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      Ryan Carter watched the visitors arrive from the window of Marcus Allens’ house. From his vantage point he could see two men and a woman get out of the rental car; one of the men had to be helped out, and the other two were fussing over him.

      “Coffee?” Jay asked, passing a mug to Ryan.

      “Thanks. Is that them?”

      Ryan had been called into this meeting at Crooked Tree, to meet with representatives of Darby Films. Jay had said they needed advice on permits, but Ryan convinced himself it was just an excuse to have him sitting at the table in his uniform, lending a solid security presence to the discussions.

      Jay was proud that Crooked Tree had been chosen as the location; the money they received for it would be responsible for helping Crooked Tree into the black this year. He’d promised the film company anonymity and security—Ryan’s role in this.

      “Yeah, that’s them,” Jay said. “Jordan and Micah Darby. They’re twins and both used to be actors but Micah gave it up.  The woman with them is their executive assistant, Angie Holmes.”

      “Don’t know which it is,” Ryan said and tapped the glass, “but one of the men looks drunk.”

      Jay let out a soft sigh. “LA types.” He left to get his own coffee.

      Ryan took a seat at the table, and when Jordan Darby finally walked in the room, Ryan was convinced his assessment was spot on. He prided himself on his ability to make quick judgments. In his job as sheriff, he was often put in situations that he had to size up immediately. He could look someone in the eyes and see their intentions, or at least be able to make an educated assumption.

      All evidence pointed to Jordan Darby being hungover. Dark glasses hid his eyes, and he arrived at the meeting five minutes later than the other two.

      Dark glasses. In February. Fuck’s sake.

      Five minutes in which Jordan’s twin, Micah, and their PA, Angie, had to make small talk about the weather and the horses, and make excuses for the errant Jordan. Something about Jordan struggling with a cold.

      Yeah, right.

      Ryan didn’t take long to make up his mind. Jordan was evidently a class-A douchebag who thought way too much of himself. His handshake was strong, but the mumbled hello that went with it had all the sincerity of an infomercial. When the man slumped into the nearest chair and looked pathetically at Angie, she fetched him coffee.

      Yep. Douchebag.

      The actor, production owner, whatever, fell on the coffee like it was lifeblood and hunched over it, wrapping both hands around the mug.

      That’s one hell of a hangover.

      Jordan and Micah sat together, and Ryan noticed the differences straightaway. He’d read up on the Darby twins, on this Jordan, B-list actor and industry-acclaimed King of Christmas. His website was full of gushing reviews of movies with titles like Twinkle at Christmas, The Holly Hook, and several others, all with one thing in common: Christmas. Jordan had made a living from being the hero in made-for-TV romances, and he clearly had a high opinion of himself.

      Micah leaned in and spoke to his brother quietly; Jordan side-eyed him and gave a subtle shake of his head.

      Ryan watched the interaction and the small frown on Micah’s face. He helped himself to more coffee before sitting, as unobtrusively as someone who came in at six-four could, at the opposite end of the table to the LA types. He hunkered down in the chair and sipped at the hot brew, looking over the rim of his cup at the rest of the people there. Every so often he would look back at Jordan, but the guy hadn’t moved; he actually looked really pale and a little shaky, and Ryan’s spidey senses went on alert. Was the man on something?

      “Shall we start?” Jay asked.

      Sam slipped into the seat next to Jay. Sam was in charge of catering for this venture while Jay project-managed the whole event. Jay didn’t look fazed by the actor slumped in the chair, but then, that was Jay. Crooked Tree needed the business. Being used as a filming location was a feather in Jay’s cap, and he was 200 percent behind making it work.

      Whatever. He’d already roped Ryan in, citing security and permits, but Ryan was just here for the coffee and Ashley’s amazing cakes. Any excuse to visit Crooked Tree was a good one.

