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      As soon as Max left the room, Kyle reached for the phone. He hesitated, with his fingers an inch from the handset, and listened to its beep indicating a call waiting.

      Stefan Mortimer was at the other end of the call. That was a name Kyle hadn’t expected to hear again for a very long time, and the fact the man had contacted Kyle didn’t bode well. Especially considering Kyle thought, his and Stefan’s association had been put to bed a long time ago. A twinge of guilt accompanied the memories. He’d been the one told to leave, he was the one who’d had no choice but to go, but leaving Stefan behind had never sat well with him.

      A combination of anxiety and fear fluttered in his chest as he picked up the handset and pressed the button to connect.

      Only to be offered a line that was dead.

      “Stefan?” Kyle said to the empty air. For a second he held the receiver to his ear, then, very deliberately, replaced the handset in the cradle. Kyle rested his head on his hands, scrubbing his face to clear the tension. When the door opened, he knew it was Ross. He always knew when it was Ross.

      “He got cut off,” Ross announced.

      Kyle nodded. “So I see.”

      Ross sat down in the visitor’s chair directly opposite. “Is he a new client? Should I start a file for him?”

      “No, an old….” How could he describe Stefan? Ex-lover, partner, old friend? “Someone I knew.”

      Ross eased forward in his chair, his gray eyes bright with interest. “Knew? Like you used your experience as a spy to know?” he asked in his usual inquisitive tone.

      “From before,” Kyle said. He was deliberately vague. As he was every time anyone at Bodyguards Inc. skirted near what Kyle used to do for a living. Ross loved to tease that Kyle had been CIA black ops. To be honest, Ross wasn’t that far from the truth—but that had been a long time ago now.

      Ross frowned but didn’t keep it up.

      “So, Max, then,” Kyle said. Changing the subject was probably the way to go. He couldn’t believe he’d just had Max in here telling him that he and Prince Lucien were an item. How the hell could the same thing happen to Bodyguards Inc. again after Ben and Adam had both fallen for their charges? “He crossed the line.”

      “Seems like it’s getting to be a habit around here. First Adam, then Ben, and now Max. And I hear Lorna has a new boyfriend from her last case. Next it will be you.” Ross looked down at the iPad in his lap. “Or me,” he added.

      The words were a knife through Kyle’s heart. Imagining Ross with anyone other than him was something guaranteed to put him in a bad mood. “Don’t have time for that,” he lied. If Ross took even one second to notice his boss as anything other than his boss, then Kyle would make time. But that was as likely as a snowy day in hell.

      Ross chuckled. Like that was a joke. Like Kyle didn’t mean every syllable of it.

      “Anyway,” Ross continued. “Max seems happy, and his prince is a hundred times cute. Did you see Lucien’s eyes? I’ve never seen eyes that dark before, and his hair. Can you imagine burying your fingers in hair like that? And he’s a prince.” Ross threw up a hand and smirked as he did so.

      There was that stabbing again. Jealousy for real. Kyle didn’t have to analyze what he was feeling. Ross was talking about how sexy another man was, and abruptly, Kyle was in a headspace that screamed possessiveness. The idea of Ross finding himself a guy like Prince Lucien? Someone who pressed all his buttons? Someone Ross could fall in love with? That was enough to have the anxiety of Stefan’s phone call twist into something much worse. Jealousy.

      “I have a solution,” Ross announced. “We need to vet all our clients, and if there’s any hint they are gay and single, we don’t take them on. But, that wouldn’t work for Lorna—she’s straight, and she still met someone. Hmm, we should relabel ourselves. This could be a good marketing thing.”

      “Ross—”

      Ross ignored the warning in Kyle’s single word and instead drew an imaginary banner in the air in front of him. “Hire a bodyguard: meet the man for the rest of your life.”

      Now it was Kyle’s turn to ignore Ross. He had too much on his mind to find Ross as sexy and cute as he normally did; he had to focus. “Take a note. We’ll need to do some research and dig up a couple of new bodyguards,” Kyle said. He needed to concentrate on the company—on BI—and making sure what he had built was stable and secure.

      “Take a note?” Ross muttered as he thumbed through his iPad. “Who even does that kind of thing?” Then he stopped at a page on the screen. “So yes, that is what I wanted to talk about. We have two new applicants you need to meet up with and do the usual due diligence. One is ex-MI5.” Ross raised an eyebrow at that and turned the screen so that Kyle could see the face that went with the application. “Look at Mr. Tall, Dark and Ripped,” he said.

      “Ross, Jesus…”

      Ross coughed to hide a laugh. “In summary, we are mostly down to the wire. I’ve turned down that reality show we worked on last year. And—” Ross sighed. “—Michael’s wife called in. He’s broken his leg.”

      “Broke his leg how?”

      “Skateboarding.”

      “What the hell?”

      Ross shrugged. “Maureen said he was teaching his nephew how to—” Ross peered at the screen. “—air and backside, whatever that means.”

      Kyle sat back in his chair. He’d need to do the usual. ‘The usual’ was flowers, or chocolates, or whiskey, or something useful, along with a personal note from him and the reassurance that the operative would still be paid enough to keep going. All the operatives at BI were self-employed, but Kyle considered himself a good boss, and he had the finances to back up any support needed. “I’ll write something up.”

      “Well, hang on. Listen to this before you decide. Michael then called in, straight after his wife. Turns out he can’t stand the idea of being at home. Apparently all four grandkids are staying for the summer holidays, and he’s desperate to get out, so he’s coming into the office.”

      “You’re okay with that?” Kyle asked. Ross hated people interfering with his systems, and his stationery.

      “Yeah, Michael’s okay. I’ll give him rules, and he’ll stick with it. He’s not like Adam.”

      Kyle was too stressed to listen to another of Ross’s reasons why Adam was a wanker, as Ross so succinctly put it. Nor did he want to hear further elaboration as to the most recent place Adam had put Ross’s stapler. He resolved to change the subject, but he didn’t need to when the phone rang again. Before Kyle could reach it, Ross leaned over and picked it up.

      “BI, how can I help?” There was silence, and Ross cast a glance at Kyle. “I’ll just pass you over.” He gave the handset to Kyle. “Stefan Mortimer.”

      Without being asked, Ross left the room and pulled the door shut behind him, and abruptly Kyle had no excuse not to talk to Stefan.

      “What’s wrong?” he said, cutting to the chase. There was no need to use his name. Stefan and he had been closer than lovers for three years, and they knew each other like no one else ever could. Under fire, behind enemy lines, undercover—they’d done it all.

      “Thank fuck,” Stefan said. His voice was shaky, or was that the phone line? “I’m in the hospital,” he added. Then he coughed, as if his body wanted to underline such a defining statement.

      Kyle and Stefan had done their time in hospital beds, and both had the scars to prove it, but why was that something Stefan needed to break protocol to announce? Something awful, earth-shattering… something important.

      “Talk to me,” Kyle demanded without elaboration.

      “K, Jason is dead. I fucking killed him.”

      Stefan’s partner was dead? “Shit, Stefan⁠—”

      “I sent you it all. It’s been a week, fucking hope it gets there. I need your help.”

      Kyle quickly went through the list of possible delivery options in his head. There was no email from Stefan, no voice message, nothing on the boards—which left the one thing that could work: good old-fashioned snail mail. Sent as something that may not make sense to anyone else. A standard spook-type thing.

      “Okay.” He didn’t have to say anything else. If Stefan was contacting him after all this time, if Stefan needed his help, if Stefan was in trouble…. “I’ll look for it.”

      “K?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Thanks.”

      Then the phone was dead. Kyle realized he had been gripping the handset so hard that his fingers were numb. He uncurled his grip and replaced the handset in the cradle, then pressed the intercom. “Ross, can I get the mail?”

      “You’ve had it.”

      “I need the other mail.”

      Ross didn’t argue. “On it.”

      Company protocol was to have what Ross called “other mail” stored for a few months. Ross never argued with why Kyle needed to look through it every so often. He probably put it down to his boss being an eccentric American. Just like he did with most of the other things Kyle did that Ross called weird.

      A couple of minutes later Ross backed into the room. In his arms was the recycling box. He placed it in the center of the table and then left. He didn’t ask why Kyle wanted it in his office.

      Methodically, Kyle worked his way through rejected CVs, some marketing letters, even a pile of pizza menus. Although how junk mail had made it up the driveway in the middle of nowhere to the manor house, he didn’t know.

      Right near the bottom, in familiar writing with a Los Angeles stamp, was what he was looking for. A letter from a marketing company talking about search engine optimization. There, in a flimsy business card, was a tiny chip. Sometimes the old ways were the best ways.

      Kyle stood and locked the office door as quietly as he could, then crossed to the wall safe and opened it. Pulling out the chip reader, left over from a much earlier time in his life, he inserted the chip and waited for it to read. Wiring it to the printer was a little more problematic, but finally he managed it, and before too long he had a sheaf of printed information. His blood ran cold at page one, and by page ten he realized what he had agreed to would be something a little more involved than “just helping out.” He pulled out his Glock and the cartridges, putting it into the top drawer of his desk, then locked the chip and the reader into the safe. He retook his seat to reread what had printed.

