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      Matt took a deep breath, trying hard not to scream at his twin brother Luke. Shouting did more harm than good most days, but that fact didn’t ease the temptation, really. The truth was that Matt needed help on the ranch, and Luke should’ve been able to do some of the lighter jobs, but he was still sitting around on his ass feeling sorry for himself.

      Guilt immediately clawed at Matt’s gut. Luke deserved some downtime. Thirty-two missions with an eighty-two percent success rate meant nothing to Uncle Sam once that rate went down the toilet, thanks to an IED, a bunch of shattered bones, two surgeries, and a scad of scars. Luke had given up a lot to be a SEAL and was now giving up even more of his life trying to recover.

      But that didn’t mean Matt didn’t need help.

      So, instead of ramping up and stomping his damned boot heels, Matt counted to ten. “Hey, bud. I need some help with the foals.”

      “Help doing what? I’m no cowboy.”

      He peered into a face that ought to have been as familiar as his own, but somehow it wasn’t. He was older by eight minutes, but Luke seemed like he was in his forties already, lines around his mouth that Matt didn’t share, a hardness in his eyes.

      “No, but you’re what I got, and I need help.” Luke was all about helping people, right? Matt was trying to appeal to his basic nature.

      “Okay.” Luke moved himself from the sofa to his wheelchair using his upper body strength, the heavy braces on his legs brutal as all get out. The doctors said he’d walk again without them and the crutches as long as Luke did his therapy, but Matt knew Luke didn’t believe it.

      Matt needed Luke to start believing.

      Hell, he didn’t give a living shit what the ornery son of a bitch believed in—Santa Claus, flying monkeys, yetis. He was easy. Matt wanted his easygoing, laughing twin back. Damn it, he was the quiet, serious one. The frickin’ cowboy.

      He held the door open for Luke, waiting for the wheelchair maneuver that caused the most trouble. Door jambs.

      He’d fixed the ramp up, but the door would have to wait until he figured out where Luke was going to light for good. God knew his brother had always said he hated living in the back of beyond, which was why he’d gone into the Navy.

      Luke managed to get out of the doorway without scraping his knuckles too bad. He’d suggested those fingerless leather glove deals, but Luke had responded poorly. His belly showed the bruises from Luke’s no.

      Luke still packed a hell of a punch.

      They got down to the barn without too much trouble because Matt had graded the path a bit, and the foaling stalls would be a simple in and out, even with the wheelchair. He’d stabled a couple three foals when he fed, just to give Luke something to do.

      The horses knew they were coming, hooves slamming against the dirt. In the barn, the whinnies started right away.

      “They love you,” he told Luke. “I don’t fucking understand it.”

      Luke snorted. “They love the idea of some company, is all. Takes me longer to groom them, so I stay with them. They like that.”

      “Uh-huh.” Matt didn’t give a shit on the whys. He just cared about the love. His best mare, Shana, nosed over the stall door, her time in quarantine obviously chafing her. She had a cut just below her hock and had to stay in. “Hey, baby girl. How you doing today?”

      He rubbed her velvet-soft nose, let her nibble on his palm.

      She blew, bobbing her head up and down.

      “Soon. I promise. Maybe today.” He looked over at Luke. “You need help, or you good?”

      “I got it.” Luke started with the last stall, and Matt headed out to check the yearlings.

      He was beginning to think this whole thing was going to work; he really was. The horses were thriving—the cattle were working the back forty. All he had to do was hold on for a little longer.

      
        * * *

      

      Luke would never tell Matt, but working with the horses soothed him deep down. Calmed his rage, for sure.

      He had a lot of rage these days.

      There was no way to be pissed around these long-legged beauties, though. No way in hell. The foal he was working with, a bay with a white star on her forehead, nuzzled his cheek, that nose so soft.

      “Hey, sweet baby.” He grabbed the brush and started working, making sure to touch the foal all over, gentling her as easily as he could.

      She nibbled at him, curious but not nervous. She trusted him, and Luke felt honored. This was the one good thing in a mess of shit. He worked up a sweat grooming her to make up for the big plastic syringe of meds he was going to stuff down her throat.

      It was necessary, though, and Matt was a psycho about taking care of things—horses, and broken soldiers, and Dad, and everything.

