’t care. Room service could come back in, say, an hour or two. By then, meat with a side of meat might even be an appealing breakfast.


  Apparently Bo was a lot hungrier, though. “Hold that thought,” he rumbled as he rolled away. “We’re taking up right here after breakfast. We’re both going to need plenty of energy.”


  Bo disappeared into the bathroom, and a minute later Travis heard the sound of the shower. He stared up at the ceiling, bemused and horny. What the fuck, Bo?


  Without Bo to distract him, his mind started replaying their earlier conversation, and the meaning suddenly clicked. Bo wanted them to see more of each other. He turned the idea over in his head, looking for flaws. He didn’t want to make assumptions based on his own needs, but the logic seemed sound.


  It didn’t mean Bo was coming out, he told himself. It didn’t mean anything. He still had to decide if he was willing to take whatever Bo was willing to give.


  But lying there in sheets still warm from Bo’s body, Travis couldn’t work up the energy to worry about where this relationship was going. Bo wanted him. Not just today, but enough to try and get him to stay for another month. Time enough tomorrow for his heart to break. Today he would make memories with Bo.


  The soft buzzing noise took several seconds to penetrate his thoughts. He hunted around until he found his cell phone on the floor by the bed.


  How was your date?


  The message was from Ree.


  Travis looked at the words for a long time before finally texting back. Not what I expected.


  RU OK????


  Fine.


  Shit. He so wasn’t ready to discuss Bo with Ree.


  RU sure?


  Yes. At least in all the ways he could discuss with Ree over a text.


  Hot?


  Travis hesitated again, then shrugged and typed, Smoking. What the heck. Most likely Ree would never know who they were discussing. And if he was wrong about that . . . well, at that point she would probably figure out on her own that he thought Bo was hot.


  Details! flashed on the screen.


  No. Way. Butt out Ree.


  He could almost see her pouting in the pause that followed.


  Fine. Then, How’s the ROOM? Can I ask that?


  Top floor suite. View. Fireplace. Jacuzzi tub. Happy?


  OMG. He booked the sunset suite? Lucky you. Hot & Loaded. :-)


  I don’t need a Sugar Daddy.


  Bonus points 4 u both. When can I meet him?


  Hello? It’s 1 date.


  Meet me for brunch. You can bring him along.


  Travis thought about the mountain of food they had already ordered and answered truthfully. Too late.


  Bet he asks u out again. Or u could invite him to happy hour with us next week.


  Conversation ender. Travis hadn’t figured out how to discuss their future with Bo. No way he was discussing it with Ree first.


  Talk at work. Got 2 go.


  He tossed the phone back onto the nightstand, where it vibrated demandingly a few more times before finally going quiet.


  At least that bought him some time. By Monday morning he would have to figure out what to tell her. He ran over the possibilities in his mind, appalled at how quickly his brain spit out multiple ways to skirt the truth. He had gotten plenty of practice at that with Stan. He would have to start by lying to himself, pretending it didn’t matter what he told Ree. Pretending a lie of omission this big wasn’t really a lie at all.


  Shit. He really liked Ree. Lying to her was not cool. Outing Bo before he was ready? Not an option. He’d feel like shit either way. This was why he had rules about closeted men. He should have walked away last night.


  Except he knew he would have always regretted not spending this night with Bo.


  A knock at the door ended his recriminations.


  Room service. Bo’s mountain of meat. And maybe things would seem a little better on the other side of a mimosa.


  He snagged a pair of jeans and a shirt out of his bag and pulled them on. He was still trying to finger-comb his hair into a less bedhead look when he opened the door and . . .


  “Shit!”


  He tried to insert himself into the space between the door and the jamb, but it was too late. Ree sailed past him into the room.


  “Ree? What the hell?”


  She turned to look at him. “I was downstairs at brunch. Are you sure you’re okay?”


  “Of course I’m okay. Why wouldn’t I be?”


  “You sounded funny.”


  How did a person sound funny via text?


  Ree looked around the room with approval. “I love this suite. They’ve updated it since the last time I was here.” She turned toward the bathroom and the unmistakable sound of the shower. “I thought you said he left?” She frowned. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


  “I’m fine. Now, leave.”


  “Geez, Travis. You could introduce me to him. I set you two up after all.”


  “And that gives you the right to just show up? Really, Ree?”


  “Why not? I want to meet him.”


  Travis just stared at her until the sudden silence in the bathroom spurred him into action. He grabbed her arm and started for the door.


  “Okay, okay.” Ree shrugged him off. “I get it. I’m leaving.”


  Not fast enough.


  “Trav, was that room service?”


  Ree stopped dead at the sound of the voice from the bathroom.


  “Travis, that sounded like—”


  Not happening.


  “So, I’ll call you later,” Travis interrupted. He exerted a little more effort and got her moving again. Stay in the bathroom. Stay in the bathroom. The chant was so loud in his head, surely Bo could hear it. If he could just get Ree out of the room before Bo came out of the bathroom . . .


  He reached for the doorknob. Okay. Two more steps and problem solved.


  “Trav?”


  He lost his grip on Ree as she spun toward Bo’s voice, toward the sound of the bathroom door opening.


  Travis’s own movements were in slow motion. He turned to follow Ree, knowing he was already too late.


  “Trav, I asked if that was . . .” Bo’s voice trailed off as he stepped out of the bathroom with, thank God, a towel wrapped around his waist.


  “Bo?” Not Ree the savvy businesswoman. Not Ree the steamroller. A little girl’s voice filled with hurt and confusion.


  He watched Bo flinch at the sound of that voice. Travis closed his eyes, waiting for the other shoe to drop.


  The silence in the room had weight and texture. It was glass, cold and smooth and hard. It froze them all in place, tightened a band around Travis’s chest, filled his lungs, pushed out all the air.


  Travis forced his eyes open, and the silence shattered into a million shards of pain.


  Ree launched herself across the room at Bo with such ferocity that Travis expected the movement to end in violence. She stopped inches from Bo’s chest. But she didn’t strike, at least not with fists. She launched into a stream of Spanish too fast for Travis to have a hope of following, arms flying.


  Underneath his tan, Bo was as white as Travis had ever seen him, his eyes dark with shock. He stood still, one hand clutching the towel, and let Ree rant. Of all the reactions Bo might have had, nothing could have ripped Travis apart more. In-charge Bo, who never lost control of any conversation or any situation, who would go head-to-head with anyone: Bo had nothing to say.


  At least not until Ree turned back to Travis.


  “How could you? I thought we were friends, but you sleep with my brother behind my back? You’re nothing but a lying—”


  “Cuidado, Maria.” Bo’s voice cut through her tirade. “Don’t say something you can’t take back.”


  Ree backed toward the door, eyes darting back and forth from Travis to Bo.


  “I don’t even know who you are. Either of you.”


  “Maria, we’re the same people we were five minutes ago. Nothing has changed.” Bo took a step toward her, but stopped when she backed away. “Ree, please. Calm down and let’s talk about this.”


  He should say something, Travis thought. He was the one with the talent for finding common ground. Not Ree or Bo, who didn’t react well when things didn’t go the way they expected. But Stan was leaving him again, walking out the door, getting in his car, driving away. And Bo had never really been his at all.


  Ree was at the door, and he waited for it all to end.


  “Do Mama and Papa know?”


  “Maria.” The closest Bo would come to a plea.


  Travis would have broken then, but Ree was as strong and stubborn as her brother. She let the question hang between them until Bo gave the barest shake of his head.


  Travis thought there were tears in her eyes, but they didn’t fall. Too much like Bo, he thought. She would never admit to tears, or hurt, or being wrong.


  When she turned to him, he didn’t try to defend himself. Whatever she said, he deserved.


  “I’m sorry, Travis. You were right. I shouldn’t have come here. It’s not appropriate.” Her voice hitched on the final word, but her head was still high.


  “I’m—” She broke off. “I can’t—I’m sorry. You’re right, Bo. We should talk. But not now. Not while you are—not here.”


  She didn’t slam the door, just walked out and pulled it closed behind her. Travis listened to the clicking of her heels growing fainter and fainter down the hallway. He realized he was still staring stupidly at the closed door.


  He had opened the door for room service. And now . . .


  Bo had never acknowledged this part of himself out of a deep-seated fear of losing his family. If there was one person in that family Travis would have expected to take this news in stride, he would have bet on Ree.


  He turned back to Bo, dreading what he would see on his face. Bo would hate him for this. After all, they had only had one night. Stan had been his partner for years, and he had left the day after his family found out they were lovers. Bo had no skin in this game, no reason to do anything but blame Travis.


  He forced himself to meet Bo’s gaze.


  As he had expected, Bo’s mouth was in a tight line, his eyes bright and glittering. Where he had been pale before, he was flushed with emotion now, standing tense and rigid in the middle of the room. Travis waited for the anger to spill over, for Bo to send him away and end this thing between them before it had even started. He was dying, watching his life pass before his eyes. But instead of his real life, it was the life he could have had with Bo. The life he wanted and wouldn’t ever have.


  “Are you all right?”


  Soft words that didn’t make sense.


  “Trav? I’m sorry about Maria. Are you okay?”


  His principles crumbled. He didn’t care what people knew, or didn’t know, about them. Bo was all that mattered, and Bo needed his family.


  “I’ll go after her. I’ll explain. I’ll make something up. I’ll . . .” He couldn’t imagine what he was going to tell Ree, but surely he could think of some explanation. Something that would make everything right between Bo and his sister.


  His hand was on the doorknob again when Bo caught him.


  “Travis.” A breath of air across his ear, then Bo’s hands were on him, turning him around to meet the question in Bo’s eyes. “Why? Why would you do that?”


  “You weren’t ready to tell them. What if she goes to your parents? If I can catch her—”


  “No.”


