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      Game designer Henry Delloit loves his life, his mountain community, his isolated dream home, and the snow. He also loves that the X-treme Games blow into the area for a month every year, bringing with them hundreds of athletes.

      Ecco Rasmussen loves boarding. He knows he’ll never make it to the big time, but as long as he can get on his board and go, he doesn’t care. If only his manager, Blake Dobbs, would cut Ecco a break. The man’s possessive and mean, and believes he owns Ecco.

      When Henry and Ecco meet at the Branchberry Games, it’s lust at first sight. An injury on Ecco’s qualifying run offers an opportunity to spend quality time together at Henry’s home, away from the crowds and out from under Blake’s thumb.

      At this rate, lust might turn into love, but not if they can’t keep their romance hidden from Blake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      It was a beautiful day, the sun shining brightly, making the snow sparkle and dance. In fact, it had been a beautiful day for nearly a week now, so the road was clear as Henry made his way to Branchberry Village. The local X-treme Games were starting in a few days, which meant that today was when all the athletes would show up for practice runs and goofing around, settling into the venue. This made it an even more beautiful day in Henry’s opinion.

      He found a good spot for his SUV, the four-wheel drive necessary for a man who lived on his own in the mountains, thank you very much, parked, and headed over to the main chalet to pick up a hot drink and a good spot to people watch. Bud Warshaw waved from the main desk as Henry went in through the lobby, but Henry didn’t stop. Manager Bud was downright overworked this time of year; shooting the breeze was for the off season.

      He ordered his drink at the bar, giving the girl, whose name he couldn’t remember—he wasn’t sure he’d ever actually been introduced; she was new this season—a smile.

      “That’ll be six fifty, please, Mr. Delloit.”

      Ah, so he had been introduced, then.

      Feeling guilty for not having remembered, he handed her a ten and told her to keep the change. Her face lit up, and she gave him a warm “Thank you, Mr. Delloit” before moving on to serve the next customer. God, being called “Mr. Delloit” made him feel like he was ancient. Which, he supposed, he was to most of the young things that worked here.

      Henry picked up his hot toddy and made his way out to the massive balcony that overlooked the slopes. His ski pants made that swishing noise as he walked, but he needed them. It might have been a beautiful sunny day, but it was also colder than a polar bear’s nose. The bright, clear blue skies often meant subarctic temperatures, whereas the gloomy, snowy days were usually more temperate.

      He found an empty table by the railing and settled in for an hour or two of people watching. Here he was slightly above the center of the “Village,” which consisted of the main chalet and maybe a dozen little buildings housing stores, restaurants, and changing rooms.

      With the games starting in a few days, most of the athletes and fans had blown into town already. The place was jumping. It made a nice change of pace to his usual solitary state. The laughter and joking was constant, the athletes traveling in packs as they played, drank, ate.

      Henry loved the enthusiasm, the craziness. He loved watching the amazing stunts they pulled on their boards and skis. He loved the way they touched each other. Bumped chests. There was an easy camaraderie there that he envied.

      Henry sipped from his mug, the heat of the rum going through him. He was lucky enough to be within driving range of several of the local X-treme Games, and the next month or so would be one big party as the athletes moved from venue to venue.

      A joyful noise drew his attention to down below the balcony, where a group of boarders were greeting each other, the laughter and stunts making him grin.

      “Yo! Man! How’d your run go this morning?”

      A stocky little blond guy grinned, then did a sudden handstand. “I rocked it!”

      Henry grinned. Christ, that was sexy—all that energy and exuberance.

      The loose shirt dropped down, exposing a ripped belly covered in black ink.

      Henry swallowed his gasp, unable to tear his eyes from the sight. The guy was just his type, not to mention fit, gorgeous, and clearly having a good time.

      The kid did a couple of push-ups. Look at that. Henry was glad he was wearing snow pants now, and he hid his drooling behind his hot toddy. Something about this kid called to him more than the others, and he felt his belly clench.

      The group hooted, cheered. Then the kid popped up, red-faced and smiling. Henry couldn’t help himself; he put down the hot toddy and clapped as well. He got a grin, a deep curtsey, a wave. He waved back and raised his mug to the kid. If he hadn’t had to shout, he might have offered to buy one for the boarder.

      “Show-off prick.”

      He barely heard the words, but they came from somewhere. Somewhere close.