      Talking of which… he leaned over and helped himself to a blueberry and lemon muffin and a slice of apple sponge, then sat back, only to see Jordan had taken off his sunglasses and was blinking right at him. He had the most intense blue-gray eyes, and had Ryan been one to wax lyrical, he would call them the color of the storms that rolled in over the mountains and swept down the valleys.

      They were also focused right on Ryan, then down at the plate before returning to him.

      And then Jordan smiled at him. A perfect smile, with perfect white teeth. A smile that caused dimples to pop and made Ryan wonder what the hell Jordan was doing.

      “Good cake?” Jordan asked. His voice was husky, and he finished on a cough into his hand.

      Ryan arched a brow. “Very good.” And then, as if he thought Jordan was going to walk over and steal what he’d chosen, he very deliberately took a bite of the muffin. Of course, that didn’t go entirely according to plan, and he ended up with the sticky cake wedged to the roof of his mouth, which meant he couldn’t say anything else. But still, these were his cakes.

      “I want to apologize,” Jordan said with that husky voice. He was talking to Jay alone now, his tone full of remorse. “I can’t seem to shake this virus.”

      “Day four,” Micah said, with an added huff and an elbow into Jordan’s side.

      “Can we get you anything?” Jay asked solicitously.

      “A new set of lungs,” Jordan said and then coughed again.

      That actually made Ryan smile inwardly. For a douche, he was actually funny at that moment.

      Jay chuckled and then handed around copies of the media pack that had come from Darby Films.

      Ryan traced the logo with one finger. The logo was made to look like a heart, befitting a company that created romantic movies. After looking closer, he saw it was two pieces of film layered on top of each other in pink and orange. He skimmed the three-page letter; most of it talked about accommodation and catering, and only the penultimate paragraph dealt with security and regulations.

      He’d already covered most of what he needed to do for his consultation fee, paid direct to the sheriff’s department. It was tiring that his boss at County had such a hard-on for movies, because he’d said there was no way he was missing out on this kind of event in the ass end of Montana. Ryan thought he’d get away with phoning this in, but his friends Jay and Sam were here, waiting for his input.

      “Nate has some specific requests regarding the use of ranch horses,” Jay said, tapping the papers with the end of his pen.

      Angie took that one. “We’ll have on-site accreditation from the Humane Society. My notes say we have three scenes with the horses direct. Is that doable?”

      “Absolutely,” Jay said immediately. “Nate is the man you need to talk to when you begin filming.”

      Angie noted that. “Nate Todd, am I right? I’ve already spoken to him directly. Will we be meeting him today?”

      Jay looked pained but quickly covered it up.

      Ryan had seen that look before and had witnessed Nate being all stubborn about not coming down from his work with the horses just to schmooze with city types. Ryan was totally behind that train of thought… and yet here he was anyway.

      “He’s out on a trail,” Jay said.

      “I thought the ranch was closed to guests?” Angie asked, with concern lacing her tone. “We were told we had full run of the space.”

      “No guests,” Jay said, clearly realizing he’d dug a hole  trying to explain away Nate’s absence. “Just horse work.”

      Ryan bit his lip. That was lame. He glanced over at Jordan and saw the man staring right at him. Again. Ryan deliberately looked away and focused back on Jay, who changed the subject. He listened to Jay summarize what they had so far, and then they reached the part Ryan could talk about and he straightened a little.

      “The sheriff’s brother is with the fire department,” Jay began, turning the conversation right over to Ryan, who was wishing right about then that he’d managed to get out of this meeting like Nate had.

      Ryan was the youngest of five brothers. Jason, the next youngest, was a fireman; the middle sibling a paramedic; next up an accountant; and his oldest brother, Saul, owned a local bar. Ryan was nothing if not prepared for all eventualities, and he had a sense of pride when he talked about them; all their own men despite their shitty start in life.

      He began, “I asked Jason about the regulations for pyrotechnics, and he’s escalated it to Division.”

      “Does the division foresee any circumstances where we would need to cut down on the scenes we require?” Angie asked.