  Travis stared at Bo, afraid to believe what he had just heard. Afraid to make any assumptions about what Bo meant.


  “Why?” It was his turn to ask.


  Bo shrugged, his gaze intent on Travis. “I doubt she will. She had a shock, and she’s like me. We sometimes overreact. She’ll calm down once she has a chance to think things over.”


  “What if you’re wrong?”


  “They will know eventually. I would rather tell them in my own way, but at least it will be done. I’m not walking away from this, Travis. If they can’t accept you, they can’t accept me.”


  Travis looked down at the floor, processing, afraid to believe what he thought Bo was saying.


  “Your father?”


  Bo’s hand under his chin gently forced his head back up to meet Bo’s gaze.


  “If he can’t accept us, he can’t accept me.”


  Travis’s heart was beating so fast he was afraid he might pass out, or hyperventilate, or . . . fuck, do something really manly like burst into tears. He had to make sure.


  “So this is about coming out to your family, about them accepting you?”


  Bo scowled at him.


  “No, dumbass. This is about us. About having a reason to come out to my family.”


  “Dumbass?” The hope blossomed into something else. Something bigger, wilder, and less containable. “Real romantic, Bo.”


  Bo mumbled something under his breath. It might have been “fuck romantic,” but it got lost when Travis closed the final few inches between them and fused his lips to Bo’s. Bo’s arms came around him, and suddenly, staying in El Paso a little longer didn’t sound so bad.


   


   


  


  
Chapter Four


  Two months later.


  Travis lived in a part of Austin called Travis Heights, which Bo had given him no end of grief about. Well, Bo guessed they both lived there now. The neighborhood, considered historic, was close enough to downtown to be pricey, and it pretty much suited Travis to a T. An eclectic mix of small 1920s-era homes coexisted democratically alongside larger mansions and even a few condos in cheerful disregard for uniformity. Every now and then, a more recent cookie-cutter monstrosity appeared, bulging at the seams of its lot. McMansions, Travis called them, with obvious disapproval. And thank God they had managed to get an ordinance passed or the area would be completely soulless by now.


  Bo had almost choked on his coffee when he found out how much the “cute little bungalow” next door had sold for. He kinda figured a person might like a little square footage for that price, but he was smart enough not to say such a thing to Travis.


  The whole place was a confusing mishmash of streets that had apparently been specifically planned to discourage thru traffic, and despite the late-model cars in the driveways, everyone seemed to bike or jog everywhere instead of drive.


  Bo gave his own F-150 a loving stroke as he coasted past it in the driveway. He might as well sell the damn thing, as much use as it was getting. He had offered to pick up extra beer while he was out, but Travis had seen right through that.


  “You’d have to take one of the trucks. We’ve got plenty.”


  This was Travis’s way of saying, “This errand does not require destroying the planet with petroleum products and greenhouse emissions. Ride the bike I got you.”


  And that was why Bo had a jar of cumin crammed in his pocket as he tooled around scenic Travis Heights on his damned bike. At the top of the driveway he slid off the bike, hefted it under his arm in one smooth motion, then bounded up the stairs.


  At least he had gotten to pick it out. Bo wheeled his new toy into the front hall and parked it next to Travis’s delicate racing model. The rugged mountain bike cost more than his Rolex. No leaving it outside. Travis had wanted them to have matching bikes. Bo hadn’t wanted a bike at all. Travis threatened to compromise with a Vespa, his treat. Bo shopped for a bike.


  All in all, the cohabitation hadn’t been so hard to work out. A month of eight-hour commutes between El Paso and Austin while they cautiously broke in their new relationship status had got old fast. Bo was West Texas born and bred, but he finally realized Travis was never going to be happy there. So he announced Vargas needed a permanent representative in the capital and packed his bags. Travis hadn’t exactly invited him to move in, but that was okay, because Bo hadn’t exactly asked permission. No sense asking questions when there was only one possible answer. He’d been here a month, and Travis hadn’t kicked him out. Bo considered the issue settled.


  He dug the cumin out of his pocket and headed for the kitchen, where Travis was stirring the contents of a big pot on the stove and jamming out to some alternative band Bo should probably know the name of by now. Bo grinned to himself. Yeah, riding a bike a few blocks to the store was a small price to pay, because that there was his man, no two ways about it.


  He set the cumin on the counter and managed to slide in behind Travis mid-wiggle. Travis squeaked and almost dropped the spoon as Bo pulled their bodies together.


  “Don’t stop shaking your ass on my account.” Bo gave a little ass wiggle of his own. Forward motion. Maybe more of a thrust if you really wanted to argue the semantics.


  Travis melted back against him, letting Bo tighten his arms more firmly around him. Bo propped his chin on Travis’s shoulder and hugged him close, enjoying the feel of warm man while he scoped out the pot.


  “Chili?” Dios. He hadn’t had chili in . . . well, since he had been in Austin, anyway. Travis was an excellent cook, but beef was a rare treat in any form. Bo’s mouth watered a little.


  “Smells good. Let me taste.”


  “It’s not ready. I need the cumin, remember?”


  “Just a bite.”


  “Then it has to simmer.”


  “I love it so much when you cook my meat.”


  Travis snorted and gave his ass another suggestive little wiggle. “Cute, but this isn’t meat.”


  “Chicken?” A guy could hope.


  “Chicken is still meat, Bo. This is vegetarian.” Travis set the spoon down and turned in Bo’s arms so they were facing each other. “Don’t pout. I promise you won’t miss the meat.”


  Bo reached around and turned the fire off with a flick of his wrist. “Damn right I won’t,” he growled. In a swift move he tossed Travis over his shoulder. “One way or another, I’m getting some meat.”


  “Put me down.” But Travis was laughing as he said it.


  Bo headed for the bedroom, tossed Travis on the bed, and followed him down so Travis was trapped underneath.


  Travis pushed at him in token protest. “Very macho, Bo, but I need to finish the chili.”


  “It’ll keep. No one will be here for hours yet. I’m hungry now.” He moved closer, rubbing their cheeks together and nipping at Travis’s jaw. “You smell like chili.”


  He tasted of chili, too. Bo took his time, savoring the pepper and spice mingled with the indescribable pleasure of Travis’s mouth. His. And in a few hours they would celebrate a more official union, the merger of Ecotecture with Vargas Development. Most of Ecotecture’s tiny office staff would be here, eating vegetarian chili and drinking beer.


  Travis had also invited clients, neighbors, subcontractors, and other acquaintances based on some criteria that seemed incomprehensibly random to Bo. He hadn’t quite figured out if it was even an official company event. Vargas threw an annual shindig out at the family ranch with a guest count in the hundreds, but that was definitely business. This was a messy, Austiny thing.


  Regardless, it would be a proper party and the first event he and Travis had hosted together in their home. Most of the people important to Travis would be here.


  Bo pulled back. “Do they know?”


  “Does who know what?” Travis stared up at him, pupils dilated and mouth swollen from Bo’s kisses.


  “Do people know about us?”


  Travis hesitated, his gaze going somewhere over Bo’s shoulder. “I haven’t really spelled it out for anyone, but the staff know you’re crashing here. Yeah, most of them probably get the picture.”


  “Good.” Bo said, satisfied. “You’re off the market.”


  His lover’s gaze flew back to meet his. “I’m not a corner lot.” Travis sounded indignant. He opened his mouth to say something else, but Bo didn’t want to dick around with any more conversation when they could be doing better things.


  He employed the only effective method he had found for shutting Travis up—putting that talented mouth to a better use under his own. By the time he raised his head, he had at least redirected his man’s thoughts.


  After that, the sounds coming out of Travis’s mouth were a lot more satisfactory. Mostly there were a lot of very bossy instructions that Bo didn’t mind following, and then a succession of unintelligible noises that were even better and culminated in a very nice silence broken only by heavy breathing.


  When Bo could move and talk again, he rolled over onto his side so he could see Travis. “This is a big deal, the merger.”


  Travis, who seemed to have finally gotten all the bossy out, tensed next to him. “Yes.”


  Agreement, but it didn’t sound like the confirmation Bo wanted. The deal would irrevocably link their futures. He wanted Travis to acknowledge the commitment was more than business, but he wasn’t sure how to ask.


  Travis rolled over and sat up on the side of the bed, searching around for clothes. He didn’t look at Bo. “I don’t suppose any of the El Paso staff will be here?”


  The family, Travis meant. No one else was going to hop a plane or spend all day driving across the state for vegetarian chili with the new associates in Austin. They would figure Bo was already here to represent.


  Hell, yeah, Bo wanted to say. Of course they’re coming. They wouldn’t miss it. He wanted those words to be true. They would be true by now if he had done his job.


  He stared helplessly at the set of his lover’s shoulders and told himself for the hundredth time he would fix this. He just needed a little more time.


  “Maria will be here,” he offered. “There was some issue with her flight. She’ll be later than expected, but she’ll be here.” Ree had come around, complete with an embarrassed apology. He knew he didn’t get any points there, though. It wasn’t the same as if he had told her.


  He hoped it would be enough, but Travis turned to face him, expression serious. “Are you sure this is a good idea? Maybe the lawyers rescheduling the final paperwork for next week is a sign. Jack won’t be happy, but maybe we should put things on hold. When we started talking about this, I thought . . .” He trailed off.


  Yeah, Bo knew what Trav had thought. He had thought they would all be one big happy family by now. Bo was the one who hadn’t delivered on his end of the deal.


  “No.” He combated the tendrils of panic snaking through his gut the way he always did, by going on the offensive. “This is business, Trav, and it’s the best thing for Ecotecture and Vargas both. Maybe we still have to cross a few Ts and dot a few Is, but this deal is done. Once my father shook on it, you could tell him he made a deal with the devil and he wouldn’t back out.”