      Grasping the papers in his hand, he unlocked his office door.

      “Do we have anyone not booked out?”

      Ross looked up from his desk, a frown on his expression and black ink on his cheek. The same black ink spread over his desk, and he looked flustered. “Fucking ink cartridge exploded on me,” he said.

      “Do we have anyone free?”

      Ross blinked at Kyle as if he couldn’t believe Kyle wasn’t taking the ink situation seriously. “No,” he said. “I told you, we’re backs to the wall at the moment. Unless you want to push up interviews for new operatives.”

      “Fuck.” Kyle cursed and thought on his feet. Not even Jen was here at the moment. His sister and her husband were on a second-honeymoon, trying-for-a-baby thing that had her out of touch for a month of love on a beach.

      Timing sucks.

      Kyle thought on his feet. He had no choice. It was Ross or nothing. “Okay, get Michael in here.”

      Ross sighed visibly, then wiggled his fingers in front of him. “Ink,” he explained. Then added, “Michael’s coming in tomorrow⁠—”

      “Jesus Christ, Ross! Just get Michael here today.”

      Kyle went back into his office and shut the door. He hoped to hell that Ross would do his regular thing and just get on with it, that he wouldn’t come in and start asking questions.

      The cover was simple—a couple on honeymoon. He’d done it before. But this case was different. This time he needed to blend in, in a very different way. This time he was a newly married man, and he needed a bride. Or a groom. Someone who would be his backup in an extremely toxic situation.

      It could only be Ross.

      Ross wasn’t just his PA. He wasn’t quite as well trained as the bodyguards on BI’s books; he just found his peace in paperwork and running BI alongside Kyle. But he knew how to handle himself.

      Not with guns. Not with the CIA. Not with this. It’s too much. He argued with himself. Ross will be okay.

      Then it hit him. What would he do if he had to spend time with Ross away from the office? How many of the secrets he held inside would come out? But there needed to be more than just Kyle himself on this; he needed someone else. And that someone else would have to be Ross, which was where the problems began. Ross wasn’t interested in Kyle; Ross didn’t want anything of what Kyle could give him.

      Ross didn’t know Kyle was in love with him. Wanted him. Had wanted him since the first day they met.

      Ross didn’t know that Kyle had tried and failed to find someone who actually looked back at him with anything like affection.

      So how could he ask Ross to do what needed to be done?

      He turned the sheets of paper one at a time and made notes on a pad, not looking up when Ross came into the office and took his regular seat.

      “Michael’s coming in,” Ross announced.

      “Thank you. And I’m sorry I shouted.”

      Ross shrugged one shoulder. “You want to tell me what’s going on?”

      “I need to take a case.”

      “What case?” Ross asked. He sounded confused, and Kyle wanted to explain, but he couldn’t look up at Ross, let alone make words that explained what the hell was going on. “You don’t take on cases. What happened?”

      “There’s something I have to do.”

      “Is it a something that is connected to Stefan Mortimer? You looked really shocked to hear his name.”

      Kyle glanced up at the question. Ross’s gray eyes looked troubled. “What I can tell you is that this is a job for the two of us, me and you.” He held up a hand to stop Ross talking. “I need you to back me up on this. For a week, maybe ten days tops, we need to go undercover.”

      “I don’t know how… I mean… I’m not….” Ross began. Then he sighed. “I don’t understand.”

      “All I can tell you is that we’re needed, and this is a matter of national security.”

      Ross’s eyes widened. “Like James Bond-type national security?”

      “Not as dramatic as that. We need to get to a place called Stratton Bridge, and I’m sorry, but we have to leave today.”

      “What about my clothes? My laptop?”

      “You can go home, get some clothes, take a laptop to stay connected to the office. When we get there, though, you will have a cover.”

      “Wait. Is this a bodyguard job? You’re looking out for someone and you need me there to run the information side?”

      “No, yes, and no.” Kyle sighed. “You have to trust me on this when I say it’s important, but I need something more than information.”

      Ross sat forward in his chair and looked deadly serious. “I do trust you, Kyle. You know that.”

      “Then all I can say is we’re going undercover, both of us. I’ll be with you every inch of the way.”

      Ross smiled and pushed his hair back off his face, leaving a streak of black on his forehead; evidently, he hadn’t managed to wash off all the ink. “Undercover. Cool. What as? I could be a doctor or a teacher. Probably more a teacher, I guess. Not sure I’d be able to handle⁠—”

      “My husband,” Kyle broke in. “The room we have, it’s more of a suite.” He recalled the information Stefan had given him: the block booking of the only available room, which had just been renovated. “We need to be on our honeymoon. Trust me, it’s the best cover.”

      Ross’s lips were in a round O, surprise on his face. “We’re acting—” He coughed to clear his throat. “—married?”

      Kyle focused in on the streak of black, trying not to let any emotion show on his face. “They only have the one room, just open after renovation, the honeymoon suite. I need your decision now.”

      While he waited tensely for Ross’s reply, Kyle considered. He could go on his own, and when asked where his husband was, he could easily pretend he was getting divorced from his pretend husband. But why would he still need a honeymoon suite? He’d nearly talked himself into that one when Ross looked at him directly.

      “Okay.”

      So many emotions passed over Ross’s face that Kyle couldn’t identify them all. He saw confusion, excitement, disappointment, the whole gamut of emotions. Then he saw Ross pull himself straight, and the smile returned. “We need a magnificent back story,” Ross said. And with that he’d agreed to play his part, and his and Kyle’s cover story was in place. “I’ll get some stuff. Give me thirty.”

      Ross left, and Kyle listened for the distinctive growl of Ross’s black and red motorbike. He couldn’t help himself; he looked out of his window to the parking area below and saw Ross astride the beast of a machine that allowed him to zip around the country roads here.

      “You’ll kill yourself, Ross,” he’d said when Ross had pulled up a few months ago as proud as a mom with a new baby.

      “This, old man, is a Honda CBR1000RR Fireblade, and it’s not dangerous, it’s fun.”

      Ross reminded Kyle far too often that there were ten years separating them, but being thirty-five, Kyle didn’t feel like an old man. He just preferred his Jaguar to the danger of the open road in nothing more than leather and a helmet.

      “Says the man who moaned all last Friday that he had a paper cut.”

      And now, there he was. He’d pulled on his leathers, and fuck, he looked like sex on legs. That gorgeous ass in leather, a black biker’s jacket hugging his slim figure. So different to the patient, organized, stapler-loving Ross that Kyle had in his head. This Ross, the one on the bike, was wild and sexy and asking to be⁠—

      Kyle had to stop himself, and he cursed Stefan for dropping him in the shit from a great height. He and Ross, in a honeymoon suite, for a week—maybe more—and with Ross wanting a magnificent backstory when Kyle couldn’t imagine what this case was going to bring him.

      Espionage, agents, attempted murder, a favor to a friend thousands of miles away, and a new line in environmental disaster. Not to mention being undercover as married: with the man he was head over heels in love with in real life.

      Just how wrong could this possibly go?
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      Ross tapped a pencil on the desk in front of Michael. He had a list of potential concerns in his head.

      “And you can reach me by email or my phone. I have both phones, my personal cell, and the backup office cell. Both have geo-locate on if you need to get to me.”

      “You already said that ten times,” Michael said. His patience was legendary, but Ross could see that any minute now Michael would be shoving him out of the door. Michael had never done the office thing all on his own before, and though Ross was excited to be up and out with Kyle on an actual case, leaving his office was hard.

      “I’ve left the bike⁠—”

      “In the shed, locked in, keys in the top drawer of the safe. I know.”

      “And if Adam comes in⁠—”

      “Jeez, I know, I know. Hide the stationery, especially the stapler.”

      “Okay.” Ross let out a noisy sigh. He should be encouraging Michael in his temporary role, but all he could do was worry.

      Clumsily, with his Superman mug full of coffee in one hand, Michael managed to get behind Ross’s desk, leaving the crutches against the wall and his face in a creased wince. “Jeez.”

      “Are you sure you’re going to be okay?”

      “Leave the man alone. He’ll be fine,” Kyle said.

      Ross glanced up at Kyle on the threshold of his office, then took a second look: Gorgeous-probably-unattainable-office Kyle had been replaced by Insanely-hot-out-of-his-league Kyle. Gone was the gray suit and tie, and instead this was a very different man. Ross hadn’t seen Kyle in civilian clothes before, and this was just a little bit dangerous. Black jeans, a dark blue T-shirt, and a leather jacket—also black, of course. He was in heavy boots, and his baggage was more soldier than visiting businessman. A backpack and a separate carry bag that looked like a camera case. Give Kyle shades, and he’d not be out of place in an episode of 24.

