
  
    [image: Montana Box Set 2]
  


  
    
      MONTANA BOX SET 2

      Including Snow in Montana, Second Chance Ranch, Montana Sky

    

    
      
        RJ SCOTT

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Love Lane Books Limited]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Montana Box Set

      Copyright ©2024 RJ Scott

      Including:

      
        	Snow in Montana, Copyright ©2016 RJ Scott

        	Second Chance Ranch, Copyright ©2018 RJ Scott

        	Montana Sky, Copyright ©2019 RJ Scott

      

      Cover design by Meredith Russell

      Published by Love Lane Books Limited

      ISBN  9781785646720

      All Rights Reserved

      This literary work may not be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, including electronic or photographic reproduction, in whole or in part, without express written permission. This book cannot be copied in any format, sold, or otherwise transferred from your computer to another through upload to a file sharing peer to peer program, for free or for a fee. Such action is illegal and in violation of Copyright Law.

      All characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.

      All trademarks are the property of their respective owners.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dedication

          

        

      

    

    
      Always for my family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: Snow in Montana]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter One


          

          RYAN

        

      

    

    
      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          JORDAN

        

      

    

    
      “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.”

      “We have some hoops to jump through. I need signatures from both of you.”

      Micah signed immediately and passed it back, and to be honest, so did Jordan. Angie had a stake in the success of Darby Films as much as they did, even if it was for a smaller amount of principal invested, it was as important to her. Particularly if she was going to be marrying Micah soon.

      “I have a couple of things on my list,” she said.

      “What?” He couldn’t help the worried tone or the instant anxiety. Sue him—he was still ill.

      “We need to sign off on more public liability courtesy of our friendly sheriff, and also one of the cabins has no heating, but Jay is on that and we’ll be up and running by tomorrow. Meanwhile we’re doubling up.”

      He recalled the day they chose Crooked Tree over another place, one that had way more accommodation than they needed.

      They’d looked at both on the laptop. The other ranch, on the Big Sky Blue website, was indeed mostly blue. Lots of freaking shades of the color—water, sky, accommodation painted in sapphire-and-gray stripes. The only thing that wasn’t blue was the grass. Still, Big Sky Blue had been sprawling, with promised quiet corners, stunning views, and real-life cowboys.

      Jordan had always had a thing for cowboys. And cops. And doctors. As long as they were big and handsy, he could go for any of them.

      There’d been the usual pictures of horses, saddles, fields, the sapphire ranch house. And he could have worked with the color. Maybe they could have renamed the movie, called it Blue Christmas or something, although that would have inferred the plot was miserable.

      Then there had been Crooked Tree with its less colorful website, relying instead on a simple gallery of photos with few words and dropdowns for all kinds of things. There was a restaurant there, Branches, that had some good write-ups, and so many cowboys, and horses, and trail rides. Still, from the photos it looked less accessible than the other one, more in a valley than flat land, but it did have a bridge over the water, which fitted the fight scene in the second act.

      Crooked Tree was rugged and extended up onto the mountain; Big Sky was flat, backing toward the mountains. One had the river, the other, rolling pastures. They discovered there had been some drama at Crooked Tree a while back, which Micah pointed out might be good for marketing.

      But when it had come to the bottom line, Angie was honest. “Crooked Tree is cheaper.”

      He just hoped that going for cheaper didn’t mean problems. Cheaper was better on paper, but this was the first movie they were doing on their own, without Hallmark behind them, and without network support. He didn’t want to live to regret it.

      “You won’t know if you don’t try,” Mom had told him, with her usual wisdom.

      Of course, it wasn’t Mom laying everything on the line here.

      Nope, it was just him, Micah, and their five-year plan.

      Year one: make a movie and sell it for a television audience, make a small profit or at least break even. Years two and three: much the same, but with three movies in the year and a bigger profit. Year four was three movies again, but with one of them focusing on a gay couple. And year five? That was to be the year that Jordan Darby came out of the closet, with a solid company behind him, and made a movie where he could be one of the gay leads, and it would sell, and he would leave a mark on this world he could be proud of.

      Just a modest target, then.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          RYAN

        

      

    

    
      “Morning, Sunshine,” Saul said and slid a coffee across the table.

      Ryan took it and grunted his thanks. His brother knew there was no way he would be capable of much rational speech this early in the morning, and they’d dropped into this system whereby perpetually cheerful Saul, the oldest of five boys, made everything better. How Saul could be this awake at 5:00 a.m., Ryan didn’t know.

      Saul ran a bar. Carter’s Bar was his baby, and even though he had staff, he couldn’t have closed much before 2:00 a.m.

      “What time do you need to be at Crooked Tree?”

      Ryan glanced at his watch, but it was a blurry mess without his glasses or contacts. “Six.”

      Something bumped his hand and he glanced sideways at the plate of toast.

      “Eat,” Saul ordered.

      “Yes, Dad,” Ryan snarked, then took a few bites. It was coffee he really wanted, and Sam might well have food he could scrounge when he got to the ranch. Or maybe Ashley had baked. Still, the toast helped, and the coffee began to work to sharpen his senses.

      “Eddie is bringing the kids up on the weekend,” Saul said.

      Ryan didn’t have to look to know that Saul had his ever-present diary notebook out on the table. Somehow the eldest Carter hadn’t let go of that need to look after all his brothers. There were columns for all of them in age order, and in there, Ryan knew, there would be notes of his shifts and anything else Ryan had mentioned. Saul was eighteen years and three days older than Ryan, and the other three Carter boys ranged in the middle.

      Saul had been just old enough to take responsibility for his brothers at eighteen, including the baby Ryan. “How is he?”

      “You’d know if you called him,” Saul admonished in that soft tone that made Ryan feel guilty in an instant.

      “Last time I called he hung up on me,” he explained.

      Saul muttered something and then sighed. “Saying you were going to do a background check on his new girlfriend will do that to a guy.”