  He cringed as soon as the words left his mouth. “Mierda. I didn’t mean it like that.” Except he didn’t know how to say the things he did mean.


  I love you, he wanted to say. I know what you’re really asking, and I’ll never deny you. But words were cheap. At the end of the day, results were all that mattered.


  Travis didn’t look convinced. Any second now, he would ask Bo when he planned to tell his parents they were together. Or maybe he wouldn’t. Maybe Travis had given up on him already. Maybe Travis just assumed Bo had never intended to go through with it.


  The thought rankled. More than rankled, because he could understand all the reasons his partner might have for believing shit like that. A dozen arguments came to mind, but they all got stuck behind one fact. He was the reason Trav was unhappy.


  ****


  Travis finished fastening his shorts and looked around for his shirt. He needed clothes. Which was stupid. He was home in his own bedroom, but right now he felt as naked as if he were streaking down Sixth Street on a Saturday night.


  Insecurity. But knowing the reason he felt exposed didn’t stop him from shrugging into his shirt and buttoning it right up to the collar.


  They had been together for two months, and Bo still hadn’t told his parents about their relationship. Yes, there were some valid reasons. To start with, getting everyone in the same room had gotten more complicated than expected. First, Bo’s father had been in the Panhandle on some business that kept getting extended. Then his mother was in Mazatlán visiting her cousin. By the time both Vargases were back in El Paso, Travis was in Austin, and Bo was traveling back and forth almost constantly. There never seemed to be a good time for a family meeting.


  Still, Bo was the head-on type. It wasn’t like him to put off important things just because they were hard. So if he kept putting this off, it must mean . . . Travis didn’t know what.


  Except he did. Stan had taught him exactly what it meant. He just didn’t want to believe it was happening again.


  He sat on the side of the bed and reached for his shoes. More clothes.


  “Hey.” Bo, still completely naked, strode past him on the way to the closet. “I almost forgot. I got you something.”


  Bo bent over and rooted around in the back of the closet. The sight of Bo’s naked backside was enough to derail Travis’s compulsive dressing mid-reach. Would he ever be able to stop staring at a naked Bo?


  Bo straightened up and handed him a massive gift-wrapped box complete with a flashy, jumbo, silver bow on top. How the hell had that been hidden in their tiny closet?


  “What’s this in honor of?”


  “Well, you bought me the bike,” Bo said. “Figured I ought to get you something in return.”


  Bo hadn’t wanted the bike, which made Travis suddenly doubtful about what might be in the box. He gave it a cautious shake. Something heavy shifted inside.


  “Go on,” Bo said. “Open it.”


  Travis slid one finger under the seam of the wrapping.


  “Aw c’mon. Just rip it off. I made them use recycled paper, and I know you’re gonna recycle it again.”


  “It’s a big box. We can use it again before we recycle it.” His curiosity was killing him. Travis ripped the paper off.


  Lucchese, the box said.


  “You didn’t.” But he knew Bo had.


  Travis lifted the lid and inhaled leather, which, yes, instantly got him hard again. He stuck a finger inside the box and cautiously touched one sole. What had possessed Bo to buy him cowboy boots?


  He looked up to find Bo watching him expectantly.


  “Ummm.”


  “These are off the rack. We can get you some custom ones later. How the hell do you live in Texas and not have boots?”


  Because he didn’t wear boots. Or at least not like these. He had a good pair of hiking boots and a pair of steel-toes he’d bought back when he was on construction sites more. Nothing like these.


  He ran his finger along the stitching. Off the rack. Maybe, but he bet they were a long way from the clearance aisle.


  “Put them on. Let’s see how they look,” Bo said.


  He looked so pleased with his purchase. Their conversation from earlier came back. Do they know? He hadn’t hidden their relationship, not here. But he had thought Bo might be bothered people would know they were together. Bo’s smug response to his answer had surprised him.


  Bo wasn’t Stan. And he had already come so far in such a short time. He should be allowed the space to talk to his parents when he was ready, rather than having Travis force some arbitrary timetable on him. It wasn’t fair to punish Bo for Stan’s sins.


  Travis put the boots on.


  “They pinch.”


  “Stand up.” Bo bent down and pressed at the leather, judging the fit. “They’re leather. They’ll break in. After you wear them for a while, they’ll fit like a glove.”


  His tone was confident, but when he tilted his head up, his dark gaze was uncertain. “Do you like them?”


  “They’re beautiful.” What else could he say?


  Bo grinned and stood up to slap him on the ass. “You look like a real Texan now.”


  “Ow. I was already a real Texan.” Travis took a few tentative steps around the room. The boots had a little heel that made him feel like his butt was sticking out. “Why boots?”


  “So I can take you dancing.”


  “I’ve been dancing plenty of times. I never needed special footwear.”


  “Regular dancing. None of that shaking around you do. Not,” Bo hastened to add, “that you aren’t real cute doing it. But I want to go where they have normal music.”


  Normal music? What was . . . oh. “Country? You want to go country dancing?”


  Was that wise? He knew it was prejudiced, but Travis equated “country” with gay unfriendly. Great. He had worried Bo was dragging his feet about coming out. Bo wanted them to go dancing together at a country bar.


  “I don’t know what bars would be good, or . . .” He trailed off, not sure how to tell Bo that he wasn’t sure where to go where they would be safe. Bo seemed to think Austin was one big gay-friendly oasis. While that might be true compared to West Texas, there were still places Travis wouldn’t pick to hang out. Country bars pretty much topped the list.


  “There’s a bar right downtown.” Bo said. “Mostly guys. Country and Western. I looked it up on the Internet. I want to go out, Travis, and not to another wine bar or to hear some hipster play in the back room of a coffee shop where you can’t dance at all.”


  “Okay.” Travis gave in. “But you’ll have to teach me. I don’t know the two-step, or whatever it is they do in places like that.”


  “Are you sure you lived in Texas your whole life?”


  “Born and raised in the only civilized part of the state.”


  “Don’t worry.” Bo hummed a little under his breath, embraced an imaginary partner, and took a few turns around the room. “I’m a great dancer, mi tesoro.”


  Oh, God, it should be hilarious—Bo, stark naked, twirling around their bedroom. And it shouldn’t work, in the limited space. But Bo was so graceful, knees slightly bent, muscles rippling, eyes half closed as he moved to the music in his head. Travis stood stock still, afraid to break the spell. Bo made a final turn that brought their bodies together, and suddenly it wasn’t an imaginary partner in his arms, it was Travis.


  Bo’s arms were strong, and all the clothes in the world didn’t stop the warmth of his flesh from burning against Travis’s skin.


  “I’ll teach you to dance, Trav.” Bo’s pelvis pressed against his, hips still moving. “We can still go to the wine bars and gastropubs, but every other week is dancing.”


  Bo’s lips were as bold and graceful as his movements, and their tongues danced together just fine. When he stepped away, Travis swayed.


  “I love you.” The words weren’t planned. They came from a place so deep it hurt to say them.


  Bo went completely still, gaze intent.


  Too much. Travis thought. Too soon.


  “I love you, too.” Bo reached up and unfastened the top two buttons of Travis’s shirt. “Next week we’ll get you a proper hat. Let’s go make some chili.”


   


   


  


  
Chapter Five


  Bo sipped his beer and checked the coals. There was no accounting for Travis.


  The grill was his, brought from El Paso because a man had to have a grill, and he’d been pretty sure Travis didn’t. He had turned a deaf ear to all the lectures on carbon emissions, too. There were no carbon emissions from a grill sitting covered on the side of the deck, which was exactly what it had done since the move.


  Until tonight, when Trav had taken it into his head to grill corn. Grilled corn seemed like a damned silly side for vegetarian chili, but what did Bo know?


  He propped himself against the rail of the deck and took a deep, mesquite-scented breath. If he pretended steak was going on the grill instead of corn, and shut out any thoughts but the here and now, everything was damn near perfect.


  The party was in full swing Austin-style. Solar-powered paper lanterns hung over the deck and in the trees, everyone drank local microbrews instead of national brands or imported beer, and two different flavors of vegetarians had almost come to blows over the definition of “vegan.” A few suits from the bank tried to look relaxed and casual in their Dockers while they mingled with the hipsters and the environmentalists. Out in the yard, a few guys from one of the construction crews cast eager looks at the grill. Bo tried not to meet their eyes so he wouldn’t be a party to their doomed hope. Sorry, amigos, not even a hamburger tonight.


  Travis had been all over the new studies showing a vegan diet was the most sustainable option for the planet. Meatless Mondays had lasted right through Thursday lately. Come to think of it, today was Saturday, and they hadn’t had any meat at all so far this week. Bo frowned. Now that was going a little too far.


  He was trying to decide whether he needed to take some kind of stand on the matter or just keep supplementing with clandestine beef on the way back from jobsites when Travis came out onto the deck. He was wearing his new boots, still with the shorts, and somehow making that look work. Bo let the sight distract him from the meat problem as Travis made his way around the deck, stopping to mingle with all the little clumps of people. Yessir, Travis made shorts and boots work just fine.


  When Travis finally made it on over to Bo and the grill, the first words out of his mouth were, “Do these boots make my butt stick out?”


  “Yep.” Bo grinned at him.


  Travis just rolled his eyes. “How are the coals? Are we ready to cook?”


  Bo lifted the lid and made a show of evaluating the situation, even though he already knew the answer. A guy had to impress where he could. “Ready when you are. I think we can manage to warm up some corn.”


  “Right.” Travis raised his voice and shouted back toward the house, “Jack! Bo says the grill is ready. Bring it on out.”


  And there was his other new business partner, coming across the deck with a massive, covered pan. How much corn did Travis think they were going to eat?