      “Well, I saw Jason at dinner last night and he said he was happy with everything—” Ryan began.

      “That’s not what I asked,” Angie said, in an efficient, icy tone. “This firefighter, Jason, may be your brother, but we need an expert’s opinion in writing. Not your say so that someone is happy with what he’s seen.”

      Ryan didn’t like her tone and he went from relaxed to formal in an instant. If official was what she wanted then that was what she was going to get. “Lieutenant Jason Carter has run the assessments, and signed off on the location, and has confirmed in writing, that he has escalated any issues that he felt needed addressing.”

      Angie winced. “Sorry, I meant no offense.”

      Micah interjected. “This is Darby Films’ first location shoot, I think we’re all a little bit on edge and want everything to go well.”

      Shit. Now Ryan felt guilty. He’d definitely come over as territorial and defensive. Added to which, Jay was now looking at him pointedly, which made him feel worse.

      And Jordan was still looking at him too, which made him think he had crumbs on his chin, or his hair was sticking up or something. He wasn’t the kind of guy who stood for hours in front of a mirror fussing over his hair, which stubbornly curled around his face. His hair was just a little too long, parted at one side, and fell in two heavy bangs—not quite sheriff-style, but he always attempted to keep it regulation length.

      Well, most of the time.

      He very likely did have crumbs all over him. Cake was his thing; he had a weakness for them, but his tall frame could carry it off and his belly wasn’t overly soft.

      Yet.

      According to his brothers, Ryan was the most likely to end up looking like a teddy bear, all cuddly. Self-consciously he wiped his face with a napkin and glanced down at the front of his uniform to check for crumbs. Then he rested one hand on his belly, which was mostly tight and flat, thank you very much, asshole brothers.

      “Can we talk catering?” Angie said, and Ryan settled into listening, or at least pretending to listen.

      Sam launched into a summary of what he would be doing with Ashley, all enthusiasm and big grins. Sam made Ryan nervous in ways he didn’t want to have to think about. The man flirted unashamedly, or he had until he’d hooked up with Justin.

      That was who Sam was, and for some time Ryan had a thing for him. Who wouldn’t? Sam was this bundle of focused energy, cute, sexy, and funny. He was also very much off the market now, in love with Justin, and Ryan had left it just that little bit too late to approach Sam for a date. Not that he ever stood a chance with Sam anyway. Because, to get a date, you’d at least need to talk to the man you wanted to ask out.

      Jordan coughed again and Angie went to get more coffee, which Jordan took with a grateful smile. Ryan watched her press a hand to Jordan’s forehead and grimace, but Jordan didn’t move away.

      Clearly the sexy, stormy-eyed, B-list actor who stared at Ryan was taken.

      “Let’s talk finance,” Micah said from Jordan’s side. Jordan relaxed abruptly as Micah took over. “We’ve paid the deposit and permit payments. When we talked, you were happy with the structured payments, with the bulk to be paid after March 27. We appreciate this isn’t how things normally work, but we are a new company, and as such we’d like to release our investment in stages.”

      “We can work with that.”

      “We don’t want you in the red in any way, though,” Micah added. “And every payment will be made before we leave site.”

      “When do you think that will be?” Ryan asked, because he felt like he should be saying something.

      “March 31,” Angie said. “The filming is scheduled up until March 23, but we’d like some leeway, so the booking is from this weekend until the end of March.”

      “Six weeks,” Jordan added and coughed again.

      Ryan winced. Half at the rasping sound, half because of the germs now circulating the room. Not that he was ever ill, but still, it wasn’t professional of this actor be here and be coughing over everyone, right?

      Micah laid a hand on Jordan’s arm and squeezed it, and Jordan nodded. “I need to get some air,” he announced. “I’ll leave the rest to Micah and Angie.”

      He shook hands with Jay, then Sam, and finally Ryan. “Could I talk to you outside?” he asked Ryan as he released his hold.