      He did love Matt for it—he really did. Luke grinned. Loved Matt, but wanted to beat him.

      Like, with a hammer.

      He chuckled when the foal lipped at his shirt because he’d stopped.

      “You greedy girl, pushing me.”

      She snorted hard, blowing his pocket open. Yeah, she was hunting treats.

      “So smart!” He rubbed her ears, giving praise. He could hear Matt in the pasture, whistling up a storm, the sound as familiar as his very bones, sunk deep into Luke’s skin. His chest tightened, because he loved his brother, damn it, and that was what kept him going right now.

      The whistles stopped for a half-second and he knew Matt was wondering if he was okay, if Matt should come check on him. Luke held his breath, willing Matt to just go back to work. Fine. He was fine.

      Sometimes being a twin sucked. When he’d learned all he wanted to know about shrapnel, Matt had been in the ER with a migraine bad enough that he’d been convulsing. There was a thing between them, whether or not they wanted it.

      The whistling started up again, and if it sounded strained, well, who was gonna mention it.

      Not him, sure as shit. He just wanted to play with the foals and pretend he wasn’t broke-dick.

      The foal’s head lifted, the sound of a pickup truck that wasn’t Matt’s humming in his ears.

      “Oh, goddamn motherfucker.” Matt’s words floated in, carried by pure rage.

      Interesting.

      He eased out of the stall after giving a piece of apple to the foal and rolled to the barn door to peek out. A shiny black GMC king cab sat out there, and a man stood next to it, his pressed Wranglers and suit coat speaking money.

      Now, who the hell was this and why did Matt look like he was fixin’ to open a can of class A certified whup ass?

      The guy was young enough, maybe early thirties. He had pretty smile lines and a flat belly under a big silver buckle, and he was giving Matt a wry grin. “Now, don’t be sore, Matt,” he began. “You’re still having trouble making payments and you know it.”

      “Go to hell, McConnell. Shit, go to fucking Arkansas. I don’t care but get off my land.”

      “They’re going to drive you off, Matt. It’s inevitable. I’m trying to get you a fair deal in the process.”

      “No, you want that acreage, and that’s all you give a shit about.” Matt slapped his hand against the hood of the pickup. “Off.”

      “You are one stubborn, stupid asshole, Matt LeBlanc.”

      Oh, now. That was getting personal. Luke wheeled out into the yard, following the path he knew Matt had graded for him. “Who the hell are you to call my brother an asshole?”

      “You must be the soldier come home from the war. Thank you for your service.”

      “I was a sailor.”

      “Right.” The guy chuckled. “Rory McConnell. I went to school with your brother John.”

      He tilted his head. John was the baby, a good five years younger than them, eight years younger than Mark. “You’re just an infant then.”

      “It’s not the age, it’s the experience.” Rory winked at him, blue eyes merry. The expression made Luke want to smile back, except that this guy had called Matt an asshole.

      “Get off my land, McConnell. I mean it.” Matt sounded about as mean as a snake. Luke glanced at him, noticing the narrowed eyes and pressed-together lips.

      “I’m going. I’m not trying to be a dick, Matt. I’m really not. Better to sell now than to get your ass foreclosed on, you know? Just think about selling me that back fifty acres, if nothing else.” McConnell slapped the hood of his truck before walking back to the driver’s side door and hopping in.

      “Sell? Foreclosed? What the fuck, Matt?”

      “I missed a few payments back when Dad went in the hospital.” Matt’s shoulders drew up around his ears. “I didn’t want to worry you.”

      The big pickup pulled out in a rush of gravel and exhaust, McConnell not smiling now.

      “Matty! I got cash. I wouldn’t fucking leave you hurting.”

      “I know that, Lu. I do.” Matt relaxed enough to give him a wry smile. “You also have a long recovery ahead of you, and the VA sucks.”

      “Yeah, yeah. How much? And don’t lie.”

      Matt swallowed hard, his throat working visibly. “I’m catching up. I am. I was three months in the hole, and I still owed half the taxes. I only owe about three thousand.”

      “I’ll give it to you. I can write you a check right now.”

      Matt’s mouth took on a stubborn, flat line. “I can do it. I’ve got a sale coming up, and I think that one yearling I have will pay off the whole back debt.”

