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      An abandoned baby, a poignant note from his long-lost twin, and unexpectedly, Jax’s world is turned upside down.

      Despite being adopted by a loving family when he was a child, Jax feels part of his life is missing, and driven by dreams of his brother being in danger, Jax is consumed by his search for his biological twin. Shocked to find a surprise delivery on his doorstep, Jax discovers that not only is he an uncle, but apparently, he’s a legal guardian to baby Charlie. He calls on the unwavering support of his friends and family to solve the mystery surrounding the new arrival, but also finds help from an unexpected source—Arlo, the enigmatic bear of a man who works for him.

      Arlo is no stranger to caring. When his parents passed, he dropped out of college to care for his siblings, working construction to pay the bills. With his brothers grown and having left home, it’s Arlo’s turn to live, but when the next stage of his life means owning up to his love for Jax, he can’t find the words to be honest about how he feels. The problem for Arlo is that he’s been in unrequited love with his boss for three years and can’t bear to not be part of his life. Is it too much to wish for a miracle to make Jax fall for him too?
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      JAX

      “What do you want me to order to celebrate finishing this?” I scrolled our usual list of restaurants that delivered, drawn to Chinese for the third Friday running, but wondering if we should go bigger. “What about Dawsons? They have a special offer on that Thai banquet we had last month. Oh, and I could get them to add Tom Kha Kai if you fancied it.” I could almost taste the chicken and coconut, and if it was accompanied by a few sips of Chang Beer, then it would be the good kind of celebration.

      Arlo mumbled something I couldn’t hear. He had his head in a cupboard under a sink, all six-five of him sprawled on the tile. I knew he wouldn’t be at all worried about the choice of food. In his words, he’d eat anything, with his favorite being desserts, which he blamed for his soft belly. I loved his soft belly, it was a hundred kinds of cute and pokable when I was teasing him, and hell, it was the only part of him that was soft, so I ignored his self-critical moaning. And also the bits where it was my fault because I ordered in cake.

      Everyone should be able to treat themselves to cake every so often.

      Particularly Arlo.

      “How about getting delivery from Bleu Bohème? Remember that chicken we had? The one with the cream? I can’t see it on the menu, but I bet they’d know what it was if we asked.”

      Mumble curse mumble was all I could hear.

      “What?”

      Arlo cursed again, loudly. Now, that, I could hear clear as day.

      “Mumble mumble tonight,” Arlo said, louder.

      “What?”

      Mumble mumble.

      We were here doing final checks on the finishing touches to a kitchen renovation in a single-level home in the desirable “Santa streets” area of Solana Beach. The client had wanted the best finishes, and I’d fought hard for this contract, cutting my margins to the bone just to get it, but the end result was fantastic, and Arlo and I always celebrated the wins.

      Only, he seemed off today—brooding, not the smiling man who loved his work and was excited to finish this project. In fact, he’d had his head in that cupboard for way longer than he needed, and I’d heard nothing but muttering. I hated that he’d been prickly all morning because that wasn’t him, and where we’d normally have this high between us about completing a job, he was too quiet. It made me think there was something wrong with this project that he didn’t want to tell me, and it freaked me out because, despite being in the black, things were tight.

      “What have you found? Is it bad news? Will it cost me money?” I crouched next to him so I could better hear his answer. Of course, by me, I meant my company Byrne Construction, of which I was owner, but Arlo was my right-hand man, and I wanted him to be my business partner—only. — Only, I hadn’t had the conversation with him to make it real. Hell, I had all the paperwork at home, but there were several things stopping me from handing it over.

      The biggest was my undeniable attraction to him, and the fact I was torn over making him a partner in my business or flirting even more than I did already and encouraging him to be my partner in every way.

      I’d been lusting after him since I’d first set eyes on him, but as Mama said: “you don’t shit in your own bed.” Well, she didn’t say that exact thing, it was more of a proverb rattled off in quick Italian, but the meaning was there.

      “No… mumble…” he cursed again.

      This time, I tugged on his leg to get him out of the cupboard. “Out!”

      He unfolded himself from where he’d been lying and propped himself up on his elbows. There was a smudge of paint over his left eyebrow, the same snowy white as the streaks in his steel gray hair. He was only thirty, but like his dad, his dark hair had lightened to salt and pepper when he hit puberty. His gray was as much part of him as his gorgeous eyes, and yes, I stared at him a lot.

      When he wasn’t looking of course.

      “What were you trying to say in there? Did you find something?”

      “No.”

      I sighed with relief. “So, what was all the mumbling about?”