  He turned to Travis, ready to make some wisecrack, but Travis had jumped up on a chair next to him. Travis waved his arms and made a commotion until he had everyone’s attention.


  Bo stared up at him, at a loss. What was the big deal about putting corn on the grill?


  “Everyone,” Travis began, “as you know, we are celebrating a new partnership tonight that will help take Ecotecture into the future and bring us new opportunities to expand green development across the state.”


  There was a smattering of applause, and Bo thought that would be that, but Travis launched into what was obviously a well-prepared speech about what a great state Texas was, and how so many cultures and ideologies were able to mingle here, and how proud he was to be part of this diverse heritage. Bo’s eyes started to glaze over at all that, but the crowd seemed to be eating it up. He propped himself back against the deck rail and let his boy do his thing. He had a nice view of Travis’s backside from this angle which was, yes, sticking out nicely on account of the boots. Way more interesting than whatever feel-good speech Travis was giving their guests.


  He almost missed the end of the speech; would have missed it, actually, except Travis turned to him at the end, thereby forcing his gaze up to his boyfriend’s face.


  “So tonight,” Travis said, “I’d like to welcome Vargas Development with a meal that embodies the essence of our partnership, the strong foundation and tradition of excellence that Vargas has built across the state, and Ecotecture’s equally strong commitment to ideas that will help us grow into the future while preserving our planet and our great state. To that end, I hope you are all enjoying our vegan chili.”


  The vegetarians in the crowd sounded off with a whoop. Travis raised his beer to them in a little salute. “And to prove to our new partners that, yes, Austin is still proud to be part of the state of Texas . . .” Travis paused dramatically and turned toward Jack.


  Bo tried wrap his head around what corn had to do with Texas. Jack grinned at him and whipped the cover off the pan.


  Bo went dizzy with lust.


  “We’re grilling hormone-free, grass-fed, organic beef locally raised right here in Texas using sustainable farming techniques,” Travis finished.


  ****


  “You got steak for me.” The look on Bo’s face was priceless.


  Okay, cow farts were a major environmental issue, but sometimes you had to change hearts and minds a little bit at a time. Travis was pretty sure he was never going to achieve a vegan household as long as he lived with Bo.


  “I promised you wouldn’t miss the meat in the chili.” Travis grinned down at Bo before he jumped off the chair.


  His boots never hit the ground. He found himself caught in strong arms and holy God, Bo’s lips were heading for his, right here in front of everyone. This is really happening. For that split second, his life was the perfect high.


  Then Bo swung him slightly around. Over Bo’s shoulder, Travis caught sight of the new arrivals stepping out onto the deck.


  And everything went down.


  Travis came out of his happy haze of make believe and back into the real world. He stumbled, pulling Bo with him until he could turn out of the embrace. Travis ignored the flash of concern, then anger, on Bo’s face as he broke free.


  “New partners, everyone. They keep you from falling on your ass.” Everyone laughed but Bo.


  Travis ignored him, ignored the haze settling around him that seemed to dim the lanterns and mute the laughter, ignored his heart sinking down, down, through the planks of the deck and into the earth below. He ignored all of it because he knew his role, knew how to play this if he just didn’t think.


  Turn. Smile.


  “Bo, look who’s here.”


  When he saw his parents and Ree, Bo’s face lit up. He tried to drag Travis along with him as he went to greet them, but Travis shook his head and hung back. “You go on. I’ll be there after I get these steaks on.”


  Eventually he couldn’t put it off any longer and he was there. Or rather, his body stood next to Bo’s. Travis’s mind felt two steps over and back, watching the whole thing go down. He watched himself smile and greet Bo’s parents. He watched himself shake Alfonso’s hand and turn to greet Francisca. Air kisses, he thought, both cheeks.


  Air kisses. Except it wasn’t polite air kisses he exchanged with Bo’s mother. Air kisses didn’t brand each cheek, snapping him back into his body. Warm hands cupped the sides of his face as Francisca’s gaze met his.


  “We are happy for this partnership, Travis. Welcome to our family.”


  Her words ripped into him. He opened his mouth, but all his words would be lies and evasions, not worthy of Francisca.


  While he still searched for a reply he could live with, she stepped back and turned to greet other members of their staff.


  Welcome to our family.


  He couldn’t do this.


  But he did.


  He had fallen out of practice. It hurt to force his face into a smile. His whole body ached with the tension. He moved away from Bo and his parents, afraid he would give himself away.


  He avoided Bo’s eyes across the deck. Avoided Bo, the few times he broke away from his parents and headed toward Travis. He stuck close to Jack, to the staff from the office, the guys from the crew, the clients, but he couldn’t stop his gaze from seeking the little family knot across the crowd. At first, Bo smiled when their eyes accidentally met, and his brow would cock, saying, Come join us. Later, whenever Travis looked his way, Bo’s smile flatlined. Finally, he seemed to avoid eye contact as carefully as Travis did.


  This was how time moved in hell, slow motion, so you could savor every painful moment and wonder how you got here. Never again, he had told himself.


  I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.


  Smile, be a good host, say the right thing. Eventually, time passed, even in hell. People came, ate, chatted, left. Then there were just the final good-byes.


  “You don’t want to cook after a party. Let us take you to brunch in the morning.”


  Travis just stared at Francisca. Some of his horror must have shown on his face, because Bo took over, urging his family out the door and walking them to their car.


  Travis stood in the living room, and the day rolled over him. Bo had said he loved him. Had been willing to kiss him in public. Where did that leave them?


  Bo came back in, shut the door, and they were alone.


  They stared at each other. Time, still perverse, moved too fast now, hurtling toward a future he didn’t want to face.


  I love you. He hadn’t meant to say the words earlier. He didn’t want to say the ones necessary now.


  “I can’t.”


  Bo’s brows snapped down. “Trav?”


  “I can’t.” Only a whisper this time.


  “Can’t what?” Bo took a step closer. “Travis, what’s wrong?”


  The concern in his voice sliced deep, and Travis almost broke, almost took his own step forward so Bo’s arms could wrap around him and hold him together.


  He took a step back instead. “I can’t do this anymore. We’ll keep the partnership if you insist, but tomorrow you should start looking for another place to live.” Strange how easily the words came, as if they didn’t mean anything.


  “What?” The shock on Bo’s face was unmistakable, but had he really thought they could go on this way?


  “I don’t want to repeat myself.”


  “I don’t need you to repeat yourself. I need you to explain yourself,” Bo shouted. “What the hell are you saying?”


  Travis didn’t answer. What more was there to say? He didn’t really expect Bo to just accept being ordered out, though. He waited for the shouting and the arguments.


  But when Bo spoke again, his voice was soft. “Mi cielo, tell me what’s wrong and I will fix it.”


  He ignored the seductive promise. “It’s better if we do this before things get more complicated than they already are.”


  “Oh, no, Travis. You are wrong.” The anger was back in Bo’s voice. “Things are not nearly as complicated as they will get if you try to throw me out.”


  Travis took another step back, then stood his ground. He couldn’t let Bo dominate this conversation.


  Bo advanced until only a few inches separated them.


  “Why, Travis? Why now? Why let me come here, move in, be with you in front of everyone? And now you want me to leave? You said you loved me. You’re crazy if you think you can just kick me out a few hours later.”


  Travis felt the weight of Bo’s personality surround him, a maelstrom of emotions battering against the wall of his rejection, trying to sweep away logic and bend him to Bo’s will.


  “I love you.” The words were easier this time, but bitter. “I love you, but I can’t live with you. I can’t, Bo. I tried this before, and it was a slow death. I won’t live a lie ever again.”


  The storm of emotion emanating from Bo suddenly stopped, and the tension eased out of him. Travis swayed in the sudden calm, as if the feelings swirling around him had been a physical force, now suddenly withdrawn.


  “My family.” Bo said.


  Travis nodded. “I won’t lie to them anymore, Bo. Not even by omission.”


  “I would never ask you to.”


  Bo, the arrogant bastard, looked as though he thought the whole thing was settled.


  That look broke the dam. Anger washed away every other emotion.


  “Please.” Travis cut off any explanations Bo was about to give. He had heard them all before. “You’ll tell them soon? When? After they get to know me better? At Thanksgiving? Christmas? Next year? When the time is right? Don’t bother, Bo. I know the drill. The time will never be right, and I will not do this. I love you, but we are over. I don’t want to draw it out.”


  “I’m not him.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “I’m not Stan. Don’t ever confuse me with him.”


  “I know the difference.”


  “Okay, then. If you would just—”


  “Just what? Just give you a little more time? How much time, Bo? How long am I supposed to wait? How many times do I have to lie to your mother’s face?”


  “No. Dios, listen to me. I’m trying to say you don’t have to wait at all.”


  He hated Bo then. Hated him with more passion than he had ever felt for Stan. He hated Bo for the hope that burned through the anger before reality set back in. Travis shook with how much he wanted the words to be true.


  “You can sleep in the guestroom tonight. Tomorrow you should pack.”


  Bo’s face went white. “No. Travis, you’re not throwing me out. I’m not leaving.”


  Yes, Travis thought. I am. You are. He turned and started for the bedroom. Now that all the words had been said, he was calm. Or maybe numb. Empty. He put one foot in front of the other and walked away.


  He got to the bedroom door.


  A flash out of the corner of his eye was his only warning before Bo’s arms came around him. Despite everything, it felt like home. And he was hollow, no substance left to stand against the warmth of Bo’s body next to his.


  “No, Trav. I won’t let you go. You can’t get rid of me so easily.”


  Easily? The hardest thing he had ever done, and now Bo asked him to do it again. I can’t. I can’t. He couldn’t see a way out of the pain. To let Bo stay and ask him to leave were both equally intolerable.


