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      Jack slid his arms around Riley from behind and pressed his cheek to the space between broad shoulders. He couldn’t stop himself from moving his hands under the soft T-shirt material and caressing the warm skin. Touching Riley was an addiction.

      “You all done?” he asked.

      Riley turned in Jack’s hold, the laundry in his hands crushing between them.

      “It’s like these tiny T-shirts multiply,” Riley groused. “I turn my back for one minute and suddenly there’s another ten of the damn things.”

      Jack smiled up at his husband, at the narrowing of his beautiful hazel eyes and the stubborn set of his mouth. Then he released his hold of his waist and instead cradled his face.

      “It was your idea to sort out the twins’ old clothes,” he reminded Riley.

      “I wanted to box it away….”

      “We can do it together at the weekend.”

      “I want to do it today⁠—”

      “It’s a Tuesday.” Jack interrupted Riley’s reasons why. “I thought you said you had that report to read from Tom?”

      Riley huffed a little. “I can’t concentrate.”

      “So, you’re sorting clothes?”

      “Is that a bad thing?” Riley sounded so defensive.

      Jack sighed. “What are you avoiding?”

      Riley raised an eyebrow, and Jack couldn’t help but press a kiss to his lips. After all this time together, he had learned these weird domestic chores Riley undertook were usually a way of avoiding things he didn’t want to do. Whether it was Riley’s way of thinking about things, or pure procrastination, Jack didn’t know.

      “I have a shareholder meeting the first week of February.” Riley finally said.

      “I know. I got the same letter, but I wasn’t planning on going. Why will this be different from any other meeting?” Jack was confused. Hayes Oil meetings were dry and boring, and he’d survived the only two he’d attended by slouching back in a chair directly opposite Riley. He would eat as many of the complimentary mints as he could manage and gently disrupt the meeting by rustling the wrappers. This never failed to make Riley smile. Mostly Jack conned Josh into going, or gave Riley his proxy. Still, when he did go, he loved nothing better than insolently lazing around and being all cowboy in the room full of suits. Inevitably, this led to hot sex with Riley, who couldn’t keep his eyes off Jack throughout the entire meeting.

      “I have something to admit,” Riley said with a sigh. He eased himself away from Jack and leaned back against the cabinet. “Dad has appointed this new manager to the team, and we have a history.”

      Jack huffed a laugh. “Riley, you have a history with so many people, I lost count.”

      Riley looked affronted for a second, but that emotion didn’t slip into a ready smile, so Jack realized this was serious. Jack stood next to Riley and waited for the man he loved, to admit what the hell was going on. In fact, Riley had been weird for a few days: less quick to smile, less easy to poke at, in a hurry to go find a quiet space away from everyone.

      “Not like that,” Riley said. “The woman’s name is Charlotte Harrold, and her dad is Josiah.”

      Jack nodded. He and Josiah had their own kind of history, one where Josiah had tried courting Donna and failed, where Josiah looked down at Jack, and where Jack refused to give a rat’s ass. The fucker had blocked Hayes Oil on several occasions and didn’t have a high opinion of Riley, nor of Riley and Jack. Add to that, Tom, Riley’s right-hand man at work, had unfortunately had a run-in with Josiah Jr., Charlotte’s brother. Too much history between the Hayes and Harrold families.

      “Why would Jim hire her, then?” Jack paused to think about what he knew concerning Charlotte. “I remember her being a bitch with daddy issues.”

      Riley shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, I asked him, and he said she’s good at what she does, and that she’s changed, whatever that means. Oh, and I should give her as much of a chance as people gave me.”

      “Cryptic. So you think she’s going to cause trouble.”

      Riley looked at Jack sharply. “Hell no. I know her work, and she’ll be an asset. It’s only….”

      Jack tensed. “You slept with her.”

      “Jesus, Jack,” Riley said instantly. “No way. She was Jeff’s. I mean she and Jeff were having an affair. He called her Charlie, and I damn well walked in on them once. The wedding photos were still wet at the printer’s, and there he was, fucking around on Lisa.”

      “Oh.”

      “Yeah, oh. And we’re going to be in the same room as her. All I can remember is that Jeff was balls-deep in Charlie, and he had his hands—” Riley demonstrated with his hands in front of him in a ring. “—around her neck.”

      Jack immediately realized what the problem was. The joined families, whether Campbell or Hayes, had quietly consigned Jeff and everything he had done to something never to be talked about. Riley never shared cute childhood stories where he, Eden, and Jeff were friends; no tales of brotherly misadventures. To Jack’s mind, Jeff had been born a sadistic bastard, and likely there were a lot of stories Riley hadn’t told him about the kind of things Jeff had done to both Riley and Eden.

      “Seeing her makes you face what he did,” Jack said. He reached over and held Riley’s hand, lacing their fingers together and squeezing. This was what he did best. He was there for Riley, supporting him, holding him up, knowing as much as he needed to know, and still being there for the man who was his other half.

      Riley sighed and bumped shoulders with Jack. “Yeah,” he whispered.

      “So your dad doesn’t know that Jeff and Charlie were…?”

      “No. I’m sure I’m the only one.”

      “Lisa didn’t know?”

      Riley squeezed back. “She always knew he was unfaithful, but with Charlie, no, I don’t think so.”

      For a second, Jack allowed the words to settle. Lisa was damaged by much more than physical pain. She had a world of hurt where her dead husband was concerned, not least of which was the end result of what he did to her. The secret she carried with her was too awful for Jack to contemplate knowing how she lived with it.

      “We don’t see enough of Lisa and the kids,” he said.

      That was true. Lisa hadn’t visited in a while. Although to be fair, whenever Jack and Riley organized a family gathering of any sort, they always invited her. She’d moved to San Antonio with her fiancé, Ed, and was building a place for herself and the kids well away from the life she’d had here. Luke was sixteen, Annabelle coming up for nineteen. They weren’t at the ranch as often as Josh’s kids. They had lives of their own, but still, Jack was all about family.

      “We’ll get them over, or maybe we’ll go visit them,” Jack said. He wasn’t going to let Riley focus on this one thing to distract himself from the central issue. “Back to the meeting. When you sit there, it will be all business, and if she comes over to talk to you, you smile, nod, and put on the best goddamn Riley act you can.”

      “You’re not planning on being there.”

      “I hate them,” Jack said, then he felt guilty. Riley was clearly concerned about the meeting, and he should make the effort. “I can try.”

      “Don’t say that.” Riley smiled at Jack. “As much as I like it when you do that ‘I don’t care, I’m a hot, dusty cowboy’ thing, I seriously think you should stay away.”

      “Yeah?”

      Riley looked at him again. This time, the shadows had disappeared from his eyes. “It’s like torture for you.”

      “Tell me more about how you like the cowboy thing,” Jack growled.

      Riley grinned. “When you push the chair back and you kind of sprawl there, with your thumbs in your belt. You smile and nod when you need to and all I want to do is crawl over the table and ride you right there in the meeting.”

      Jack’s cock swelled and pressed against his jeans. Riley’s voice was husky and low and sent every molecule of blood south.

      “Jesus, Riley.”

      “Sometimes you unwrap those stupid little mints, and you press one to your lips, and then you suck it in.”

      “I like the mints.”

      “All I can imagine is my cock in your mouth, and I’m so freaking hard I can’t concentrate on the numbers.”

      Jack wriggled to get comfortable, and he had to press his free hand to his zip to ease some of the pressure. “Like it’s easy for me,” he muttered. “You in your suit, and those ties you wear, and all I can imagine is ripping it all off, tying you down and fucking you into tomorrow. That’s the only reason I go.”

      Riley moved so quickly Jack didn’t have time to draw breath. He straddled Jack and pushed him back on the bed.

      “Carol.” Jack mentioned their nanny’s name with the last remaining moments of having the presence of mind. “People…,” he added as a warning, as Riley stole his words with the deepest, dirtiest, messiest kiss he’d had since the last time they’d been in the barn.

      Riley pulled back enough so Jack could look into his eyes. “Barn,” Riley said. “Now.”

      Riley scrambled up and away, unbuttoning his jeans and adjusting himself. “Now,” he repeated.

      With determination, they made it out of the house. Hayley was at school, Max out with Robbie and the horses, the twins were happy with Carol, so they had nothing to stop them. It didn’t matter it was ten in the morning, this was happening.

      “Hey, boss,” Robbie called as Jack stepped outside.

      Jack stopped so suddenly that Riley had to do some nifty footwork to try not to walk into the back of him. He didn’t quite manage it, and instead they met in a slam of limbs.

      “Fuck,” Riley muttered.

      “Hi, Robbie,” Jack said. He needed to cover the fact that he was hard and thanked the heavens that Riley had tugged out his shirt.

      “Starting on the porch today,” Robbie said. He was carrying a box full of tools. “Lumber got delivered at the ass crack of dawn.” He gestured toward Jack and Riley’s barn, at the wood piled in front of the door.

      Fuck. Whose idea was it to get a porch added to the main house?

      Yours, you idiot.

      Liam was next to him, a saw in one hand and a bucket of nails in the other. Liam didn’t seem to want to stand still, restlessly moving his weight from one foot to the other. Liam still wasn’t entirely comfortable talking to Jack one-on-one, but Jack didn’t have time to think about that now. He’d forgotten that today the lumber was arriving. Jesus. Fuck.

      “Good. Riley and I are… inspecting… stuff.” Way to go with the lack of the English language.

      “Stuff,” Riley repeated.