      “I can’t come over tonight,” he admitted, and couldn’t quite meet my gaze.

      “What? Why?”

      Wait, could I even ask that question? That wasn’t the kind of thing a boss asks the man who works for him, right? Arlo was under no obligation to spend time with me, but on the weekends when I didn’t have my girls staying, he would always come to my place on a Friday. We’d have beer, and he’d stay over in my spare room after we’d talked until late.

      It was our thing.

      “Are you okay?” I placed a hand on his knee to let him know I was there for him. He moved his knee, shrugged my touch away, and I wasn’t stupid, there was something off about all of this. “Are you ill? Shit, is something wrong with one of your brothers?”

      “No, and no.” Arlo shimmied up, then leaned against the sink cupboard. “It’s just, I have this thing.”

      “What thing?”

      He stared at me and seemed to be steeling himself to give me bad news, so I sat my ass on the floor and crossed my legs. It couldn’t be too awful because, yes, he seemed distracted, but not completely miserable, so my first guess was it had something to do with his brothers—they were the only reason he’d skip what had become our regular thing. Although, why would any of that affect our standing date-slash-non-date, I didn’t know.

      “What thing?” I repeated and poked him to encourage a smile.

      He wouldn’t quite meet my gaze, and again, he moved away from my touch. That never happened—Arlo was a big cuddle monster, a soft bear of a man who was tactile and open with his feelings. His heart was so pure, so freaking full of love that sometimes, he couldn’t even contain it and would hug me so hard I couldn’t breathe.

      He bit his lip, a typical Arlo habit when he was stressed. This was at odds with him saying everything was okay.

      “Ihaveadate,” he blurted in one long run-on sentence, then dipped his gaze, and I swear his face was scarlet.

      I slowed down the words to parse their meaning.

      I. Have. A. Date.

      “You’ve got a what now?” I asked after a pause; not sure I was hearing right.

      He cleared his throat and, at last, held my gaze. For a moment, I was lost in watching him tug at his gray hair and seeing the uncertainty and nerves in his intriguing gray eyes. “A date,” he repeated in a softer almost apologetic tone.

      Of all the things he could tell me, why was it something that was going to make me spin out?

      Since when did Arlo date? He’d told me point-blank that being responsible for his two younger brothers, plus working for me, was enough without contemplating dating. I’d taken that at face value and almost settled into that sweet spot where we could be friends and I could lust from afar, ignoring the unrequited everything I had going on.

      The last thing he needed, or should expect, was for me to ask why he was going on a date. Don’t ask. Don’t freaking ask.

      “Why?” Shit. I couldn’t help myself.

      He shot me one of his affectionate, patient smiles. One of the cute ones that made his eyes sparkle with mischief. Or something.

      “Just because…” He sighed. “Sutton left for college, and now… I’m ready to move on. I need to date.” He stared at me.

      I tried to read his expression and the determination in his tone. “Date,” I repeated.

      A familiar smile teased his lips. “Trace downloaded this app thing, and I swished or swiped or whatever, and then, someone matched me, so I’m meeting this guy called Wilton tonight.” In one sentence, he threw open all my tightly checked emotions and ripped apart my ordered world.

      Apparently, he was ready to date.

      Date other people.

      With no warning.

      “I’m meeting him at this place called The Angel Bar,” he told me. Then, while I stared at him open-mouthed, he slid back under the sink, knocking on something as he spoke, his voice muffled again. “Apparently, Friday night is karaoke night.”

      What kind of name was Wilton, and who in God’s name chose a karaoke bar for their first date? I wasn’t going to say any of that, though.

      I reached out to keep the cupboard door open as Arlo worked. God knows what he was messing around with under there, but I knew better than to ask him. Instead, I focused on this Wilton and began cautiously “Don’t you think a first date should be the getting-to-know-you bit? Y’know, dinner, and drinks, and talking?”

      He wriggled back a little farther, his head in the cupboard, his voice muffled. “Says the expert on dating?”

      I huffed. “I don’t have to be an expert to know karaoke is a shit first date,” I snarked loud enough for him to hear.

      Arlo chuckled, a rumbling—sexy—sound that hit me hard. “I don’t care; hell, it’s been so long since I dated, I’ve forgotten how to do it. Might as well get drunk and sing.” 

      I leaned over to peer into the cupboard under the sink, strands of my long red hair falling around my face. “What do you know about this guy? He’s a stranger.”

      “Well, duh.” Arlo said. “I mean, that’s the definition of a blind date.”

      “Whatever.”

      “Jesus, Jax, get your hippie hair out of my face.” Arlo shoved at me.