      Ryan glanced at Jay, who shrugged. Obviously, he didn’t know what was up.

      “Sure.” Ryan refilled his coffee mug and followed Jordan outside.

      Today was particularly bright, the sun startling against the crystals of snow, and Ryan wished he hadn’t left his sunglasses in the car. Jordan winced at the light and slipped on his own glasses before leading him down to the bridge and the shade of the huge trees by the water. The air was frosty, but they both had thick jackets. Only Jordan was shivering. LA Boy probably wasn’t used to a Montana winter.

      “You need a better coat,” Ryan informed him, then bit his lip because this was a client for Crooked Tree and he’d already fucked up with defending his brother.

      “I know.” Jordan wrapped his hands around himself, hopping rather pathetically from foot to foot. “Not much call for thick winter coats in LA,” he added. Then he glanced up at the sky.

      Ryan wished he could see the stormy eyes, get a closer look at them to see whether they were bluer out here, less steel gray.

      “I bet,” Ryan offered lamely. There was something about Jordan that had him feeling off-balance. That air of vulnerability from being sick, with the shine of money and designer clothes, the beauty of a perfect face with gorgeous eyes, and the whole staring thing.

      “So, I have this security thing….” Jordan shivered again.

      Ryan took his arm and led him down to his cruiser, opened the door and gestured inside, then climbed into the driver’s side and turned on the heater. Jordan seemed grateful, opening his coat after a while and resting his head back on the headrest.

      “What kind of a security thing? That sounds pretty vague. I have protocols, but unless you think people knowing you’re here will cause a stampede of fans to invade us, I doubt we’ll have much to worry about.”

      Jordan smiled then, a soft smile, and he pressed his fingers to his temples. “No, I don’t have those kind of fans, and we’re in the middle of nowhere.”

      Ryan wasn’t going to take exception to that. Crooked Tree might be part of the center of his universe, but that didn’t mean Jordan wasn’t right about it being kind of isolated out here.

      “I had an issue last year,” Jordan continued. He picked at the hem of his jersey. “Shit, this is embarrassing.”

      “We’re covered by cop-client confidentiality,” Ryan announced.

      “That’s a thing?” Jordan sounded surprised.

      “Not really, but what’s said in the car stays in the car.”

      “Last year I filmed this Cinderella story, a movie version, of course, based loosely on the darker concepts of the original Cinderella, not the fluffy and cute Disney version. Thing is, this guy in the local town, he took exception to the story and to me—hell, he took exception to everything—and he came at me with a car.” Jordan frowned. “Not a good time.”

      “Arrested?”

      “Damn right. My management took it very seriously. The guy is in jail, receiving psychiatric care. He had this whole photo wall of actors. Not just me—this isn’t a cliché of a stalker and an actor, I promise you. Just, I wanted to let you know this has happened to me. Before, I mean.”

      “Okay, I’ll make a note.”

      “And—” Jordan sighed noisily. “—there’s something else that might be a bit more worrying.”

      “Which is?”

      “There’s this journalist, Thomas Ivory, who wants the ‘scoop’ on my family.”

      Jordan used his fingers to air quote around scoop. He didn’t need to; Ryan could already hear the distaste in his voice.

      “Your family. Not just you, but your brother as well?”

      “And my mom. But she’s with husband number four and he’s rich as hell, so no hack is getting anywhere near her. It’s more that my dad died young, not long after we were born, actually. You should google him.” He sank back against the seat, exhaustion bracketing his eyes.

      “You’re saying this journalist might turn up here?”

      “Maybe. I have a restraining order, I can get you a copy.”

      Ryan hadn’t come across a celebrity-stalker situation before in his work, but he’d seen a lot of things very close. He wasn’t going to reassure Jordan with blanket statements that he would look after him—that wasn’t him. He had to be firm and honest. “That would be useful. Also, anything like that happens here, you can report to me and I will make sure the proper authorities are involved.”

      Jordan seemed relieved, tension slipping from him until he looked boneless in the seat. At least he’d stopped coughing.