      Robbie tilted his head a little and damn it if there wasn’t a slight smile on his face. “Okay, boss,” he said, then he and Liam carried on to the old barn and the woodpile.

      Jack thought for a moment, then grabbed Riley’s hand, and in the space of a few minutes, they were leaving the ranch house and heading out on horseback. People were around; people were here: visitors to the riding center, people working. Along with kids, nannies, moms, dads, siblings. Hoping to find peace, Jack deliberately turned Solo to the east and into the parts of the ranch he knew Riley hadn’t seen, the rougher parts of the acreage that were fenced off.

      Riley followed. Alex was a little skittish this morning until they were in a smooth canter and heading up into the thick, lush grassland to the east of the ranch. Ten minutes of riding, with no talking, and they reached a stand of trees. A small tributary from the main water supply to the Double D house carved through the coppice. It was a typically cool, fresh January day.

      Jack dismounted and tied Solo off, grabbing Riley’s hand as soon as Riley had secured Alex. He tugged Riley into the trees, to the one place that Jack knew they would get privacy. In his pocket, his tight pocket, he had lube. He was stripping before they stopped walking, and by the time they reached the smooth grassed area in the shade, he was naked and a trail of clothes lay behind them. Jack hoped to hell there were no armadillos in hiding or snakes waiting to pounce.

      Jack attempted to lay out the blanket he’d grabbed as he saddled Solo, but a naked Riley jumped him and tackled him to the ground, and he knew this wasn’t going to be gentle lovemaking. This was going to be raw, and Jack needed the connection like he needed his next breath. He always did.

      Riley covered him, pressing him into the grass and the rucked-up blanket, and kissed him. The kisses were more of the same—hot, messy, deep, with no words. This was heat and fire, and Jack rolled so he was on top. He needed something; he wanted Riley in the worst way.

      “I want you to fuck me,” Riley demanded.

      Jack nearly lost it there and then. Riley asking him to push inside and⁠—

      Jack kissed and bit Riley’s nipples, laving them as they pebbled, sucking marks of possession into Riley’s tan skin. In answer, Riley arched up into Jack and, with his nails, dug biting crescents into Jack’s back. They were nothing but sensation, and Jack wanted to claw his way inside Riley.

      He swallowed Riley’s cock with no finesse, no gentle licks, nothing soft and slow. Only when Riley slapped at him with a protest that he was close did Jack release the sucking. Without hesitation, he pressed his lubed finger against Riley.

      “Tight,” he ordered.

      Riley clenched, then released. They’d worked this out—that clenching the muscle was enough for it to loosen. They knew each other that well. Jack pushed in the first finger, letting Riley adjust, waiting until Riley rocked against it, and he never moved it once. More lube, a second finger, a third, and Riley was begging now. Jack swallowed his cock again, as deep as he could, pinning Riley to his fingers and scraping his teeth gently against Riley’s soft skin. Riley pushed him up, forced him away, and curled his spine. Jack went to his knees, using his thighs to position Riley, then pushed inside his lover. The sight of Riley near slamming his head back on the grass and wool, exposing his neck with a groan of pain and need leaving his mouth, was almost too much.

      “Riley, fuck,” Jack gasped. He thrust inside, walking a little closer on his knees, stones pressing into his skin. He didn’t care. He was the other part of Riley; they fit like they were meant to be. He didn’t move again but let Riley press, move and writhe and Jack stole kisses all the time. “I love you, I fucking love you. Riley… shit….”

      Riley reached up above his head and grasped at tussocks of grass, holding his upper half still, forcing himself down on Jack’s cock his eyes open and intensely focused. “Touch me,” Riley begged when it was obvious he was close.

      Jack balanced himself on one arm, reaching for Riley’s cock. The tightening of Riley’s muscles, the ebb and flow of pressure, and Jack was fucking into Riley’s heaving body with a shout of completion. He stilled as Riley groaned, cursed and shot white stripes over his chest.

      “I love you, Jack,” Riley forced past his kiss-bitten lips. “Love you.”

      They stayed joined, kissing and exchanging heated words of love, until Jack softened enough to pull free. He used his discarded boxers to wipe at the come, knowing that Riley would need more than that after Jack had come inside him. Riley wouldn’t be comfortable, but it didn’t look like he cared for now. He was blissed-out, flat on the ground, half on the twisted blanket and half on the grass.

      “I needed that,” Jack murmured. He flopped to lie next to Riley, tugging at the blanket so they were at least both on it. He held Riley’s hand, “You think it will ever stop?”

      “What? This?” Riley gestured with his free hand. “Making love under the blue sky in the middle of the morning?”

      “No,” Jack said thoughtfully.

      Riley turned his head to look at him. “Then what?”

      “The burning. To be with you, to want you, to look at you. Think we’ll ever stop?”

      Riley smiled, and the smile reached his eyes, which were more green than brown today. “It burns in me as well.”

      “Always?”

      “Yeah. All the time. It isn’t only making love. It’s sleeping next to you, looking at you, seeing our kids. It’s everything.”

      Jack squeezed Riley’s hand. “Hetboy, you’re my everything.”

      “Back at ya, cowboy.”
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      They lay there for maybe thirty minutes, then laughed and joked as they collected the trail of clothes. It was only as they got dressed that Jack recalled something he’d meant to do before. They could do that something, seeing as they were this side of the ranch.

      “Can I show you something?”

      Riley twisted his hands around Jack’s neck and locked them in place. “You already did,” he smirked. “Wanna go again?”

      “I’m not sixteen anymore,” Jack said, but he kissed Riley and enjoyed the feeling of holding and kissing.

      “So what did you want to show me?” Riley finally asked.

      Jack climbed onto Solo’s back, and Riley followed suit onto Alex. Together the two men left their little haven of loud sex, and Jack joined a trail up and over to the acres beyond. They came to the stone building quite suddenly. Over a rise in the ground, nestled in a grassy hollow, was the house Jack had called the Ghost House when he was young. He’d done that to freak out Beth, and only because Josh had done the same thing to him, but the Ghost House was what it remained.

      “What is it?” Riley looked left and right. “This is still DD land, right?”

      Jack tied off Solo. “Yep, all ours.” He waited for Riley to dismount. “Let’s go look.”

      The house looked as solid as Jack remembered. “It has its own access road of sorts,” Jack explained with a wave to an overgrown area to the front of the house. “It was the original ranch, or so we think. I’m pulling the records to find out for sure, but it would be way back before the land belonged to my family. Me ’n’ Josh called it the Ghost House.”

      “Does it have a resident ghost, then?” Riley teased. “A grizzly old cowboy with chewing tobacco and a six-shooter?”

      “We only did it to tease Beth. Didn’t want her up in all our boy’s business when she was little.”

      Riley huffed a laugh. “Seriously? Poor Beth.” He stepped closer to the nearest wall and examined the stones. “Seems to me this would be exactly the right place for a ghost.” He looked through the space where there had been a window. “It’s kind of spooky.” He wiggled his fingers at Jack and let out a ghostly wooh, edged with laughter. Jack couldn’t help himself, he immediately pulled Riley close and held him tight. When Riley laughed and teased, Jack fell more in love with his husband.

      Riley got with the plan, closing his arms around Jack and holding tight. They stood that way in the place for the longest time until Riley released his tight grip and kissed Jack deeply. They kissed and hugged, and Jack relaxed into Riley’s embrace.

      “You okay?” Riley murmured.

      Jack nodded. “Just an awful lot of memories in this place, y’know. Sometimes Dad would come out to find us, back when we were real tiny, and he’d play cowboys with us. I remember those days as happy.”

      “Before he….”

      “Yeah,” Jack finished. “Before the Hayes shit got inside his head and wouldn’t leave him.” Riley stiffened next to him and Jack immediately regretted his words. “I didn’t mean to say that.”

      “Yeah,” Riley began softly. “You did, and it’s true. I wish there could be a way I could rewind everything and make it right.”

      Jack frowned. What he and Riley had? That was making it right. All of it.

      “Riley, we made it right the minute you said you loved me.”

      Riley said nothing for the longest time, but when he finally spoke, his words were filled with emotion.

      “If there had never been a Hayes-Campbell feud, we wouldn’t be together.”

      They kissed again, and this time Jack pushed Riley back against the solid wall and made the kiss mean way more than I love you. He pressed his weight against Riley and felt the exhalation of Riley’s satisfied sigh against his lips. When they finally separated, Jack was so hard, it was like they hadn’t just made love under the trees. He wanted more, and it seemed like Riley did too, judging by how hard he was.

      “I can never get enough of you,” Jack said.

      Riley cradled Jack’s face. “And I can’t get enough of you.” He looked down at the ground around them. “We could….”

      Jack grimaced. “I like the idea of a mattress this time.”

      Riley snorted a laugh. “Thank fuck. I was wondering how my knees would survive.”

      Jack kissed the laughter from Riley’s lips, then with reluctance he pulled back.

      “So tell me about the place,” Riley asked.

      “Don’t think it had a dramatic past. Nothing more than it got too small for the family, or they decided they wanted the flatland by where the ranch house is now.”

      Riley pressed a hand to the stone. “But it’s old?”

      “Yeah. But built to last.” They stepped farther inside, and Jack could see the sky where the roof had long since disintegrated into piles of kindling on the floor. “A new roof, utilities—we could make something of this.”

      Riley leaned against an internal doorjamb where once there would have been a door hanging. “Make something of it? You mean us moving here?”

      Riley sounded intrigued rather than concerned.

      “Not exactly.”

      “Tell me what’s on your mind.”