      I tucked the wayward strands behind my ear as he attempted to push me. He was back to his teasing self, as if the date announcement had been a barrier inside him holding back his happy.

      Arlo gestured that he was sliding out, and I moved away, not staring at all as his T-shirt caught on the corner of the door and dragged upwards, revealing sun-kissed skin, muscles, and that damn soft belly he forever griped about wanting to fix. Stop staring. I always laughed it off when he bemoaned his belly, patted him there and told him it made a nice pillow and that he didn’t need to fix a damn thing. All of which was inappropriate, and always left him flustered and me feeling as if I’d crossed a line. Sue me, but I happened to love his belly, and had complete fleshed-out, fantasies of the two of us lying in bed, me resting my head on all that gentle sweetness, with kisses that would move lower… much lower.

      He tugged the shirt down with a frustrated huff, and I mourned the loss of the belly and the glimpse of the treasure trail disappearing into worn jeans. Both of us startled when his phone emitted a tone I recognized as being from the dating app. Fuck. Another match? Or a message from Karaoke-guy? Arlo ignored the sound given we were working, but still, how many matches had he gotten? Jeez, I bet there were hundreds of men in and around San Diego and the ’burbs all wanting a piece of Arlo Marshall.

      Mine.

      “You should have a look at this, make sure you’re happy.” Arlo gestured at the open cupboard, grabbing my attention back to work, which was where it should be. Only, I felt wrong, my skin tight, as if everything had changed.

      Work. I could focus on work. I pushed the door and it whisper-closed as it was supposed to.

      “It’s perfect. The whole thing is as perfect as…” He glanced at me, waiting for me to end that sentence. “… a perfect thing,” I finished.

      He rolled his eyes again.

      “Yeah, it’s good,” he mused, then ran a finger along the counter—more frowning, peering at it from an angle, and then, huffing.

      This kitchen, nearly eighty thousand dollars of work, and, if I was right, twenty in profit, should have been signed off Monday, but Arlo had found small imperfections, one after another, until this morning, Friday, he’d finally said he was happy to sign off. This was what Arlo did, he huffed, and he picked at details, and he made me want to wring his neck at times, but also, to hug him and tell him not to worry so much, that he was a craftsman and, then maybe, to add that he was my best friend.

      Oh my God! Get a grip.

      I could see the tension in him and the way his hands twitched to touch everything we’d created. I stood behind him, pushing my fingers into his shoulders, the muscles tight. “Breathe,” I instructed as I dug into where he held all of his stress. At least, he didn’t shrug off this touch.

      “I just want it to be right,” he protested.

      I carried on working the knots loose, and his shoulders dropped that half inch I wanted to see, and when I released him, he rolled them with care.

      “It is right,” I murmured.

      He mumbled something, then shrugged off my hands and smoothed his T-shirt, his focus darting from one finished cupboard to the sink, to the door for the walk-in pantry, and then, up to the recessed lighting. He might be more relaxed, but the patented frown didn’t disappear.

      “Do you think I should take condoms?” he blurted.

      I stiffened. “The fuck you asking me that for!” I snapped. “I’m not your fucking father.” Shit. Way too many fucks in there. And what a dick move to mention a father when he didn’t have one. Or a mom. “Shit, Arlo, sorry.”

      He stared at me. I stared at him. Then, he nodded and tugged a hand through his stormy-sky hair. I was mesmerized for a moment because, when I was around Arlo that was how I rolled—he moved, I watched, and I pined. He smiled because he didn’t have a clue what I was thinking, and my heart hitched. He decided he wanted to date some random stranger, and I got all up in my head and hated it. He was beautiful; he was sexy and strong; and I wanted him to be more than just Arlo-who-works-for-me so bad I ached with it. But I’d never done anything about it.

      And now, I was too late.

      He met my steady gaze with his own. “But you think I should?” he pushed. “I mean, I haven’t dated since…” Since his parents died and left him guardian of his two younger brothers is what I assumed he was going to say.

      What? I don’t know, but I don’t want anyone else but me touching you.

      “Condoms it is,” he murmured, his normal sunny expression dipping for a moment, almost as if he were disappointed by my weird silence. Well, jeez, what did he want? It wasn’t as if a discussion about sex and STIs was an appropriate workplace conversation. And now, the room was heavy with the weirdest interaction we’d ever had. All because of me not getting my head out of my ass.

      Make this normal again.