      “Fine, but let me cover it until you do. Hell, I’m staying here, eating your food, everything. Let me have some fucking worth, would you?”

      Matt blinked for a moment, then nodded, coming to put a hand on his shoulder. “Okay, Lu. I get it. I do. We’ll draw up a quick loan, though. So, you’re actually the owner if I default somehow.”

      “What? We’re going to be partners now?” He smiled, though, because the thought didn’t suck.

      A slow smile spread over Matt’s face. “Would that work for you? I like the idea.”

      “Don’t you grin at me, Matty.” Still, they just smiled at each other like monkeys.

      “Yeah. Well. Let me finish with the yearlings, and we’ll clean up and go into town. We’ll need a notary.”

      “Does that mean you’ll feed me Mexican?”

      “Hell, yeah. I’ll even spring for El Chico.” Matt gripped his shoulder a moment longer, the gratitude clear in his expression. “Did you finish up with the babies?”

      “I got one to dose, that’s it. I was wondering what the fuck was up with McConnell there.”

      Matt snorted. “He’s in some development war with that asshole Doug Harris down at the bank.”

      “Development war? Here? Are you shitting me?”

      “Nope.” Matt sighed. “Harris bought up about three hundred acres before anyone knew what he was doing. This place is like the iceberg blocking his cruise ship or something. McConnell owns about fifty acres behind us, but there’s no road access. It was a stupid buy. I reckon he’s going to try and buy me—us—out and then sell to Harris and make a fortune.”

      “Well, he can’t have it. Either one of them.” Luke put on his determined face, knowing it would make Matt laugh.

      “No. No, this is ours.” Matt grinned when he said ‘ours’. Hugely. “Okay, get the dosing done. El Chico awaits.”

      “Dude, tableside guacamole and apple pie.”

      “You pig.”

      “Oink oink.” Luke winked before turning his chair and rolling back to the barn. He felt better than he had in weeks, as if he finally had a purpose.

      He wasn’t sure what the fucking purpose was, but at least he had one. For right now, he’d take it.
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      “Rory. I just saw Matthew LeBlanc at the bank.” His assistant, Lori, bustled into his office and dropped a Subway bag on his desk.

      “No shit?” His cotton-candy-haired, gum-popping girl missed nothing that happened in Mt. Pleasant.

      “No shit. He’s got his brother with him. The dude-I-got-wounded-at-war one. He’s a hottie.”

      Again, no shit. Somehow, Matthew LeBlanc was just another cowboy while Luke LeBlanc oozed hot asshole. Too bad said hot asshole was one, in a wheelchair, two, most likely straight and a former SEAL—making the possibility of getting to the aforementioned asshole highly fucking unlikely—and three, Matthew LeBlanc’s twin brother.

      Of course, Rory did love a challenge. “Did they have a big bag of cash to deposit?”

      “He looked pretty damned smug, boss.”

      “Huh.” He bit his lower lip.

      “I know, right? Weird.”

      “Well, people are allowed to go the bank.” He hoped it had been to pay off the back payments.

      “Yeah, and I’m allowed all the conjecture I want.”

      “True.” Rory winked at her. “Thanks for lunch.”

      “You bought it,” she said, waving before flouncing off.

      Little turd. He did adore her. Rory stretched out in his chair, his back popping furiously. Damn. Maybe he needed to get out more. He felt as if all he’d done in the last few months was plot and scheme against a certain land developer.

      Skullduggery was not a physically active job.

      God, he cracked himself up.

      He stood up as his phone rang and he tapped the Bluetooth headset. “Yeah, Lori?”

      “I have Mr. Takashi calling from Tokyo.”

      Oh, cool. Maybe there was something interesting going on—a catastrophe of mammoth proportions that would give him something fun to do. “Patch him through.”

      “You got it.”

      Rory geared up for a long discussion in Japanese-glish, glad that it would keep him from calling Elaine down at the bank and bullying her into jeopardizing her job by telling him what Matt and Luke LeBlanc were up to.

      He kept telling people it was dangerous to let him get bored. No one ever believed him.