      Frowning, Henry looked around for the speaker. There’d been more than a hint of menace in the voice. Nothing looked out of place, though, and there were so many people… anyone could have spoken. People milled out in the square and on the balcony, mostly groups of athletes and some hotel staff, identifiable by their blue tuques with white snowflakes on them. Henry shook it off, turning his attention back to the young man and his friends.

      The kid was now perched on the little retaining wall, arms wrapped around himself, hands rubbing. Henry stood and wandered over casually. He’d offer the kid a drink, shoot the breeze, talk about the games.

      He got a grin as he headed over.

      “Hey, man.”

      “Hey.” He recognized the kid as he got closer. The guy went by Ecco and was an amazing boarder. He’d been putting in some great finishes lately in the boardercross events.

      Fine and blond, with the biggest, prettiest blue eyes he’d ever seen—Ecco looked delicious.

      “Can I buy you a drink?” Henry asked, lifting his mug.

      He got a long, curious look, then a quick smile. “Sure. I’d like that. It’s bitter.”

      That was an understatement, but a warm drink and good company could go a long way to making you forget about the weather.

      “What’s your poison?”

      “Hot Peppermint Patty?”

      “Coming right up.” He went over to the bar window, giving the girl whose name he still couldn’t remember a smile and ordering Ecco’s drink along with a top up of his toddy. He also picked up a couple of hot sweet rolls. In his experience, anyone who spent the day outside boarding was always hungry.

      Ecco sat at a table, sprawled out, showing off short, muscled, strong legs. Henry schooled himself—no drooling, no staring.

      He set everything down and sat in the chair next to Ecco’s. He held out his hand. “Henry.”

      “Ecco. Pleased.” He knew from the stats that Ecco was in his late twenties, knew the guy was on the old end of competition, but there was youth in the man’s face, except for right around the eyes.

      “It’s great to meet you. I assume you’re in for the games as a participant again this year?” Henry did love to watch boardercross. Not as flashy as the half-pipe, it still took a lot of skill, not to mention the boarders always looked like they were having a blast.

      “I’m trying to make the qualifying runs, yeah.”

      “Oh, unless you’ve been sitting back drinking beer and watching the chicks all summer, I’m sure you won’t have any problems making them.”

      Ecco might be an old man by X-treme Games standards, though not the oldest by any means, and he’d still been near the top last year. At least at the games Henry’d been to.

      “No to both. Spent my summer in Utah, rafting.”

      “Sounds exciting.” Henry had spent the summer writing software and lying in the pool. “Were you running tours?”

      “Yeah. I needed a….” Ecco stopped, smiled. “It was fun.”

      “I’ve been rafting a time or two. Had my heart in my throat for most of both runs.” He’d gone back that second time, though, and wouldn’t say no out of hand to trying it again. Especially if he had a sexy number like Ecco as a guide. Henry hoped he hadn’t said that last part out loud.

      “I love that part, the wild bit.”

      “I never would have guessed.” He couldn’t help the tease. There was no way someone who flew down the mountain on a snowboard like Ecco did could be anything but a wild child, a seeker of thrills, a lover of speed and snow.

      “I know. I’m such a fucking suit, eh?”

      He tried picturing Ecco in a suit and wound up laughing. Ecco grinned at him, drank deep from his glass.

      “You heading out for some practice runs this afternoon?” He knew the qualifying runs weren’t for a couple of days, but the hills would still be pretty busy, even after it got dark.

      “Maybe. We’ll have to see.”

      “What’re you doing for dinner?” It wasn’t like Henry to be so bold, but something about Ecco called to him. He didn’t know why. Maybe it was because the boarder hadn’t just blown him off as a staid old local.

      Those beautiful blue eyes met his, straight on. “I hadn’t made plans yet, man. You?”

      “No, not yet. They’ve got a big-time chef over at the Snowy Peak tonight.” He could get them in tonight; he knew Brian, the maître d’. The rest of the week there was no way, they’d be too busy with advance reservations, but Henry’d bet he could wrangle them a table tonight.

      “Yeah? Snowy Peak, huh? Cool.”

      “We could meet there around seven?” Any later than that and he’d be testing his friendship with Brian; they’d be packed to the rafters by nine. Of course, earlier gave them more time after dinner if they wanted to go for drinks or something.

      “Yeah? How about six? They don’t mind if you’re not so dressy then.”