      I peered into the space he was checking, deliberately getting in his way, and he elbowed me, and I elbowed him back. What started then was a familiar shoving and teasing, and it only stopped when I stepped back and left him to it, and I watched the muscles in his thighs flex as he crouched. I spent way too much time considering his thighs, and his ass, and his chest, and his soft bits, and the hard bits, and his eyes.

      God. His eyes. At the last July Fourth fireworks, we’d been drunk, sitting by the fire pit, and I’d told him that his eyes were the shade of a can of Moonmist paint from the Sherwin-Williams catalog. He’d gone quiet, and of course, I told him I was joking and then, fell out of the garden chair. He laughed at my joke; I laughed at falling—crisis averted, because page one in the employee handbook probably said: thou shall not comment on an employee’s stunning eyes by comparing them to cans of paint.

      Or, indeed, commenting on them at all.

      So, not only did Arlo have eyes so pretty I could stare at them all day, but he was taller than me, wider, built solid, muscled from construction work, with a belly that showed his love of all things cake-related, and he never met a T-shirt that didn’t cling to every God damn curve. And he’d swiped right with a total stranger.

      What now?
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      Arlo

      So much for putting myself out there in the vain hope Jax might ask me out instead.

      Two years, three months, and two days since he told me I had eyes the color of paint, and somehow, I’d crossed a line in my head where he wasn’t only my boss, but also the man I lusted after.

      I knew it was a bad idea when my youngest brother Sutton created an online profile for me after lecturing me on how I needed to get out more and life wasn’t all about work. Trace, the middle brother of the three of us, said it was long past due for me to find myself a partner, particularly, as I was now lonely in the big old house after they’d left for college.

      They both said I needed to jump Jax’s bones and get it over with.

      Even though I said I was neither lonely nor pining for Jax, they were right on both counts. They wanted to fix me, but I only agreed to the profile because I did want to jump Jax.

      In my more fanciful moments, I imagined him finding out I wanted to date, then swooping in, and declaring he’d always been in love with me.

      Well, seemed as if that wasn’t happening now, and why would it? Jax and I were best friends, and yes, we spent time outside work together, and yes, we talked about everything under the sun, but no, I needed to move on from my insane idea that there was any chance he wanted to be with me.

      My first match had been Wilton Hythe-Barron, accountant, safe, sexy-ish, with a steady job and a profile that didn’t include a dick-pic, so I thought it might be a good first choice. He didn’t seem to be thrown by the description of me Sutton had put up, explaining I was a carpenter by trade, and loved cake, and was searching for romance. It threw me when the staid accountant-type I’d connected with suggested karaoke as our first date, followed by a night at his place, and did I mind if he invited some friends as well. Although, he did add that the friends were for karaoke and not for the sex, in case I thought he was weird.

      Was it weird that the group sex thing never even crossed my mind? #Vanilla.

      Maybe that was what the dating scene was like now.

      Karaoke. Sex. Strangers as an entourage. Or sex with a group. Or… My cheeks heated again. There wasn’t going to be only sex because I wanted to be wooed, which was freaking crazy these days—I wanted dinner, and talking, and long walks on the beach.

      Or whatever.

      Also, there was the not-at-all-small issue that I didn’t want to date anyone other than Jax, not when I had all these feelings for my boss simmering just below the surface. In the back of my mind, as my brothers talked at me about dating apps, I had this mad idea if I told Jax I had a date after telling him for so long that I wasn’t ready to date, he would realize I was telling him I was ready, then jump me and tell me I wasn’t allowed to meet up with Wilton and I was his.

      Yep. Didn’t happen.

      “You can’t go on that date,” he blurted.

      Hope swelled in my chest, and I waited as his mouth opened and shut as if he had things to say. “Why?”

      He stared at me, blinking, and I waited with my best attempt at patience.

      “Because karaoke is shit,” he said.

      Silence. I stared at him, waiting for more, waiting for anything.

      “I’ve never done it, so you know, it might be good for me to get out,” I offered, to fill the awkward silence.

      He shrugged. “Find another guy on that app, someone who will do things right.” His words were staccato sharp, as if he were warning me and knew the dark secrets of app-dating. “If you don’t look hard enough, then you’ll end up with the ones who only want sex.”

      Hope died, and for some reason, I wanted to poke at him, to get a reaction better than him pretending he knew best. “You do realize I’m just looking for sex, right?” I pushed, and he winced. “Wilton probably won’t even want to make it to the singing in public part.”

      Jax turned away from me, picking up paperwork, placing it down again, shuffling it around so it was square on the counter. “Just… you’re a nice guy, Arlo, and they’ll eat you up.”