      “Konnichi wa, Takashi-san. How are you today?”
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      Luke wheeled his chair through the aisles at the Walmart, keeping his head down a little so he didn’t have to talk to anyone. God knew he hated this frickin’ store, but it was the only game nearby for some of the shit on Matt’s shopping list. Matt had taken off with the damned cart, and Luke had a lap full of toilet paper and Ziploc bags.

      He couldn’t reach the fucking paper towels. Asshole stockers. Why did all the Brawny ones have to be on the top two shelves?

      “You need a hand?” a warm, vaguely familiar voice asked.

      The urge to snarl was huge and didn’t fade when he looked up and saw a hard body with the brightest blue eyes he’d ever seen and a shock of white-blond hair peeking under a 10X Stetson.

      Fucking rhinestone cowboy banker butthead.

      “Brawny,” he ground out.

      “You got it.” The man attached to the voice pulled down a three-pack for him. “Here you go. Luke, right?”

      “Yeah. Thanks.”

      “Anytime.” He got another of those smiles, like this McConnell dude wasn’t trying to buy the county. “I bet Matt is glad to have you home.”

      “Yeah. I guess. Sure.” Christ. Small talk. Fuck. This guy was a real piece of work.

      “Are you okay?” McConnell sounded genuinely concerned, which had to be put on, right?

      “Luke. Hey. What do you want, McConnell?”

      “I was going to hand your brother paper towels and then turn him to the dark side. We have cookies.”

      “Ha.” Matt scowled at the man, then at him. “You disappeared.”

      “Right,” Luke said. “I blend in.”

      “Like a goddamn ghost. You need anything else, McConnell?”

      “You are a prickly old fuck, aren’t you, Matt?” Another one of those wild grins showed up, McConnell looking damned fine, which Luke would never admit out loud.

      “Damn right. I’m paid up, too, back on schedule, so fuck off.”

      “Good for you.” The dude didn’t sound sarcastic. Luke stared at him, but McConnell only smiled, cheerful as fuck. “You holler at me if you change your mind, though. Not Harris.”

      “Like I’d ever sell to you.”

      McConnell staggered back, hands clasped over his chest. “Matt, you wound me to the core.”

      Oh, Matt was going to kick this guy’s ass. Luke would watch. It would be a hoot.

      Matt bared his teeth. “Go away.”

      “Your brother is a mean man. If he starts abusing you, or hell, versy-vicey, let me know. I’ll either save you or pay to watch.” With that, McConnell sauntered off.

      What the fucking fuck?

      Matt stared at McConnell’s back, mouth hanging open. “Was he just coming on to you?”

      “Who would come on to me, man?”

      Swatting at him, Matt clucked like a mother hen. “Maybe he has a thing for meals on wheels, bro.”

      “Oh, fuck you and the horse you rode on.”

      “Luke LeBlanc! You watch your mouth!”

      The sound of Miss Feezle’s voice was still as sharp as it had been when he was taking freshman English in high school. “Yes, ma’am. Sorry, ma’am.”

      If Matt laughed even once, Luke was going to kill him.

      “You are a decorated war hero, and I expect you to act as such, young man.” She glared down at him, and he had one of those weird out-of-time moments. She seemed just the same. It had been, what? Fifteen years? Sixteen? And she hadn’t changed. “Thank you for your service and your sacrifice. You must wear the label of hero for those young people looking up to you.”

      “Have to be pretty damn short to do that, bro,” Matt spoke so softly that only he caught it.

      Luke summoned a smile. “Thank you, Miss Feezle.” He wanted to scream that it didn’t take any courage at all to get surprised by a kid wrapped in an explosive vest under his clothes. He didn’t. Go him.

      “Goodbye, boys. Say hello to John and Mark for me.”

      “Will do.” Matt’s eyes rolled like dice across a slick table.

      Miss Feezle whapped Matt on the butt, the sound just like when they’d taken licks at school rather than do detention. Not that Miss Feezle would admit to administering illegal capital punishment.

      “Lord have mercy.” Luke shook his head. “I’m so glad to be home.” Sarcasm dripped from him like venom.

      Matt shot him a sympathetic glance. “It’d be the same anywhere, you know. Hell, the hospital made you homicidal.”