      “Have you seen a doctor?” Ryan asked after a moment’s silence.

      “Hmm.” Jordan shut his eyes. “I’m on antibiotics,” he added in a whisper.

      And then, between one heartbeat and the next, he was asleep.

      Right there in Ryan’s vehicle, his mouth slightly open, his face flushed with heat and his breathing slightly labored, Jordan the B-lister was asleep. His sunglasses had tilted a little, and Ryan carefully removed them, at the same time wondering how the hell he was going to explain this if Jordan woke up.

      Jordan didn’t. He murmured something and slumped lower in the seat.

      Ryan sat there for a moment. What did you do when a guy fell asleep in your car?

      And then it hit him. He’d get Angie, and she could deal with him

      He left the car and went back to Jay’s office. As he let himself in, everyone looked at him.

      “Hey,” he said to Angie. “Your boyfriend is asleep in my car.”

      Angie looked surprised and glanced at Micah, who shook his head in some silent conversation.

      “Is he okay?” Micah asked.

      “Ill,” Ryan said, like he even had to mention that. “He’s in my car. Asleep.”

      Micah grimaced. “Sheriff, can we please leave him for a while? He’s not slept well in days now. Unless it’s too cold. We should move him, right?”

      Micah looked so damn earnest, and his gray eyes, not as dark as Jordan’s, held concern. Ryan bristled at the manipulation, but at the end of the day, Jordan sleeping in his car wasn’t that much of an inconvenience and was a reason to stay longer at Crooked Tree.

      “I wrapped a space blanket over him, but you’ll need to check on him, okay?”

      “I’ll go,” Angie announced, and bundled into a coat to leave.

      Ryan helped himself to more coffee, because hell, he was already buzzing with it, so why not add to the effect. Then he took another muffin, vowing to go for a run as soon as he got home.

      And he didn’t think about the man in his car, or his gorgeous eyes, or the fact that the man was a client of Crooked Tree Ranch.

      He just ate muffins, drank coffee, and contemplated his run.
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      “I’m sorry, Micah,” Jordan said for the thirtieth time that day. He couldn’t help himself; he had the energy of a limp noodle, and his brother had taken on most of the work that Jordan would normally do.

      “Stop saying that and get back into bed.”

      Jordan hovered in the doorway. He had things to do; this company was him and Micah, not something Micah should be carrying on his own. This flu had knocked Jordan to the ground, but he wasn’t surprised; the last year had been hard, manic, awful… no wonder he was ill.

      “I’m bored in bed.” And yes, he was aware he was whining, but he’d had enough, and the hotel bed was like rock, hard and unyielding. Tomorrow they were moving to Crooked Tree, and he hoped to hell the beds were bigger and softer and he could get decent sleep.

      “There’s nothing for you to do.”

      “What about Debbie? Is she flying out today or tomorrow?”

      Debbie Stevens, female lead, was another of the actors who’d made their careers in made-for-TV movies. She was to act opposite him in this classic Christmas romance of the down-on-her-luck single mom to his small-town cop, on a ranch in the snow, with horses, a couple of kittens, maybe a puppy, all set in Montana. The script actually made sense, but when it was summarized like that, it sounded so cliché.

      Who was he kidding, everything he did was cliché; he wasn’t called the King of Christmas for nothing. Jordan had done eight of these Christmas movies now, and he was damn good at them. He privately loved romance with all its familiar storylines.

      Micah sighed his best put-upon sigh. “Debbie is already in Missoula. The driver is picking her up from the hotel at 0700 for script read-through. As are Jim, Stefanie, and the new intern, Shawna, not to mention the rest of the crew who’re a couple of hours out. So, we’re set.”

      “What about the girl playing the daughter?” He couldn’t remember her name, his head full of scrambled thoughts.

      “Emma, her name is Emma, and she is coming in with her mom tomorrow, her tutor the day after.”