      “Maybe I want to be eaten up,” I deadpanned and winced inside as he turned on his heel with an anguished expression. “Find someone who doesn’t mind a soft-in-the-middle tradesman.”

      “Don’t do that!” Jax snapped.

      I deflated. I’d tried to get him to see I was there, he hadn’t taken an interest, and now, he was acting as if I was doing something wrong, and he was shaming me for wanting to move on with my life. But I didn’t want random sex, so why was I even pushing this?

      “Do what?” I poked, and God knows where this pushy side was coming from, with all the needling and poking I was doing.

      “Pretend no one would want you and you’ll take anything you can get, and like all you want is to go out and have sex as if it means nothing.”

      “If I can get it, then sex doesn’t have to mean anything at all,” I needled because he was getting antsy, and maybe he’d just spill that he wanted to date me, and then, I could release this stupid tension with a kiss.

      “Jesus, Arlo.” He sounded frustrated.

      What the actual fuck?

      “You don’t get to judge me,” I warned him in a quiet tone that may well have crossed the line, but then, he was the one getting all huffy over me dating. I was an adult and perfectly capable of having all the random sex with any and all kinds of men I wanted to.

      I waited for him to explain that he was my boss, or my friend, and that he had every right to look out for me, but instead, he turned back to the paperwork. “Sorry. I’m sorry.”

      Well, that wasn’t what I expected, and I deflated.

      “Just look after yourself,” he finished in a quiet voice. “Condoms are good.”

      Silence.

      Awful impenetrable silence that was nothing I’d ever experienced around Jax before. It hurt, and it was messing with my head because I’d done this all wrong, I’d pushed him into reacting, and then fucked up even more when he hadn’t reacted how I wanted him to.

      Way to go, Arlo.

      “Anyway, let’s finish this.” Jax wasn’t looking at me. He was tense, and I wished I could rewind to a moment where I hadn’t told him I had a date.

      I rummaged in my tool kit for the tiniest screwdriver to adjust the cupboard door and pretended to fix a gap that no one else but me would have seen. Only Jax was still staring at me, and I couldn’t help but feel this was a very bad day.

      And since I’d met Jax, where work was concerned at least, I hadn’t had bad days.

      The first day I met him, I’d been all dressed for the interview with an emerging cutting-edge construction company, or at least that was what the job spec said. I’d been drawn to the rainbow in the logo, and it might have meant nothing at all, but I went into that interview determined to get a job with a company that was queer-friendly, and family-friendly. Back then, my little brother still lived at home with me, and I wanted to work somewhere flexible enough to give me an hour or two, here and there, to see one of Sutton’s games as long as I made the time up. Even though Jax had been prickly, stressed, grumpy, and worst of all, had forgotten I was there for an interview, I wanted that job.

      He'd been in the middle of a call concerning roofing tiles, and just as he was about to lose his shit over a delay, I was compelled to take over the call to interrupt the flow of the rising anger on both sides. I guess it was being pseudo-dad-slash-big brother to my siblings, but I’d broken up more than one heated debate. After a few moments of talking the supplier down and getting him to agree to a next day delivery with a discount for the client, and thus, not a cent of profit lost by Byrne Construction, I had handed back the phone, and Jax had blinked at me.

      He'd hired me on the spot as temporary contract carpenter, which had become permanent three months in. I’d been with Byrne Construction—with Jax—for three years now, and it was unfortunate that, along with fitting in seamlessly with the work, I’d fallen into lust that had no hope of being returned.

      My youngest brother, Sutton, said if I pretended to date, it would make Jax sit up and take notice. Yeah right.

      What did little brothers know about anything?

      Because now, I had a date I didn’t want at a freaking karaoke bar.

      Idiot brothers.

      I stepped back from the cupboard space and avoided meeting Jax’s fixed stare as I turned a full three-sixty to look at the expansive solid wood and granite kitchen. My chest swelled with pride—this had been my first real solo-led project, and along with our second carpenter, it had been a dream to work on and every detail of the hand-crafted oak kitchen was flawless.

      I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “Okay, I’m done. You can sign off,” I announced at last.

      Jax blinked at me, then his eyes widened as if he’d forgotten where we were.

      “Cool,” he said; then, we did this super awkward bro hug back slap, and I fought the impulse to pull him in and hug him properly—something else I fought daily. Maybe today, I felt it even more keenly, given the lack of reaction to my date thing, but I did cling for longer than usual, and he was solid against me as he squeezed me hard. I wondered what he felt when he hugged me—did he like the fact I was taller and stronger, or did he feel the soft parts of me and think I was less than he wanted?