      “After what Sarah did to him⁠—”

      “It’s not our business, and Jenny is lovely, and she’s good with the kids.”

      “Says the brother who knows exactly where we are and what we’re doing every minute of every freaking day.”

      Saul changed the subject. “Thought we’d do a barbecue. Be here at noon?”

      Ryan wanted to point out he wasn’t going to be anywhere else. He was on duty until eleven. He lived over the bar, sharing the apartment with Saul, so of course he’d be here.

      “I’ll be there.”

      Saul scratched something in the diary—probably some kind of tick in the attendance column.

      “Bring a friend,” Saul said, his tone that infuriating mix of hope and interference. “How about Mark? I liked him. He was nice.”

      Ryan was really not going there at 5:00 a.m. in the freaking morning. Mark had lasted exactly a week, right to the point when Mark explained how he wanted him and Ryan to have an open relationship.

      “Back off,” he snarled, snapped, and laced it with a little brother’s patented whine. Then he pushed his chair back and stomped out of the kitchen.

      “Ryan and Mark, sitting in a tree,” Saul shouted after him.

      “Whatever.” He grimaced as he took the steps up to his room two at a time. At least now he was awake.

      A shower, his contacts, and dressed in uniform, and he was back in the kitchen. One last coffee and he was out to his car.

      When he arrived at Crooked Tree, he walked into chaos. Or at least it looked like chaos to him, but to everyone walking in and out of trailers in the parking lot it was probably highly organized chaos.

      “Ryan!”

      He turned to face the owner of the voice, spotted Sam and Justin just inside a large tent, and decided that direction was as good as any. He wanted to check in with Justin, see how the man was doing. A couple of people nodded at him, muttered “Officer” or “Sheriff,” but no one stopped to talk. Everyone had something to do, and Ryan wound his way past wires and boxes to what he assumed was the catering tent.

      Justin had gone before he got there, leaving Sam and a table groaning with food. Two young guys there, both in chef’s whites, were clearly assisting with the burden of catering for however many people were present.

      “Twenty-seven,” Sam explained, “but I catered for more, so help yourself.”

      Ryan didn’t hesitate; he grabbed a plate of eggs, crispy bacon, and fluffy pancakes, and stood back in the corner, checking his watch every so often. Ten minutes to go and he’d cleared his plate while watching Sam doing his thing, ordering around his two assistants.

      Still no sign of Justin coming back.

      In fact, Justin did a very good job of avoiding Ryan, and with ten minutes to kill, Ryan decided to zip up his coat and go looking. Something about the way Justin wouldn’t quite look him in the eye had him feeling off. Justin had secrets—he’d been working for some shadowy kill squad after vanishing years ago with Adam. There was no information that Ryan could dig up, a blank of years that frustrated his analytical law enforcer’s brain.

      He finally found his quarry standing with Marcus, hands in his pockets and a stony expression on his face. Marcus had been overwhelmed getting his son back, and Justin had tried hard to fit back into Crooked Tree life, but it was plain to see there was tension between father and son. When Ryan observed the two of them together, he often thought the pressure was going to snap into something more, but there was always a rigidity about Justin. The guy only truly relaxed when he was with Sam.

      Justin saw him coming, lifted his chin, and stared. “Sheriff,” he said, with a nod.

      “Ryan,” he emphasized, and not for the first time. “Call me Ryan.”

      They were surely friends more than professional acquaintances. Being five years older than Justin meant they’d never been at school together, but still… more than just acquaintances, surely.

      Another nod and Justin pressed his lips into a thin line. Ryan just knew that Justin wouldn’t be calling him by his first name.

      Then they ran out of things to say. Or rather, Ryan wanted to ask questions and Justin didn’t want to answer them. They’d fallen into this weird, stony face-off, and Marcus had long since left.

      “Can I talk to you?” Justin asked.

      Ryan frowned and looked left and right. Justin was actually addressing him, right? “Of course.”

      “Not here, not now. I’ll text you.”

      And then he slipped away, sidestepping Ryan in one of his freaky ninja moves, and by the time Ryan made it to the front of the tent, Justin had vanished again.

      Well, that wasn’t at all covert and weird. He shook his head and stepped out into the icy early morning half-light.

      “Hey,” someone said from his side, “Good morning, Sheriff.”

      Jordan was there, in so many layers of coats and scarves that it was difficult to see any more than a thin strip of his face, but Ryan would recognize those eyes anywhere. Then he remembered Jordan had a twin; was this Micah? They hadn’t looked the mirror image of each other, and Ryan couldn’t recall the color of Micah’s eyes.

      Which reminded him he needed to google the man and find out about the father, then look for photos of Jordan and his twin, Micah.

      For information purposes only, obviously.

      “Hey,” Ryan said, abruptly very unsure.

      Something in his tone must have shown hesitation because Jordan—or possibly Micah—pushed down the scarves from his face.

      “Jordan. Remember me? I fell asleep in your car.”

      Ryan held out a hand and they shook, which wasn’t easy when both were wearing heavy gloves.

      Jordan kept talking, his voice less gruff than it had been two days ago, and he was staring right at Ryan.

      For a second, Ryan imagined he had egg on his face and dismissed the idea. Just because a guy stared at him didn’t mean he had food on his face. He hadn’t the last time, and he didn’t now.

      Still, he brushed at his mouth with his gloved hand, just in case, because Jordan made him feel like he wanted to look perfect.

      What the hell? Where did that come from?

      “I’m sorry about that, by the way,” Jordan carried on. “I usually don’t go sleeping in sheriffs’ cars.” He smiled, and Ryan’s brain short-circuited because, fuck, dimples.

      “You spend a lot of time in sheriffs’ cars?” Ryan asked before his brain caught up with his mouth. I’m losing it.

      Jordan shook his head. “No, I guess not. I was dosed up and ill.”

      “I know.” And then he recalled the usual thing that normal people might say at this point. Normal, sane, rational, people. “Are you feeling better?”