      Jack worried at his lip. He’d been having thoughts about this building for a long time. Niggling thoughts that wouldn’t leave him alone. “It’s difficult to explain. Well, not difficult, but it would need investment, maybe more than the riding school, even.”

      Riley didn’t appear worried by that. “Go on.”

      “You remember when I was in Laredo for the court case?”

      “Yeah, of course.” Riley looked puzzled as well he should. Jack was starting this story a long way back.

      “I met three men there. Actually one was still a boy. They were the witnesses that were in the dock with Liam in the case against Hank Castille. I put some finances in place, started myself down the road for helping them. Only, it didn’t happen.” This was the difficult part. How would Riley react to what he said next? Jack had dropped the ball because he’d been so wrapped up in Riley and the kidnapping; so much so that everything had gone cold and he’d lost contact with two of the boys.

      “Because you had me to worry about.” Riley’s insight into what had happened meant Jack didn’t need to explain. Riley didn’t sound pissed or guilty or any one of a million emotions Jack had considered. He should have had faith in his husband, known that Riley would be above all that now.

      “Some,” Jack said.

      “I get that. So what do you want to do now?”

      “I can’t stop thinking about them. About why, when they were thrown out of their own homes, did they end up at the Triple K? Why had they been drawn to a ranch, then put in such a vulnerable position with Hank Castille, when they were just kids?” He took off his Stetson and ran his hands through his hair. It needed a cut; it was long and ever so slightly irritating. “Clearly they wanted to work on a ranch, and okay, it may have been because ranches have casual help, I get that. But, those three men and Liam, they loved the ranch. So I’m not saying I can fix the whole damn world, but I thought we could offer them a place here.”

      Actually that was what he’d been thinking for a long time. Sitting in that courtroom had scarred him. Hank’s abuse of those young men had left a legacy in each of them that had to be so hard. Thankfully Hank had been found guilty and was serving his time. Jack never once hoped that Hank had it easy in prison because he’d grown fond of Liam, the fourth boy he knew had been hurt by Hank. Liam was working on the ranch now, and surely the other three could have work here if they wanted.

      “The three men from the trial? There’s always room for more at the D,” Riley said.

      Jack nodded. Sometimes he felt like Riley could read his thoughts.

      “Maybe those three,” Jack said. “Maybe others. I haven’t thought this through as much as I should have.”

      “You mean you want somewhere for kids who have nowhere else to go. A place like the one Steve works at.”

      Jack glanced at Riley, saw the thoughtful expression in his hazel eyes. He could do this without Riley because he felt that strongly, but having him backing this play would make Jack’s life a lot easier. No, that wasn’t right. Having Riley love him and support him was what Jack craved.

      “I thought we could maybe work with Steve, offer places. I know we give money, but that’s easy for us. I want to do something more proactive and concrete.”

      Jack stopped. He thought that maybe he sounded like a bit of an idiot, as if voicing the proactive stuff made it seem like what he could do would make a difference? Kinda arrogant, actually. Doubt crept into his thoughts, and Riley would pick up on that. So he forged ahead positively.

      “I got the impression from their testimony that all three wanted to work on the ranch, that’s why it was so easy for Hank to take advantage. They thought they’d landed on their feet, and look at them all now, scarred by what happened to them.” Jack could remember the three witnesses. The oldest, with the ill-fitting clothes, who’d had to be helped from the stand; the middle guy in a designer suit; and the kid who left with Family Services, his expression bleak.

      “I don’t know how they survived,” Riley began.

      “I’m not sure any of them have. The oldest, Kyle, is working minimum wage, living in this tiny pay-for-the-night room. He won’t take any money, and he won’t talk to me. The other two have disappeared entirely. I only have an address for Kyle.” He shrugged. Gabriel was evading all searches, and Danny went off the grid as soon as he turned eighteen a couple of weeks back.

      “Okay, I’m not going to pretend I don’t worry. Have you thought about talking to Steve at the shelter? Maybe get him to use his contacts?”

      “Already done. I asked for his help tracing the three of them, and he gave me the name of a couple of PIs, and also put feelers out. They have so many resources already in place.”

      “What did Steve think of your ideas?”

      Riley still sounded wary. “He calmed me down a lot, talked me out of an all-singing, all-dancing place with answers for everyone. He said to start small and keep him in the loop.”

      “So that takes some of the pressure off you?”

      “Yes. Off me and off us as a family, but I can’t promise it won’t swallow some of my time.” Jack had to be brutally honest. Otherwise, he’d be trapping Riley into an agreement on something he didn’t really want.

      “Okay,” Riley began, “we start by finding the first of your victims.” He frowned as he said that, clearly uncomfortable with the word. “Then we talk to planners and get this place sorted? Or maybe we should do that first?”

      Relief filled Jack. Riley was using the we word, and that was good. In fact, Riley was making it sound easy.

      “There is one thing, though,” Riley warned. “Not thing, exactly… more person, or people.”

      “Liam and Darren,” Jack said.

      “Yeah, you need to talk to them about this. They’re part of the ranch now. Liam was another victim, and this is connected to Darren’s fucker of a brother, and Darren’s the first person to want to take the blame on himself….”

      Riley knew what it was like to have a bastard for a brother. Unspoken was that Liam was important to them, and Liam was happy with Marcus and would probably want the past left where it was.

      “I’ll talk to Liam and Darren,” Jack said. “But just between us here, you’re okay with this?”

      Riley looked at him, puzzled. “You sound like you’re asking my permission?” He sounded as confused as he looked.

      Jack couldn’t look Riley in the eye. “We already have the kids, and the horses, and the riding school.”

      Riley crossed to Jack and held him close.

      “I don’t think this will be easy at all. But you have such a big heart, and there’s room for so much more. We’ll manage to juggle it all, somehow.”

      Jack hugged him back. “Really?”

      “Hell, yeah. So where do we start?”

      With that, Riley made everything right.
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      “Dad?”

      Riley saved the file he was working on and turned to face Hayley. He held out his arms and Hayley immediately came in for a hug. She was still in her school uniform and looked like the thirteen-year-old she was.

      “Hey, baby.” Riley held her close. “How was school?”

      “I need your help,” she said, her words muffled in his shoulder.

      “Is it history again?” Riley was sympathetic. He and Hayley loved math but sometimes struggled with all the wordiness that studying history contained. He generally left history to Jack.

      “No.” She pulled back and sat on the chair next to his at the desk. “Aunty Eden e-mailed to say that she and Uncle Sean will be away for another two weeks.”

      “I know, something about Sean’s book. Did you need your aunt for something?” Eden was very much the go-to for Hayley’s girly dilemmas. “Is everything okay? Do you need me to call Aunty Anna?” Riley’s sister-in-law was first reserve for all things Hayley.

      “No, she’s not who…. Willyouhelpmechooseadress?”

      Riley blinked at the run-on words, which he hadn’t quite understood. “Sorry?”

      Hayley pressed her lips together and looked a little anxious. “For the Valentine’s dance, will you help me choose a dress?”

      “From your closet?” Riley stayed away from Hayley’s closet for the most part. She was thirteen now, and he was the dad here.

      “No. From a shop.”

      “Me?”

      “You.”

      “Oh.” Riley didn’t really have any more words. Then he leaned forward. Dress shopping with their daughter seemed like a two-man operation to him. “Can we take Pappa as well?”

      Hayley’s eyes brightened. “You think he’ll go?”

      Riley shook his head that she doubted it. Jack would do anything for Hayley. “Of course. When do you want to do this?”

      “Friday? After school?”

      “We’ll pick you up and go straight there.”

      “And Dad?”

      “Yeah?” Riley waited. Any sentence that started and Dad invariably was some other milestone in their daughter’s life that was going to add to his already-spotted single gray hair.

      “I’m going with a boy. His name is Cory, and he’s a friend of Logan’s.” She looked directly at Riley with that stubbornly determined expression that he knew damn well she’d inherited from him. Words hovered in his head. You’re not dating until you’re thirty. What’s his last name so I can go have a quiet word with him? Where does he live? Worst-case scenarios flashed in his thoughts.

      I’m too young to be a grandfather.

      Shit, how the hell had he managed to get to that conclusion from Hayley’s innocent boyfriend who probably wanted to hold her hand and kiss her chastely. He should calm himself the fuck down and not ask anything stupid. He could do this. He was a dad.

      Wait—something occurred to him from what Hayley had just said.

      “Logan’s friend? His younger friend?”

      “No, he’s in the same year as Logan.”

      “But that means he’s seventeen.”

      “Sixteen, actually. He was pushed up a year. He’s really clever.”

      Sixteen was still too many years older than Hayley. How do I handle this without looking like an idiot? “What about Logan?” he blurted out instead.

      Hayley frowned. “Dad, you know Logan is who I’m going to marry when I’m old like you. I need to practice first.”

      With that, she gave him a pat on the head and left with a smile on her face.

      She needs to practice? What the hell?

      Riley sat exactly where he was for a good ten minutes. How did their daughter get to be old enough to have a boyfriend at a dance, however innocent, and how the hell did they have a daughter who had planned who she was marrying?

      Fear and worry soon gave way to more gentle thoughts of the dress they would choose. Something girly and cute and with a longish skirt, like the dresses Hayley had been wearing last summer. As to the older boyfriend? Jack and Riley together could deal with that. But hell, a sixteen-year-old boy only had one thing on his mind.

      He turned back to his laptop and instead of carrying on with what he was doing, he powered it down and closed the lid. The twins would be waking up, and he kind of needed that baby hug to remind himself how little the kids were.