      “Let go of me, you freak,” he teased and shoved me away, playful, the way we usually were.

      I’d normally tease him back, but I had nothing, but he didn’t seem to have noticed as he took photos of the finished room for our website. If I leaned in a little too much when we took our usual post-project grinning selfie, then it was only to get a better shot, and that was the lie I would be telling myself and anyone who asked me.

      “Another one done,” I said, with no small amount of pride.

      “How about you sign off with the client?”

      “Me?” That wasn’t my job. I wasn’t the owner of Byrne Construction. “You’re sure?”

      “It’s good work, Arlo. You should be proud.”

      He stared at me again, and it was obvious he was waiting for me to say something.

      “Sure, I can do that.”

      He clapped a hand on my shoulder, and I stiffened. I wished he wouldn’t be so damned nice and reasonable.

      I wished he’d tell me he needed me as more than just a carpenter.

      God, I wished he saw me, and wanted me.
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      JAX

      The realtor-slash-investor was waiting for his inspection, with exaggerated patience, tapping his foot and checking his watch.

      “Arlo is running through the final checks with you,” I said.

      The guy didn’t bat an eyelid. Anyone looking at the two of us working together would think we were business partners given the way Arlo had led this kitchen reno, made himself heard, and worked closely with all of our suppliers.

      Or maybe it was because I impressed on people we worked with that he had my authorization. I had paperwork at home to make him a full partner, so in my heart, I was one hundred percent behind him. Leaving him to do his thing, I went out to the front, sitting on a low wall and staring at the expanse of grass running down to the road. The expensive house was on a hill, and there were views of trails, a distant man-made lake, and the scent of the ocean mixed with the fragrance from the alyssum, which formed a carpet of snow with its masses of tiny white blooms. I could live here if I had the money, but despite how pretty it all was, I still hankered after a place in the middle of nowhere like Mama and Papa had.

      One day.

      What in God’s name had just happened?

      Why didn’t I tell him that he shouldn’t date whatever-his-name-was because it was wrong?

      “Hey, Arlo, how about you forget sex with a random stranger and come on a date with me?” I whispered to no one at all. “Dinner, talking, a kiss, taking it slow, blah, blah.” I scowled at the beautiful view, only pulled from my melancholy when my phone buzzed and vibrated. I was expecting a call for our next project, and had my professional answering voice at hand, but when I saw the caller ID—Leo, my older brother—I immediately relaxed.

      “Hey,” I said with a forced smile in my voice because Leo would ask questions if I sounded as stressed as I felt.

      Leo’s voice was clear. “Hey. How’s it going with the fancy-ass kitchen installation?”

      “Too fancy for the likes of you.” I glanced around. “Arlo’s signing off on it today,” I replied, trying to sound casual, as if this wasn’t a big thing for me to hand over the reins on a completed project.

      “Arlo is? That’s big,” Leo said. “So, you’ve actually spoken to him about him being made partner?”

      I winced; thankful Leo couldn’t see me. “Not yet.” Because we’d been happy going along as we were, and the time hadn’t been right. I always imagined that one day, I’d get him to sign papers and that was it. But what if I’d missed my chance with that in the same way I had the dating?

      “You’re an idiot,” Leo muttered.

      “No, please say what you really think,” I said with a side order of sarcasm.

      “You need to show him the contract you drew up and offer him the partnership, idiot; otherwise, not only will you lose the one person who… whatever. Look, some other construction company will steal him from under you.”

      “I’ll do it.” I will. “Did you just call to comment on my life, or was there something else?” I couldn’t recall anything family related that I’d messed up in the last few weeks. I’d visited Mama and Papa only last weekend, and I’d been the one to drive our sister, Lorna, to the airport at the ass crack of dawn, so in the ledger of being a good son, brother, and brother-in-law, I think I was in credit.

      “Jax…” Leo began and then, went quiet.

      I hated when he did that because it meant he was considering how to phrase whatever he was going to say. Although, last week, he’d called with the same gravitas to ask me why he couldn’t get a hair bobble to stay in his daughter’s hair.

      “Is this another hair emergency?” I asked.

      He didn’t rise to my teasing, but just because he was silent, didn’t mean anything was wrong; although, my chest tightened, and I felt a poke of worry. Was it Mama or Papa? Was something wrong with Leo’s small family? Was it Reid?

      “No, look, I don’t mean to dump this on you today, and I could have waited, but I know you’ve booked flights already…” He sighed, but at the mention of flights, I knew what he was calling for. He must have received an email from the agency.

      Fuck.

      “It’s about Zach,” he began, and then, he paused.