      Jordan wrapped his hands around himself and stamped a bit. “Much. Just freaking cold.”

      Ryan searched his brain for an answer to that one while trying not to lose himself staring into those gray eyes. “It’s Montana,” he said lamely.

      Jordan chuckled, coughed a little. “So it is. You want me to show you around?”

      Ryan didn’t want to take Jordan away from whatever he was supposed to be doing, so he said, “I can do my own thing.”

      “No, it’s okay. Follow me.”

      Jordan pivoted and led Ryan through the maze of tents and wires, stopping and explaining that this was Production, this was their version of a green room, and this was Editing.

      Ryan spoke to everyone, got a feel for the way things were running, and filed away as much information as he could. There wasn’t much he could say, although he had a list of things he needed to check when they were somewhere warmer. Not for his sake—he was plenty warm enough, a Montana native with enough layers to make him look like a snowman—but Jordan still hadn’t got the idea and he was shivering under the coat. Which had Ryan considering one question they hadn’t covered…

      “How will you film outside scenes without coats?”

      Jordan looked a little panicked for a moment, but it soon cleared and cheerful optimism seemed to carry him through. “We’ll be fine.”

      Ryan didn’t want to point out that this was early in the day, and if there were night shoots, Jordan was in danger of becoming a Popsicle.

      Jason arrived a little after nine, in uniform and clearly just off shift judging by the tiredness bracketing his eyes.

      “Hey, little brother,” he said on a yawn.

      That was the way he always addressed Ryan, but somehow, in front of Jordan, Ryan didn’t want to be identified as little. Then, Jason held out a hand, and he and Jordan did that whole awkward glove-slap thing.

      “Jason Carter, MFD liaison,” Jason said and yawned again. “Sorry, long night.”

      “Thank you for coming.”

      Jason did that thing when he smiled and winked and showed way too much happy despite being exhausted. Ryan often wished he could channel Jason’s eternal happiness.

      “You’re welcome,” Jason said with another smile. “Show me the way.”

      And like that, Ryan’s part in this was over. He watched Jason and Jordan leave to check out whatever pyrotechnics plan they had cooked up, and realized he was standing there like a prize idiot and Jordan was looking back at him and sketching a small wave.

      So, Ryan waved back, a thank-you wave—not at all a sexy wave, really—and then he felt even more of an idiot, so he left to find Jay, with his list of concerns in his head.

      Jay was in his office, which wasn’t exactly his office anymore; Adam was sitting on one seat, Micah on the other. From the papers spread out on the desk, they were talking horses, and Ryan didn’t really have much to say on that, but he indicated he just needed paper and a pen and wrote out in careful block letters the things he thought needed checking out. Jay mouthed a thank you and placed the paper to one side with a thumbs up.

      Ryan moved to leave but stopped when Adam grasped his hand.

      “A word?” Adam asked softly and stepped out into the chaos without a jacket.

      Ryan immediately went into protective mode, which was his default setting with Adam. After all, Adam had years of missing memories and still suffered from killer headaches. Should he be standing out in the cold? “Everything okay?”

      “It’s Justin,” Adam said, worry in his expression.

      “What about him?”

      “Something’s wrong. He won’t talk to me or Ethan, and he’s quiet.”

      “He’s always quiet,” Ryan said, not because he wanted to play devil’s advocate, but because it was the truth. Not only was Justin trained to be stealthy, he also played his cards close to his chest.

      Too many secrets.

      “No, this is more than normal, and I think it’s my fault.” Adam tapped his shoulder. “My tattoo. I woke up from a dream that I think could have been memories of the man who did the tattoo, and then I dreamed about being on that ranch and seeing the two men with me die. I mean, I’m not entirely sure, but when I told Justin, he just looked really pained and pale.”

      Ryan filed away the information. Maybe this was what Justin needed to talk to him about. “I’ll talk to him,” he reassured Adam.

      “There was something else…,” Adam murmured, as if he didn’t really want Ryan to hear and ask him what it was.

      “What?”

      “In the dream….” He hesitated again, then couldn’t look Ryan in the eyes. “Justin was there in the dreams, front and center.”

      Too many questions. “I’ll talk to him,” he repeated. Adam turned to leave, but Ryan stopped him with “Are you okay?”

      Adam glanced back, a lost expression on his face, one Ryan had seen many times. “Today isn’t a good day, so I gave in and called Ethan. He was coming home anyway, so he’s just leaving earlier. I don’t like doing it, but I just…”

      “Need him,” Ryan finished.

      “Yeah.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      Sometimes Adam was too lost, needed his fiancé by his side, and Ethan was working out his contract at the job in Missoula. They hadn’t worked out what he would do at Crooked Tree, but Ethan wanted to be with Adam full-time and not just between shifts.

      Ryan wished they had the budget at the sheriff’s office, but that wasn’t happening anytime soon. They had a rookie and that was pretty much all they could afford.

      “No, thank you. I’ll be okay,” Adam said.

      And that answered everything. “Good.” Ryan ushered Adam back into the warm office, then left.

      Justin was waiting for Ryan next to his car, his hands thrust deep into his jacket, a beanie pulled low on his head. “Hey.”

      Justin always looked so wary, as if, at the drop of a hat, Ryan was going to pull his gun and arrest him or shoot him.

      “Hey,” Ryan said, and waited for more.

      “Is Adam okay? I saw you talking to him.”

      Ryan considered lying, but Justin wasn’t stupid. “He thinks that he remembered something and wanted to talk to me about it.”

      Justin gave a sharp nod. He was in constant movement from one foot to the other, his expression fixed on Ryan, but Ryan imagined he was aware of every single inch of his surroundings. Whoever trained him way back had done a good job.

      “What exactly did he think he remembered?” Justin asked.

      “You know I can’t divulge information like that.”

      For the longest time, Justin stared at him, his expression blank. Then he sighed. “Tell me he’s okay.”

      Ryan wished he could say that, wanted to be able to say that he was, but he would be lying. “You should talk to him,” he advised, because that was the best he could do.