      Ross filed away his inappropriate reaction to think about later. He’d had too many of those visceral reactions recently. Too many side-glances that he focused on Kyle for it to be a coincidence. Sometimes he’d see Kyle looking back with such a look of confusion on his face that Ross didn’t know what to think.

      Ross couldn’t help himself, “Who do you think you are? Jack Bauer?”

      Kyle shook his head and looked confused, glancing down at his clothes and back up again. “Let’s go.”

      That wasn’t a good sign; Kyle wasn’t even rising to Ross’s teasing. Whatever was going on had to be pretty big.

      Ross pulled the handle on his case and backed out of the office with one final look of dissatisfaction at Michael sitting at his desk, then turned smartly on his heel towards the hulking black Jaguar XJ. Something about this car—sexy, in-your-face, and powerful—reminded Ross so much of Kyle, it hurt.

      Kyle remote-unlocked and the boot opened in a smooth glide. Ross wasn’t a great car fan, not like Kyle and Adam, who discussed cars at length: types and engine sizes, colors, speed…. Ross was very much in the motorbike group with Ben.

      The rear space of the Jaguar wasn’t big, and it took Kyle and Ross together to fit everything in. But they were packed and in the car in less than five minutes, Kyle focused and quiet. Ross slid into the passenger seat and watched Kyle check a weapon into the glove box, his fingerprint locking it.

      “We need a gun?”

      Kyle shrugged. “I don’t know.” He started the engine, buckled up, and tensed his arms on the steering wheel. Then he shook his head. “This is stupid. I don’t want this.” Kyle stared straight ahead out of the window, tense, his tone clipped.

      Ross thought of a million responses to that, but all that came out of his mouth was “What?”

      “You. Here.” Kyle’s knuckles turned white with the pressure he was exerting on the steering wheel. “Fuck,” he cursed under his breath. “Anything to do with this.”

      That kind of hurt. “I know I’m only a PA, but⁠—”

      “It’s nothing to do with that.”

      “You think I can’t keep my head down and do what I’m told?” He used that teasing tone guaranteed to make Kyle smile. Except this time, it didn’t.

      “Ross, for fuck’s sake,” Kyle shifted in his seat. “This is serious.”

      Ross was torn between saying he needed to know what he was heading into and just accepting whatever happened. He ended up waiting for Kyle to either calm down or wind up to more. Kyle’s expressions seemed to match his new outfit: harsh, unforgiving, and focused. “How serious?”

      “I can’t, not yet.” Kyle turned to look directly at Ross. “I don’t want this, but I need you.”

      “I can do this,” Ross said.

      They were off the grounds of the manor quickly. There was a sense of urgency in the way Kyle took the bends out to the country roads that networked around the estate.

      “Who is Stefan?” Ross asked as soon as they hit the open road. He was looking directly at Kyle and couldn’t fail to see the stiffening in him, the tension in his shoulders and jaw. “I get it’s probably all I need to know, but if we’re going undercover, I need something.”

      Kyle glanced at him briefly, because he was navigating the country backroads. He didn’t answer until they joined the main road north.

      “You don’t need to know that,” Kyle said. His typical soft, almost slow accent had become tighter, clipped. He sighed. “And I can’t tell you, even if I want to.”

      “But you trust him?”

      The answer seemed to come very naturally. “I trust Stefan with my life.”

      “Do you trust him with mine?” God knows where that question came from, but Ross didn’t apologize for asking. Normally, when there was a new case, there was the research, the checks, the personnel training, or at least some kind of background.

      Kyle didn’t answer. Distracted by a stop light, he was staring pointedly straight ahead.

      “So do you?” Ross pressed.

      “The question is more do you trust I can look after you,” Kyle murmured.

      “You have a gun.”

      “I know.”

      “You realize this is England, not America. We don’t have guns.”

      Kyle hesitated. There was some definite thought going on behind his dark blue eyes. Ross could tell that whatever Kyle wanted to say wasn’t easy. “We might need a weapon.”

      Ross considered this. “Okay. And yes, I trust you can look after me.” Then he had to add a proviso. “Not that I need looking after, Mr. Hero.”

      Kyle muttered something under his breath, but Ross didn’t catch it, and he wasn’t going to push.

      “Anyway, talk me through our legends,” Ross said.

      “Back story is just fine.”

      “I like the word legend.”

      “You’re not a spy, Ross,” Kyle said. He had a small hint of his normal teasing tone in the words.

      “Okay, so what is our back story?”

      “We’re just married,” Kyle began.

      “And our names?”

      “We can keep the ones we have.”

      “So when you said undercover, you just meant the married-relationship bit.”

      “Pretty much that, yeah.”

      “So, hey, I’m Ross Jackson and I’m married to you, Kyle Monroe. What is it we do for a living? And how long have we been married?”

      Kyle shook his head. “I have no fucking idea.”

      “Okay.” Ross wasn’t used to setting up cover stories, but he had an imagination as good as the next man. “We met through work… wait, what is it we do for work?”

      “We are a consulting company.”

      “Consulting on what? Finance? That always bores people enough to back off. Sales, marketing, that kind of thing. Okay, we’re financial consultants. You’re the hotshot investment guy, and I’m your PA. That would work. We met at the Christmas party. You were drunk, and unrequited love was finally reciprocated. We fell in love straight away and were married on Valentine’s Day at St James’s Church in the village. It was a quiet wedding, just family and friends. You got drunk again and did a whole lot of dad dancing. It was a beautiful day.”

      “I get drunk a lot in this backstory.” Kyle sounded more relaxed, and at least he had stopped gripping the steering wheel so tightly.

      Ross was happy to lighten the tone. It was what he did best where his boss was concerned. Kyle was a happy man with an edge of dangerous, and he had his dark days when he was snappy and mostly hid in his office.

      “What can I say, I married a lush,” Ross said with a laugh. Then something occurred to him, fundamental to the whole married thing. “Photos,” he blurted out. “And wait, we need rings, or did we decide we were unconventional and it wasn’t something we wanted to do? Yeah, that’s it. Maybe we are still looking for the perfect rings, given our wedding was so fast. That would work.”

      “Okay. What do we do about photos?”

      “Just say we’re waiting for professional ones and we made a promise not to have our cells with us on the day.”

      “What about our guests, wouldn’t they have taken photos?”

      “Oh, you’re good,” Ross said.

      “Let’s just say this honeymoon is four weeks after the wedding, so we cleared all the photos to a folder for printing. Not a folder in the cloud,” he hastened to add, to forestall the next question of why weren’t the photos on the web somewhere.

      “Okay, so we were married late March?”

      “March twenty-seventh, your birthday. It was a Friday.” Ross recalled the date, as every good PA would, but Kyle’s raised eyebrow said otherwise.

      “Okay, I can remember that.”

      “Oh, and are we hyphenating our surnames or keeping our own names? I think we should hyphenate. Jackson-Monroe, or Monroe-Jackson, both sound okay. Well, given you’re the big strong I-always-top guy, we’ll put your name first. So Mr. and Mr. Monroe-Jackson.”

      “Your brain amazes me,” Kyle said with a soft laugh. That had been the first hint of a smile since Ross had answered Stefan’s call and passed the handset to Kyle. “And who says I always top?” Kyle looked briefly at Ross, but Ross refused to be waylaid with his thought process.

      “It’s a brilliant brain,” Ross said, referring to the first comment. He decided to ignore the second. Way too many worms in that can to open the lid there.

      Anyway, Kyle appeared to want to change the conversation.

      “So because the wedding was so quick, we decided to take some time away from normal to learn about each other. Have a delayed honeymoon.”

      Ross nodded. “Sounds good.”

      “Not much to trip up on. Honesty is the best cover.”

      “Except for the love part, I think we’re okay. We’ll just have to fake that. One question we might get asked: why this place? Why did we choose to find ourselves in Stratton Bridge? Two frankly gorgeous gay men in their prime—why not the Maldives or the Seychelles?” An image of Kyle in swimming trunks lazing on a beach with a rainbow cocktail in his hand sent a shot of something through Ross. He cursed his vivid imagination and the words “Who says I always top?” which had refused to leave his head.

      “Photography,” Kyle suggested. “I have my camera, and I can talk shit about that for a long time.”

      “Okay, so you’re a Yank, and you wanted to see Yorkshire because I talk about it all the time after spending my family holidays in that area as a kid.”

      “Is that right?”

      “In a sense, yes. More to the east of Yorkshire really, but I love this part of England. So, yes, that would work. Of course, we’re madly in love, which will mean some PDAs. You know, kissing and hugging in public. Think you can handle that?”

      “I know what a PDA is, and I can handle it if you can,” Kyle said. He did that whole staring-straight-ahead-with-a-tense-jaw thing again and Ross sighed inwardly. That was Kyle, closed down, stern and weird at the turn of a card. Sometimes Ross would catch him staring out the window, a look of such utter desolation on his face that Ross’s breath hitched. If only Kyle would talk about things, get stuff off his chest, maybe he’d be in a happier place.

      “So, tell me more about this case. Would you call it a case? It’s not an actual official Bodyguards Inc. bodyguard job, is it?”