      “And the⁠—”

      “Jordan, seriously. Get some sleep. I’ll come find you if I need you.”

      “Micah—”

      Micah huffed, which stopped Jordan talking, then stood and they had a face-off. It would have been comical had Jordan not felt like shit. “Look, little brother,” Micah began in that brotherly way he had of getting under Jordan’s skin.

      They were born twenty-two minutes apart, so Micah was only a little older, but it was his go-to insult. He hadn’t finished.

      “I’m in charge out here. You’re the actor, and I’m the one who makes the acting happen. Now go to bed.”

      “Did you see anything from Ivory? Has he updated his blog?”

      “I checked. There’s nothing more on there about Dad.”

      “What if he tracks us down, it’s not a secret where we’re filming?”

      “Go to bed.”

      “Micah, I’m being serious⁠—”

      “So am I. No one will find out about you, or make up shit about Dad, least of all a talentless hack like Ivory.”

      For a second, Jordan was being swayed, but the familiar fear still held him. Living with fear seemed to be his permanent problem. “Are we doing the right thing?” he asked, defeat edging his voice.

      Micah’s stern expression shifted a little, and for a moment it showed vulnerability. “Yes.”

      “All of our money, though. What if we fuck this up? What if the movie is shit because I fuck up?”

      Something about what he said or possibly how pathetic he looked made Micah pull him in for a close hug. “You won’t fuck this up, I won’t fuck this up. Please, go back to bed because otherwise I’ll call 911 and tell them you collapsed. And by the way, you’re gross. You need a freaking shower.”

      “Fuck you,” Jordan managed, the effect ruined when his chest tightened and he was headed for another coughing fit.

      He made it back to his room and into the bathroom before the coughing began. Drinking water helped; getting into the shower and washing away a night of restless sleep helped further. Then he settled into the other bed in his room, where the sheets were clean and cool. He pulled open his laptop. A few keystrokes and he had called up his go-to work in progress, the kind of film he’d love to make.

      Where a man fell in love with a man, in a real gay romance, and the movie was shown to mainstream audiences, and there was no hate, only acceptance.

      Micah teased him, but his twin had his back for them to make the film in their five year plan. They’d probably generate no income from it; maybe they’d need to crowdfund.

      Of course, if he was going to be in a gay movie, he’d probably have to admit to the world at large that Jordan Darby, confirmed heterosexual lead for eight separate romances, was, in fact, gay.

      He worked on the manuscript for a while, hesitating at the edits in the lead-up to the sex scene. He’d already scripted an angry kiss—in the rain, of course. But the connection between the two leads he had in his head wasn’t there. He wasn’t feeling the love.

      Was that because he hadn’t experienced love?

      Lust? Well, he’d had a bucketful of that. Careful, controlled lust in private with guys who had reasons to keep their mouths shut. Not real lust, then, because lust wasn’t something you controlled; lust was fire and need and life.

      What he’d had was getting off. Simple as that. Twenty-nine, turning thirty in a month, and he had never connected romantically with anyone.

      As a headache began to form behind his eyes, Jordan closed his laptop, lay down, and snuggled under the covers.

      Too hot.

      He removed the covers.

      Too cold.

      With a muttered curse, he pulled the covers up to his neck, then pushed one leg out from under them.

      Better.

      He needed to sleep. The last decent sleep he’d had was yesterday in Sheriff Carter’s car.

      Shame heated his face. He couldn’t believe he’d done that, fallen asleep, probably snoring and drooling all over Sexy Cop’s car. He’d just been so tired, exhausted even, and then the flu had hit him and turned into something worse, and he couldn’t stay awake. But Ryan hadn’t complained; he’d left him in the car, and it had been Micah who had woken him up and led him to the rental car they’d hired to take him back to the hotel.

      Jordan didn’t see Ryan before he left, and that was a shame. He might not see him again, apart from a couple of review visits, and there was something about the sheriff that meant Jordan could not look away.