      “I know. I know, man. I just wish…” Well, it was pretty obvious what he wished. He wished that the scars and the weakness and the pain and the horseshit was a fucking nightmare so that he could go back to work.

      And if frogs had wings they wouldn’t bump their froggy butts.

      “Well, at least you know you have an admirer,” Matt teased.

      “Hey, so do you.” He dropped his voice. “Miss Feezle the Dominatrix.”

      “Dude! You are totally a perv! Do you kiss our momma with that mouth?”

      “Like Mom doesn’t swear like a sailor. She’s the toughest broad alive. She eats nails to sharpen her teeth.” Luke adored her.

      Matt chuckled, grabbing all the shit out of Luke’s lap and putting it in the cart. “She’s a tough bird, for sure. Had to be with us around.”

      “Well, she is married to Preacher.” Dad’s name was in no way an indicator to his personality. Preacher was salt of the earth, stubborn as a bull, and stronger than an ox. He’d been a bulldogger and had still roped on the circuit up to the stroke. He said that since the years of being a baseball and a football dad were done, he got bored.

      “She is, for sure.” Luke chuckled. That was how they all got named for apostles… She was a sick, amazing old girl.

      “Come on. We need to buy hummingbird food.”

      “You pansy,” he teased.

      Matt snorted. “Sue me. I like tiny birds.”

      “And cardinals and blue jays and finches…” Crazy obsession, bird watching. Matt even liked mockingbirds.

      “There’s nothing pansy about feeding birds.”

      “No?”

      “Nope. Now, being your twin is like inevitable pansiness.”

      Luke looked over at Matt. “What does that mean?”

      “Shit, you’re a fucking stud. I’m a broke-dick cowboy. What is it supposed to mean?”

      Luke raised an eyebrow. “I’m the one who’s short now. Bird food.”

      “You’re still my hero. It’s in the garden center. Come on.”

      Luke had to shake his head and grin, wheeling around to follow Matt. Still Matty’s hero, and he didn’t even have to stop cursing to be an example.

      Felt pretty fucking good, to be honest.
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      “Now, are you sure you don’t want to sell that other three acres, Mr. Lyons?” Rory asked. “I’ll let you use it indefinitely as long as you utilize it for pasture, and that way I’m paying the taxes on it.”

      Poor old guy couldn’t afford the taxes on his hundred-acre spread, and Rory would be damned if Harris would get this parcel, as close as it was to the state highway. The three acres the house and barns sat on Lyons wanted to keep, and that would be enough for his two horses and dozen chickens.

      This game of checkers he was playing with Harris was an expensive one, but it would be worth it. Harris wanted to sell to developers, but this was ranch land. There were condos everywhere—the world didn’t need more.

      It didn’t hurt that Harris had outed Rory five years ago and tried to ruin his reputation. Well, tried was more like managed, and reputation was a strong word because, damn, folks discovered that a rich queer cowboy was just fine to do business with.

      The rich part had taken some work and a lot of fast talking. The occasional blow job. Good thing Rory was exceptional on his knees.

      He grinned as Lyons agreed to the deal. “I’ll come out to the house with the paperwork tomorrow, then. Sound good?”

      “It does.” If the old feller had a tear in his eye, Rory wasn’t gonna mention it. “Thank you, boy. I couldn’t stay if you didn’t do this for me, and that damned Harris is pushing.”

      “I want you to stay. If your son changes his mind and decides to come back, I’ll offer it to him before I do anything else, okay?” He clapped Mr. Lyons on the shoulder.

      “You’re a good ’un. One of our own.”

      “That I am.” The McConnells had been landowners here since before Texas had bowed to statehood. Rory intended to keep that going for generations, even if he had to adopt or something. Hopefully, his sisters would produce heirs at some point. They really needed to graduate from college and high school first.

      Teenage girls were evil incarnate.

      He waved at Mr. Lyons, then hopped into his truck. He had three messages. Mom. His cousin Dooley. One from Lori. Hers just said, “Check in.”

      “Mmm. Czech Inn. I should go to West soon.” He dialed the office. Maybe he’d run down to Austin this weekend and get laid. “Hola, Chiquita banana, what’s up?”

      “Hey, boss. Two things. Your mom called and says to stop avoiding her, and Harris just tried to put a lien on Lilly McAllen. Did you get the contract signed yesterday?”