      “It’s a date.” Shit. He hadn’t meant to say that, not out loud at least. “I mean, I’ll see you then.” Smooth. Henry managed not to roll his eyes at himself, though it was a close thing. God, he was a dork, and he really didn’t want this sweet boarder to know just how big of a one he was.

      “You leaving now?”

      The chicken in him wanted to say yes, but he smiled instead and shook his head. He’d be more than happy to spend more time with Ecco. “Wasn’t planning to go just yet.”

      “Cool. So, what do you do, man?” That smile fascinated him more than a little bit.

      “Software engineer.” Henry always thought the engineer part made it sound more important than it was, but “software designer” made him sound like he hung curtains or something.

      “What kind of software?”

      “Mostly games, though I’ve done patches for some of the local restaurants.” Cash register software was supposed to be customizable; that didn’t mean it actually was. Still, the games were where he made his money. Sometimes pretty damn good money too. Enough to let him live how he liked, anyway.

      “Dude…. You do games? That rocks.” Ecco looked impressed. “I pitched a game before. It didn’t fly.”

      He tried not to blush. He wasn’t used to folks looking at him like that. “A lot of them don’t. You have to hit all the right notes, and even then….” He shrugged. He’d worked on plenty of games that had gone down the toilet. Still, he’d had more hits than misses, so it all worked out in the end.

      “Yeah, I know about that, I guess.” Ecco nodded, offered him a grin.

      “I suppose you do at that. Maybe there’s more in common between what we do than I thought.” Only Henry didn’t risk life and limb sitting in front of his computer all day. His biggest risk was getting a paunch from lack of exercise.

      And God, the kid had a great smile. It lit those eyes right up.

      “So, are you from here, dude? Or are you touristing?”

      “I live about an hour and a half from here. Out in the middle of nowhere.” Nothing but him and the mountains. His house was pretty amazing, actually. One of the best things his work had bought him.

      “Yeah? That’s rocking.” Ecco nodded, took another drink.

      “Yeah, you should drop by after a snowfall. The mountains are pristine.” He loved being the first one across new snow with either his cross-country skis or his snowshoes. Only newbies attempted new snow on foot.

      “Yeah, there’s nothing better than virgin snow.”

      “Virgin anything’s usually pretty good.” He gave Ecco a wink.

      “Oh, man. I don’t know about that. Sex is better with practice.” Ecco leaned back, flirting with him. “That first time is awkward as hell.”

      He flirted back, tilting his head and offering Ecco a smile. “I don’t know—I kind of like the getting to know what my lover likes.”

      “Yeah, but that’s not the first-first time. That’s different.”

      “Oh, we’re splitting hairs now, are we?” Man, he hadn’t flirted like this in a million years. It felt great, and Ecco was…. Ecco was awesome.

      Ecco chuckled. “Oooh. Kinky!”

      Henry laughed. He could feel the heat make it to his cheeks this time, but he didn’t care. Ecco was sexy and charming the pants off him.

      Those blue eyes twinkled. “No, really. I was talking about that very first time when you don’t know what the fuck you’re doing, when everything’s just scary.”

      “And I still maintain there’s a little of that in any first time with someone new. Maybe not to the same degree, but it’s there.”

      Ecco shook his head. “No, man. That’s pure excitement, no fear.”

      “I imagine you’re well-versed with the difference.” There had to be a fine line between them when you were shooting down a mountain at great speeds.

      The blond head tilted. “Between excitement and fear?”

      “Yeah.” Henry nodded toward the slopes.

      “Yeah, I guess I am. Although I’m not scared of the game.”

      “Were you ever?”

      “At the beginning, yeah. Sometimes.” Ecco shrugged. “Mostly I think I just loved going.”

      “Well, you look amazing out there. I can’t believe the way you speed over the snow, fly into the air, and then land upright on the board.” Henry couldn’t help gushing a little; it was a beautiful, amazing sport.

      “When I land it, man, it’s magic.”

      “It is.” He didn’t know how many times he’d been sure Ecco was going to crash the landing this time, only to watch as the man pulled it off at the last second. He couldn’t help but delve deeper. As much as he hung out at the local events, it wasn’t often he got a chance to talk to any of the athletes like this. “What’s it like?”

      “It’s sort of… I don’t know, man. It’s like shit snaps together and works.”

      “There anything else like it in the world?”

      “No.” That was honest, sure.