  Bo pulled him down onto the bed and into his lap, and Travis didn’t resist. He turned his head away and stared blindly at the art on the wall even as his body sagged against Bo’s. He tried to gather himself for another protest.


  Bo’s hands stroked up and down his arms. “Trust me, just a little. Please, Trav.”


  He wanted to. But all the trust was used up. I can’t.


  He couldn’t pull away either. He felt Bo’s arms go around him, Bo’s lips in his hair and then on the nape of his neck.


  “I love you, Travis.”


  No way to answer, stuck in limbo.


  “You don’t really want me to leave, do you?”


  Yes. No. Neither word made it through the fog.


  Bo’s arms tightened around him. “Okay, Trav. I’m not losing you over something this fucking stupid.” He sounded exasperated. “You want me to tell my parents? I told them.”


  The words hung in the air, incomprehensible swirls in the fog. When they finally penetrated, Travis went rigid. “What did you say?”


  “Were you even listening? When my mother welcomed you to our family, what did you think she meant, Trav?”


  Travis finally got control of his body back, the limbo swept away in a surge of anger. He sat up and twisted around. “What do you mean you told them?”


  Bo glared back at him. “You wanted me to tell them. I told them. I’m not fucking Stan. When I say I’ll do something, I do it.”


  “You told your parents you’re gay? You told them about us?”


  “I just said so, didn’t I?”


  Travis stared at him, furious.


  “What?” Bo said. “You don’t believe me now? You think I’m lying?”


  All night long he had been in hell. And not just tonight. Ever since Bo had made it clear he was moving to Austin, that he expected them to be together. “When?”


  Bo’s gaze slid away from his. “What does it matter? I told them.” He stood up to pace around the room, dumping Travis off his lap. “What’s wrong with you? I thought you would be happy.”


  “You told them and you didn’t say anything to me about it? You let me just go on thinking—” God, he was angry. “You knew how important this was to me. You knew how I would feel. And you didn’t tell me? Jesus, Bo. Why?”


  Bo stopped pacing and faced him. “We are way off topic here, Trav.”


  “And your parents. They must think I’m nuts. They acknowledged our relationship and I barely spoke to them all night. You didn’t even tell me they were coming, much less that they knew about us. Telling them is something we should have done together, or at least discussed ahead of time. Why the hell didn’t you say something?”


  “I didn’t know they were coming, and I didn’t ask you to spend the whole night avoiding them and me.”


  “Dammit, Bo. Just answer the fucking question. When did this happen, and why didn’t you tell me?”


  Bo glared at him, stubborn and angry and alpha as all hell. He looked more likely to hit something than answer.


  “Bo.” His own voice was low and angry. Bo didn’t have a monopoly on angry male. “If you don’t explain yourself, we are fucking done. I will call Jack and the lawyers on Monday, and we will cancel this deal. We will not be partners. We will not be lovers. We will not be roommates. We will not be anything. Do you understand?”


  Bo went even wilder at the words. “Why? I told them. They’re okay with it. Everything is fine. Why can’t you just be happy?”


  “Because partners tell each other important things. Because lovers share more than their bodies. When did you tell them, Bo?”


  “Midland.” One word, snarled out in defiant anger.


  “Midland?” Travis actually stumbled back. Bo might as well have hit him. The punch would have been easier to take. “You went to Midland three weeks ago. You’ve kept this to yourself for three fucking weeks?”


  “I was getting around to telling you,” Bo muttered.


  And that response was off. It was so off. Bo might not talk about his feelings much, but even he wouldn’t keep something this important to himself.


  Before Travis could fight through the outrage to what the words really meant, Bo went on, “If you had any trust in me at all, you wouldn’t be so worked up.”


  Travis just gaped. Worked up? Bo hadn’t seen worked up. He would . . .


  “Hell,” Bo muttered. “There’s no talking to you when you’ve got your dander up like this.”


  It might have been a great parting line, but Bo didn’t leave.


  Before Travis knew what had happened, he was flat on his back, Bo’s heavy body pinning him to the bed and Bo’s mouth effectively silencing any protests he might have made. He bucked, trying to throw the other man off, but the movement brought their bodies into closer contact. Bo’s teeth sank into his lower lip, tethering his head so he couldn’t twist away.


  Bo was big, a product of his family’s ranch and hundreds of construction jobs. But Travis was angry. He didn’t care who was bigger, or stronger. Testosterone swirled between them, demanding they solve this like men.


  He groaned as Bo shifted, pinning him more firmly to the bed and forcing his tongue between his teeth. Travis shoved at him, mindless. Angry. Body demanding he fight. Dominate. Win.


  But there was more than one way to win.


  Fight.


  Or fuck.


  He stopped pushing, wrapped one arm around the back of Bo’s head and gave as good as he got. The other hand anchored Bo’s hips as he bucked again, this time not trying to dislodge him.


  Bo made a startled sound even as his body responded, moving them together as lust overtook anger. Their clothes took the brunt of it. Travis heard something rip as Bo tore his shirt open, heedless of buttons, and then made short work of his fly. Travis scrabbled at Bo’s belt buckle, cursing until it yielded and he had Bo in his hand, right where he wanted him.


  Bo’s head went back and he made a strangled sound. Bo. So strong. Dominant. His legs straddled Travis at the hips, pinning him to the bed. He was a beautiful animal—eyes wild, back arched, skin flushed—and Travis held all that power and beauty in the palm of his hand. Not enough. “Get out of those pants.”


  Bo collapsed on him, still grinding against him as boots, then pants, hit the far wall. They both reached frantically for the drawer in the nightstand, neither willing to risk giving up full body contact.


  He shuddered as Bo’s teeth sank into his neck.


  Fighting or fucking.


  He didn’t know anymore.


  Lube, slick fingers, slick everything as the bottle spilled between them. Bo over him, fingers hard on his chin.


  “Look at me, Trav.”


  Bo’s eyes above his. Angry. Demanding. Bo sliding over him, and nothing mattered but the slap of flesh against flesh. The mindless heat. The sounds Bo made were desperate, pleading, and they drove Travis to the edge. His cock sliding into Bo’s ass. Bo’s thighs, pinning him in place while Bo rode him. Acts of possession and surrender. Fighting or fucking until they did neither, but something else entirely. Making love. Always with Bo. Until none of the words meant anything at all.


  “Now.”


  Hot liquid against his belly. He stopped fighting and let the lightning arcing down his spine burn away the remnants of consciousness.


  ****


  The bed was a wreck.


  Bo hustled him into the shower, cleaned them both up, then stripped the sheets and haphazardly tossed on fresh ones before wrapping them both in a blanket and pulling Travis back down onto the mattress.


  They didn’t talk. All the words had washed away in the storm of emotion.


  Travis lay on his side, spooned into Bo’s warmth.


  We should talk.


  ****


  He woke trapped half under a snoring Bo. The sound should have been annoying, but it was oddly comforting. He stretched, and the snoring stopped, but the arm around his waist tightened.


  “I should have told you.” Bo’s voice rumbled against the back of his neck, regret vibrating in the bass undertones.


  Travis tried not to tense, but the words were a reminder that sex never really solved anything.


  “Why didn’t you?”


  Bo’s arms tightened further. And maybe sex solved some things. With a good night’s sleep to separate him from the stress of the previous evening, logic could seep through some of the hurt and anger. Bo wouldn’t have kept this from him unless he thought he had a reason.


  “Bo?”


  Bo’s arms, tight and tense, but so careful not to be too tight. Because Bo would never deliberately do anything to hurt him.


  “Was it hard? Telling your parents?”


  Slight head movement behind him. Assent.


  “Maybe they were surprised, like Ree?” Travis continued carefully.


  “I should have told you.”


  He tried to turn, so he could see Bo’s expression, but Bo held him in place, obviously not willing to make eye contact yet.


  “Do you want to tell me now?”


  No, the tense body wrapped around him said. But Bo manned up.


  “It was an impulse. I was already in Midland. I knew you were tired of waiting. I figured I could just take care of it and it would be done.”


  “But you still didn’t tell me after you talked to them.”


  Long silence. Then, “I knew it was a possibility, but I never really thought they would react . . . the way they did. And then, I figured it was probably my fault. I should have found a better way to break the news. So I thought I would give them a little time and try again. I thought I could fix it before you found out.”


  Jesus. Three weeks. And he hadn’t said a word, hadn’t let on how upset he must have been.


  “Bo, you didn’t have to go through that by yourself.”


  “It’s important to you to be accepted by my family. It’s all you asked for.”


  Enough of this. Travis pushed at the arms holding him until he could turn to face the man behind him. The expression on Bo’s face took his breath away. No more macho man. Travis stroked his fingers gently along the kaleidoscope of emotion. Shame, hurt, fear, failure.


  Bo didn’t do failure, and Travis hadn’t properly accounted for that.


  “No,” he said, firmly. “I mean, yes, of course I wanted your family to accept us. But I didn’t expect you to control their reaction. I just needed you to tell them. And however it went, I thought we would deal with it together.”


  Regret. Sorrow. Love. None of it hidden. Maybe Bo didn’t have the words, but right now Travis didn’t need them. Allowing Travis to see him as anything but in control was gift enough.


  “Are you still mad?”


  A real question, because it was black and white for Bo—success or failure—and he wasn’t sure where he stood.


  “Not if you promise not to keep things from me anymore.”


  “Promise.” The answer came instantly, and Bo tried to pull him close.


  Travis pushed back, keeping some space between them. “I mean it, Bo. Even bad things. You don’t have to fix everything for me. If there are problems, we deal with them together. Promise you won’t shut me out again.”


  “I said I promise.” A hint of arrogance made its way back into Bo’s voice.


  This time Travis didn’t resist as Bo pulled them together. A shudder racked Bo’s body as he buried his face in Travis’s neck and twined their bodies together.