      “Yep. Her check should fund today and she can pay off his loan.” Ha! Score. Looked like Lilly’s Café would be staying right where it was.

      “Excellent.” Lori was having almost as much fun as he was. “How did it go with Mr. Lyons?”

      “We’re in like Flynn.”

      “Harris is going to shoot you in the face with a bazooka.”

      “He’s gonna try.” Rory wasn’t stupid. He knew he’d lose some in this game, but it was a numbers thing and he intended to show Harris how a McConnell played hardball.

      He would never forget the man slapping him in the face with his dick, calling him a whore. He’d taken Fred Miller down, Chris Baker, too. There was only the big dog left now.

      “He sure does hate you,” Lori said, sounding fiendishly pleased. “Don’t forget you have that charity dinner tonight.”

      “Right. Suit or formal cowboy attire?”

      “Cowboy. This is rodeo relief fund stuff.”

      “Got it.” He made a mental note. Not that Lori wouldn’t put a reminder on his electronic calendar. “Tell me we got my white shirts to the cleaners.”

      He counted on her to remember for him.

      “Starched and pressed. Here at the office. Call your mother.” She hung up without letting him growl.

      He rolled his eyes. Just what he wanted, another session of the ‘I’m going to kill your sisters’ club meeting. Still, he supposed he could fake a dead spot when she got going.

      The idea left him with a smile on his face when he dialed and when Mom answered. “You rang?” Rory said.

      “Actually, that was you. Did Lori finally bully you into calling?”

      “Yup!” he answered, just as cheery as could be. “I saw you texted, too. How’s your very own personal episode of Cruel Little Girl Liars or whatever it is?”

      “I’m fairly sure she’s a vampire. Possibly an extra from Salem.”

      “That’s witches, or is it teen smoking?” He chuckled. “I can take her to the mall Sunday.”

      “Oh, would you? Your dad is on the ‘Rowenna’s never leaving the house again without supervision’ thing and I have to run to Austin to help Aislin buy her spring formal dress.”

      “Yeah.” So much for his own trip to Austin. “As long as you bring back kolaches and pecan rolls.”

      “I can do that. How are you? Keeping busy?”

      “You have no idea.” He grinned, thinking how Harris really might try to shoot him over this Lyons deal. No more strip mall plans, thank you. “I have some charity thing tonight. Pray for me.”

      “Oh, poor baby. You have my sympathies.”

      “Thanks. You know how much I adore some of the folks who come to these events.” Only not.

      “You live for this shit and you know it.”

      “Listen to you!” Sometimes she could still shock him.

      “It’s true. No fighting.” She chuckled. “I have enough of that with your sister and your daddy.”

      “Teenagers suck.”

      “Yep. You should remember that well, you little hellion.”

      “Hey!” He cracked up. “I was an angel.” Rory had been trying, and he knew it. Oh, not because he’d been a bad kid. No, he’d been a geek and something of a prodigy, and his folks were left scratching their heads most of the time.

      “Yeah. You were mine, that’s for sure. Aislin is just like your daddy. Rowenna is… Christ, I don’t know. A changeling.”

      Yeah, sixteen was just hard, especially when you were a dark little gothy thing and your big sister had been the homecoming queen and class president.

      “Like I said, I’ll pick her up Sunday. After church, or is she still protesting that?”

      “Pick her up at eleven. The stores won’t be open before then, anyway.”

      “Will do. Love you.” That had gone well. Mom did like to hear he was doing shit for charity.

      Hell, she liked to hear that she was going to get time away from Ro. Those two were like fire and matches.

      “Love you, too. Bye.”

      He shook his head and headed back to his office, leaving himself a voice memo to get the paperwork ready for this deal and to pick his baby sister up on Sunday.
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      “Seriously?” Luke was so not going there. He would let Matt drag him out of the house for charity, but this was not ‘some cowboy assistance get-together’. This was some kind of formal do at a fancy-assed hotel. He put the brakes on his chair and dug in, glaring at his twin.

      “You don’t have to wear your dress blues, for fuck’s sake. I got your good jeans creased.”

      Jesus save him from fucking cowboys.

      “Great. I can itch all night.”