      Justin looked down and kicked at a stone next to his boot. “He won’t talk to me. He’s avoiding me, or I’m avoiding him, fuck knows.” When he returned his gaze to Ryan, there was real grief in his eyes. “He’s remembered something and he looks so beaten down. How can I help him?”

      That was the most Justin had exposed of himself to Ryan, ever, and part of Ryan, the compassion that wished he could help, wanted desperately to explain that Adam was dealing with memories that made no sense.

      He couldn’t.

      “Find him. Talk to him if you can,” Ryan said, and then he added with feeling, “I’m sorry, Justin.”

      “Not your fault.” Justin drew himself tall. “I’ve got him. I’ll do what’s best for him.” He added, “Always.”

      If only it was that easy.

      They shook hands, and Justin walked back up to Branches.

      Justin held too many secrets, and that scared Ryan. Because after today, with what Adam had told him, secrets could destroy Justin and Adam and any friendship they may have.

      And likely rip families apart in the process.

      

      Ryan was stopped by Angie, carrying a clipboard and wearing two coats, which he couldn’t help but smile at. Her tiny legs sticking out of the bottom of what looked like a large man’s coat were quite comical, although he wouldn’t say so.

      “How are we doing?” she asked, all efficiency and purpose.

      “I gave a list to Jay—not a long list,” he hastened to add when she frowned. “Concerns that I imagine Jason will notice: access and cables.”

      She looked at her notes. “Jason, the fireman. Okay, I’ll track him down.”

      And then she was gone. Ryan had almost made it back to his car—part of him not wanting to leave because he was curious to see how all of this worked—when Jordan caught up with him again.

      “Hey,” Jordan said.

      This time Ryan recognized Jordan despite the layers. He had a way of holding himself, all loose-hipped and confident, that was different to Micah.

      “Hi.”

      “You have time for a coffee?” Jordan asked.

      Ryan made a show of checking his watch, just because he felt like he had to, even though his morning was booked out here until lunchtime. “More questions?” he asked.

      “Yes, kind of.”

      If he went back to the office, he could clear some paperwork, extend lunch, visit the school… or he could spend a few minutes in the warmth of Branches, maybe get some cake and talk to the intriguing Jordan Darby.

      It was an easy decision to make.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

          JORDAN

        

      

    

    
      Jordan picked a table out of sight from the mess and people outside, and he sat with his back to the room.

      They shed coats, gloves, hats, more gloves, and by instinct, Jordan patted his hair down. The damn shortness of it made it stick up at the slightest provocation.

      What he was going to ask Ryan was incredibly personal and still a secret to everyone except Micah and Angie.

      A woman came to the table. “Morning, Ryan,” she said with a big smile. “Mr. Darby.”

      “Call me Jordan, please.”

      “What can I get the two of you?”

      “The usual,” Ryan said and returned her smile. He really did have a lovely smile, his whole face showed his pleasure. “Jordan, this is Ashley.”

      Jordan stood and extended a hand. “Hello, Ashley.”

      “I’m Gabe’s wife,” she said. “We haven’t met yet. Not properly, at least.”

      “Gabe is the middle Todd brother, right? We talked horses with him and Nate?”

      “Yep, that’s him.”

      “It’s nice to meet you. Everyone has been very friendly.” Jordan wanted to make sure she knew that he was relaxing here now he felt better.

      “We try. What can I get you Mr.—Jordan?”

      “Coffee, and do you do pastries or something? Anything is fine.”

      She nodded. “No worries, I’ll be over in five.”

      Which left him alone with Ryan, who was examining him curiously.

      “What’s your usual?” Jordan asked when he couldn’t think of a way of launching into what he really wanted to talk about.

      “Here?” Ryan evidently hadn’t been expecting that question, and for a moment he seemed to need to think about what his usual was. “Black coffee and anything that Ashley has baked today. Doesn’t matter what. Chocolate, lemon, pastries, muffins… whatever she does is freaking awesome.” Then he subsided into silence and his cheeks flushed pink.

      Yes, that could be due to the warmth in here compared to the cold outside, but more likely it was embarrassment. “You take your cake very seriously, then?” Jordan teased.

      Ryan mumbled something and then seemed to shrink a little in the chair.

      Jordan immediately apologized; he could see discomfort and knew he’d caused it. “Sorry, my sense of humor is shit. Ask my brother.”

      “I like cake,” Ryan blurted and then played with the cutlery on the napkin. “It’s my one weakness.”

      He looked at Jordan and something zapped between them, an awareness of sorts. It sure looked like Ryan was exposing some small part of himself that Jordan felt a kinship to. The way Ryan looked at him, stared at him, the way he was licking his bottom lip. Everything had Jordan sitting forward in his seat.

      “You sure don’t look like you eat a lot of cake. Do you work out?”

      “My brother has a set-up in his garage. I go there.”

      “Nothing sexier than a man with muscles,” Jordan said.

      Ryan’s mouth parted a little and his eyes widened. Sometimes, Jordan wished there was some kind of gay man’s secret handshake or a code word. Too often he flirted with a man who was in no way interested in him. But that there—the eyes, the focus, the way Ryan swallowed—was a signal of sorts. Add in Ryan’s gaze lowering to Jordan’s lips and back up, and Jordan knew.

      He just knew.

      “Are you out?” he asked softly.

      Ryan nodded and shifted in his seat again, sitting taller. Evidently, he was proud of who he was, and that showed in the way he sat.

      Not proud of eating cake, but proud of being out. Got it.

      “You?” Ryan asked—no, whispered, in case anyone could overhear if Jordan wasn’t.

      Jordan appreciated the discretion, even though part of him wanted to write out a banner and stick it in the window. “No,” he admitted, “Too much… too many people….” He couldn’t find the damn words. Where was a script when he needed one?

      “I get that,” Ryan said. “Must be hard.”