      “I had a hunch.” He’d also bet Ecco kept trying to find something that was.

      Ecco chuckled. “What about you? What does it for you?”

      “The view outside my place during a storm, right after.”

      “You got lots of windows?”

      “I do. Pretty much the entire south wall is windows. On all levels.” More expensive to heat, but he wouldn’t have given his windows up. He loved everything about his house. He suddenly wanted to show it to Ecco. “You could come by and see for yourself.”

      “No shit?” At his nod, Ecco grinned. “Maybe I’ll do that, after the show’s over here.”

      “That’d be cool. It’s really a great place.” He dug out his wallet and searched through it for one of his cards. He knew there was one or two in there. Even though he rarely had an opportunity to give them out, he tried to have some on hand. “Here.” He passed it over. “That’s my cell number on there, so you can pretty much be guaranteed to get me whenever.”

      “Yeah?” Ecco whipped out a cell phone, the keypad beeped, and then Henry’s phone started to ring. Ecco grinned at him, winked. “Now you have mine too.”

      Laughing, he took his cell out and saved the incoming number. “Cool.”

      “So, tonight, huh? Six?”

      “Yeah. At Snowy Peak. I’ll be there.”

      “Excellent. Me too.” Ecco’s eyes seemed to be caught by something, and the man stood, held out one hand. “Tonight, man.”

      He shook Ecco’s hand, enjoying the warmth. “Yeah. I’m looking forward to it.”

      Those blue eyes looked into his, sure and strong, happy. “Me too. For real.”

      Henry nodded. “Yes, for real.” He held on to Ecco’s hand a little too long, but Ecco didn’t seem to mind. Even though he’d had more time with Ecco than he’d expected and they were meeting up later, he still didn’t want to let go, didn’t want to let Ecco leave.

      He heard someone clear their throat, and Ecco backed away. “See you later.”

      “Definitely.” He tried not to be annoyed by the throat clearer and focused on Ecco. Maybe he was imagining it, but he thought Ecco suddenly looked older, less alive. “Have a good afternoon,” he called out.

      “Thanks, man!” Ecco headed over to an absolutely stunning, unsmiling man who took Ecco’s arm, led him away.

      Oh, man. Was Ecco taken? Had Henry stepped on toes? The way the guy had grabbed on to Ecco’s arm had been way possessive.

      Damn. Henry hoped he hadn’t read things wrong. On the other hand, what was wrong with enjoying a nice dinner with a good-looking, interesting guy? It wasn’t like Ecco couldn’t have said no if he wasn’t available for supper.

      Henry shook his head and headed for his car, trying not to fret over it. He just couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off with the guy Ecco’d gone with.
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      “Who the fuck was that?” The words shot out of Blake as soon as they were out of earshot of Henry, or anyone else for that matter, the lobby just inside the chalet conveniently deserted.

      “Nobody. An old friend.” He didn’t have to tell Blake anything.

      His manager glared down at him. “Since when do you fucking have friends, Rasmussen?”

      Ecco rolled his neck and met the angry dark eyes. “What business is it of yours? You’re my manager, nothing else.” Not since the last time. Never again.

      “That makes it my business. Every move you make is my business. And don’t you forget it.” Blake was a good-looking man, but the anger and hatred in his voice were ugly, coloring how Ecco saw him.

      The hand on his arm tightened, squeezed, and Ecco felt the muscles roll, but he kept his face schooled, carefully blank. “What do you want, man? I’ve done my runs for the day.”

      “I think we should go back to your room, make sure you stay out of trouble.”

      “You’re not coming in.” Never again.

      “Why the hell not?” Blake’s glare grew deeper, making his face damn menacing, and Ecco tried not to freak out, not to show any emotion. He was fucking tired of hiding all the fucking time. Soon he’d have enough five-dollar bills stashed away in his bug-out bag to hire a fucking lawyer.

      “Because I have plans. I’m going to nap. Then I’m going to dinner.” He refused to back down.

      “If you’re not in top shape tomorrow morning for your practice runs….”

      “I’ll be fucking fine.”

      “You’d better be. You’ve been getting more and more out of control since I let you fucking spend the summer on the river. That’ll never happen again. I’m tired of your shit.”

      “Fuck you.” He headed for his room, head down, biting back the snarls. The fucker had taken his driver’s license, his passport, his ATM cards. Everything. God knew what state his damned bank account was in.