      Connor was awake and babbling away, sitting up in one corner of his large crib. Lexie, on the other hand, was still fast asleep. Connor reached up to be lifted, and Riley wasn’t arguing. He held his son close as Connor burbled away in Riley’s arms. Carrying him, Connor took that opportunity to grab at Riley’s hair, which smarted a bit.

      “C’mon, bruiser,” Riley said with a smile. He disentangled Connor’s tiny fingers, and shifted his hold so that he couldn’t reach his hair.

      “He took ages to go down,” Carol said from behind him.

      Riley was used to Carol being around now, and her soft voice didn’t startle him. He could sense she was there the same way he could Jack.

      “Is she okay?” He placed the back of his hand to Connor’s forehead. He didn’t seem warm, but Riley was terrified that one day he would miss something. He didn’t stir, a tiny curled-up bundle of princess in bright pink pajamas.

      “He’s absolutely fine,” Carol reassured. “He fought being put down and here was me thinking it would be Lexie who was going to be the twin that refuses the afternoon nap first.

      “Connor loves his bed,” Riley said. He lifted Connor higher and blew raspberries on his belly. Connor curled into the feel of it and laughed. Riley’s heart expanded with love that extra bit. One day, he was sure it would explode with the love he felt.

      “Max is in his room,” Carol added. “He was a little overwhelmed with the noise on the porch, and wanted some quiet time.”

      “Is he okay?” Riley worried about their adopted son. Autism made the world he took for granted, a strange and challenging place for Max.

      “Do you think maybe he’d want to go visit the horses?” Riley asked. He didn’t need to ask Carol, he could check with Max, but Carol knew everything, even the things Max didn’t say.

      “He has his snacks packed with Thomas the Tank and water so I think he wants to go somewhere when you came home. You want me to take Connor for a bit?” She held out a hand, but Riley didn’t want to let go.

      “Boys’ trip out.”

      Carol smiled at him. “I’ll pack his bottle and some snacks.”

      “Can you⁠—”

      “I’ll pack some snacks for you as well.”

      Riley wrinkled his nose at their nanny. Seemed she knew them all really well. “Chocolate?” he asked hopeful that she had baked his favorite cookies today.

      “Double choc chip,” she said.

      Ten minutes later, with coffee in a travel cup courtesy of Carol, and two cookies in a bag, they were at the front of the house. They climbed down over wood that was being nailed and pushed into place to create the porch area. Robbie and Liam were working on it after they finished with the horses each day, and Jack was joining in as and when he could. It was starting to look like a porch, and Riley was excited to see it finished. Next on the list was new air conditioning, although Jack had called him on that, saying Riley was happier with the noises the old system made. Riley wasn’t going to admit Jack was right, because he mostly was… about everything.

      They left the ranch and headed for the horses, and Jack. Connor was in the fancy all-terrain buggy that Riley had found online, and Max a little ahead. Last he’d heard from Jack was that he’d be up there covering for Vaughn, who had a dentist appointment. Apparently, the big man had been felled by one tiny cracked tooth.

      Anticipation rushed through Riley. Last he’d seen Jack had been at breakfast, and that was eight long hours now. After yesterday, with the whole “love in the middle of nowhere” event, Riley wanted some more Jack time.

      “Riley!” someone called as he got closer to the horses.

      Riley smiled to himself—Eli was here and he hadn’t seen his best friend in a couple of weeks. Eli had been part of a photo shoot in Canada: swimsuits in the snow, or something like that. They hugged, and Eli fussed Connor and fist-bumped Max’s Thomas toy.

      They walked companionably to the main barn that had been converted, and skirted the small indoor arena where a lesson was being held. Max separated from them, and Riley immediately followed. Max was confident with the horses, but he was still little, and his world was so different from other kids’ views. He needn’t have worried, though.

      Max had his favorite seat—a bale of hay that all the staff knew not to touch, albeit replacing it every so often without Max knowing. He sat there now, right opposite Hatty, the Welsh pony, who was visibly vibrating with excitement at seeing her favorite little boy visiting.

      Robbie walked in, nodded to Riley, and sat next to Max. They whispered, Max not looking at Robbie directly, but bumping elbows every so often.

      “We’re taking Hatty out,” Robbie announced to Riley, who thanked him with a nod. Max thought the world of Robbie, almost as much as he loved Hatty and Thomas the Tank Engine.

      “Porch is looking good,” Riley said.

      “Liam’s good at that. I’m the hired muscle,” Robbie admitted with a smile, then left with Max in tow.

      That left Riley, Connor, and Eli, to find Jack.

      “So where’s Lexie, then?”

      “Connor here wanted a boy’s trip out,” Riley said.

      Eli stopped the buggy with a hand to Riley’s arm, lifted Connor out, then held him and looked directly into his eyes. “We need to find beers, then, Con,” he said with a smile. Connor burbled something back, and with Connor tucked in Eli’s arms, the three of them took the convoluted way to the office.

      Jack was on the phone, his back to the door. “…That’s all I have, really. Gabriel Reyes is nowhere to be found, Danny Flynn has gone MIA, and Kyle is refusing my phone calls.” He turned from where he was standing, his eyes widening when he spotted Riley. He waved Riley in, with Eli and Connor close behind. “Okay … Not Kyle, I’ll … Yeah, okay, thank you. Let me know.” He ended the call and crossed immediately to press a quick kiss to Riley’s mouth, then scooped Connor into his arms.

      “Hey, buddy,” he said and kissed Connor on the head.

      “Where’s my kiss?” Eli teased. Before Jack could respond, Eli raised his hands in mock surrender. “Kidding. I’m going to find my own man.” With a wink, he left the room.

      “Hayley has a boyfriend and he’s sixteen,” Riley blurted out.

      So much for talking rationally with Jack.

      Jack’s eyebrows raised so high, it was comical. “What?”

      “Hayley is going to a dance, and her boyfriend is a friend of Logan’s, and he’s sixteen.”

      Jack’s mouth fell open. “Hell, no,” he said.

      “Exactly what I thought,” Riley agreed.

      They stared at each other. Riley wondered if Jack was thinking the same as he was: older boyfriend. Sex. Grandfathers in their thirties.

      “We need to…”

      “…do something,” Riley finished.

      “Talk to her.”

      “Yes,” Riley said. “You do it.”

      “What? Why me?” Jack looked like someone had hit him with a sledgehammer.

      “Because she’s too much like me.”

      “And that makes me the better person to tell her she can’t go to a dance with an older boy, how?”

      “Well, you handle me just fine.”

      “Riley, you’re a grown man, not a hormonal teenager.”

      They stared at each other, and Riley knew his face held the same horror as Jack’s. Suddenly he couldn’t hold back the laughter. This was so serious, yet both of them were wary of their teenage daughter. “We’ll do it together.”

      Jack raised a single eyebrow this time. “Joint assault?”

      “Agreed.”

      Jack tugged Riley into an awkward sideways hug and released him.

      “Who was that on the phone?” Riley asked, wanting to change the subject.

      “I have a PI tracking down the two missing from the court case. Guy called Ethan Farrell: young, but he’s an ex-cop.”

      “A PI? That’s good, right?”

      Jack shrugged. “I tried calling Kyle Brandon. His is the only contact number I have, and it’s his workplace. He’s not interested in talking.” Jack’s shoulders slumped a little, and compassion flooded Riley.

      “He’s probably dealing with things on his own. You’ve made contact. He’ll do what needs to be done now.”

      “Yeah, I know that, but…”

      “But you want to fix everything now.” Riley turned the nearest chair around and straddled it. Jack placed coffee in front of him and settled into the opposite chair, Connor climbing him like a tree.

      “I suppose so, and I haven’t talked to Liam yet. He may not want that connection near him.”

      “I think Liam is stronger than we think. Robbie says he’s project-managing the porch.”

      Jack nodded. “He said Liam did the most on the bunkhouse as well.” Jack sounded proud of Liam, and Riley realized he felt a similar emotion. Liam was still quiet, but he fitted in well here.

      Connor wriggled and looked back at Riley, and Riley couldn’t help a long indrawn breath. From the stubborn chin, to the stunning blue eyes, to the thick dark hair—this was like a miniature Jack looking at him.

      “What’s wrong?” Jack asked, concerned and ever so slightly frowny.

      “Connor looks so much like you.” Riley sipped his coffee. “He’s going to be handsome when he grows into that chin.”

      Jack lifted Connor and peered at him, getting a slap on the nose from Connor in the process. “Yep,” he announced, “he’s a good-looking kid.” Jack tossed him in the air a little and made Connor laugh.

      “Talking of good-looking kids, and quite apart from the older-date stuff, Hayley wants us to go shopping with her.” Riley swallowed the laughter that threatened. “Dress shopping.”

      The look of horror on Jack’s face was so comical that the laugh Riley had been holding in blurted out.

      “No,” Jack said. “Seriously? That’s worse than having a talk about S-E-X.”

      “Seriously, Eden’s away, and when I suggested Anna could help, Hayley went bright red and said she wanted us.”

      “Us? Not just you?”

      “Honestly, she said us.” Riley gestured between them. “Both of us. Friday after school.”

      Jack blanched. “I have a… I need to….”

      Riley smirked. “You have nothing, right?”

      “No.”

      “Then we brush ourselves down, finish work, and take our daughter to find a dress for her first date with an older boy.”

      Jack’s eyes widened. “Aren’t we shutting that down?”

      Riley snorted. “No, hell. We’ll explain the birds and the bees, talk about sixteen-year-old boys, and pray to anyone who might listen that he’s a good kid.”