      He was big—six four or five—and his hair had this floppy, don’t-care kind of appeal. His dark gaze had kept flicking to Jordan as a small frown creased his forehead. Jordan liked to think, with his drug-addled, sleepy brain, that Ryan had been checking him out. And for a few moments, he actually contemplated doing something about it by working out which team big Sheriff Sexy played for. Because he was everything Jordan liked, not to mention the man also loved cakes. Which meant under that uniform, despite the muscles, there may be a softness to him. In Jordan’s mind, there was nothing better than lying in bed, head on a soft belly, feeling the strength under there. Particularly when his lover could pick him up, maybe lift him and arrange him just so, before fucking him into tomorrow.

      There was also Ryan’s hands. Jordan hadn’t been able to stop looking at them: big, strong, and capable, and the muffin had looked so tiny as he held it.

      All that on top of pills for his chest infection and lack of sleep, which made him tired and loopy.

      Finally, when his cock actually made a valiant effort to rise at the thought of Ryan holding him still, he cursed at life and turned onto his front. He nestled into the pillow, moved his leg out from where it had tangled as he turned, then closed his eyes.

      He was not fucking about on his doorstep. Especially not after nearly being hit by a car after the Cinderella movie and having a journalist waiting for him to make a mistake.

      Jordan had a company to build, a commitment to his brother, to Angie, and to the staff they had back at the office; the whole team that supported this new venture.

      He just couldn’t afford to be openly out there, not right now.

      With that decision made, and ignoring the warning tightness in his head, he slept.

      

      When Jordan arrived at Crooked Tree, he landed slap-bang in the middle of chaos.

      Despite his nagging headache, the chaos made him smile.

      This was bedlam he understood: trucks unloading equipment, people buzzing around with clipboards and notepads, others huddled in groups, some talking into radios.

      “Jordan!” He turned at Angie’s voice. “Jay gave us his office. Come on.”

      Jordan followed Angie from the parking lot over the bridge and up to Jay’s office. It seemed like a lifetime since the meeting followed by the embarrassment of falling asleep in the car, but it had been less than forty-eight hours. At least he felt marginally better; the knot of pain in his chest had eased a little and his head felt clearer. He was still ill, but by the time they started filming in a few days, he’d be awake enough to pass for human.

      “Do I need to move some scenes around on the schedule?” Angie asked, leaning on the side of the desk.

      “Just give me a couple more days.”

      “On it. Oh, and Debbie arrived. We’ve put her in the first cabin. She brought her kids with her, but no sign of the husband. Word is that things have gone south there.” She indicated her clipboard. “Micah is down at the cabins with the allocations. You’re with Micah and me, okay?”

      Jordan half smiled. He could stand to be around his brother, but he had something to add to the arrangement.

      “We could actually fit another crew member in our cabin,” Jordan said and turned to look at the stunning photographs on the wall. Some of them he recognized from the Crooked Tree website, the same site that spoke of stunning views, the Blackfoot River, and a hundred other things that made this place perfect.

      “No, we can’t. There’s only three rooms.” Angie sounded confused. “Me, you, and Micah. Three people, three rooms.”

      Without turning, Jordan shrugged. “Angie, you and I both know that as soon as he thinks I am asleep that he’ll be heading into your room for the night. No sense in wasting a room.”

      He heard the sharp inhalation of breath and turned to face her. He was happy for Micah, and he loved Angie. She’d been his PA since the moment he got his first contract with Hallmark. And she and Micah were meant for each other.

      “I….” She stopped, evidently lost for words.

      “Just give in already. You’re good together, and I think it’s wonderful.”

      “You do?”

      She looked surprised. Why was she startled? “Of course, I do. You’re so happy together.”

      “Just…”

      “Just what?”

      “Jordan, you and Micah been taking this new company so seriously, and you have so much pressure, both of you, that we thought… it hasn’t been long.”

      “I know. It was the wrap party for the last Hallmark film, right? Autumn Fall?”