      “Don’t cuss at me,” Blake snarled and, when Ecco opened his door, tried to push in with him.

      “I said no.”

      Ecco grunted, pushed back. The blow to the back of his head had him stumbling forward, dazed and confused. He didn’t fall, though. Not this time. He swung around, punched Blake in the stomach as hard as he could. “I said no.”

      Blake doubled over, red in the face. “You fucking little bastard!”

      “Get out, fucker.”

      “I own you.” The words were quiet, sharp, and clear.

      Yeah, he knew. “Get out. You don’t own me until tomorrow morning.”

      “You better be careful, Rasmussen, or I’ll have you barred from the games. All of them.” It wasn’t an idle threat, and it wasn’t the first time he’d heard it.

      “I know. Just go, man. I’ll be there in the morning.” His head was killing him now, and he thought maybe there was bleeding down the back of his neck.

      Weren’t abusive assholes supposed to be nice after they hit you so you didn’t go to the cops?

      “You better be.” Blake aimed that glare at him and then slammed his door closed hard enough the fucking windows rattled.

      At least the jerk was on the other side of it. Somehow Blake had backed down when Ecco’d stood up to him.

      Jesus.

      Ecco locked the door, closed his eyes, and wished, for the thousandth time, that things were different, but at least he was alone in his room right now, and he wouldn’t have to deal with Blake again until morning.

      His cell started ringing.

      He flipped it open without looking. “’Lo?”

      “Hi, it’s, uh, Henry.”

      Who? Fuck. Fuck, oh yeah. Right. “Hey, Henry. What’s up?”

      “I’m sorry, Ecco. They’re really booked at the Snowy Peak, and even my magical connections aren’t working for a six o’clock reservation. Do you think you could make it for five thirty instead?”

      “I…. Sure. Sure. I…. What time is it now?” Jesus, his head hurt.

      “Almost four. You sure it’s okay? You sound… uh, weird.” The concern in Henry’s voice was sweet; the man didn’t even know him.

      “Yeah. Yeah, I’m cool.”

      “So, five thirty? We could even make it five.”

      “Five is cool, man. I need to jump in the shower. Where is the restaurant?”

      “Twelve Eighteen Barton Road.” He swore he could hear a smile in Henry’s voice.

      “I’ll meet you at the bar?”

      “Sure. I’ll be there.”

      “Good, good.” There was a pause, and then Henry added, “I’m looking forward to seeing you again.”

      “Me too, man. For real.” Even if he thought his head was going to explode.

      “Good, good. See you soon.”

      He nodded and clicked his phone shut, rested his head back against the door.

      Christ, what a mess.

      At least he had something to look forward to.
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      Henry pulled into the parking lot of the Snowy Peak restaurant fifteen minutes early. He couldn’t help it; he was eager. Of course, the advantage was that the place wasn’t full yet, and he was able to park fairly close to the front entrance.

      He got out and headed for the porch, the carvings in the wood working to make the place seem old-world European. The stairs were clean, well-salted, but they couldn’t do anything about the chilly wind blowing up from the road. Man, the sun was almost down, and it was going to be a cold, cold night.

      The restaurant was just starting to get busy, just starting to heat up, so to speak. It was mostly locals at this time of day, folks who knew you could sneak in early without a reservation as long as you cleared out fairly quickly.

      He smiled at his friend Brian, shook the man’s hand. “So you found a table for me?”

      “I did. Have you got a hot date?”

      Henry tried really hard to keep the color from his cheeks. “You know I do.” He grinned, rolled his eyes. The community was small enough they all knew each other’s business, even if they lived a few hours apart. There weren’t exactly a lot of places to go when you went out.

      “So? Which guy did you tempt?”

      He wasn’t sure he liked the implication, but Brian would see who his date was soon enough, and he was here with a boarder from the games, after all. “Ecco.”

      “Oh yeah? Very cool. I haven’t met him before.” Brian grinned at him, winked.

      “He’s a nice guy.” Henry looked at his watch. “I’m a little early, but he should be here by five. I appreciate you fitting us in.”

      “No problem. Do you want to sit at the bar?”

      “I would, thanks.”

      He went in and sat, nodding to the bartender. He thought the man’s name was Pete, but he couldn’t be a hundred percent sure. Henry was better with faces than with names.