      “It is. Kind of. Stefan is working operations support for the Science and Technology Division.”

      “Division of what?”

      “The US Department of Homeland Security, anti-terrorism, working specifically for the chemical-biological defence group.”

      Apprehension coiled inside Ross. Terrorism? What the hell did that have to do with a small town in West Yorkshire? “And?”

      “There’s someone at the hotel… a man we need to watch over as a favor to Stefan. He’s skittish, and he mustn’t know what we are or why we’re there.”

      “Why?”

      The car stopped at a T-junction, and Kyle looked at him pointedly. The expression on his face said it all.

      “I know,” Ross said with a sigh. “You can’t say.”

      “What I can say is that he’d probably run if he had any idea that anyone knew where he was, let alone watched him.”

      “So we make him stay. And keep an eye on him. I guess he’s a good guy.”

      “Yeah. He’s an American, had a rough time, and that’s all I can say.”

      Ross didn’t think Kyle would have anything to do with the classic bad guy, but he also assumed there were a lot of gray areas in whatever the hell Kyle had done before he started up BI.

      “Okay. So what day did we get married?”

      “The twenty-seventh of March.”

      “Where…”
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      This is a babysitting job, that’s all. No one is going to hurt Ross.

      As they pulled up outside the Stratton Bridge Hotel, that was what Kyle kept telling himself. Just a babysitting job.

      The hotel itself was a gorgeous old brick building that segued seamlessly into a stone bridge straddling the river through the center of the small town. Both structures had to have been here since the days this area of England was an important part of the wool industry. They pulled their bags out of the car, and Kyle had to stop himself from jerking back when Ross pulled him into a hug.

      “What are you doing?” he muttered. He had both hands full of bags, and the way Ross was hanging off him was causing his center of balance to shift. Only a combination of the car trunk and Ross was keeping him upright.

      “PDA,” Ross murmured. His breath was soft against Kyle’s neck. “We should start them now, not just turn them on and off for an audience.”

      Fuck. Kyle moved subtly so that Ross couldn’t feel he was more than just a little bit happy to have Ross this near to him. “I can’t scope the place out with you hanging off me like a freaking monkey,” he said.

      Ross stepped back and took one of the bags from him. He was smiling, but the smile didn’t reach his eyes. “Just playing the part, boss.” Then he turned his back to Kyle and walked towards the grand front entrance, which was adorned with some kind of climbing plant.

      Kyle sighed inwardly, then locked the car door, before following his husband. The sun was low in the late-afternoon sky, but his back warmed through the jacket, and he knew he’d overdressed for the unseasonably balmy late-April day.

      Ross paused by the door and opened it as Kyle arrived. They clasped their free hands together and moved into a wide foyer with a reception desk directly in front and a double staircase splitting and finishing either side of the desk.

      Behind the desk was one of the largest men Kyle had seen outside of wrestling. Built with a barrel chest and muscles on muscles, he looked out of place beside the delicacy of the ironwork that traced the stairs and formed part of the desk, where a discreet sign announced that this was a hotel famous for arts and crafts.

      Kyle gave a reassuring squeeze of Ross’s hand, and they stepped forward.

      “Good afternoon,” the bear of a man said. His badge read “Nate Bailey,” and under the name was the title “Manager.”

      “We have a reservation,” Ross offered. “Monroe-Jackson.”

      Nate’s stern face split into a broad smile. “Mr. and Mr. Monroe-Jackson. Welcome to the Stratton Bridge Hotel.” He pulled out some paperwork and placed it on the counter. “If I could get one of you to sign in, and could I see a credit card, please?”

      Kyle balked. Shit, he hadn’t even thought of that—he was getting slow in his old age. Back in the day he’d roll with the flow, and he needed to find that flow if this was going to be any kind of successful venture. “My card is …”

      “Still in his unmarried name,” Ross finished smoothly.

      Nate quirked a smile at that. “No problem. I’ll just take an imprint of what you have.” Kyle handed his card over, and Nate busied himself swiping the card, asking for a PIN to be entered and for Kyle to sign in. Kyle signed the register with his married name.

      “Okay.” Nate rounded the desk. He had thighs like tree trunks, and Kyle wondered if he was a rugby player or something equally tough. In a smooth move, Nate picked up their bags and took the stairs to the right of the main desk. “This way, sirs.”

      He led them up to the first landing, then up another set of stairs and to the back of the hotel. The whole walk took about two minutes, and Kyle had the route in his head as he followed Ross, who was chatting to Nate about breakfast and walks and art. Security on this floor was good. An old elevator with iron gates, two shallow flights of stairs, windows that could be locked, and an alarm system winking in the corner of each twist and turn.

      Finally they arrived at a solid wooden door, and Nate opened it with a flourish. The room was clean, neat and warm with rust-colored bedcovers and drapes. The window faced the garden out back, and to the left of the door was an impressive en suite. There was also a sitting area and a desk, which held a large basket of fruit next to a bucket with a bottle of champagne in it.

      “You’re the first people in here since the renovation,” Nate announced. “Mr. Mortimer said you’d be willing to overlook the odd things that aren’t completed yet in the hotel. Although you probably won’t be spending a lot of time outside your room, I guess.” He winked as he said this, and Ross giggled. Not just giggled—he dropped his gaze a little, then looked up at Nate through his eyelashes.

      Nate smiled at Ross and winked again, this time at Kyle. “You sure have a cute one here,” he observed.

      Kyle narrowed his eyes at the bear of a man who spoke words he shouldn’t be speaking, and what the fuck? Ross did not giggle, or flirt, or any of the things he was doing with Nate. Still, it didn’t look like Nate had noticed Ross overplaying his hand. If anything, Nate had one of those “Isn’t he cute?” expressions on his face.

      Finally Nate left the room with a reminder that dinner started at six in the dining area off the main entrance and behind the bar.

      “What the hell was that supposed to be?” Kyle snapped when the door closed behind Nate.

      Ross turned from where he’d hefted his bag onto the bed. He looked so damn innocent, his hazel-green eyes so bright and focused on Kyle. “What?”

      “The way you were talking.” Kyle waved to indicate everything Ross had been doing. “You freaking giggled.”

      “I was playing a part,” Ross said. He tapped his chest. “I’m the PA who fell for the big hunky boss and who likes to giggle.”

      “Stop it,” Kyle snapped. “You don’t do that. Ever.”

      “Why? I’m getting into character.” Ross crossed his arms over his chest. “Maybe Ross Monroe-Jackson likes to flirt and giggle.”

      Kyle stepped right up into Ross’s space. “Perhaps Ross Monroe-Jackson should listen to his husband, who is telling him not to laugh and flirt.”

      Ross squared his shoulders. “I was not flirting. I’m a married man.”

      Kyle gritted his teeth. This was hard enough just being in proximity with Ross and with no office serving as a buffer, just seeing Ross pretending to be something he wasn’t sent fear skittering down his spine. Ross wasn’t an agent; he didn’t have Kyle’s training. Carefully, deliberately, he placed his hands on Ross’s shoulders. He had to fight the urge to drag him closer and kiss the hesitant smile off his face. “Take it from someone who knows. Be yourself, and you won’t break cover.”

      Something passed over Ross’s expression… disappointment, resignation? Kyle was good at reading people, but that twist of emotion in Ross was difficult to pin down.

      “What if I don’t want to be myself?” Ross asked quietly. He looked up at Kyle intently.

      Was he looking for an answer? Kyle liked Ross just the way he was. Hell, he loved Ross just the way he was. Ross didn’t need to be anyone else. He opened his mouth to say something. Months of the pent-up need to verbalize his thoughts pushed words to the surface, but before he could start, Ross turned his back and leaned over his bag, yanking out its contents with no thought as to where they would land.

      Kyle watched him for a second, saw the tension in Ross, and watched it slowly loosen as Ross picked up his discarded tops and jeans and folded them neatly into piles. This was the Ross that Kyle knew: careful, methodical, almost OCD in his need to have everything organized. Pulling himself away from the sight of Ross’s beautiful ass in his form-fitting pants, he turned to deal with his own bags.

      Years in the Army had him traveling light but well. He still kept a go-bag; that was ingrained in him. So often he’d been called to action with only a few minutes to spare. He hadn’t been to war for a while now, but old habits died hard.

      He used the shelving and drawers to the left of the bed, as Ross appeared to favor the right. That was okay. It put Kyle between Ross and the door, in case anyone came in with harmful intent.

      “Right,” Ross announced. “We’re done.” He checked his watch. “I need a beer. I guess we need to connect with our asset?”

      The language Ross used was the same as the protocols at BI, but that was when Ross was organizing operatives, not standing in a bedroom undercover and deep into an op.

      “We need to be casual,” Kyle said. “A perfectly normal married couple on our honeymoon.”

      “Okay, so we’re talking walks along the canal holding hands, visits to the local landmarks, lots of selfies and kissing.” Ross counted off each one on his fingers.

      “Yeah, and eyes open at all times.”