      They were interrupted by Ashley coming over with a tray, trailed by a young boy who couldn’t have been older than eight, proudly carrying two plates with a selection of cakes on each.

      “Hey, Sheriff Ryan,” the young boy said with a wide grin that showed a lot of missing teeth.

      “Hey, Josh. No school today?”

      “The heating broke,” Josh announced. “So we get a home day, an’ Liam is coming over to see the movie people later. They have cameras and everything.”

      With the cakes and coffees on the table, Jordan didn’t waste time. “These look good.” He half turned and looked at Josh, who blinked at him. “Hi, Josh. Come find me when your friend arrives, and I’ll give you a tour.”

      “Wow, hi.” The boy wiped his hand on his jeans and held it out, and Jordan shook it very seriously. “My name is Josh,” Josh announced. “My mom is here.” He waved up at Ashley, who was looking at her son fondly. “I have a sister called Kirsten—she’s at college—and my stepdad is Gabe.” He scrunched up his nose as if he needed to qualify all of this so that Jordan understood. “Gabe’s the brother of Uncle Jay’s fiancé, Nate.”

      “Awesome,” Jordan offered, because what did you say to all that excitement and information in one sentence? There was a lot of complicated family up here. He’d only really dealt with Jay and Sam. So at least he now knew that Jay had a fiancé and that Gabe was Josh’s stepdad, but he’d lost the thread with the rest.

      Didn’t matter what he said, though, because Josh was still smiling. “I’m going to go and text Liam. Bye.”

      Josh left a lot quicker than he’d arrived, and Ashley immediately apologized and thanked Jordan at the same time. “If it’s too much, just say so,” she tagged on at the end.

      “It will be fine. I would love to do it,” Jordan admitted. To see the work behind a movie was fascinating to him; to get past the chaos and see the technical side of filming was something he loved to share. To share that with a child as excited as Josh would be something that lifted him out of his still-ill slump.

      She thanked him again and left him and Ryan alone.

      “He’s a good kid,” Ryan said, and for a moment, Jordan thought he detected a warning in his tone.

      “Seems so.” He then concentrated on the plates in front of them. There were tiny bite-size pieces of several different offerings, and he picked up the first one, a quarter of a muffin with the softest, warmest milk chocolate chips inside. Jordan groaned at the taste; he was a sucker for chocolate, and looked up to see what Ryan had tried first.

      Ryan hadn’t tasted anything; he was just looking at Jordan and seemed to be trying to say something.

      Unconsciously, Jordan licked his lips, and fuck, Ryan actually shifted in his seat.

      Okay, this was way too intense for him. He needed to rein this in. Then Ryan did something obscenely sexy with his fork and some lemon muffin, and right there and then, Jordan was hard.

      All Ryan had done was eat cake.

      For a moment, you could hear a pin drop, a frisson of excitement, of expectation.

      Then Ryan cleared his throat. “So, you have questions?”

      God, yes. Like tell me you’re pushy in bed and your thighs are as strong as they look in those regulation pants, and tell me that you really want casual sex with a man who’ll be stuck in the closet for at least another four years.

      Instead what he said was “I’m writing a script, and I wanted to run some scenarios by you. I wouldn’t have to name you, but if you were willing, I could pay you a consultancy fee.”

      Ryan sipped his coffee and ate another small bite; this time a coffee-walnut slice, like the one Jordan had just finished, that tasted like heaven. Then he sipped some more coffee. “So, you’re an actor, you own your own production company, and you’re a writer?”

      Jordan could laugh that off, say something like “sounds like a lot when you put it that way,” but he was proud of what he did. “Yes.”

      “Wow. So, you’re not just a pretty face.”

      Whether Ryan meant that as a compliment or not, Jordan didn’t know. Until Ryan flushed scarlet and focused on his plate. Jordan loved that this man wasn’t intending to flirt, to come on to Jordan, but he still managed to have Jordan in the palm of his hands.

      A hand reached between them and snagged a cake off of Ryan’s plate.

      “Sam, fuck’s sake.” Ryan covered his plate with his hands.

      “You snooze you lose,” Sam teased, then sashayed away with an exaggerated wink back at them.

      If it was possible, Ryan was even more scarlet and now utterly incapable of looking at anything other than his plate.

      “Sam’s a force of nature, isn’t he?”

      Ryan muttered something like “stubborn,” “irritating,” and “asshole,” in that order. Then he finally looked up. “Yes. I can talk you through some procedures if you want me to.”

      At this point, Jordan wondered whether he should be honest about the kind of script he was writing. Maybe Ryan was gay and out but didn’t like gay movies or romance.

      So instead Jordan just summed up how he felt and then changed the conversation. “Great. We start filming tomorrow, so I’ll take your number and we can work out a time. Is that okay, and how tall are you?”

      Ryan blinked at the change in conversation. Did the whole “sip, eat cake, sip” thing again.

      Jordan realized it wasn’t that Ryan didn’t want to answer or was deliberately slowing the pace of the conversation. He was just giving himself thinking time.

      “Six five,” he said. “Why?”

      Jordan copied what Ryan had done—coffee, lemon slice, coffee. Then he grinned  widely and leaned forward, lowering his voice. “I like my men tall.”

      Ryan choked on his mouthful of coffee and patted his chest as he sat back in his chair. “Jesus,” he snapped. “Is this an LA thing, getting up in my face?”

      “Nope,” Jordan said gently. “It’s a Jordan thing.”

      Then he left with a soft thank you for Ryan’s time. He found himself back in the snow and cold, wishing he’d put his coat and everything else on before stepping outside.

      They were going to be here for six weeks. Maybe by the end of that time, he’d be used to the cold.

      And possibly he’d have the blushing, sexy sheriff in his bed.

      Just for a night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Five


          

          ADAM

        

      

    

    
      Adam woke up.

      Suddenly, completely, flailing at the bedclothes that were pinning him down, and shouting for something.

      Someone.

      Anyone.

      “Adam… I’ve got you… it’s a dream…. Adam… I’m here.”