      Jack snapped his fingers as inspiration hit him. “Wait! What about Logan? She likes him doesn’t she?”

      “You hated the idea of her being with Logan.”

      “Only because it’s weird.”

      “They’re not related.”

      “I know that. But he wouldn’t be a strange sixteen-year-old boy⁠—”

      “I said the same thing,” Riley interrupted. “Apparently she is still marrying Logan.”

      Jack groaned and scrubbed his hands over his face. “Jesus, Riley, this is not happening. We need to lock her in her room or something.”

      “It’s okay,” Riley said. “We have guns.”

      Jack nodded. “And a big expanse of the ranch to bury a body.”

      They looked at each other. Abruptly they laughed at the same time as the enormity of everything became one more thing they could handle if they did it together.

      

      The chat with Hayley didn’t go so well. They’d left it until they were in the car on the way to the dress shop.

      “He’s sixteen,” Jack said for the third time in the conversation.

      “Not helping,” Riley muttered under his breath.

      Jack shot him a look that spoke volumes.

      “He’s really nice,” Hayley said again.

      That was also the third time of saying, and this conversation really wasn’t going anywhere. Riley decided that this round-in-circles talking about things in an oblique way wasn’t working, and decided to come straight to the point.

      “We’re worried that he’ll want to have sex with you,” he said, firm and direct.

      Silence.

      Complete and utter silence. Riley cringed, Jack shot him a look that said What the fuck?

      “Daaaad,” Hayley said with that tone only a teenage girl could get right. “I won’t do that.”

      Jack cleared his throat. “Believe me, sweetheart, I know exactly what a sixteen-year-old boy wants.”

      “Me too,” Riley added.

      Hayley sighed. “I know you both do, and I know what I want, and anyway, Logan told me way before that Cory is more interested in boys than me.”

      That was a bombshell which rendered both men silent.

      “Oh,” Riley finally said. “And that’s okay with you?” He looked at Jack, who was refusing to look at him, instead focusing on the road. Jack wore a faint smile, and Riley imagined there was a story there. “Spit it out,” he ordered.

      “I was fourteen, had this huge crush on this guy in Josh’s year, so I got myself invited as a plus-one with this girl—Tiffany, I think her name was.”

      Hayley giggled. “See, Pappa’s okay with it.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Jack said.

      Riley shook his head. The minute Jack had opened his mouth with the Tiffany story, they had lost control of this. “Just be careful. We’ll be there to drop you and pick you up.”

      He waited for some kind of argument, but Hayley sounded a little puzzled when she replied.

      “Of course you will be,” she said. “I’m way too young to go home on my own.”

      Out of the mouths of babes… Riley thought. What could he say? Hayley was in a brave new world, and she knew her own mind even at such a young age. Not for the first time, he wondered if she’d always been so levelheaded. He wished her mom were still here to ask.

      They arrived at Alison Catterill’s, a smart one-of-a-kind type boutique outside the city. Alison herself was a cheerful young woman with gorgeous long platinum hair and violet eyes. She was chirpy and evidently hyped up on life. Everything was stunning and beautiful and lovely and rainbows. In her world, anyway.

      Money was a big part of Hayley’s life, yet she never asked for material things. Yes, she was at private school, but that was a safety concern. Other than that, she was far from what Riley had expected of a typical teen. But this dress? She was a mess of anxiety and excitement that had Riley concerned about what was going on in their daughter’s head.

      “And this one.” Alison interrupted his thoughts.

      He looked up at a dress he could only describe as puke green. Maybe it looks better on.

      “I’m not sure about that one,” Hayley said. She was getting more confident with each dress. Alison nodded in agreement, then clearly had a eureka moment. She disappeared and came back with a sapphire dress made of not a lot of material to Riley’s eyes.

      “You’re so slim, sweetheart. This is the smallest size we have, but I can certainly alter it so it will fit you like a glove.”

      Riley looked at Hayley critically. She had sprouted recently, at least a couple of inches since Christmas. If she inherited his genes, then she’d be tall, but as she stretched up, she appeared to be going in around the middle. Jack had commented on it last week. Only here, standing next to a very slim Alison, Hayley looked tiny in size, despite her height.

      So not only was she beautiful, with her long blonde hair and soft brown eyes, but she was heading for having a model’s figure.

      “Suddenly locking her in her room seems a good idea, right?” Jack whispered as Alison and Hayley disappeared behind a curtain.

      “Fuck, yes,” Riley agreed.

      The curtain twitched and Alison reappeared, rummaging for shoes and some glittery thing from the shelf above the counter.

      Finally, after some time, the curtain moved fully back and Hayley stepped out. Riley blinked at his daughter, glanced at Jack, then back at Hayley.

      “Daddy? Pappa? What do you think?”

      “It’s…” Riley couldn’t find the words. The back was a little lower than he would have liked, the hem a little higher, the material so soft on her, the heels perhaps too tall—but all he could think was that Hayley stood in front of him with so much naked hope on her face. “…Beautiful,” he finished.

      Their baby was stepping out looking like a teenager, in a perfectly respectable dress, and he wished to hell Eden were here to calm him the fuck down. This Cory kid had better keep his hands to himself.

      “You look lovely,” Jack said. He was a little more reserved, and Hayley looked sad.

      “You don’t like it?” she asked.

      Riley was damn pleased Hayley’s laser focus was on Jack and not him.

      “I think…. Could it be a little more…?” Jack waved his hands.

      “I like it,” she murmured. She patted the skirt which flared from the waist in a circle of material that swung with each step.

      Jack reached for Riley’s hand, squeezing it tight.

      “I love it,” Jack said.

      This time, Riley thought, the same shock that he had felt was replaced in Jack with acceptance.

      “You’re so beautiful,” Jack added.

      Seemed like both daddies had handled this completely fine, and contentment and self-congratulation stole over Riley. They’d done okay.

      Alison took measurements and said the dress would be couriered by the next Tuesday. Dressed back in her school uniform the glimpse of the young woman Hayley would become vanished.

      She hugged them both, and they ate at Olive Garden before heading home.

      Only in bed at night did Riley start to worry about Hayley, going over the what-ifs. He tried to stop himself by focusing on other things.

      “We have that meeting soon, the autism early-intervention one.” Riley ran through the letter in his mind. Neither he nor Jack knew what early intervention was exactly, but Riley had researched and found out as much as he could. He and Jack would be part of a small group of other parents learning about autism, about the techniques to use when Max was having a meltdown or when he was locked in his own head and unresponsive. Recently Max had been having quite a few meltdowns. Riley was proud in a way; Max was testing the limits of his world like any normal kid would do. Not that Max wasn’t normal, he corrected himself immediately. Different. Special.

      “I already have the day crossed out.”

      “I wonder what they’ll say.”

      “Did Carol tell you what happened today? With the cookies?” Jack asked with a sigh.

      Riley had heard, and immediately leaped to Max’s defense. “He doesn’t understand.”

      “He has to, though,” Jack insisted. “He has to know you can’t put half a container of salt in the mixture, we have to be able to guide him in his world without him having a tantrum.”

      “He’s independent,” Riley said. He knew he was making excuses. Max was 95 percent cute and sweet, and 5 percent terror. Riley had found him trying to unscrew a plug socket with a knife only last week. He’d told Jack in horror, and both men had gone silent. The idea of Max with a knife into electrics? Not worth thinking about. Next day Riley organized an electrician to come out and add in circuit breakers on the old system, which had in turn led to a complete emergency electrics overhaul of the entire house. At least Max would be okay if he did it again.

      But the point was they should be able to find a way to explain how dangerous it was.

      The idea of any of the kids being hurt filled Riley with a kind of fear he had never felt before; an all-consuming, terrifying, breath-stealing fear.

      “We’ll ask in the meeting,” Jack rolled over to spoon Riley, and wriggled until they were comfortable together. “Everything will be okay.”

      “I worry about Max because he doesn’t understand. I worry about the twins—well, Lexie mostly, because she’s into everything—and as to Hayley and a boyfriend, and that damn dress….”

      “She’s careful and sensible.”

      “If she’s anything like me….” Riley couldn’t finish the sentence. Hayley wasn’t like him. He’d been a spoiled kid, a boy with indifference to responsibility and family. Hayley was the complete opposite. “She’s like her mom, thank fuck,” he muttered.

      Jack tightened his hold for a moment. “Stop that,” he ordered. “She’s like you as well. She’s got a lot of her dad in her.”

      “I’d kill anyone that hurt Hayley,” Riley said fiercely, “and the twins, and Max.”

      Jack sighed against his back.

      “Not if I get there first.”
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      Liam washed the last of the mugs and placed them in the drainer. Marcus was due back in an hour and they were going riding; Liam was showing Marcus the ropes. Marcus had proven to be good with horses, but not so much with riding. He’d already fallen off once, or rather he’d more slid off the horse. Liam had to stop himself from laughing at his lover’s comical expression as he fell to one side, in slow motion. Thinking about that made him smile. Not because Marcus had fallen, but that he’d stood up, brushed himself off, cursed the parentage of the horse and of Liam, and climbed back up.

      Liam loved that about Marcus. His absolute dogged determination to never give up. There was an awful lot about Marcus that Liam loved—the way he kissed, the way he spoke, how clever he was, his smile, and his soft brown eyes…. The way it didn’t matter that Liam had all the emotional baggage he did. Marcus was there. Always understanding.

      Liam checked his watch again. Marcus was on his way home, and Liam was done for the day. All he had spread out in front of him was time for Marcus and time to relax with a coffee on the steps up to their apartment.

      Perfect.