      “What’s your poison, sir?” The short, heavyset man offered him a warm, friendly smile.

      “I’ll just have whatever’s on draft.”

      “You got it.”

      He sat back and glanced around the place. It was rustic and warm, a mix of elegant and rough. The wooden rafters were polished to a golden hue, and even the tables and chairs were handcrafted wood, but the table settings were as ritzy as they came, and the low lighting gave everything an intimate air.

      The smells coming out of the kitchen were lovely, rich and luscious. Henry’s stomach rumbled. Lunch had been that hot toddy and sweet roll, and breakfast was a long time ago.

      Every now and then he looked toward the door, keeping an eye out for Ecco. He didn’t want to look too anxious, but the truth was he was eager to see the boarder again, to spend more time with him.

      Ecco was right on time, looking somehow odd in a button-down and slacks. Odd, but handsome, the blond hair brushed back, the blue eyes searching the place.

      Henry took the last swallow of his beer and stood, went over. “Ecco. Hi.”

      “Hey. Nice place.” That smile was warm, real, and the pleasure of it settled in Henry’s gut. He hadn’t imagined the warmth Ecco brought to his belly.

      “Yeah, it is, isn’t it?” He shook Ecco’s hand, maybe holding it a little longer than he should have again, but damn, it was square and warm and good in his own.

      “Thanks for the invite.” Ecco squeezed his fingers and offered him a wink.

      It made him smile widely. He felt a little buzzed on it, really, by the time he let go of Ecco’s hand and told Brian they were ready for their table.

      “Do you get to come here often?” Ecco smelled good, clean, freshly showered.

      Henry tried not to be too obvious about breathing the guy in. “I usually make it about once a month in the off season. The food’s just so good.” And, of course, the prices were better when the place wasn’t flooded with visitors.

      They followed Brian to a table next to one of the side windows. Trees and snow as far as the eye could see.

      “Man, look at that.” Ecco sat, smiling out into the fading sun.

      “Pretty, isn’t it?” Henry, though, was watching the man sitting across from him. While he loved them, he could see snow and trees any time he wanted to.

      “It’s fucking amazing. I love that view.”

      “You definitely need to come back to my place and see the view from there.” Henry had a sudden vision of Ecco naked on the rug in front of the fire, the two of them looking out at the sunset, or moonrise. It could be so bright when the moon was full, although, really, all you needed was a bit of light for the snow to reflect to be amazing and beautiful.

      “That would be cool, huh?” Ecco’s eyes turned back to him, bright blue and seeming to dance.

      “It would be. It will be.” He hoped he wasn’t moving too fast, but the games were over in a week. Of course there were two more sets in towns close enough to be considered local. He had nearly a month if Ecco participated in all of them.

      Ecco opened his mouth to respond, but the waiter arrived, asking for their wine selection.

      “We’re both going to have the chef’s special, so whatever he recommends with that will be fine. Right, Ecco?” He looked over at his dinner companion.

      “Absolutely. I’m easy.”

      He tried not to read more into that than was there. He really, truly did. Not that trying worked. Henry found himself grinning at Ecco. “Absolutely, my friend. Absolutely.”

      Their waiter disappeared, and he kept smiling at Ecco, a little lost in the blue eyes. He was saved from making a big—bigger—fool of himself, though, by the arrival of the first course of wine. A light chardonnay to accompany their appetizers.

      Henry didn’t bother with the tasting—he wasn’t a connoisseur, and he didn’t like putting on airs or try to make himself more than he was. People who knew their stuff thought this was a good wine, and if Ecco didn’t like him for himself, then too bad, right?

      “That’s a neat color.” Ecco looked through the wineglass. “When I was a kid, I couldn’t figure out why some were red and some were white.”

      “You didn’t know they were made from grapes?”

      “I did, but it just didn’t occur to me.” Ecco grinned. “Also, the insides of red grapes are clear.”

      Henry thought about that for a minute and then nodded. “Yeah, I guess they are, aren’t they?”

      “See?” There was that grin again, wide and bright and cheerful.

      “I do. I guess it picks up the color from the skin.” He could look at that smile all night.

      “Yeah, it does, but when I was a kid, I never thought of that, you know?”

      “Yeah. I mean why would you… it’s not like it’s got skins floating in it or anything. Have you ever been to a winery? Seen how they make it?”

      “Nope. Been to some neat breweries, but not a winery.”