      The words were on repeat but they meant nothing, just meaningless noise that mixed with the images in his head. Blindly he reached for the notebook he kept by the bed and wrote down the first words he could think of. His hands shook, the book fell to the floor, and he yanked again at the constricting covers, helped and hindered by Ethan, who kept up the litany of reassuring words.

      With his feet finally on the floor, Adam attempted to stand, but a head rush had him stumbling.

      But it was okay. Ethan was there.

      Ethan’s always here.

      “I’ve got you,” Ethan murmured. “Love you, Adam. I’ve got you.”

      Adam pulled away from him; he wanted to stand on his own two feet, sick of these nightmares. Sick of feeling that he was just a step away from recalling everything, only to take a step away from the ghostly memories that teased at his subconscious.

      Ethan went straight into post-meltdown care mode, supporting Adam, then helping him to the front room and the wide sofa before handing him water and dropping some headache pills on the table, in case Adam needed them.

      Ethan looked after him. Always.

      “Can you get my notebook?” Adam asked, his throat tight, his words choked.

      Ethan went into the bedroom, came back with the notebook, and handed it straight to Adam, who tucked it down the side of him. He didn’t show Ethan what was in it, ever, and Ethan never asked to look. This was personal. Sometimes nothing more than single words or stick figures, sometimes paragraphs of information so detailed that it scared him.

      “Sam said he’d be here tomorrow when I need to go back to Missoula,” Ethan said as he settled on the sofa next to him. “In case you need him.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” Adam snapped and then sighed noisily. “Sorry. Shit, my head hurts tonight.”

      “Can I get you anything?”

      Adam wriggled in the seat, never quite getting comfortable, never really falling asleep or relaxing outside of the meditation he did with Justin.

      Or that he had done with Justin. These last few weeks Justin had been avoiding him, that much was obvious.

      “No, I took something, and I’m going to be okay.”

      “You want to discuss the nightmares?” Ethan always said the same thing, gave Adam the chance to speak about what he was feeling, what he’d seen.

      And Adam’s answer was always no.

      But tonight he could recall some of the images, and he sorted through them in his head and tugged Ethan’s hand to him, lacing their fingers. “Maybe,” he said. “I spoke to Justin.” He coughed to clear the tightness in his throat.

      “In the dream?” Ethan asked casually, as if it didn’t worry him at all.

      “No, for real, and now he’s avoiding me.”

      “What did you talk about?”

      Ethan tightened his grip and Adam winced but didn’t pull away. Seemed Ethan needed that hold. He’d said a few nights ago that he was afraid that one day Adam would get lost in his dreams and not wake up the same. That must be so freaking scary. How did Ethan cope with feeling like that?

      Adam needed to show Ethan the notes he made, talk about the feathery images, blurred around the edges with today’s memories, and the mess in his head. “I had a dream about the guy who did my tattoo. His name was Billy Molan and he ran this cool place called Marks and Punctures. I only know that because I googled him,” he added before Ethan could ask him if that was a memory.

      “What did you remember in the dream?”

      “That I knew he was dead, that’s all. But Justin was there in my dream, and it all changed, and there was a ranch—not like Crooked Tree, but wide-open spaces—and two men were dead, and Justin was part of everything I was looking at.”

      “You saw him?”

      Adam pulled out the notebook and awkwardly turned pages one-handed until he got to the entry for two weeks ago.

      The sketch was simple. Nothing more than a few brushes of pencil and some weird stick figures, but there were names attached to each, and two separate scenes.

      “That first one, I don’t think I’m there. That’s the tattoo place, I think. Google had images of the place and news stories that I checked out after, and it looks like I dreamed. I saw Justin in that dream, but he was off to one side, like he was watching.”

      Ethan leaned over. “You know that Justin didn’t even know you were alive then?”

      Adam wouldn’t say anything until he’d talked to Ryan, because an insidious suspicion was growing slowly, daily… why would he think of Justin being there, and why was he placing his friend at the center of all his memories?

      “Justin didn’t say anything, he just looked at me, and there was so much pain in his face, an agony that just floored me.”

      Ethan pointed to the other picture. “That’s the ranch?”

      “Two men. Dead. And I’m running.”

      “And Justin is there?”

      Adam pointed at the figure to the left. “Right there.”

      Ethan hunched over a little. This was his little brother they were talking about, the one who’d killed in the name of some shadowy team that no one knew much about. Justin was out of it now, living with Sam over the restaurant and happy, almost settled. He was still prickly, and sometimes he looked like was going to run, but he stayed with Sam.

      “You want me to talk to him?” Ethan asked gently.

      “No.” Adam didn’t have to think about his answer. “God, no. I talked to Ryan, told him about the dreams.”

      Ethan didn’t respond at first.

      “You didn’t want to talk to me?” he finally asked, sounding hurt.

      Adam’s head pounded; he wasn’t dealing with this very well, and he knew it. “Justin is your brother. I didn’t want you to think bad about him, if there was a reason to.”

      “I can handle it, I’m a cop.”

      “You love your brother.”

      “I love you.”

      They were at a standoff, and then Ethan stood and tugged Adam up. “Let’s sleep. We can do this in the morning.”

      Adam allowed Ethan to lead him, considering that maybe they were going to argue or at least disagree.

      Instead, Ethan climbed in and pulled him close, spooning him from behind. “I love you so much, Adam.”

      “I love you too.”

      “My heart hurts when yours does.”

      Adam choked back the tears and instead snuggled back into Ethan’s arms. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t ever be sorry,” Ethan said fiercely. “Ever.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Six


          

          JORDAN

        

      

    

    
      The first day of filming was unsatisfying and brutal. The scenes were set-ups for Debbie’s character, Mary-Ann, a woman running a ranch on her own, with the added problem of being a widow, having a ten-year-old daughter called Zoe, owning two dogs, and finding orphaned kittens in the snow.

      Never let it be said this movie wasn’t going to tick all the boxes in cliché Christmas romance.