      Ross considered the comment. “I usually kiss with my eyes closed.” He quirked a smile, and irritation spiked in Kyle. Ross wasn’t taking this seriously.

      “Fuck’s sake, Ross⁠—”

      “I was joking. Calm down.” Ross waved his hands in a placating gesture, then stooped to pick up the camera case that Kyle had placed gently on the bedcover. “Let’s go get some photos.”

      Kyle took the pistol from where he’d stowed it in his bag. The substantial weight of it in his hand was familiar but at the same time brought back way too many memories of things he wanted to forget.

      “We’re taking the gun?” Ross asked soft and gentle. He didn’t sound like he was frightened, just very matter-of-fact.

      Kyle shook his head, checked the safety, and removed the bullets. The gun he placed in the small room safe, setting a code for retrieval. The bullets he squirreled into the inner pocket of his empty go-bag, then pushed it, as best he could, into the safe too. It took some maneuvering, but finally the gun and the bag with bullets were locked away.

      “Twenty-nine, forty-three, seventy-one,” he said. “You remember that?”

      Ross nodded, and Kyle didn’t ask him to repeat it. Ross had a photographic memory, or at least something like it. You never had to tell him things twice. Kyle pocketed his wallet and the key, then picked up his camera. He was almost at the door, ready to go, when Ross stepped up and blocked his exit, pressing a hand against his chest.

      “About the kisses,” Ross said. He was worrying his bottom lip. Ross had the most gorgeous lips, all pink and slightly swollen where he’d pulled at the skin there. Kyle had a thing for kissing;. In his mind it was way more intimate than sex and a whole lot more involved. If he ever kissed Ross, he wouldn’t close his eyes—he would stare right at Ross’s face and enjoy every freaking second of it.

      “What about them?” He sensed a trap here if the focused expression on Ross’s face was anything to go by.

      “We need to get the first kiss out of the way,” Ross said. He slid his hands up and around Kyle’s neck and locked his fingers there. Very deliberately he leaned up as he pulled Kyle down, then hesitated when their faces were inches apart. “Okay?”

      Kyle’s heart twisted in his chest, the moment stretching, extending, until he thought he would snap and push Ross up against the nearest wall and kiss him until he couldn’t breathe.

      “Okay,” he managed to whisper.

      Ross pressed his lips to Kyle’s, then slanted his head a little to deepen the kiss. At first Kyle stood absolutely still. This isn’t happening, this isn’t real, this is Ross, my Ross, kissing me just like every fantasy I’ve ever had. The taste of Ross was everything Kyle had imagined, and he caught himself just in time as Ross pulled back. Ross stared up at him, the green in his eyes more pronounced, with small striations of amber flecking the color.

      “There,” he said. “All done.” He released his hold on Kyle’s neck and stepped away, turning to gather up a jacket, his own wallet, and his iPhone.

      That moment, where Ross wasn’t watching, was enough for Kyle to adjust his shirt, yanking at it so it would hopefully cover the near-painful erection he had going on in his pants.

      By the time Ross turned to face him, his expression clear of anything, Kyle had come to terms with one thing. That kiss was possibly the most erotic thing he had ever been party to. And definitely the best kiss he’d ever had.

      They left the room, and after Kyle had locked the door, Ross slipped his hand into Kyle’s and tugged him down the stairs. “Did you know they have a working watermill here? Can we go and see that first?”

      They chatted like every newlywed couple would. Kyle wasn’t entirely sure at what point it became less of a cover for anyone hearing and morphed into a need to see a working watermill, right the hell now.

      “I meant to say earlier—” Nate began by way of getting their attention. Ross stopped, so Kyle did as well. “—we are a local arts and crafts hotel.”

      “Yes, we read that in the brochure. Kyle was so excited. He’s a photographer, you know.”

      Nate nodded. “We have a darkroom set-up,” he advised.

      “Mostly digital,” Kyle offered. Because let’s face it, he was digital. His dream was that one day he’d own a darkroom to putter around in. Putting his digital photos onto prints was an idea for a very distant future, maybe when he retired.

      “Well,” Nate sounded a little disappointed, “never mind.” He handed them a leaflet. “We have local people visiting to show different arts and crafts. Tomorrow Wendy Stalvan is running a scrapbooking workshop, 10:00 a.m. in the Red Room on the first floor. If either of you is interested.”

      “I’d love to,” Ross said.

      “Scrapbooking?” Kyle stared at Ross. He was a little incredulous at the words leaving the mouth of such a big man like Nate. Add in Ross saying he wanted to do it as well? That was taking undercover too far.

      Nate narrowed his eyes and crossed his arms over his chest, just like when they’d arrived. Something in Nate’s expression spoke of violence, and Kyle tensed in reaction.

      “Nothing wrong with scrapbooking,” Nate said. “I love scrapbooking.”

      Silence.

      Kyle thought of the excuses he could make, but Ross got there first, and with no excuses at all. “I’d love to,” he repeated. “Do many of your residents take part?”

      Nate relaxed his stance and nodded more enthusiastically. “We have over five bookings now, with you, that is.”

      “So, six,” Kyle said. He didn’t mean to sound sarcastic, but it came out that way. Something about Nate chatting and smiling with Ross really got his back up. Way worse than when Ross used to talk profound subjects with Ben Collins when he first joined BI. They’d had a shared history-degree experience and would discuss history for hours. Of course, Ben now had his guitar-playing, rocker boyfriend, but Kyle could still recall the curl of jealousy in the pit of his stomach every time he walked in on Ben and Ross.

      “Yes, six,” Nate confirmed. He stared right at Kyle, raking a glance from head to toe before looking back at Ross. “Ten o’clock in the Red Room.”

      “We’re just going out to scout around,” Ross answered. “Back soon.” He led Kyle out of the main doors and into the cooling April evening.

      “You like scrapbooking?” Kyle asked. He couldn’t hold in the comment.

      Ross shrugged. “Just playing my part. Having me in these class things gives you an excuse to walk around on your own, looking out for whoever it is we are looking out for. I guess you actually know who we’re looking out for?”

      Now it was Kyle’s turn to lead Ross, tugging him up over the bridge and down a towpath to a point where the riverbank widened. The sign read “Stratton Lake,” but it was less lake and more large pool. Still, it was pretty and overhung by weeping willows that had just started to bud. Once they were far enough away from the hotel, Kyle did his usual observations of the area without making it look too obvious, then he pulled Ross in for a sideways hug and spoke in a low voice. “His real name is Marcus Carver, from the intel Stefan passed to me, he is five ten, dark hair, blue eyes⁠—”

      Ross interrupted his flow in an equally low voice. “Are they as dark as your eyes?”

      “What?” Kyle was thrown for a moment.

      “Your kind of blue. I mean, are they dark blue like yours, or pale blue, like more gray?”

      Kyle closed his eyes briefly. “They’re blue, Ross. That is all it said, just blue.”

      “No such thing as just blue.”

      “Focus. He’s twenty-five.” Kyle finished the short list of stuff he knew. Even with their cold war delivery system, it wasn’t like Stefan could give away too much in the coded message. He was probably jeopardizing the case just by getting Kyle to the damn hotel, let alone booking the freaking honeymoon suite.

      “And?”

      “And nothing else. That is all I have.”

      “No picture?”

      Kyle pulled out his cell and opened up the folder of photos. “Only this one.”

      Ross peered at the shot of a young guy wearing a CalTech sweatshirt. “He looks about eighteen.”

      “He was in that photo. He’s one of these super brains who graduated university at twenty-one, got snatched up by the government, and he’s ‘disappeared’”. Kyle didn’t need to explain what that meant. This Marcus Carver wouldn’t necessarily have an electronic footprint with things like Facebook and online banking if he were working on sensitive government contracts.

      “Disappeared. Like, nothing out there at all on the guy? And that is all you know?”

      “Yes, and so far.”

      “But he’s in the hotel.”

      Kyle shrugged. “So Stefan said. He was the one who told Marcus to come here, then organized the room for us.”

      “Okay.” Ross leaned up and kissed him, and it took Kyle by surprise. They didn’t need to kiss if there was no one⁠—

      “Excuse me,” a woman said from behind. “Could I just get past?”

      Ross tugged Kyle to one side, and the woman, pushing a pram, moved past them with a thank-you.

      “See,” Ross smirked. “I’m good at this.”
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      When they got back to their room, with its huge bed and fantastic views over the town and river, Ross hid.

      Excusing himself, he went into the tiled and marbled bathroom with the shower big enough for three. He needed to close himself away, so he locked the door, slumped onto the closed toilet, and buried his face in his hands.

      “Fuck,” he groaned and scrubbed at his eyes with the heels of his hands. On day one, when he first saw Kyle Monroe, he’d promised himself that he was not going to jeopardize this job. Didn’t mean he didn’t recall every moment of that day: it was spring and his motorbike had eaten the journey with twenty minutes to spare. He remembered sitting on the bike and the wrought iron gates that closed off the entrance to the manor, and he’d been nervous.