      Before Henry could answer, their first course arrived.

      It was a carpaccio of buffalo.

      Henry stared at the raw meat. Sure, it was cut super thin and had been marinated, but he still wasn’t sure that made it edible. He wasn’t even particularly squeamish, but raw meat had always seemed, well, not yet cooked.

      Ecco looked at it, then at him. “Buffalo. Wow.”

      “No, no. Raw buffalo.” There was definitely a difference—he’d had buffalo more than once, and it was good eating. Maybe he should have invited Ecco back to his place for burgers.

      “Mooooo.” The sound was low, deep, and made him laugh out loud.

      The other diners were looking at them, but Henry really couldn’t care. The laughing felt good; being with Ecco felt good.

      When his laughter had faded away, he offered, “I have burgers and a grill at my place.”

      “I haven’t got a car, man, or you’d be on. I have to be at the run tomorrow at eight.”

      “Well, I do have a car, and I’d be happy to drive you back.” Maybe he was being kind of pushy. “There’s a nice little place down the road, though. It probably isn’t too busy yet.” He didn’t want to spoil their evening or have it end early.

      “Oh, come on, now. Let’s give this a try. Your friend pulled strings and shit.” Ecco chuckled, took a piece, and tried it. “Huh. Not fabulous, but not bad at all.”

      “Really? It’s not mooing all the way down?” Ecco was definitely braver than he was, but now that Ecco’d taken a bite, Henry had to as well. Anyway, it would salvage their evening. As long as raw wasn’t the theme for all the courses….

      He tentatively picked up a piece and put it in his mouth. It tasted, well, pretty good, actually. “Oh. Hey, that was good. As long as I don’t think about the raw part.”

      Ecco grinned at him, nudged his ankle with the tip of his shoe. “See?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He grinned back and actually had another piece. There was something about the spices it had been marinating in that he wanted to taste again. Ecco laughed, ate another piece too.

      They actually cleaned their plates, and Henry had to admit that the wine tasted amazing paired with the buffalo. It boded well for the rest of the meal.

      “So, are you looking forward to getting out there?” he asked in the lull between courses.

      “I am.” It seemed like Ecco’s smile faded a little bit.

      He tilted his head. “You sure? I mean, tell me to fuck off if I’m prying.”

      “Positive. Gonna be a hot run tomorrow. I can smell it.”

      “I’ll have to come out early to watch.”

      He knew he could find a good spot to watch the practice runs for boardercross. The trick would be to find equally good spots for the qualifiers the day after tomorrow.

      “That would be cool, man. You could cheer my ass on.”

      “Yeah, I think I will. Eight o’clock, right? On the Windspinner run?” The advantage to living in the area meant you knew what was going on when, even practice runs.

      “You know it.”

      The next course came, a beautiful salad with perfectly cooked shrimp on it. Henry dug happily into this one, moaning at the taste of the shrimp, the way it married with the dressing on the salad.

      “Oh, you like that.” Ecco ate heartily, munching at the shrimp.

      Henry nodded. “I do. Shrimp, lobster, scallops—if they’re cooked right, I’m in heaven.”

      “I’m a Mexican food man, myself.”

      “I like some good Mexican now and then. There’s not a whole lot of that around here, though, and I can’t make it worth a damn.” He was a decent cook. Had to be, living as isolated as he did. And he’d always try something once, though he had to admit that raw buffalo had nearly put an end to him being able to say that.

      “My stepmom can. She rocks at it.”

      “Yeah? Cool. So where’s home?” He took a sip of his wine and eyed his last shrimp.

      “You mean, where did I grow up? My people are from Wyoming.”

      “Is that where you still call home?”

      Ecco’s face seemed to tense. “My manager lives in Nevada. My stuff was… is there.”

      Henry tilted his head. “You don’t have a home of your own?”

      “Not right now, no. I travel a lot, yeah?”

      “Yeah, I can see how that would make settling anywhere tough. Still….” He shrugged. “I guess I like having my own home, even if I’m not always there.”

      “It’s just easier right now, for me. One day.” There was definitely tension there.

      Henry nodded and speared that last shrimp, ready to savor it. “One day. I get that.”

      He thought he saw something in Ecco’s eyes, but it disappeared immediately. It made him curious, but this was their first date, and he didn’t feel he had the right to push. He didn’t want to chase Ecco off either.
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