  “I promise, Trav. Whatever it takes. I’ll do better, just give me another chance.”


  Travis opened his mouth to reassure him, but Bo was done talking. This time it wasn’t a fight.


  Possession, surrender, love, commitment.


  Only words.


  Tongues meeting, bodies sliding together, muscles straining.


  Only actions.


  In the end, they were beyond words and actions.


  ****


  “Still sending me packing?”


  They were still tangled together, and macho Bo was back. The tone was amused, a man who wasn’t going anywhere. But there was something . . .


  Travis looked up so he could see the man in his arms and caught a final flash of vulnerability before Bo’s usual confidence slid back into place.


  He wrapped a hand around the back of Bo’s head and pulled him in for a slow tangling of tongues before answering. “I suppose you can stay a little longer.”


  “Yeah?” Bo smirked down at him, but the cockiness didn’t quite fly. “How long do you suppose you’ll want me?”


  “Well . . .” Travis pretended to consider. “We’re going to brunch with your parents, so you’re stuck here today. Then you were going to buy me a hat and teach me to dance. Getting the business running smoothly after the merger will probably take up a good bit of our time. You won’t want to house hunt while you’re distracted with work. After that, I was thinking . . .”


  Bo’s eyes had started to narrow, and Travis figured he better not draw this out much longer. This time the words weren’t hard, and they didn’t hurt at all. “Forever.”


  Bo went still. “Trav? Are you sure?” He gazed down, eyes intense. “I know I didn’t really ask if I could move in here with you in the first place. If you need some space, I can—” Bo’s face tightened. “I could move out for a little while.”


  “Forever, Bo. I love you and I want you here forever.”


  “Okay, I figure that sounds about right.”


  “This is the part where you say you love me too and want to stay forever.”


  “Yes.” Bo said. Then, when Travis punched him lightly in the arm, “I love you, Trav. I want forever with you. Hell, you didn’t think you could actually get me out of here for more than a day, did you?”


  A long while after that, they had a very late brunch with Bo’s family.


  And after that, they returned home.


  Bo stayed.


   


   


  A Note from Irene


  Hi!


   


  Thank you for reading You Can Leave Your Boots On! I hope you had a good time down in Texas with Bo and Travis.


   


  Would you like to know about my upcoming books, sales and giveaways? My newsletter is an easy way to keep informed and you can always read first chapters free on IrenePreston.com.


   


  You can also find me on Facebook and Twitter. I spend way too much time there, so don’t be shy.


   


  All the best,


   


  Irene


   


  P.S.: Do you like hot Italians? Fiery British chefs? Turn the page to read the first chapter of A Taste of You!


   


   


  A Taste of You


   


   


  Giancarlo eyed the plate of antipasti sitting on his desk, then the jacket on the hanger next to the office door. Although his personal shopper assured him the trim style suited him, it didn’t allow for any extra pounds. Guests at the restaurant Ransom expected perfection. In Carlo’s mind, this included the appearance of its co-owner and manager, not just the food and service.


  He glanced back at the innocuous looking plate of food, wondering if he could tip it into the trash without anyone noticing. He had skipped shift meal in favor of running through his last-minute checklist again, and, when he finally made it back to the office, the platter had been waiting for him. Most days it would have been welcome, but today he was hyper-aware of the extra couple pounds he had added in the last few months and the new suit. Today wasn’t just another day.


  None of that stopped his mouth from watering at the thought of the food, though. Almost all the ingredients came from Ransom’s kitchen, but none of the bite-sized temptations on his desk were from the restaurant’s menu: salmon on toast points with crème fraîche and capers, a ramekin of his favorite almond-stuffed olives, sweet peppers with Hector’s special marinade, insalada caprese on skewers, and the pièce de résistance—a tiny, elegant cream puff.


  Every item had been prepared to Ransom’s exacting standards. But, unlike anything a guest would ever see, the plating was designed for snacking while he worked, not astounding the eye with artistic presentation. Nothing had been chosen to take him on a complex culinary journey where each dish built on the flavor profile of the last. Instead, each item had one thing in common. The plate on his desk represented a sampler of his favorite snacks.


  His staff was pampering him.


  He gave in and popped a piece of prosciutto-wrapped melon into his mouth. As soon as he swallowed it, his stomach growled. Okay. He was hungry. Plus, he shouldn’t risk offending Hector by trashing his marinated peppers.


  Before he knew it, only the cream puff remained. He wasn’t really hungry any more, and it definitely wasn’t on the diet. He also couldn’t skip it. He didn’t want to skip it.


  The cream puff would never be on Ransom’s dessert menu. No matter how well executed, there was no way to turn the delicate bite of pastry into something arty enough to suit Ransom’s image. Grace, Ransom’s pastry chef, made them only on special occasions. She constantly experimented with new flavor combinations, and he would be expected to comment on her latest effort. A treat and a game all rolled into one.


  He picked up the little ball and inhaled, looking for the first clue. The fresh tang of citrus hit him first, followed by a more subtle hint of aromatic spice. Not ginger or nutmeg, something with a slight floral bouquet. Cardamom. Definitely. Now the citrus—not orange or lemon. Lime? The filling had a beautiful blush tint, but that didn’t mean anything. Grace had been known to cheat and color it.


  Time for a taste, and he would get only one chance. The whole pastry barely made a bite. He let the delicate morsel dissolve slowly on his tongue, enjoying the cool cream and trying to nail down that elusive citrus flavor. He had a good palate, but, among the crew at Ransom, that was like saying he could breathe air. Garrett won this game every time, but Carlo was going to have to guess.


  Garrett.


  He tried to ignore the way the name slid into conscious thought despite his efforts to banish it.


  Chef Garrett Ransom would be back in the house tonight after months of filming his hit reality show, Ransom Me, in California. The show pitted culinary students against each other in a tough cooking competition mentored and judged by Garrett. At the end of the season, the winner received tuition for his or her final year of culinary school and a spot in a top restaurant upon graduation. Ransom Me had made Garrett a household name.


  On Garrett’s first night back, VIPs would pack the restaurant. His fans always seemed to know the exact date the chef would be back, even before Carlo did.


  Of course, Ransom dealt with VIPs every night. The butterflies in his stomach, the triple list checking, and the constant edgy anticipation all had to do with Garrett coming home.


  Enough loitering in the office. The pastry had been a good distraction, but now Carlo needed to concentrate on getting ready for the first seating. He should be out front.


  He got up and put on the jacket, then took a moment to check his appearance in the mirror installed for exactly that purpose. The jacket felt snug but not enough to mar the clean lines. Hair styled, tie neatly knotted. He was ready.


  He picked up the empty plate to drop off in the dish room and headed for the front of the house. He almost ran right into Grace when he stepped out of the office.


  “You ate. Good.”


  Grace, who looked nothing like her name, was easily the largest person on the staff. Over six feet tall, with warm milk-chocolate skin, a robustly generous figure, and hair that looked like she cut it with a weed-whacker, she looked more like a linebacker than the top pastry chef in the city. Carlo wondered if she had been stationed back here to make sure the plate came out empty.


  She nodded at the dish. “What did you think?”


  “Cardamom and lime make a beautiful combination.” He made it a statement. No points if she found out he had guessed.


  “Hmmmmm.” When her eyes sparkled like that, you didn’t notice the weed-whacked hair. “You think I should have gone with a different lime?”


  Madonn’. “No, the, uh, key lime was perfect.”


  She flashed a triumphant grin. “Gotcha, boss. Blood lime. Had to make promises I have no intention of keeping to get them, too.”


  “Ah, that’s where the color came from. I thought you cheated. Well, it took my mind off….things. You save one?”


  “Yeah, yeah. I saved one for Chef. I’ll fill it when he gets here.” She sighed when Carlo glanced behind her at the clock on the wall. “Make another round if you have to, but we’re ready.”


  “Jacket tonight, Grace.”


  “Awww, boss, no one sees me.” Then, when he didn’t answer, “Fine, fine. Go on with you. I’ll have it on before service.”


  He didn’t intrude behind the line, where the chefs were finishing their final prep, but watched from the service side. After a few minutes, Hector ambled over.


  “Best line crew we’ve ever had. Most of them have worked with him before, and the ones who haven’t are steady.”


  Carlo wanted to say a dozen things to that, but none of them would change anything. He would just be harassing Hector. At this point, smooth tempers took precedence. He contented himself with, “I’m sure they’ll be fine,” before moving on.


  His critical eye hit every surface as he strolled through Ransom’s empty dining room. Polished wood floors and darker, lacquered wood tabletops glowed under soft, recessed lighting. No stuffy starched white tablecloths at Ransom. Garrett had the kind of aversion to white tablecloths that most people reserved for scrubbing toilets or cleaning out grease traps.


  He ran his finger along a piece of trim, checking for dust as he made his way toward the bar. He resisted looking at his watch, a gift from Garrett, who tended to be extravagant at Christmas. Garret’s words drifted into memory.


  “You should have a watch that’s as anal about keeping time as you are, Carlo. I know a watch is a boring present. You can take it back if you don’t like it.”


  Boring. As if everyone wore watches that cost more than the average car. But he hadn’t taken it back, had barely taken it off his wrist. He knew he was compulsive about time, but he didn’t consult his watch now, despite the almost painful urge to do so.


  He knew the time. Prep was done, the shift meal over, and, in just a few minutes, the first guests would walk through the doors. He’d done the calculations in his head a million times. Start with the time Garrett’s flight landed, add in collecting luggage, getting a car back into the city, a stop at home to drop off luggage and freshen up.  No matter how much he padded the times, the conclusion was obvious.


  Garrett was late.