      Please tell me you’ve got good news. Because my heart already hurts, and my head is messed up.

      Leo, a cop, was my inside track in the search for my twin, Zach, but we always kept what we did—researching, following leads—to a weekend here and there. He’d been helping me when he could ever since I’d received a random email, a little after my eighteenth birthday, revealing that I had a biological twin that I’d never known about. I’d been adopted at a young age, and my birth parents were a mystery. All I knew was that I’d been left at a fire station in Bowness, Calgary, when I was a few months old. That I’d been adopted by Mama and Papa Byrne, same as my siblings Leo, Reid, and Lorna—all four of us wanted desperately and loved unconditionally.

      There were no clues to my heritage either, although the DNA sample from my ancestry account showed I was forty percent Welsh, with a smattering of Irish, so maybe that was a clue. Since I’d received that email from the Sibling Discovery Network, or SDN as they’d called themselves, I’d embarked on a relentless search, often with Leo’s help, but to date, we’d encountered dead ends, false leads, and nothing more. The SDN promised they would help track down Zach pro bono, said it was sponsored by charities, but it didn’t matter that I never had to pay them, because they came up empty-handed. I’d never met my brother, heard from him, or even seen him from a distance.

      Who knew if he was even alive?

      I rubbed my chest—surely a twin would know if his brother had passed on. Right?

      Could this day get any worse?

      “Check your personal email when you get home, but… I’m sorry, Jax, SDN said the Vancouver lead they had turned out to be a dead end. So, there’s no need for you to travel up to BC. I just thought if I called, you could get a head start on refunds on the flight?”

      That was Leo, forever practical. Disappointment crushed me, and I slumped to sit on the wall, feeling defeated. I’d been due to fly up next Tuesday, as soon as this kitchen was squared away, and I’d deposited the check, and filed the paperwork. I’d already packed, had a hotel room reserved in the center of the city, and two addresses that SDN had given me to check out.

      “They’re sure?” Sometimes it felt as if we were chasing shadows.

      “The email was pretty specific but read for yourself.”

      “I will,” I managed to say, trying to hide my disappointment.

      Leo’s tone softened. “Don’t give up, Jax. We’ve come this far, and we’ll keep searching until we find him.”

      I felt grateful for Leo’s unwavering support. Despite our sibling rivalry growing up, we loved each other. All four of us, the adopted Byrnes kids, were close, thanks to the love of Mama and Papa Byrne. “Thanks,” I murmured.

      “Check the email, and you know where I am if you want to talk, but I’ll see you next Sunday at Mom’s for dinner anyway. Reid and I are off-roster, and even Lorna will get over, since she’ll be back from New York by then.” It wasn’t just the four siblings who would be there, there were all the partners and kids, so it would be chaos.

      At least, I could stay quiet and hope they didn’t ask all kinds of stupid questions.

      “I’ll be there,” I replied. Leo was the easiest one to talk to out of the four of us—quiet, thoughtful, and open to discussion. Maybe he could talk me round and show me that it was okay for Arlo to be out there dating, and that I didn’t want Arlo, and that what I was doing was being selfish and spoiled. “Leo, can I ask you something?”

      “Sure, I have five minutes until I need to leave. Daisy has a play date, and Jason is working.”

      I thought I needed longer than five. Maybe a week. Shit. “It’s okay, it can keep.”

      Thank God, he didn’t push. “Cool. Oh, and Mama says to bring Arlo to dinner,” Leo said.

      “Arlo? Why?”

      “Because it’s funny watching you moon over him?” Leo deadpanned.

      “I do not moon over Ar—him.” I was firm. Particularly now that he was out there dating, and I’d fucked up and lost my chance.

      Leo snorted. “You moon over him as if it’s the mooning freaking Olympics, and you’re going for gold in the mooning high jump.”

      “He works for me,” I added and wished I hadn’t because that gave things away, and Leo was far too perceptive for his own good.

      Leo tutted. “Is that really the lie you’re going with, little brother?”

      “Fuck you.”

      “Whatever. You know I’m right.”

      “In your dreams, Turt.”

      Leo laughed at the use of the childhood nickname. Leonardo had become Turtle, which became Turt, and even though I’d used it to insult him, he thought it was funny. Asshole.

      “Whatever, Jax-Man,” Leo said. My nickname wasn’t as impressive or well-thought-out as Turt was, but at least no one in the family called me Annie, the name I’d been given at school, courtesy of my red hair and freckles. “And, all joking aside, promise me you won’t wallow in the bad news for now?”