      He was always early for things, always there on time, forever the one organizing everyone else, and that day it had paid off. He’d had time to get in a very Zen-like headspace. He pressed the gate button, was buzzed in, then drove the remainder of a long driveway up to the office: a modern extension to an otherwise gorgeous late-Victorian house set in beautifully manicured gardens.

      

      “Hello?” Ross pushed his way inside the main door, walking into chaos.

      “Hey.” A voice came from in among so many filing boxes that Ross thought he’d never find the owner. He stepped into the room a little more, and there, on his hands and knees with a knife between his teeth, was possibly the sexiest man Ross had ever seen. Tall. That much was obvious even if he was on his knees. Dark blond hair cut close to his head and a face carved from granite.

      “I’m here for the interview?” Ross said. “Ross Jackson.”

      The guy twisted and sat back on his heels, taking the knife from his teeth, tossing it in the air, and catching it deftly before pushing it into a sheath on a box next to him.

      “Hey, again,” Handsome said with a welcoming smile. He pushed himself up in a smooth, graceful move and held out a hand over a teetering pile of cardboard. “Kyle Monroe,” he said.

      His accent was definitely American; a slow, soft drawl that bypassed Ross’s brain and pooled straight into hot desire. Ross was getting hard just because of a sexy man and his even more sensual voice. Not to mention his eyes. Ross had a thing for eyes and Kyle had the most gorgeous dark blue eyes fringed with thick sooty lashes.

      “Sorry for the mess.”

      Ross took his hand and shook it firmly. “It’s a new office, then?” He glanced around at bare walls, no desks, no lamps, nothing, just the sea of boxes.

      “How can you tell?” Kyle was laughing, but there was an edge to his voice.

      “The job description said Office Manager,” Ross said.

      “And you don’t have an office yet. I’ve been working out of the study in the manor, and this is all newly renovated.” Kyle shook his head, a rueful expression on his face. “We have to build the office furniture now.” He peered at an instruction booklet. “Can you read these?” He passed the leaflet to Ross, who only then noticed the various sizes of wood panels on the floor at the other side of Kyle.

      Ross turned the sheet around until he could make sense of it all, picturing the finished item in his head: a pedestal unit that would eventually slide under a desk. Then he looked at the wood and the way two pieces had been placed together.

      “You have that one the wrong way,” he said, pointing to the larger side of whatever Kyle appeared to be creating.

      Kyle frowned down at what he was doing. He looked so lost. “Can you show me?”

      He sounded hopeful, and Ross was happy to at least give it a go. The thing was, this was an interview… right? “Do you want to wait until after the interview?”

      Kyle shook his head. “No, show me.”

      Ross slipped off his suit jacket and loosened the buttons of his shirt. So much for cool, calm, and polished. He crouched down next to Kyle and inhaled the scent of something citrus and sharp, and found himself face to face with those midnight blue eyes. Stunning, night sky eyes that focused right on him.

      For a moment, they looked at each other, then Ross dropped his gaze. He couldn’t be seen to be staring into his potential boss’s eyes like some kind of teenager. Instead, he carefully considered the construction ahead. With the deft use of a screwdriver, he finally had the carcass of the drawer unit in one solid cube, with all the parts of it facing the right way. Satisfied with part one, he sat back on his heels. He’d sensed Kyle watching him the whole time.

      “You’re hired,” Kyle said softly.

      Ross turned to face him. Kyle was only inches away, and Ross couldn’t help but breathe in the scent of him or look at his strong features, his stubbled cheeks and chin.

      Ross swallowed. “Because I built a cabinet?”

      “Ross Monroe, twenty-three years old, your birthday is September. You have three siblings—two sisters and a brother, all older than you. Your mom is a lawyer, your dad is career Navy in logistics. You went to boarding school until the age of eighteen, paid for by the Navy, and you went to York University, where you graduated with a first in Information Systems Applications. You are working towards a black belt in jujitsu, and you have had seven different computer- and admin-type jobs since leaving university, none of which you have stayed in for longer than three months. Your references, however, are okay—almost regretful from previous employers who wanted you to stay. Call it a gut feeling, but anyone who can visualize a cabinet from a pile of wood has good spatial awareness.”

      Ross realized his mouth had dropped open. “You remember the CVs of all your applicants?”

      “I only had one that made it to the interview stage: you.”

      Ross blinked, then looked behind him. This was a joke. Every job he’d had, he’d been encouraged to leave. He was too anal about filing; he was too inquisitive, asked too many questions; he was bored and it showed… he’d heard it all before. So why had Kyle not only shortlisted him but actually singled him out?

      “Oh” was all he could say.

      “Would you like the job?”

      “But, you seem to know me,” he began, “Or at least you’ve seen how long I lasted in other places. I’m not a good bet.”

      Kyle stood and brushed imaginary dirt from his jeans. He was tall, maybe an inch or so taller than Ross, and he was strong and imposing and built exactly how Ross liked his men.

      “Those jobs weren’t right for you.”

      “And this one is?”

      Kyle smiled, and hell, that smile was intriguing and sexy and… pull yourself together, Jackson.

      “It is.”

      By week two Ross was hooked; by month three he was never leaving this job, and by month six he’d decided that lusting after his boss was something he really shouldn’t be doing.

      

      That was when the barriers had come up. When something had changed between them. Kyle used to tease Ross all the time, and every line of it was underscored with a tension between the words that Ross knew was there. The minute that Ross closed down the teasing, using his sharp tongue and succinctly worded sarcasm, Kyle backed off. They’d drawn a line between them. Not a single moment since then had Ross considered his boss as anything but that—his superior, the owner of BI, and the one who could fire him at will.

      And there was nothing Ross wouldn’t do to keep his job. He loved it. He was BI to the core, and now was not the time to fuck this up.

      A loud bang on the door snapped him out of his memories and the consideration of why this whole pretend-boyfriends thing was just that: pretend.

      “You okay in there?” Kyle asked through the door.

      “Yeah, out in five.”

      “I’m going for a wander. Meet you at the bar?”

      “Okay.”

      Ross waited until he heard the door shut before leaving the bathroom. Kyle’s jacket was over the back of the chair by the window, his bags at the base of the bed, and the citrus scent of the man was in the air. They’d worked together quite a while now, and Ross had held back every thought of desire.

      Until today.

      Today, when they’d kissed, it had been everything he’d imagined: Kyle held him tight, his grip firm, the press of his lips at first uncertain, then so focused.

      One hand on the leather of Kyle’s jacket, Ross looked out of the window to the street below. He pressed his forehead against the cold glass and stared out at the darkening sky, the clouds dark with rain.

      He’d kissed Kyle. Not once, but twice, and the merest brush of their lips at the lake had been like fire through his veins.

      “What do I do now?” he asked his reflection as he stood back. All his reflection did was stare back at him with that confused expression that gave no answers.

      He turned away from the window, his gaze hitting the king-sized bed with its blue covers and pile of soft pillows. Tonight they’d be in that bed together, and the pretense from outside this room would be far too real when they were alone. Ross had shared with a man before, at boarding school and university, he’d even shared with Adam on a team-building exercise, but this was Kyle. Sexy, unpredictable, Kyle.

      Kyle Monroe.

      Abruptly he felt unsettled and trapped in the room. He grabbed his key card and left, ensuring the room was locked tight. Then he walked off to find something—a place, a person, a thing. He wasn’t worried what it was; he just wanted something to take his mind off of Kyle.
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        * * *

      

      Kyle tried his very best to focus on the case in hand. He took a full walk of the gardens, aware of exits, of covert ways in. He traversed the small maze of hedges at the back of the large gardens and checked into the greenhouses right at the end beyond the beautifully kept kitchen garden. Then he stopped, looking back at the hotel and imagining its place in the entire scheme of Stratton Bridge. Three roads converged at an old war monument just outside the hotel, the parking lot for the hotel to one side, the other side built into the bridge itself.

      And Ross.

      Fuck. Why couldn’t he just focus on the damn case? Why did Ross, the touch of him, the taste of him, come so suddenly into Kyle’s thoughts? He should be focusing, but all he could think was that Ross had tasted exactly as he’d thought he would, and that he wanted more. Ross was so hard to read, teasing Kyle about his age, using sarcasm whenever Kyle wanted anything done, that surely there was no chance Ross would ever return anything like affection for Kyle.

      “Police? Army?” a voice asked.

      Kyle spun, his hand going to his nonexistent gun, his stance loose and ready. Nate was there, his expression knowing, his arms full of a tray of plants.

      “What?” Kyle snapped.

      Nate merely raised a single eyebrow. “You’re casing the place, so I guess you’re an ex-something or other. For all I know you could be a master criminal. Only I should tell you, I have nothing worth stealing here.” Nate placed the plants down on the ground and fussed over one of them that had tipped to one side slightly.

      “For someone to notice… that makes you what? Police? Army?” Kyle asked.