      A voice accompanied a knock on the door. “Liam, you in there?”

      Darren.

      Liam went from relaxed to tense in an instant. “One minute,” he called out.

      What did Darren want? Darren didn’t visit Liam’s place. No one visited Liam except for Jack. Liam used the breathing technique he’d learned at counseling, and pasted a ready smile on his face before opening the door.

      Darren had his back to Liam. The broadness of the man was never more evident than when it showed in the stretch of cotton against his shoulders. He was looking out from the apartment steps to the big house. He turned as soon as he realized the door had opened.

      “Hey,” he said with a smile. Something about Darren always connected to Hank. Liam knew it was irrational, but victims of abuse often made connections in their head that would never shift. Or so his counselor had told him.

      “Hey,” Liam said with added tones of happiness. He didn’t want Darren thinking Liam wasn’t pleased to see him. After all, they worked with each other during the day, so why wouldn’t a friend want to visit another friend after work? Darren was nothing like Hank. Darren was the one who helped Liam get away from Hank when he realized what Hank had been doing.

      “Jack asked us to go over. You wanna do it now?”

      Liam blinked at Darren. “Jack. Now.”

      Darren nodded, then bounded down the steps three at a time, landing solidly at the bottom. “Coming?”

      Liam looked back into his quiet space, at the bed in full view, and the order he had inside. Going out meant going into the big house, with the chaos and noise of the kids and Jack and Riley, and food, and—“Okay,” he said.

      He shut the door, locked it and joined Darren at the bottom of the steps.

      “I don’t know what he wants,” Darren said.

      There was an inflection in his tone as if he was asking a question, as if Liam might know why the boss wanted to see them.

      Liam shrugged. “I have no idea.”

      The walk was short, and they reached the kitchen door without talking. Darren knocked and walked in. That was kind of how it was at the big house. No one worried if you walked into the kitchen; there was always food here if a body wanted a meal or something. Food and talking.

      Liam liked food, talking not so much.

      Riley looked up from the table. He and Hayley were poring over textbooks with way too many words and not nearly enough photos.

      “Everything okay?” Riley asked. He frowned a little and glanced over his shoulder to the hall. “You want Jack?”

      As if he’d heard his name, Jack walked into the kitchen. His hair was damp and curled at the ends, and not for the first time, Liam stopped breathing. Something about Jack made him stop and stare; another part made him tense. Stupid, really. Jack had been nothing but good to him, even accompanying him down to Laredo for the trial.

      “You wanted to see us?” Darren asked.

      Jack nodded. “If you have a few minutes.” He walked past them to the door. “Let’s take this outside.”

      Liam’s heart fell, and worst-case scenarios flooded his head. Jack was firing them; Liam would lose his home, and Marcus would see that Liam wasn’t the kind of guy he wanted to be with. Liam would be alone and would have lost not only his job but the man he loved.

      Stop it. Just stop it. Marcus loves me.

      He pushed back the negative shit in his head, and followed the other two outside. Jack led them to the fence and turned to face them.

      “I wanted to run something by you,” Jack began. He stared down at his feet for a long moment, and Liam felt uncomfortable to see Jack not quite able to look at them.

      “Is everything okay?” Liam asked softly, his empathy for Jack coming to the fore. He’d do anything for this man, and he hated that Jack looked uncertain here. That was wrong; Jack and Marcus were the solid anchors to Liam’s life.

      Jack looked up. “Yeah, sorry. Look, this could either be really difficult or really easy. You remember Kyle Braden?

      Liam didn’t have to search his memories to know who that was. Kyle, along with Danny Flynn, and Gabriel Reyes. Those three names carved deep into his heart. “He was in the courts with me,” Liam said.

      “Kyle was the dark-haired kid that had to be helped down off the stand, right?” Darren added.

      Liam shot the Darren a glance. He hadn’t for one minute thought that anyone else would recall the name; no one else was as involved as he was. Not even the brother of the one who abused them all.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot since the case, kinda caught up in my own head about what happens to kids like him.” Jack looked at Liam.

      You mean kids like me, Liam thought. “What about them?” He was this close to asking Jack what the fuck was going on.

      “I thought of setting up a place where I could make sense of it all, give kids a place to go. Like a halfway house similar to where Steve works, a sanctuary of sorts.”

      “Who the hell do you think you are?” Liam snapped.

      “Liam—”

      “You think you’re some fucking saint? You think you can solve all the shit in this world with your money?”

      “Liam,” Darren warned.

      Liam shot a look at Darren. He didn’t seem at all stressed about this, but then why would he be? It wasn’t him who’d been raped and abused and left too scared to run. It wasn’t him listening to Jack Campbell-Hayes suggest he could fix the whole freaking world.

      Jack held up a hand. “It’s okay, Darren, I got this. Liam, I have a place on the property that with some work could make a good place to offer….” He trailed away.

      “So what are you asking me for? Permission to be the first one you save?” Liam couldn’t help his attitude. Abruptly he had become what he always suspected, another charity case. The first of many, it seemed. He realized he’d clenched his hands as disappointment warred with anger inside him.

      “No, fuck no,” Jack said quickly. “I want to ask you how you would feel if you saw Kyle or Danny or Gabriel again? How you would feel being a part of this project?”

      Liam looked at Jack carefully, saw the slightly anxious expression. Was this man, this strong, determined man, looking to Liam for input here? “Me?”

      “And Darren,” Jack added.

      “Okay by me,” Darren said. “I want to help as much as I can. I sent money, but two of the checks never got cashed. I hired a PI⁠—”

      “Can I have what he found?” Jack interrupted.

      “Of course.”

      “And can I share your information with my PI as well, and maybe with Steve who runs a local shelter, so I can get his input into this?”

      Darren glanced from Jack to Liam. “Yes, let’s get these men found, so… I can make things right.” He appeared to feel like he shouldn’t be standing there. He clapped Liam on the shoulder. “You okay?”

      Liam appreciated the question, as embarrassment began to rise inside him. “Yeah,” he muttered.

      “Okay, I’m out of here. Let me know what needs doing and when I need to do it.”

      He shook hands with Jack, and disappeared off into the gathering gloom. That left Liam and Jack.

      “I’m sorry,” Liam murmured.

      “I’m sorry I fucked this up,” Jack said.

      Liam shook his head. “I’m sorry I’m fucked-up.”

      “I think we should both stop apologizing. And, Liam, I promise you, you’re not fucked up. You’re rightfully angry with everything life has dealt you. Do you think you could handle what I’m doing, or what I want to do here?”

      Liam nodded. He could see the other three again. He’d never been inclined to keep in contact; he didn’t know any of them, but they shared the fact they’d all been abused by Hank Castille. Hank was gone, rotting in prison, so that left the victims behind.

      “Can I be the one who liaises with Steve at the center? I owe him for what he did for me, and if I can work with him, then that would make things right.”

      “Of course you can. That would be a help beyond anything I could imagine.”

      Liam drew back his shoulders. He could do this. “I had Marcus,” Liam began. “He helped me… helps me. I get it that you want to do something for the ones who don’t have anyone else.”

      Jack nodded. “In a nutshell. There’s a place on the Double D’s land, needs some work, big time. I don’t see this as quick. I want to invest time and resources.”

      “And you want me to what, work on the house?” Liam didn’t have a lot of time left after the ranch time.

      “We’d work it out. You could project manage if you like, or suggest ideas, but always be my sounding board? Alongside being liaison to the shelter and Steve.”

      “I like working with the horses.” Please don’t take me from the horses.

      “It would be alongside what you do. Liam, you’re not only my ranch hand, you’re my friend, or at least I like to think we are. I wouldn’t do anything to hurt you. I can as easily donate money to an existing shelter⁠—”

      “But you want one where the people staying here can work with the land, the horses.” People like me.

      “Yes. So what do you think?”

      Liam held out his hand, and Jack took it. “I’m in.”

      A car rounded the bend before the long road to the house, its headlights sweeping in a wide arc.

      “Marcus is home,” Liam said soft and low.

      “I think maybe you have a lot to tell him.” Jack stepped back and away. “We’ll talk in a few days.”

      “Thank you, Jack,” Liam said with heartfelt sincerity.

      “No, Liam. Thank you.”

      Jack waved at Marcus and walked back indoors, and Liam walked over to where Marcus was pulling in his car.

      As soon as Marcus was out, Liam pulled him close and hugged him so tight that the poor guy probably couldn’t breathe.

      “What’s wrong?” Marcus asked as he was finally allowed free.

      “Jack is setting up a shelter thing for the boys who were hurt by Hank, and maybe more, I don’t know. He asked me to be a part of it.”

      Marcus reached out and cradled Liam’s face, then pressed a kiss to his lips. “I’m so proud of you,” he whispered into the kiss. “So damn proud.”

      Hand in hand, they went into their apartment, and Marcus proceeded to show Liam just how proud he was.

      

      Jack walked back into the kitchen as Hayley was closing her history book. She hurriedly finished her water, refilled the glass, picked up her cell, then kissed Jack and Riley good night.

      “How did it go?” Riley asked with a yawn.

      It wasn’t that late, but today had been a very long day with Riley out at the office in the city since before seven this morning.

      “Well, I think I nearly fucked it up, but Liam’s okay with it, and Darren has information he can give me from a PI he hired.”

      “Will it mean your guy can track them down?”

      “Darren said he sent checks, but two weren’t cashed. It might be enough to give us something to go on.”

      “So you’re going ahead with it?”

      “I need to find Kyle and talk to him face to face.”