      “I won’t.” I had enough to worry about after messing up with Arlo to worry about something else I had no control over.

      “Remember to ask Arlo to dinner.”

      “I’ll be there, and I’ll ask Arlo,” I said with a resigned sigh, but smiling. Bickering with Leo had pushed aside the disappointment for a moment, and he must have understood that I needed him to pull my head out of my ass. It was another nine days until the dinner, which meant I would have plenty of time to get over Arlo dating.

      Arlo ambled over to me, clapping a hand on my shoulder, and offering me a reassuring smile. I wished I felt like smiling back.

      “Ask Arlo what?” he said, having caught the tail end of the conversation.

      “Dinner at Mama and Papa’s place, Sunday of next week.”

      “Count me in.” He patted his belly—his sweet, soft belly.

      Stop thinking about his freaking belly. He’s dating. He’s going to karaoke, and he’s meeting Wilting or Winston or whatever, and his belly is, therefore, off limits to his boss, who shouldn’t even be looking in the first place.

      The hits keep coming. First the date, and now Zach? I sighed with added drama, and he jumped on that.

      “Is everything okay?”

      A familiar determination swept through me as I nodded. I could handle Arlo dating, and I had to stay hopeful the Zach thing was just another bump in the road, and that, one day, I’d find him. “Zach’s not in Vancouver.” I didn’t need to say anything else because Arlo had been here before, seeing hastily rearranged travel or the frustration of a lead that didn’t pan out.

      “Oh shit, I’m sorry, Jax,” he murmured, and I shrugged as if it didn’t matter at all. “Do you want to talk about it?” He sounded so hesitant, but then, he’d witnessed a couple of times when frustration had won over patience, and he’d seen me despairing that I’d never find my twin.

      I shook my head, trying to loosen the dread in my chest, attempting to focus on the lighter parts of Leo’s call—the teasing about Arlo, the nicknames—and I shrugged. “Nah, talking won’t fix it, so tell me how the sign off went.”

      “Completed paperwork for you.” He handed me the signed sheets, taking a seat on the wall and stretching out his long legs and checking his phone before he pocketed it again.

      “Is that Wilting?”

      “I don’t know; I didn’t look,” he said, “and it’s Wilton. Anyway, what’s on the schedule for the rest of the day?”

      It was two p.m., but while, normally, I might call a meeting to talk about the next project, it was Friday, we were done, and I’d imagined Arlo and I could take the rest of the day off and start our Friday cool-down early. Still, Arlo deserved the rest of the day off. To get ready for his date.

      I massaged my temples—I was done with today. A cool shower, a cold beer, and chilling in the shade were in my near future. Only with the date, it would be me on my own wondering why Zach’s lead hadn’t panned out, and worse, worrying what Arlo was doing.

      “You okay?” Arlo asked, glancing my way, wearing a frown. “You’ve been poking at your head all day.”

      “Bad night is all,” I explained, taking a deep breath, the scent of Arlo filling my lungs—citrus and wood and warmth. My low-level headache was going to turn into something more if I didn’t take some Tylenol soon. “Thinking about the next job, y’know,” I lied. “We may as well call it a day, then you can get ready to meet Winston.”

      “Wilton.”

      “Yeah, him.” I tossed him the keys, which he caught deftly, because he did everything without breaking a sweat and looked so damn sexy doing it. “You drive if that’s okay.”

      “Sure, boss.”

      In silence, we headed through afternoon traffic to my house, where he could swap the company truck for his old Chevy C10. We’d driven to the site together this morning, given it was just sign-off, and as he lived twenty miles out of the city, it was easier for him to drive to me, then we’d share the ride. Irritation curled in my chest, a slight pain that I rubbed, and then, an intense grief washed over me, and I couldn’t pin down what it was caused by—not finding my twin or the fact Arlo had a date. Either way, whatever I was feeling was hard, and frustrating, and I didn’t want to be in the car much longer. Even when we neared the gorgeous Craftsman I’d restored, my pride and joy—my home—the tightness in my chest didn’t ease up. Arlo passed a large black SUV with tinted windows parked on the road and turned onto my driveway to parallel park his truck. He didn’t get out, instead he turned in his seat toward me.

      “Jax?”

      “Hmm?”

      “You’re really quiet. If you want to talk about Zach…”

      “What? You’ll cancel your date with Winston?”

      Arlo’s eyes narrowed a fraction, and the compassion I’d seen in his expression slipped away to be replaced by confusion. “Wilton,” he corrected with exaggerated patience as he killed the engine. “Look, if you want to talk about⁠—”
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