      Jordan’s character, Joe, was the traveler who happens on the farm and hides in the barn. Of course, Debbie finds him; he’s ill, and she nurses him back to health; he helps her around the farm, the daughter loves him, he and the heroine fall in love, and the kittens get a home.

      Yep, calling the leads Mary-Ann and Joe was maybe a step too far, but this script was the only one they could get on short notice, and it was a strong story nonetheless.

      “Mary and Joseph,” Micah said again, shaking his head in disbelief.

      “Mary-Ann and Joe,” Jordan corrected him.

      They’d taken over one of the cabins in what Crooked Tree called the Forest Area, which was self-explanatory, really, as it backed onto a tangled, gnarly forest of thick pines and banks of snow. Perfect.

      The scene they had today was Debbie on the phone with her sister, who was warning her that a storm was coming—cliché #57—and she needed to look after herself. Oh, and was she coming down to the town for Christmas?

      “I promise you I’ll be there for Christmas Eve. Zoe is super excited, and has hand drawn all these wonderful cards.” Debbie delivered her line, and the camera focused in on her pensive expression as she stared out the kitchen window.

      Off-camera the actress playing the sister said her bit. “There’s nothing stopping you from coming down earlier, sis. You know Zoe would love that.”

      “I have things to do here. I’ll see you in a couple of weeks.”

      The conversation ends. The camera moved closer, and like the consummate actress Debbie was, her eyes glassed over and a tear rolled down her face. Then she needed to reference the husband who had died and she did so with emotion.

      “I miss you, Mark,” she said to her reflection, and then closed her eyes.

      And pause.

      “And cut!” The director, Bob Sterling, a veteran of made-for-TV movies, said decisively. “Perfect, Debs, perfect.”

      “Thanks, Bob.” Debbie wiped away the tears with her hand.

      “Who wants to have the kittens?” someone shouted from across the way.

      Debbie and Bob grinned at each other. It had been their idea to include orphan kittens. What was better than to add some cute to an already schmaltzy storyline?

      “Are you sure about the kittens?” Jordan asked. The idea of wrangling five cats on a set wasn’t filling him with enthusiasm.

      Until, that was, one of the crew placed a basket on the fake kitchen table and Jordan got his first look at the tiniest creatures imaginable.

      “Oh my God.” He leaned over for a closer look.

      Two blacks, three gray with stripes. All were asleep in one big bundle of fluff. Jordan couldn’t help himself, he picked up one of the tiny black kittens and it uncurled in the center of his hand, so small, and gave a soft yawn up at him—and right there and then, Jordan fell in love.

      “We need kittens in all our stories,” he announced to Micah, who was stroking the kitten’s head with the tip of his index finger.

      “Yes, boss,” Micah said and snorted a laugh.

      They fussed over the kittens as the team pulled together the next shot, the morning that Mary-Ann finds Joe in her barn. That was more internal work, and then they were outside working in the barn, which meant moving the shoot across the bridge and up to the secondary location, where it was exposed and freaking cold.

      “Why didn’t we set this whole movie indoors, with added kittens?” Jordan asked. But he didn’t really want an answer, and all he got anyway was Micah chuckling. “You can laugh. I’ll be the one in jeans and a light jacket in subzero temperatures.”

      “That’s why you get your name at the beginning of the film, bro,” Micah teased.

      Emma, the young actress playing Zoe, with her tutor trailing her, stopped at the kittens and couldn’t be pulled away. The tutor finally got her to move but not before Jordan saw the calculating look in Emma’s eyes as to how she was going to get to take a kitten home. Her mom was somewhere on set, but didn’t strike Jordan as being a push over.

      “Eyes up,” Micah said, nudging him in the side.

      “What?” Jordan glanced at him.

      “Tall, dark, and very sexy, heading your way.”

      Jordan looked in the direction Micah was pointing, and there was Sheriff Carter, looking all kinds of adorable, flushed and really uncomfortable right behind the cameras.

      Jordan crossed to him with a smile on his face. “Hey, Sheriff.”

      “They said it was okay to come in, that you weren’t filming.”

      “No, we’re resetting for the next scene.”

      They stood in silence for a second, and Jordan didn’t want that. He could listen to Ryan’s voice all day, and he wanted more of it.

      “Look,” he said, and thrust out his cupped hands and the tiny kitten in them.

      “Aww, who’s this little fella, then?” Ryan held out a finger, which the kitten mouthed and butted against.

      “I don’t know. Hang on.” He half turned to Micah. “Do the kittens have names?”

      Micah shrugged and passed the question back down the line until the answer came that no, there were no names.

      “We need to give them names,” Debbie said from his side. “What if we write it in as a scene, we could ad-lib and call them, like, Rudolph and whatever. Hi, I’m Debbie.”

      Debbie not only grinned up at Ryan, but she held out a hand and kind of half hugged the man, who looked over her head right at Jordan, as though he was a deer and Debbie an oncoming truck.

      “Nice to meet you,” Ryan said formally.

      “I’m the lead alongside Jordan.”

      “Great.”

      She grinned at him. “You know, the widow and daughter with the ranch, snow, and kittens, and of course the traveler who hides in her barn.”

      “Great,” Ryan repeated. “Sounds good,” he added like an afterthought.

      Debbie wrinkled her nose at him and then laughed. “It will be with our resident hot leading star here.” She thumbed at Jordan, and then took the kitten from him saying that no, Jordan couldn’t keep the little tyke.

      Which meant that Jordan and Ryan were alone, or as alone as you could be in a mess of technicians trying to make a movie.

      “Did you write the script?” Ryan asked, crossing his arms over his chest, then uncrossing them and pushing his hands into the pockets of his sheriff-issue jacket.

      “No, but I am a huge fan of Christmas romance,” Jordan said, then realized he was coming over as defensive. “Romance in general,” he added to qualify the first statement. Then he dipped his head because, jeez, what the hell was he doing? “So, are you here for an official visit?”