      “You don’t want to start on fixing the buildings?” Riley stood up and stretched tall, walking his fingers on the ceiling, and exposing way too much warm skin. Jack had a quiet argument with his libido that the kids were still up, it was Carol’s night off, and actually, he didn’t need to bend Riley over the kitchen table and make love to him. “Hey,” Riley snapped his fingers in front of Jack’s face. “Where’d you go?”

      Jack pressed a hand to his more than eager erection. “You don’t want to know.”

      Riley hugged him, then they kissed, and Riley was as hard as Jack. “Later,” Riley said with promise in his eyes. “We’ll lock ourselves in the bathroom again.”

      “You know you’re never quiet. Remember last time?”

      “You’ll have to keep me quiet,” Riley teased. He was out of reach now, and all Jack wanted to do was to yank his lover back to him. “I signed a petition today,” Riley added from the safety of the other side of the kitchen, over by the cookie jar and coffee.

      Jack pulled beer from the fridge and sat at the table as Riley explained.

      “Thousands have signed. Marriage equality and all that.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I sent you the link.”

      “It won’t happen.” Jack wasn’t angry at that, or sad, only resigned. No one lived their entire lives in Texas and expected marriage equality.

      Riley placed two mugs and the cookie jar on the table between them. “SCOTUS make a decision, Texas won’t have any choice but to agree.”

      Jack shook his head. “And there we go: talks of secession all over again, Texas splitting away, and all that shit.”

      “What if it does get passed? What if it’s legal here?” Riley sipped at his coffee in between talking and mouthfuls of chocolate chip cookie.

      “They’ll recognize our marriage, I guess,” Jack said. That would be good, because then they may be able to follow it through and fight to get both of them on the adoption papers for Max, and get the twins and Hayley connected to both of them instead of just one.

      Riley stood up abruptly. “That reminds me,” he said, then disappeared from the kitchen.

      When he came back, Jack groaned good-naturedly. Riley had the photo albums out.

      “Look,” Riley said. He pushed a folder toward Jack, who opened it curiously, tipping out the contents.

      He blinked at what was inside. “Oh my God,” he blurted as he shuffled them around.

      “You remember those?” Riley asked.

      “You’re asking if I remember the day you blackmailed me into marrying you, and the photos that girl took for us to prove we were in love?”

      “Yeah.”

      “No, not at all,” Jack deadpanned.

      “Look at them, though.” Riley took the photos and placed them in a row, then sat next to Jack. “You looked so pissed,” he commented.

      “I wonder why.” Jack bumped shoulders with Riley, letting him know he was only teasing. They may have started this marriage one hell of a weird way, but they were ending it perfectly right. “And look at you. Jesus, you had a stick up your preppy Hayes ass.”

      “I did not,” Riley protested.

      Jack pointed to an unusually clear photo where they were smiling for the camera with their arms around each other. “See what you’re doing—getting all toppy, holding me still, all ‘this has to be done right.’”

      Riley peered closer. “Jeez, yeah, and shit, look at this one.” Riley slid another over.

      Jack huffed a laugh. “That has to be one of the photos that never made it to daylight.”

      In it, the photographer had caught them scowling at each other.

      “Too right,” Riley agreed. He opened the album of their ceremony on Double D land—a simple exchange of vows in front of family—and the difference was remarkable. They were smiling and so in love, it was obvious.

      “These are good memories,” Jack murmured. He turned the page to a cameo of him and Riley laughing at something.

      “We still had things that were waiting to go wrong, though,” Riley said. He pointed to the background at the family surrounding them. “Secrets and lies and Beth.”

      Jack stopped Riley with a shake of his head. “We don’t focus on those things. We always look for the happy.”

      Riley smiled at him as if he made all the sense in the world, and Jack felt ten feet tall.

      “You know what, though, if they pass the ruling about legalizing same-sex marriage, you think we could do it again, for real? A big wedding so we can slap it in the faces of everyone that thinks us being married is wrong? We could be loudly, proudly married in our home state, the place we love.”

      “You want to do that?” Jack was surprised at that, and if he admitted it, a little bit hurt. “I loved our day.”

      Riley was quick to answer. “I did, but I want a big celebration, to show the world what you mean to me.”

      “Really?”

      Riley leaned into Jack. “With no shadows. With Hayley in a dress, and the twins, and Max in a little tux—can you imagine?—with all our family around us, and friends.”

      Jack shook his head. “I always knew you were the girl in this relationship,” he teased.

      “Ha-freaking-ha.”

      “You want to do that, we can do it.”

      “Really?”

      “It’d be one hell of a party.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Texas won’t let it happen, though, whatever the vote says.”

      “It might not have a choice.”

      Jack shrugged. He wasn’t holding out hope that the state he loved would ever love him back in the same kind of way. “We’ll see.”
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      The day of the board meeting dawned bright and clear, and Riley had to fight to get his head around what he had to do today.

      “I really don’t want to go to this,” he said as Jack walked into their bedroom. Jack was still in boxers, and hadn’t shaved. Not that Riley wanted Jack to shave; he hadn’t been joking about loving Scruffy Jack in the Boardroom. Part of him, a small selfish part, wished Jack would be at the meeting.

      “There’s still time for me to get dressed and come with you,” Jack said. He gestured down at his bare torso.

      Riley fought against saying yes. He couldn’t put Jack in the meeting. Jack would go if Riley really needed him. He would lean back in his chair around the huge oval table, and look relaxed. But if you knew him as well as Riley did, you could see the twitchiness in his expression. Add in the fact it was Hayes Tower, and Jack very rarely attended the meetings.

      “You’ll distract me with your cowboyness.”

      “Is that a word?” Jack teased.

      Riley hugged his husband hard. “It is so a word.”

      When they parted, Riley saw the papers Jack had strewn over their bed. “What’s that?” he asked, peering at them.

      “Some plans I have, ideas for the house and a smaller….” He glanced up at Riley. “I’m sorry,” he murmured. He looked Riley up and down. “I know I should be going.”

      Riley huffed. “I wouldn’t put you through it. Anyway, I get to chat with Josh and get to know more stories of Jack as a boy.”

      Jack winced, then shuffled the papers into a pile, and proceeded to kiss Riley the best goodbye he could.

      Now Riley was in Dallas, staring up at the glass and concrete building and readying himself for going inside. Riley stood on the street outside Hayes Tower for at least five minutes and psyched himself up for walking in.

      I hate this place.

      He’d come to that conclusion a long time ago, long before he’d stood in his father’s office and been given an ultimatum: marry for love, or lose your full percentage share. A lot had changed since then. He’d blackmailed Jack into marrying him, and for some crazy reason, Jack hadn’t ended up hating him but loved him as much as Riley loved Jack.

      The Hayes Oil that existed now was a different animal to what it had been with Gerald and Jeff at the reins. None of that mattered. He still didn’t want to walk into the building. His own company, CH, had different offices, and he managed to stay away from the Tower as much as he could, but he was a prominent shareholder, and Jim was in charge now. Between them, Hayes Oil had become the spearhead for ethical oil exploration. The change was slow. You couldn’t turn a juggernaut in a tight one-eighty, you had to do it in increments.

      His dad’s voice cut through his thoughts. “Thought I’d find you out here,” Jim said with a hint of laughter.

      Riley looked sideways at him. “Too many memories.”

      “No Jack, then?”

      “No.” Riley could have given all kinds of excuses. Jack had said he would come, had said he would rearrange everything on the ranch so he could be there with Riley. After all, he was representing the Campbell family, who also had a percentage in Hayes Oil. But Josh said he’d attend instead, and had already gone in and up. Riley had been so relieved; Jack hated this building even more than he did. The building, and all it represented. “I couldn’t torture him that way. Anyway, Josh is here instead and has his proxy.”

      “How are you doing?” Jim asked. He bumped shoulders with his son, and Riley leaned back into the press.

      “Good.”

      “Ready to go in?”

      “Do you ever think about what it was like back then? About the kind of person I was.”

      Jim didn’t answer immediately, and Riley turned from the Tower to face him.

      “You were always special,” Jim said. He placed a hand on Riley’s arm. “I was proud of you then, and I’m proud of you now.”

      Riley’s chest tightened. His journey had been a long one to get to where he was now, but he wanted to be the son that would make Jim proud.

      “And this Charlotte thing….”

      His dad’s expression didn’t change. “What about it?”

      “I get she’s good at what she does, I saw some of her work, but she’s Josiah Harrold’s daughter, and apples don’t fall far from the tree.” He released a noisy huff. “What about sabotage at Hayes Oil, or her exploiting the connection to CH and me? Are you sure you’re doing the right thing?”

      “Riley, I would have thought you’d be a lot more understanding of a person trying to escape the way they were brought up.” Jim said this with a smile, but with a hint of steel in his voice.

      “So, you’re saying trust you and everything will be okay?”

      “Yes, exactly.”

      Riley wasn’t exactly reassured, but he did trust his dad at the heart of it all. “Let’s do this, then.”

      When they walked in through the main door and faced the security desk and the bank of lifts, the art-deco-style prism facets in two huge glass windows sent rays of colored light onto the marble floors. Riley let the mask slip into place. Here he was Millionaire Riley Hayes, representing the family at Hayes Oil. He wasn’t daddy, or husband, or friend. He was focused and ready to fight his corner if he needed to.

      The journey to the Hayes Oil floor was fast, but long enough for Riley to critically assess what he looked like. He’d worn the gray Armani, his shoes polished to a high sheen, his white shirt crisp, and Jack’s favorite blue tie knotted perfectly. To be fair, he was already bored by the idea of the meeting. The management team was excellent, the company doing well, and he begrudged the time away from his own company to listen to all the things they would be discussing today. He really wished Jack was with him; at least that would alleviate the boredom.