      “Did Micah tell you?”

      “Nope, I have eyes. Come here.” He held out his hands and stepped closer, and she walked into a hug. They hugged often. Jordan was tactile, loved to hug. “Do me a favor and go public.”

      “I don’t want anyone to think I am the executive assistant because I’m sleeping with one of the bosses,” she admitted against his chest.

      “We’re not your bosses, you own part of Darby Films, and hell, everyone loves you.”

      She hesitated and worried her lower lip with her teeth. “It doesn’t seem fair though.”

      “In what way?” Although he had the feeling he knew exactly what was going on behind her eyes. She was doing that whole worrying about Jordan thing.

      “You don’t get to have a boyfriend on set.”

      And there it was.

      He sighed. “Angie, that’s not an issue you need to worry about. I might need to have secrets, but you don’t.”

      At that, Angie gripped him hard. She knew what he had to hide and why he did it, and she said the same thing every time.

      “You could come out, then go behind the camera if people don’t like it. You’d still have us.”

      Jordan considered that he and Micah had sunk every penny of their inheritance into Darby Films, and he smiled to himself. He would be happy in the shadows a little while longer, being able to act, and having hook ups on the side. This company was important to him, and his five year plan was in place and starting already. When Darby Films was finally riding the high of success, he could reveal bits of himself a little at a time, and everything would be okay. No one would run articles about the irony of a gay man playing straight leads, or any of the other shit he could imagine happening.

      The door opened and Micah walked in, stomping his boots free of snow, his breathing labored.

      There was complete silence.

      Micah looked from Angie to Jordan and back again. “What happened?”

      Angie eased herself from Jordan’s hold and crossed straight to him, cradling his face, holding him tight, and kissing him deeply.

      All Jordan could do was chuckle at his brother’s startled stare over the kiss. One secret down.

      Then she left.

      “Jordan—”

      “The wrap party for Autumn Fall, two beers back at her room. Yes, she’s perfect for you, and yes, I’m very happy for you.”

      Micah’s face fell and he crossed his arms over his chest. “Okay, so you know. Is that okay?”

      “I love Angie. Like I said, she’s perfect for you,” Jordan reassured. “Hurry up and make me an uncle. Just remind her, in case it isn’t obvious, that twins run in our family.”

      Micah blanched. “I got a ring,” he whispered, as if Angie was in the room and could hear him.

      So, then it was Jordan’s turn to pull Micah in for a hug. They didn’t need words; the hug was everything. It was ‘I love you, brother’ and ‘I’m happy for you’ all wrapped in one embrace.

      “Back at it, then,” Micah said, and they parted with some manly backslaps. “We have to consider snow.”

      “What about snow?”

      “Backup in case it all melts.”

      “We have snow. Lots of snow. We chose here because of the snow,” Jordan said.

      “Contingency in case it melts.”

      “Shit? Will it melt overnight?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “If it does, then I want real snow, not that fake shit that gave me a reaction last year.” He leaned back on the desk, suddenly tired.

      “It wasn’t the snow you had a reaction to; it was the amount of coffee you were drinking.”

      “I was playing a character with a rod up his ass,” Jordan defended. “I was bored with acting a boring character, and I needed coffee.”

      Angie stepped back in. Snow swirled in with her, and Jordan looked at Micah, with a nod to the white stuff.

      “Okay, no snow machine,” Micah conceded.

      “I need to talk tax breaks,” Angie said.

      “I need a good cup of coffee,” Micah said.

      Jordan scrubbed his eyes. Setting up Darby Films was a step into the great unknown, and if he’d known how much he’d have to consider, then maybe he would have thought twice about starting this up. Yes, he had Micah on one side and Angie on the other, but he was an actor—what did he know about location scouting or permits or tax breaks? For a moment, it all felt like too much.

      “Tax breaks?” he asked her weakly, tired and lacking caffeine. “Statewide for filming? I thought we’d gone through that.”
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