      “Touché,” Nate said with a grin. “Ten years as a traffic cop in and around West London, man and boy. Invalided out after a pretty nasty pursuit and crash on the M25. Used the money to buy this place.”

      Kyle nodded. “Army,” he admitted. He didn’t add any more details, like the fact he’d only been in the Army for a couple of years before things had changed. Or the rest of his title. No one knew that. Well, no one except Stefan.

      “So, how we doing, then?” He crossed to stand next to Kyle and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Bit weak on the west there,” Kyle offered with a small smile. “Two separate points of ingress with no clear view from the hotel.”

      “Afghanistan?” Nate asked. “Iraq?”

      “Some.”

      “So, what’s a Yank doing here, then?”

      “Fell in love with a Brit,” Kyle said. He wasn’t lying, and the words were easy to say.

      “You’re a complicated man, Mr. Monroe.”

      “Call me Kyle.”

      “Kyle, then. Saw your cute thing lurking around the bar looking for you. Best get going before someone snaps him up.”

      Kyle cast a glance at the big man, at the soft smile on his lips. “I’ll go find him, then.”

      He had made it maybe six feet away before Nate stopped him. “I’m organizing a hike up the Beacon tomorrow if you’re interested. With your camera, I mean. Times are on the board by reception.”

      Kyle inclined his head. “Good to know.”

      Then he left and this time managed to get all the way back to the hotel, stepping inside to find Ross sitting opposite another man who had his back to Kyle, bottles of beer between them on the table. The jealousy hit him like a ton of bricks—stupid. The other guy was slight and had his head bowed over something in front of him. Kyle hadn’t seen his face and was already resenting Ross talking to him.

      He slipped in next to Ross, pulled him into a hug, and pressed a quick kiss to the smile on Ross’s lips. “Hey, babe,” he said, then leaned back on the bench seat, keeping his arm around Ross’s shoulder.

      “Hey, this is Paul. He’s a writer.”

      Kyle hesitated a little longer, making a show of looking at Ross before casually turning his head a little to consider this Paul person. He covered his surprise well. Paul was their contact. “Paul” was Dr. Marcus Conley.

      “Hi.” Kyle moved his arm from Ross and extended a hand, which Paul-slash-Marcus took and shook firmly. Kyle needed to stop thinking of him as Marcus and start thinking of him as Paul. Otherwise he’d blow this.

      “Hi,” ‘Paul’ said softly.

      “Paul is here on a writing retreat. I said he should take a look at some of your photography for inspiration,” Ross said.

      Kyle nodded and caught the small wariness in Paul’s eyes. He wasn’t quite meeting Kyle’s gaze and had edged closer to the side of his seat, as if he were ready to make a quick getaway.

      “I don’t have much with me, but I do have some online,” Kyle said. That part was true; he’d been uploading his photography for some time now.

      “Thank you.” Paul slid off his chair and stood. “I need to go.”

      “You could join us for dinner,” Ross offered quickly.

      Kyle didn’t know whether to be pleased or pissed. Pleased that they could have a chance to learn more about Paul, or pissed that he’d been looking forward to dinner with just Ross. Still, this was about the job, and he needed to get his focus back on it. He couldn’t help the internal smile when Paul declined.

      “I have a date.” Paul sounded a little incredulous at that fact, and the wide-eyed innocence of the man had Kyle’s protective streak well in place.

      “Maybe another time. Are you staying here long?”

      “As long as it takes to get my work done,” Paul said ruefully.

      “Have you been writing⁠—”

      “I must go. My apologies.”

      Then Paul left. Kyle watched him leave the bar area and move into the wide-open hall. He turned left at reception and disappeared through a door directly behind there.

      “A date with who?” he asked Ross.

      Ross shrugged. “Staff? Maybe someone in the hotel? He’s not left the hotel, and his room is on the floor above ours, three-ten.”

      “How did you find that out?”

      “He was playing with his key card.”

      “Thought you’d hacked the PC.”

      “Oh, I already did that,” Ross admitted. “Well, I tried to, but the hotel had encryption on it that will take a lot longer than the five minutes I spent. I’ll run a diagnostic on the results I did get when I get back to the room.” Then he changed the subject. “Can we get dinner? I’m starving.”

      “You’re always hungry,” Kyle began to tease. He stopped. Teasing would lead to an argument, and arguing was way too much like any kind of passion around Ross.

      “We’re not all like you, old man. Some of us have metabolisms that haven’t ground to a halt.”

      And there it was: Ross teasing back, like normal. Like they hadn’t shared two kisses and Kyle’s world hadn’t been rocked.

      Just freaking great.
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      Dinner was quiet.

      To be fair, Ross couldn’t recall ever sitting down to eat with Kyle at an actual dinner table. They’d shared pizza or Chinese when they stayed late on a case, but inevitably Kyle was in his office and Ross was at his desk. They didn’t even take the time to have a coffee together; that wasn’t what bosses and their PAs did. But sitting here like this wasn’t what Ross had been expecting. He’d imagined they would talk, and given they had a cover to maintain, it should look more animated, like they were two men in love. But unless Kyle responded to the three or four conversation starters Ross had thrown out, they would look like the poster couple for divorce.

      Pasting on his best flirtatious face, Ross leaned over the table. “You need to talk to me,” he whispered before grasping Kyle’s hand and pressing a kiss to the back of it.

      Kyle looked down at their joined hands then up at Ross. He copied the whole leaning-in part. “Sorry.” He picked up his water glass. “To us,” he said loudly—or at least louder than their whispering.

      Ross raised his glass. He’d ordered a Sprite and exchanged laughs about how hungover he’d gotten at his stag night and how he was off alcohol forever. He’d kind of like a vodka or two at this moment in time, but he and Kyle had to maintain some semblance of control. “To us,” he replied.

      They touched glasses, then continued to eat, only this time Kyle actually responded to a question or two, and started the talking himself. The elephant in the room was that they were pretending, but Ross was quite proud of his conversation starters. Luckily the dining room was small and only for the hotel. As a result the menu was restricted to a select few items made with locally sourced seasonal produce. The tables were full, but with a lot of space around them, and the party at the back table was loud enough to cover any awkward minutes of silence between Ross and Kyle. Ross ordered the Hunter Chicken, Kyle the American burger.

      “Really?” Ross asked as soon as the waiter had moved away.

      “What?”

      “You’re in England, and you order an American burger?”

      Kyle glanced down at the menu then back at Ross. “It won’t be like a real American burger.”

      “You mean it’ll be a fake one? Can I try some when it gets here?”

      “I’m not sharing my burger,” Kyle said. “Americans don’t share their burgers.”

      “Or what?”

      Kyle lowered his voice. “You know I have a gun, right?”

      After that teasing exchange, which was familiar and easy, they slipped into silence. Every so often Kyle would pull out his cell phone. At first Ross was a little put out, until he realized Kyle was taking photos of other diners.

      By the time they got back to the room, Kyle had twenty-two photos. Ross didn’t take long to get into the hotel’s computer system. He set up a simple network at the small desk and hummed as he worked. Hooking up wires and flicking through pages of bookings was his idea of busy work, but he at least relaxed.

      Finally he sat back in the chair. “Okay, sent it all to Michael. He’ll run the data and tell us who’s booked until when and what connections there are in any of it.”

      “And the photos?”

      “Sent,” Ross confirmed. Then he had to ask what they were doing next because he had images of them taking turns listening outside ‘Paul’s’ door. “What now?”

      Kyle yawned and checked his watch. “Bed.”

      “Doesn’t one of us need to, I don’t know, keep watch or something?”

      Kyle shook his head. “Stefan has eyes on the guy who is looking for Marcus-slash-Paul. Or at least, Stefan’s colleague does.”

      “And why does this other person want Marcus? Hell, I need to start calling him Paul out loud.” Ross turned his chair to face Kyle, who had taken up his place on the bed, leaning against the wall.

      “This is only what I managed to get from the documents sent to me. Marcus is part of the team that ran a program called Nanotech Application Validation Insight and Development, or NAVID.” Kyle air-quoted the acronym. “His work highlighted something that didn’t sit right with him and his team of three. He discovered that products created using the system shed nanosilver, which is designed to kill microbes, is potentially harmful to the environment. From the photos in the file, under a microscope it looked like spiky, sharp hooks. So Marcus closed NAVID down, and that didn’t sit well with whoever, so whoever sent someone to shut down Marcus and his team. Stefan got in the way and stopped it, or rather, he stopped the bullet with his body and shot his own partner. And no, I don’t know why.”

      “You don’t know much, do you?” Ross could see Kyle’s use of whoever and someone wasn’t him hiding information. “I don’t mean that with disrespect. I mean, you really haven’t been told.”

      “No, I don’t know much more than you, just that we need to be here now, and the only room Stefan could book was the honeymoon suite, which meant a groom.”

      “Or bride.”

      Kyle snorted a laugh. “Not in this lifetime. Imagine spending a night in that bed with Lorna.”

      Ross imagined Lorna, their only female operative at the moment, then imagined Lorna’s new boyfriend Bryn, all brawn with added brains. “I think Bryn would kill you.”