      Ryan nodded. “Business,” he said, but he didn’t expand. “Saw Angie, and she said you wanted to talk to me.”

      “She did?”

      Shit. Angie said that? Great, was she matchmaking? Was this something to do with Micah? He turned and searched out Micah, who was watching and freaking well winked at him! That was the shit thing about having a twin; Micah just seemed to know everything about him, just as he knew that Micah was in love with Angie.

      “Yes,” Ryan continued. “A question about the movie or something I could help with?”

      Jordan had to think on his feet, and not focus on how he was going to kill both Angie and Micah.

      “Yes, come with me. Least I can do is get you coffee.”

      Ryan pulled a hand out of his jacket and glanced at his watch. “I have ten minutes.”

      Jordan smiled up at the big man. “We have cake, and ten minutes is fine.”

      “I don’t always eat cake,” Ryan blurted, then went scarlet.

      Jordan pretended not to notice, but found the reaction so damn cute he had a sugar rush without cake. “Why not? Everyone should eat cake daily.”

      He led Ryan out of the cabin and across to the large tent holding a mess of boxes, trunks, cables, and chairs. And more importantly, Sam’s assistant, Yan, who was in charge of catering down on set.

      “Hi, Yan.”

      “Morning. Coffee?”

      “This is Sheriff Carter. He’s giving us some technical help, and he loves cake.”

      “Not all the time,” Ryan murmured at his side.

      Yan made them coffee and indicated the plates of cake.

      “Do you trust me?” Jordan asked as he passed the coffee to Ryan. “With cake, I mean.”

      Ryan blinked at him and then half smiled. “I don’t know. I take it very seriously.”

      “Go, sit, and I’ll bring it over.”

      Ryan moved to one of the small tables, his breath huffs of white in the cold air. Jordan collected Yan’s recommendation and balanced the plates and his mug of steaming caffeine over to the table. He slid in the seat.

      “Lemon drizzle. It’s Yan’s special. He also makes good cookies.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” Ryan said, and he spoke with a smile.

      He took a mouthful, as a wine expert might sip at a glass of Cabernet. He chewed, a thoughtful expression on his face, and swallowed. “That’s good.”

      “So, the reason I wanted to talk to you”—Jordan hoped to hell that his made-up-on-the-spot reason made one lick of sense—“is that we have this drifter, right, and he’s ex-Army, rootless after coming back from war. He has this old car, and it broke down, so he walks and ends up in Mary’s barn. She’ll tell the sheriff, of course.”

      “Of course.” Ryan smiled.

      “What would you do?”

      Ryan stared at him. “In what way?”

      “If a widow with a kid, who you were friends with, told you there was a strange guy in her house, and he was ill, and she didn’t know who he was, what would you do?”

      “Tell her not to let strangers in the house to start with,” Ryan said, all seriousness. “The child is added vulnerability.”

      “Yeah, but this isn’t real life. By the time she comes to talk to the sheriff she’s already half in love with the drifter, and her daughter loves him.”

      “That’s dangerous.”

      “Yeah, but we need to suspend disbelief here.”

      “Okay, so the sheriff isn’t pissed at all?” Ryan asked.

      “He is, but he gets over it.”

      “How?”

      “He does a background check, and the guy checks out.”

      Ryan frowned a little. “Checks out how? A background check will give you arrest records, age, birthplace, all kinds of black-and-white data, but nothing that says ‘this is a good guy.’”

      “The sheriff would be able to find out if the man was former Army, though?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you’d find the car he says broke down, and tow it somewhere?”

      “If we could.”

      “Okay.” Jordan sipped at his coffee. “That gives me something to work with. I need to connect to that in character, persuade her I’m okay, and persuade the sheriff that my intentions are good.”

      “Yes, and I would need a lot of persuasion.”

      “Thank you.”

      Ryan checked his watch again. “I really need to go.”

      “Sheriff work?”

      “Yep.”

      “I’ll walk you out.”

      Walk him where? To the snow outside? They were a good quarter-mile from the main ranch. Just to his car, then. He must have driven here.

      Ryan took the empty mugs back to Yan. Jordan wasn’t eavesdropping, not deliberately, but he loved that Ryan commented on the cake and the coffee and chuckled at something Yan said back to him.

      Ryan really was one of the good guys, and Jordan was so turned on by his voice and his sort of awkwardness, and his height, and his muscles, and just everything about him.

      As soon as they rounded the tent, Jordan spotted the sheriff’s car, parked neatly under the trees, up against a large bank of snow. He and Ryan would be hidden from view here, at least from the film crew.

      “So, the cake was nice.” Jordan wanted to make conversation. He’d never had this feeling before, this absolute intention to want to be with someone.

      “Yes.” Ryan pulled the keys from his pocket.

      He was leaving. All he needed to do was get in the car, use the keys, and he’d be gone.

      “I still need to talk to you about the procedure in my script,” Jordan said a little desperately.

      Ryan tilted his head. “You were going to text me a time.”

      “Friday. I’ll come to your place. There’s no peace here.”

      Ryan smiled ruefully. “It’s not exactly quiet at my place either. But okay. Head through town, find Carter’s, and ask for me at the bar.”

      “You live in a bar? I mean, at a bar.”

      “Family business. And over the bar, actually.”

      “Seven okay? Maybe eight? You want me to bring takeout?”

      “No, I’ll sort it. You like Italian?”

      Jordan could imagine reaching up, tangling his hands into Ryan’s chestnut hair, pulling him down for kisses… he wondered what Ryan would taste like. Would he want Jordan to take control of the kiss, or would he be the one who pressed Jordan back against the car and took his fill?

      Fuck, this is turning me on.

      “I love Italian,” he said. Then Ryan was in the car, with no kisses, no touches, and Jordan was waving goodbye, a little lamely.

      At least he had Friday.

      So, he went back to filming. He got there just in time to watch Debbie nail her interaction with the kittens and think that right there was Christmas romance movie gold.
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