  Of course, Garrett was compulsively late. But first day back? Usually he couldn’t wait to get back into the kitchen. Ransom was home, after all. The restaurant was their baby, and Garrett and Carlo lavished as much attention on it as if it were an actual child.


  Usually Carlo would pick up Garrett at the airport and they would come straight here. Garrett would talk non-stop, upset everyone’s routine by taking back over the kitchen and trying to change half the menu on the fly, reduce at least one of the junior chefs to tears, and generally make a nuisance of himself. Ransom, which Carlo had spent months grooming to run more efficiently than the precision timepiece on his wrist, would be thrown into pandemonium.


  No doubt about it, Garrett coming home was a pain in the butt on multiple levels.


  Carlo finished his inspection of the dining room and made his way to the bar, where Andi waited for him.  Ransom’s maître d' had her tablet out to check off her own pre-opening list. Andi ran through any outliers with Giancarlo nightly as a formality. She could handle everything on her own, but tonight their routine soothed him.


  He listened with one ear while she went down the list. As expected, nothing needed his personal attention. He nodded in all the right places, approved her decisions, and tried not to fret as the hands of the clock over the bar inched onward.


  He was Garrett’s emergency contact. So Garrett was okay, right? He had to be okay.


  He was just late. And he hadn’t bothered to notify anyone of his new schedule because he was Garrett.


  Carlo should have insisted on picking him up. Then their routine wouldn’t be off like this.


  He started at Andi’s hand on his arm.


  “Giancarlo?” Shit.


  “Sorry.” He managed a smile. “You were saying?”


  “We’re ready. Relax. Everything is in better shape than he left it.”


  “Of course.”


  Of course. So calm. Smooth. Professional. No trace of Brooklyn. You could take the boy out of Brooklyn. Maybe you couldn’t take Brooklyn out of the boy, but you could certainly iron out the accent.


  Of course. Andi didn’t buy it, but they didn’t have the type of relationship where he spilled his guts to an employee right before a busy shift. Her fingers tightened almost imperceptibly before she dropped her hand away from his arm.


  “Hector has everything under control in the kitchen?”


  “Of course.” She echoed his words solemnly, but he caught the glint in her eye. She knew he had already been through the kitchen twice in the past hour, not counting the last stroll-by, which had surely tried even Hector’s vaunted patience.


  He huffed out a laugh, and Andi smiled back. Some of the tension edged out of his body. Garrett would be here when he got here. Andi opened her mouth to say something else, probably poke him more about his nerves, but then she stopped as her eyes focused behind him.


  A zing of electricity snaked up his spine, and he knew, before Andi lifted her chin in a little heads-up warning, before he turned around, before Andi pasted on the special smile she saved just for these situations. He knew because energy hummed through the air, and suddenly Ransom came alive in a way he could never achieve on his own.


  Garrett was home.


  Giancarlo felt faint, realized he had stopped breathing, and took a deliberate breath before he turned around. Steady. Not too rushed. Not too eager. He was still miffed. Garrett was late, damn him. And not even a text or a phone call.


  All the beauty of Ransom faded around him as his vision tunneled down to Garrett. The California sun had kissed his hair a lighter shade of blond and brushed a hint of golden color into his skin so that he glowed, a bronze angel, as he stood in the soft lights of the restaurant.


  Screw “not too eager.” His legs must have moved, but Giancarlo couldn’t have said how he got from Point A to Point B. He knew only that Garrett was home, and they were together again. They were doing their usual greeting, a mash-up of a bro-hug and a more European double-cheek air kiss. And how had two gay men come up with something so awkward?


  Or maybe it wasn’t awkward to anyone but Carlo because he didn’t want the bro-hug or “air kisses.” He wanted to sweep Garrett into his arms and soul kiss him until they were both dizzy and panting. He wanted the real damn thing.


  Instead, he held himself awkwardly rigid while he leaned in to welcome his best friend home—upper half only on the hug so an indiscrete brush of thigh wouldn’t reveal exactly how happy he was to see his business partner. He inhaled carefully on the second kiss, and his knees nearly buckled. Garrett was the only chef he knew who never seemed to smell like his kitchen. No fish. No beef. No spices. Never in a million years the fry station. Garrett smelled sweet—warm cookies, vanilla, and sugar—like he should have been the pastry chef instead of Grace. The aroma always blindsided Giancarlo. Garrett wasn’t known for sweet. The scent was a secret thing. The Garrett no one knew but him.


  “Carlo.” Garrett’s fingers brushed his jaw as he pulled back, just a touch, and then he stepped away. “You look well. New suit?”


  Carlo shrugged, not trusting himself to speak yet. Up close, he took inventory of Garrett. He was thinner, but that was normal after months of shooting his show in Los Angeles. Carlo was never sure if it was the pressure of the show or the image that caused the weight loss, but Garrett came home hollowed out every time. Today, the tiny lines around his eyes and mouth looked deeper, too. Not something Carlo could point out. Garrett looked tired and stressed, even more than he usually did after he wrapped the show.


  “How was your flight?” So trite. Not what he wanted to say at all. But he couldn’t say the things he wanted. What have you done to yourself? Where have you been all day? Have you missed me?


  “The usual,” Garrett said dismissively. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to be back.”


  The words sounded sincere, but his gaze slid away without meeting Carlo’s.


  The tension that had eased when Garrett walked through the door settled back into Carlo’s shoulders and neck. He tried to tell himself he was overreacting. So Garrett had some new drama going on. So what? Life with Garrett contained inevitable drama. Eventually he would tell Carlo whatever had him in a twist, and they would work it out like they always did.


  He suppressed the disloyal thought that it would have been nice to save the drama for Day Two back in the city.


  “Well,” he said, “we are certainly glad to have you back. Hector is looking forward to seeing what new items you have planned for this season’s menu.”


  That last bit stretched the truth—at least one of the new dishes was sure to take hours to master to Garrett’s satisfaction and drive Hector right up the wall. But flattery never hurt with Garrett, and Carlo figured it would serve him better in the long run than giving vent to his hurt feelings. Especially now. He snuck a look at his watch. They were seriously out of time for reunions.


  And, speak of the devil, behind Garrett a sunbeam shafted across the wall as the outside door opened, letting someone else into Ransom’s foyer. A customer had arrived even earlier than usual for the first seating.


  Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Andi heading for the door. Before she got halfway there, the new arrival strolled around the dividing wall that separated the foyer from the main dining room.


  Not an early guest, Giancarlo realized. The newcomer wore jeans and T-shirt and had a hot dog in one hand. He made a beeline for Garrett, who had turned to see what was going on. Before Andi could intercept the guy, he whipped out his phone and snapped a picture of Giancarlo and Garrett as they stood side-by-side.


  Stupid tourist. Carlo was not in the mood to deal with an uninvited interloper, but he maintained a polite smile. Andi would eject him soon enough, and she would be a lot politer about it than he could be right now.


  “Oh god. You’re actually eating a street dog.” Disgust dripped from Garrett’s voice.


  “What? I told you I was going across the street to get one. It’s New York City. It’s mandatory.”


  And, Holy Mother, could this day get any better? The cocky punk with the camera and tight bod was neither an early diner nor a tourist. He was here with Garrett.


  First. Day. Back.


  “Matt, come meet Giancarlo.”


  Garrett gestured him over, and Andi shifted course to follow behind, eyeing the guy like he might steal the flatware.


  The kid stuffed his phone back in his pocket and stuck out a hand. “Matt Armstrong. Pleasure. Garrett talks about you all the time. It’s an honor to finally meet you.”


  So he had manners. When Matt tacked on a winsome smile, Carlo had to admit he was cute. That smile probably opened a lot of doors. What worried him was he couldn’t return the compliment. Garrett had never mentioned Matt at all.


  The kid got more points when he greeted Andi by name, adding, “Of course I recognize New York’s most famous maître d’.”


  Andi accepted the compliment graciously, but Giancarlo could tell she was as pissed as he was because who the hell was this guy and why hadn’t Garrett told them to expect an extra person?


  Not that it was unusual for Garrett to spring surprise guests on them. Carlo and Andi had rearranged seatings last minute more times than he could count to accommodate Garrett’s celebrity friends, producers, lovers, you name it, during a fully-booked dinner service. They always got the full show. VIP treatment at the door, Andi would make a production of seating them despite the lack of reservation, Garrett would come out of the kitchen to greet them at their table, make them something special off the menu….“Celebrity Chef” was Garrett’s favorite game.


  No one ever saw behind the curtain, though. He didn’t let friends stroll in off the street with him pre-service. So what made Matt Armstrong so special?


  They did the polite chitchat for a few minutes. Yes, Matt came from California originally; yes, he surfed, but he didn’t have much time for it these days. He’d spent some time bumming around Europe, but this was his first time in New York, which was why he had to have the hot dog.


  “I know it’s crazy, but, hey, New York City? It had to be the first thing I ate.”


  Garrett rolled his eyes at this, but Matt just laughed. Despite himself, Carlo found himself starting to like Matt. He had a sense of humor and wasn’t afraid to be silly around Garrett.


  He liked him, in fact, right up until the moment the kid slid his hand down Garrett’s arm.


  “So, Garrett, can I see the kitchen now?”


  The kitchen. And that touch, just a little too familiar, said everything. Carlo’s smile stayed firmly in place, despite the blood pounding in his ears and the sweat he could feel breaking out along his forehead.


  Matt and Garrett were lovers. And that would be fine because Garrett changed lovers more often than his specials, but….


  “Andi, Matt is a chef, and I promised him he could play in the kitchen. You can introduce him to Hector, can’t you?”


  “Of course.” Andi slid into her maître d' voice, rich and cool as heavy cream, but, when her gaze met Carlo’s, the expression in her eyes wasn’t calm at all.


  “Come on back, Matt. Hector loves to meet a new chef.”