      “Exactly.”

      “And now? We wait and watch, and if Stefan thinks we need to do anything, then we do it.”

      “Yep.”

      “Marcus—sorry, Paul—said he’d signed up for the scrapbooking. He said it relaxes him, so I agreed to go as well, and I think he’s seeing Nate, our friendly hotel owner.”

      “Seeing?”

      “His date. When I went to the bathroom, I caught them lip locked in the kitchen.”

      “Wait, the kitchen?”

      “I may have detoured a bit. They didn’t see me. I was channeling James Bond.” Ross added the joke to lighten the tension that bracketed Kyle’s mouth.

      “You don’t do that, okay? We said you’d just be my cover, and you don’t do any of that or you’ll blow the cover. We already have the owner questioning why I was casing the damn garden.”

      “See? Even you’re not perfect all the time.”

      “Just stay away from fucking this up,” Kyle snapped.

      Ross fought irritation and pushed his shoulders back, he hadn’t done anything wrong. “I wanted to see where that door Paul went through. I was careful. I saw something useful, and no one spotted me. I think we can put a mark in the success column for that one.”

      Kyle closed his eyes briefly, exhaled noisily, looked like he was going to take the discussion to the next level, then disappeared into the bathroom, pulling the door shut behind him.

      Ross was used to that. If Kyle ever got to the point where he didn’t know what to say, he usually went into his office. Ross guessed the bathroom was as close as Kyle was going to get.

      Who can blame him? Ross had already hidden away in the bathroom once, so it was only fair Kyle did it too.

      Ross stripped to his boxers and paced in front of the bed. He needed to get into the bathroom and at least brush his teeth, though what he really wanted to do was get into bed and hide under the covers, pretending to be asleep. He hoped to hell Kyle wasn’t going to hide in the bathroom for long.

      Talk of the devil.

      The bathroom door opened, and steam billowed out along with the familiar citrus scent of Kyle’s body wash. Kyle had a towel wrapped around his waist—or rather sitting on his hips. Not that Ross was looking. Much. His gaze raked back along Kyle’s body: his sharp hipbones, the muscles, his flat stomach and broad chest darkened with a light touch of hair, then met Kyle’s gaze.

      “Sorry,” Kyle murmured. Before Ross could answer or give his own apology, Kyle added a muttered, “All yours,” then proceeded to rub at his hair with a smaller towel, effectively ending the conversation.

      Ross used the bathroom, showered, and brushed his teeth, realizing belatedly that he hadn’t brought in clean underwear. His old pair now sat in the puddle of water where the shower door hadn’t fully closed. He picked them up and watched the water drip from them. Great. There was no way he was pulling those on.

      By the time he made it out into the bedroom with his gaze fixed firmly on anything except Kyle, he was flustered. He’d hung his wet boxers on the towel rail, but somehow that seemed too intimate, so he’d wrapped them in a towel and now had them in his hands. What do I do with them now?

      “Okay?” Kyle asked from the bed.

      Ross looked over and wished he hadn’t. Kyle was reclined on pillows, lying under the quilt, but there was a whole other level of intimacy going on there. A peek of shoulder, a strip of the chest, one hand under his head, the other propping an e-reader on his belly. The main lights were off; just the two bedside lights lent a softening glow to the room. Too much.

      Hastily Ross dumped his towel behind his case—he’d deal with that in the morning. Them he pulled clean boxers from his case and managed to put them on while holding tight to his towel. “Yeah,” he answered, then dropped the towel over the aback of his chair and climbed into the bed. He wriggled until he was so close to the edge that he had to clench his butt cheeks to stay on the mattress.

      “There’s plenty of room,” Kyle said.

      He sounded amused, and Ross sent a sharp glance his way. “I’m okay like this,” he said.

      Kyle did that whole eyebrow-raising thing, then looked down at his book.

      Ross hadn’t thought to bring a book or his iPad, but he had his laptop. He got back out of bed, grabbed the case, and attempted to balance everything on his lap, but with trying to get straight without getting too close to Kyle, he wasn’t quite managing it. An “Oomph!” escaped him as Kyle yanked at his new boxers and pulled him closer.

      “Quit moving,” he said.

      Ross huffed his disapproval of being yanked about, but then he realized this position was way more comfortable and there was still a good amount of space between him and Kyle. This way he could open his laptop, check his emails, and do some of the admin-type stuff he’d be neglecting by being here.

      “Ben needs some intel on his latest client,” he announced.

      Kyle sounded puzzled. “Can’t Michael do that?”

      “He did.”

      “Then you don’t need to worry about it.”

      Ross hovered his finger over the button to delete the email. What if Michael hadn’t sent the right information? What if that meant something was overlooked? He didn’t delete it, no harm in checking into things when he got back to the office—whenever that was going to be.

      “And Chris needs backup this Sunday.”

      “Did Michael sort that as well?”

      Ross looked at the newer email that Michael had copied him in on. “Yes.”

      “Then you don’t need to worry about that either. Didn’t you bring a book or something?”

      Ross couldn’t recall the last time he’d actually read for pleasure. His Kindle was full of books he’d bought when he read the blurbs but then hadn’t gotten around to reading at all.

      “I’ll get one tomorrow,” he said. Then, because he’d run out of emails to check, he opened a browser window and typed in “Stratton Bridge bookshops.” He had ten hits; evidently, Stratton Bridge was a center for eclectic bookshops and equality issues. Wondering why that was the case, he clicked on links until the wiki page for Stratton Bridge came up. “Did you know this place was the town with the biggest percentage of GLBT families in the UK?”

      “Hmm?” Kyle was engrossed with his book and only half listening, if his answer was anything to go by.

      “Apparently, when the town was in decline, it attracted all kinds of sixties hippy artists who took up squatting rights, authors and painters and craftspeople. Then, when they became settled, they bought into the town.”

      “Hmmm,” Kyle said in that I’m-not-really-listening kind of way.

      Ross was happy with that. He clicked around some more, found walks, and history, and a whole essay from some professor on the history of Stratton Bridge. The golf course outside town was new, a sign of the affluent people now buying into the town. The forest reserve on the west of Stratton Bridge was another new addition and covered fourteen acres of rocky land with areas of trees and parks. The town hall and fire station were built in 1897 and were Grade II listed, and the train station had been added before then, in 1840. When Ross finally turned off his laptop, he had lost himself in the history of the place and realized he hadn’t thought of Kyle once.

      Which was the wrong thing to think, because now all he could think of was Kyle. He pushed his laptop under the bed, turned off his side light, and snuggled down into the thick quilt.

      “Night,” he said.

      “Night,” Kyle answered. “Want a kiss?” he teased.

      “Fuck off.”

      He didn’t fall asleep immediately. He felt the shift in the bed as Kyle turned off his light and squirmed in bed to get comfortable, and Ross was hard for most of it. It was going to be awkward if his body reacted this way whenever he was near Kyle, and it would make the pretense of not lusting after his boss all that more difficult.

      In fact, I’m screwed.

      Sometime in the night, he gravitated towards Kyle. He couldn’t blame his unconscious self for seeking out the warmth of another man, especially one as gorgeous, sexy, and… he needed to stop. He opened his eyes a crack, and yep, right there, within hand’s reach, was Kyle’s broad back: bare, with the covers fallen off. Kyle’s back was an expanse of sun-kissed skin, and Ross tried really hard not to touch.

      Don’t touch. Don’t reach out that last few inches and touch Kyle. Just don’t.

      The thing was, his fingers weren’t listening. Kyle’s breathing was rhythmic and deep, with the odd snuffle of a snore, and he would never know Ross had touched him.

      Ross stretched out his fingers and traced a small scar that sat just below Kyle’s shoulder blade, following the length of it as it bisected a larger scar that ran close to Kyle’s spine. Ross didn’t have time to consider what the evidence of injuries may mean. In fact, he didn’t have time to breathe as Kyle suddenly flipped on the bed and had one hand pinning Ross down and the other on his throat. Kyle’s eyes were wide and wild, his lips pulled back in a snarl, absolute focus in his expression. Ross reacted with fear, attempting to wrench himself free.

      “No! Kyle!” he shouted and attempted to buck Kyle off.

      If anything, Kyle held him tighter. Just as quickly as he’d started, he released Ross and rolled up and away, going into the bathroom and locking the door.

      Ross sat up, nursing his sore wrists, shaken to the core by what had just happened. There had been danger in Kyle’s eyes, a threat that had pinned Ross to the mattress.

      Ross slid off the bed and crossed to the bathroom door, placing the flat of his hand on the wood. “Kyle? Are you okay?”

      “I’ll be out in a minute.”

      “I’m sorry if I did anything.”

      “Just one minute.”

      Ross went and sat back on the bed, scooting until he could sit upright with his legs crossed and his back supported by pillows. He’d be here when Kyle came out, and if Kyle wanted to talk, then fine. Otherwise… well, he was here, and that was what mattered.
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