      Time to go, then.

      An assistant met them at the elevator and guided them to the main boardroom. Riley couldn’t help but notice a number of new faces in the small groups, all standing around with coffee in hand. Things had changed with Jim at the helm. The management team welcomed him in, gave him coffee, and talked about impersonal things like stocks and shares and how CH was doing. All things he could answer without hesitation. CH was his baby, and it was growing exponentially.

      Riley spotted Charlotte Harrold as he was taking his seat. She looked directly at him, smiled, then stared down at the papers in front of her before he could nod in acknowledgment.

      The meeting started promptly. Josh was next to him. Riley had deliberately sat away from Jim. Riley was a shareholder, and he was here to listen to business, not to be any kind of reminder of the Hayes family if he could help it.

      Riley doodled on his pad as various standard things were discussed. The minutes of the last meeting were read and agreed, various appointments voted on. Riley approved everything Jim had suggested in the meeting, because he trusted what his dad was doing. Josh was taking the same line.

      The first break was definitely needed. An hour of dry talking was more than enough for Riley to wish he was at home. Josh followed him away from the table, and they chose a corner where they could talk. Josh was not only Jack’s brother, he was Riley’s friend. They spoke about the kids, but as Riley shared the usual news with his brother-in-law, he could see something was worrying him. He put it down to Josh hating being at these meetings as much as Riley did. He was wrong.

      After they’d talked about Hayley and the whole dress request, Josh said, “Logan is turning our hair gray.”

      “It’s a teenager’s job,” Riley said. He felt like an old hand now at this issue. They had the dress, and that had gone kind of okay. The dance itself wasn’t until this weekend, but that was another step altogether.

      “He’s acting out worse than normal. I don’t know what’s going on with him.”

      “I’m sure he’ll grow out of it,” Riley reassured.

      “This is different.” Josh didn’t elaborate, and at that moment they were called back into the meeting, so they didn’t get to finish the talk. Riley made a mental note to mention to Jack what Josh had said. Maybe Logan could come to the ranch for the summer. He was a good kid, and he loved the horses. Not to mention Hayley would probably follow him around like a puppy.

      The rest of the meeting passed in a blur. Nothing too controversial was decided, and Riley was on his third page of doodling when it ended. Small groups chatted in corners at a buffet lunch, and Riley began to make his excuses. He really wanted to go home. Unfortunately the plan fell apart when Charlotte cornered him. She’d been efficiently excellent all morning, but Riley couldn’t help the resentment whenever he considered how he knew her, and the images he held in his memories.

      “Can I talk to you for a moment?” she asked.

      Riley couldn’t think of a reason why he shouldn’t speak to her. She was on the Hayes management team, and this could be a work matter. He caught Jim’s gaze and telegraphed his caution. Jim nodded, then turned back to the group he’d been chatting to.

      “Of course.” Riley was polite and tried not to think about how uncomfortable she made him feel. She’s good at her job. Dad hired her. He must see something in her. I should give her five minutes.

      “Would you…?” She looked left and right at the people near them. “Could we find a quiet space?”

      Riley’s stomach sank. A quiet space meant this wasn’t work, and fuck, he wasn’t ready for talking about what he’d seen. Instead he put his Business Riley mask in place and nodded. He led them out of the main board space and down the corridor to what used to be his old map room. The memories were good ones—so many days sitting t cross-legged on the carpet pouring over massive geological mapping surveys. The room hadn’t changed, it was still being used as a map room, but he wondered how many of the geologists now working at Hayes Oil sat on the floor like he used to. The door shut behind them, and abruptly Riley was left with having to face a moment from his past that he resented having in his head.

      “I wanted to talk to you,” Charlotte began. She crossed her arms over her chest, dropped them, and then paced to the nearest map table and back again.

      “Go on.” Riley felt like he needed to add something there because she was staring at him.

      “I think I owe you an apology.”

      “No, you don’t,” Riley snapped. “Lisa maybe, but not me.”

      Charlotte closed her eyes, and Riley saw the change in her posture. No longer uncertain, she seemed beaten. “An explanation, then,” she said.

      Riley opened his mouth to say something, then shut it again. An explanation was something he could handle if that is what she needed to get off her chest.

      “Heroin,” she began. Her posture changed again, she stood taller, her shoulders back, and determination was written in her expression. “That was my poison. We all have them, from self-doubt to anxiety all the way through to dependence on drugs, the doubts plague us. I chose heroin as the way to escape… everything.”

      By everything, Riley assumed she meant the family she’d been born into. He could understand that.

      “I was never as good as JJ. He was the golden boy—” She stopped. “I don’t expect you to know.”

      Riley huffed a laugh. “Older brother, asshole, favorite son? You’d be surprised.”

      Charlotte’s eyes widened momentarily. “Yes, I guess you do. I didn’t do what you did, though, I let it eat away at me and drugs became my way of proving to everyone they were right and I was a fuck-up.”

      Riley held his tongue. He’d chosen sleeping around and acting out as his way of showing the world that his father and brother were right about him. He’d been no paragon of virtue—blackmailing Jack was a case in point—and only by luck had he never chosen narcotics to emphasize who he was.

      She continued. “That was when Jeff came back into my life again. We’d had this on-off relationship, a toxic thing.” She touched her throat and hesitated, bleakness filling her eyes. “I let him hurt me. Part of me expected it.” She looked back at Riley. “I can’t believe I’m telling you this.”

      Riley held up a hand, then held it out to her. She took it cautiously, and he encouraged her to sit on the carpet. He joined her, and they sat opposite each other, leaning back against the table legs.

      “I used to sit in here on the floor all the time,” Riley said with a fond smile. “Jeff never actually came in here, and my dad despaired of me.”

      “I used to hide in the kitchens at home. I learned to cook that way.”

      Riley nodded. “We both had our coping mechanisms, and we came out the other side.”

      “I never meant to hurt Lisa,” she blurted out. “I don’t know why I did that…. Jeff and I had been apart for so long, but he said she couldn’t give him what he wanted, and all he wanted to do was hurt me.” She dipped her gaze, “he liked to hurt. And I was this desperate mess who believed that was what she wanted…” She buried her face in her hands. “Lisa must hate me.”

      “Lisa doesn’t know,” Riley admitted.

      Charlotte looked at him, her eyes glassy. “You didn’t tell her?”

      “The Hayes family was always good with secrets,” Riley deadpanned. He stopped himself. Charlotte didn’t need the offhand summaries; she and Riley needed to get this sorted. “No, I didn’t tell her. What was the point? She was so happy. She was pregnant with Annabelle, and my brother hadn’t entirely ruined her back then.”

      “Will you tell her now?”

      Riley considered the kind of secrets that sat inside his family, including the big one that hung over them all like a blade waiting to fall. He tried to never think about it, never talk about it, but still, what Lisa had done was something that would be part of his life forever.

      “No,” he said. “No point. Jeff is dead, and Lisa is doing well with the kids.”

      “And you?”

      “Me?”

      “Will you forgive me?”

      Riley paused. He tried not to think about his anger at finding out she was working at Hayes. He attempted not to focus on the graphic images in his head, then he lied, because it seemed like the right thing to do. “Easily.”

      “Thank you, Riley.” She exhaled noisily, then her expression changed. “I’m clean now,” she began with earnest conviction. “That day, when you saw me, what I was doing, it was the first day of admitting what I was becoming. I’m not saying it was easy, and from that day I was done with it all, but I’ve made my amends where I need to. In case you were worried, I have a sponsor, and it’s been six years, three months, and eleven days now. I said Jim could talk to her if he needed to. He said he didn’t.”

      “Dad speaks highly of you.”

      “You were lucky, Riley,” she began. “You turned out to have a real father who actually cared. I remember the day that we heard Gerald wasn’t your real father. All Josiah could say was that he’d known Gerald would never have a fag for a son. That made me laugh, given he has me as a daughter. My girlfriend, Meg, is a teacher. He hates the fact I have a girlfriend, and you know what? I don’t give a rat’s ass what he thinks anymore.”

      The unsure, worried woman who had walked into the map room had become something very different, more like the confident woman she’d been in the boardroom. She was smiling as she talked about Meg. Riley realized one thing: she was happy, he was happy, and Jeff should be left in the past where he belonged, along with all the shitty memories.

      “I think we’re done with Jeff.” Riley voiced his summary out loud. He stood and extended a hand, helping her to her feet.

      She brushed down her skirt and straightened her blouse and jacket. Then she hugged Riley, pulled him tight close, her head only coming to the middle of his chest though she wore heels. He hesitated for a moment, then hugged her back.

      When they separated, she had the flush of embarrassment on her face. “Thank you,” she said.

      Riley had never realized that confronting something from his and Jeff’s less than stellar past would prove to be cathartic. “No, thank you.”

      She left the room, and Jim came in as soon as she’d gone. He came to stand next to Riley.

      “Saw you leave with her. Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah,” Riley said. Impulsively, he hugged Jim. “Thank goodness you’re my dad,” he muttered into Jim’s neck.

      Jim tightened his hold back. “Thank goodness you’re my son.”

      When they separated, they were grinning like idiots, but didn’t say anything more about it.

      “You remember the day you found me in here? When I’d been given the marry-for-love ultimatum?”

      “I remember. I never thought it would turn out the way it did.”

      Riley smiled to himself. “Me neither. Glad it did, though.”
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