  Hector did love talking shop with other chefs. He might not consider having one sprung on him right before service a huge thrill. Thank goodness they had Hector. A more temperamental chef wouldn’t stand the disruption. Carlo watched Andi and Matt until they disappeared into the kitchen. As long as he was focused on Hector’s reaction, he didn’t have to deal with his own.


  Garrett had brought one of his boyfriends to Ransom, not to sit in the dining room and be treated to The Chef Garrett Ransom Show, but to “play” in the kitchen. Garrett hadn’t come straight to Ransom when he got off his flight because he had been with Matt. None of Garrett’s boyfriends had ever come before Ransom. Until now.


  Carlo turned to Garrett and did the expected thing. “So, tell me about Matt.”


  The words cost him. When Garrett’s eyes slid away again and he changed the subject, Carlo let him. And, when a new bar of sunlight announced the arrival of the first actual guests, he greeted their arrival with relief.


  ****


   


  2 a.m. The digital clock next to his bed added the extra minute silently. Garrett stared up at the ceiling. He was still on West Coast time, and his body insisted 11 p.m. was ridiculously early to be in bed.


  The apartment was completely silent, not even the whisper of the central air disturbed him. There were cars somewhere down below, people, the city that never slept. Up here, none of it intruded. He could be in space, floating alone above the earth. He strained his ears listening, trying to find a connection to the city around him.


  Matt was out there somewhere enjoying the nightlife, so at least Garrett had the apartment to himself. Facing another human when he walked in his own door tonight would have pushed all his buttons. Now he wondered which would be worse—the awkwardness of Matt bringing another man home or the inevitable expectations if he didn’t.


  Matt was a good kid, Garrett reminded himself. Garrett couldn’t blame Matt that his presence had become a massive irritant over the last few days. Today’s constant togetherness had been the worst. Garrett had suffered through the flight, settling Matt into his rarely used guestroom, the whole bloody day. Sharing Ransom’s kitchen with Matt had actually been easier than expected. It just hadn’t been the homecoming he wanted.


  He hadn’t realized how much he had missed Carlo until he spent their first evening back together avoiding him.


  God forbid he had a relationship he didn’t fuck up.


  So far Carlo was his single biggest success story in the relationship department. His partner attributed this to the fact that they had never slept together. But, hell, there were tons of people Garrett hadn’t slept with. All of them pretty much hated him on extended acquaintance. Why had Carlo stuck?


  He sighed into the darkness.


  Tomorrow, he wouldn’t be able to put off telling Carlo what he’d done.


   


   


  Chapter Two


   


   


  Carlo hesitated in front of Garrett’s door, key in hand. Normally he gave a courtesy knock and let himself in. But normally he didn’t have to worry about one of Garrett’s boyfriends being in residence. Garrett didn’t encourage sleeping over. Just one more way Matt was “special.”


  Garrett had called and asked him over for lunch, so they were up and dressed, right? The logic didn’t help. He couldn’t shake the image of walking in on Garrett and Matt. His normally latent imagination put together an unwelcome full-color collage of all the things he might find them doing together. He stuck the key back into his pocket and knocked.


  The door swung open almost immediately, and he was faced with Matt, fully dressed, thank god, and with an expensive-looking camera hanging around his neck. Carlo forced a smile. The kid looked way too relaxed and happy this morning. Don’t go there. But of course it was too late.


  If his own smile looked forced, Matt didn’t seem to notice.


  “Hey, Carlo—come on in. He’s starting to fret about lunch being ruined.”


  Carlo. His nickname on Matt’s lips grated, and he tried to push back the irritation.


  “Nice camera. Lunch picture-worthy?”


  “Nah, I’m headed out. I’m sure you and Garrett have stuff to catch up on. I’m going sightseeing while I have the chance. It’ll only be my first time once, right?”


  Giancarlo agreed it was a nice day for sightseeing and tried not to reveal how happy the prospect of not eating lunch with Matt made him while he got the kid out the door.


  He turned back into the apartment and headed toward the kitchen, where Garrett had appeared in the doorway.


  “He’s great, huh?”


  What was he supposed to say to that?


  “He seems nice.”


  Sorry, but he just couldn’t gush over Garrett’s latest crush. Up close, Garrett didn’t look nearly as relaxed and happy as Matt.


  Carlo frowned at him. “Still jet-lagged?”


  “Couldn’t sleep.”


  Garrett’s insomnia was back.


  “You take a pill?”


  “You know I don’t like taking them.”


  “You don’t like being a zombie the next day, either, and you look like shit. Take the damn pill tonight if you need it.”


  Garrett flashed him a grin that erased all the lines on his face and lit up his blue eyes so he looked like the devil he was. “Yes, mother.”


  For a second, it was like old times, just the two of them. Carlo reached out and ruffled Garret’s hair because it would annoy him, and because he couldn’t live another minute without touching him.


  Garrett laughed and swatted his hand away. “Go sit at the table. I got you something special for lunch.”


  Carlo stopped dead in the doorway. “In the dining room?” Like a guest?


  Just like that, the camaraderie died. Carlo was as at home in Garrett’s kitchen as his own. They had lunch at the island in the kitchen—not sitting at the dining room table.


  “We need to go over some stuff for Ransom.” Garrett’s voice floated out of the kitchen. “I thought it would be more comfortable at the table.”


  They were having a business meeting? Not that they didn’t have them, only they were usually less formal about it. Especially Garrett, whose idea of a business meeting consisted of rattling off whatever new ideas were in his head at random. Then Carlo did his job and made those things happen. Garrett needed the freedom to be the big-picture creative end of things. He didn’t interrupt lunch with “going over stuff.” He just spouted it out when the mood hit him.


  Carlo looked at the table. Garrett’s tablet sat at one end. His fingers itched to pick it up and snoop, but he resisted. Whatever this was, it was Garrett’s show.


  Garrett came out with a bottle of red wine, which he poured into the two glasses already on the table. The wine was a blend Carlo wasn’t familiar with, so that told him nothing.


  He returned with two plates, putting Carlo’s down with an air of smug expectation.


  Carlo stared down at his plate. “You made me a meatball sub?”


  “Not exactly made.” Garrett sat across from him. “I got it from that little shit-hole window in Brooklyn.”


  “Joe’s? In Brooklyn? You went to Brooklyn?”  He glared across the table at Garrett, suddenly afraid of what the innocuous-looking sub might mean. “Am I dying?”


  “Of course I didn’t go. Why would I do that? I got it delivered. Your nephew bilked me out of a fortune to bring it up here.”


  “From Joe’s? In Brooklyn?”


  “Why not? It’s your favorite, isn’t it?


  Maybe, but it certainly wasn’t Garrett’s. Garrett was as likely to order a meatball sub from a hole-in-the wall place in Brooklyn as a hot dog from a street vendor. Carlo looked across the table at Garrett’s plate, which contained the same ingredients in a radically altered form. Thin slices of meatballs fanned across the plate framed by a smear of sauce. The bread had been sliced and toasted into thin crostini. Garrett had added his own tapenade. It looked delicious, but….


  “That’s ridiculous.” Carlo pointed at the arty little plate. “Why can’t you just eat a damn sub like a normal person?”


  “I’m not normal. Normal is boring. And you’re not dying. Eat your sub. It took me half an hour to make them understand how to pack everything so the bread wouldn’t get soggy, and now it’s going to be cold and soggy before you take the first bite.”


  Carlo could have told him that it wouldn’t matter if the bread got soggy. Therein lay the beauty of a Joe’s meatball sub. You could leave half of it in the fridge overnight, and it would still be just as drool-inducing the next morning, soggy bread or no. And you could eat it standing in front of the fridge in your shorts. It didn’t require plating.


  But, whatever the reason, Garrett had made a special effort.  He had not only gotten the very thing that Carlo would want for lunch, he had assembled it with his own hands, and, ah, Carlo’s eyes rolled back and he thought he might have moaned. Maybe he was going to have to revisit his stance on the bread and the cold sub. Whatever Garrett had done while assembling and warming it….


  Or maybe it just tasted better because Garrett had made it special for him. A thing Garrett would never make for himself. Yeah, Carlo was that pathetic because that could be it. He took another bite and let all the flavors have a party in his mouth. He followed it up with a sip of the wine, which got kinky with the sausage and red sauce and set off another explosion of flavor.


  He came up for air when the sandwich had been reduced to a few drops of sauce on the plate.


  Garrett’s plate was mostly untouched.


  “What? You went to all that trouble slicing and dicing, and you’re not going to eat it?”


  Garrett took a fussy bite of the meat. “The meatball is actually pretty good. Maybe a tad salty.”


  “Fine. I give up. I don’t know what you have against regular food.”


  “I could make a better one.”


  “No. Don’t. Please, just don’t even.” Because he was sure Garrett could make a better one. Except the meatball would probably be the size of a pea. He would serve it in a spoon or some shit and call it an amuse bouche. It would be delicious. Real meatball subs everywhere would curl up and die of shame. He loved Garrett, god help him, and Garrett was a freaking genius in the kitchen, but he drove Carlo up a wall sometime with his quirks. Turning every damn thing he ate into a work of art was the best and worst of them.


  Well. Not the worst. The worst was the never-ending string of men. Until Matt.


  Matt, who was completely unlike the flashy, preening men Garrett usually had in tow. Matt, who really was a chef, as in his last job was at Yes? in L.A., which put him somewhere in the same league as Garrett. In fact, judging by his performance in the kitchen last night, he might give Garrett a run for his money in a few years. They were both young, talented, successful, hot. They were so fucking made for each other.


  Now he was totally off task and depressed as well.


  He set his napkin beside his plate and leaned back in his chair, trying to look relaxed.


  “All right,” he said. “What’s up?”


   


  Enjoy this taste?
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