      “I’ll spray the insides with Caladryl.”

      “Funny.” Luke gave in. “Fine. Cowboy duds it is.”

      “I do love it when you’re easy.” Matt gave him a shit-eating grin. “The food should be good.”

      “I sure hope so.” Luke deserved something fried. Or cocktail wieners.

      “It’s gonna be brisket and sausage.” Right. This was Texas, after all. Barbecue was king and way cheaper than chicken-fried steak.

      He could live with that.

      Half an hour later, they arrived at the event thing, and damned if some dude didn’t let them out of the vehicle and take Matt’s keys to valet park the truck.

      Matt grabbed his wheelchair, then helped him out of the truck and into the chair. “There you are. Let’s go.”

      “I can wheel myself, you know.” He didn’t need Matt to push; he wasn’t totally helpless.

      “Do you want to? I’m easy.”

      “Just help me get through the doors.” They had a revolving monstrosity here.

      “It’s a deal.” Matt eased him in, then shot him a grin. “Thanks for the company, Lu. I appreciate it.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just because you can’t find a nice man to hook up with.”

      “Shut up, fuckmonkey.”

      Yeah, Matt wasn’t in the closet as much as he was the pickiest motherfucker on earth.

      They squeezed his chair through the door, and boom. Sparkly ballroom with lots of glamorous folks in cowboy finery. Jesus. His balls actually tried to crawl up into his body at the thought of dealing with this.

      “We’ll stay through my part of the auction, I’ll go up and stand and smile, and we’ll leave. Okay?”

      “Yeah.” Luke bared his teeth in what he hoped was a smile. “Thanks, bro.”

      “Yeah, yeah. I know. I owe you. I’ll cook for a week.”

      “Mac and cheese, and it’s all good.” Luke winked.

      “You know it.” Matt grinned, then sighed. “I see old man Lefevre waving. You got this?”

      “Yeah. Hopefully, the chair will terrify folks.”

      “If it doesn’t, start drooling. That always works.” Matt patted his shoulder and left him. Asshole.

      He glanced around. Ah. Cash bar. He could get a Coke and hide behind the ferns.

      He rolled up, managing to get around the side where the bartender could actually see him. “Coke, please.”

      “I’ll get this one, Jim, and I need a Corona.” A twenty was handed over, and Rory McConnell leaned over to offer him a grin. “How’s it going?”

      “Uh. Well, I feel short.” Brilliant, LeBlanc. Fucking A.

      “Yeah. I mean, it’s got to be a little screwed up, talking to people’s crotches all day. That would piss me off.”

      “Depends on the crotch.” Did he just say that? Okay, he was officially brain-deficient.

      McConnell let out this amazing sound that was part duck call, part horny moose. “That, I also understand, believe it or not. You mind if I sit?”

      Did he mind? Probably not, but his twin sure as shit would, and he had to live with Matt. So Luke glanced around and brazened it out. “Where? On my lap?”

      “As much as I’d love that, I imagine that your brother would cut my nuts off with a pair of rusty spurs, so I’ll pass. This time. Next time you ask, though, I’ll ride you like a prize pony.”

      Luke’s cheeks heated until he thought they might burst into flame. “You don’t need to mess with me, man. That’s not right.” No one would want to ride him in this condition.

      McConnell gave him a weird look, then his eyes went wide. “I didn’t mean offense, man. You’re still a stud, even when the big queen makes a pass. I promise.”

      “What?” Now, he was confused as fuck.

      “I’m the only openly gay guy in this whole county over the age of fifteen, honey. It’s okay. Here’s your Coke.” McConnell handed him his drink, then took a steady pull on the longneck the bartender handed over.

      McConnell wasn’t even blushing; the words just straightforward as fuck.

      Luke decided to give as good as he got. “Well, woo-hoo for you, honey. That means your gaydar is working. Thing is, you don’t have to try to fool me into thinking you’d look twice at me.”

      “Why exactly wouldn’t I?”

      Luke blew out a breath, motioning at his wheelchair with a sweep of his bruised, cut hands. “Hello!”

      “Shit.” McConnell looked at him like he was a moron. “I had an earth-shattering six months with a paraplegic who played for a wheelchair basketball team. He turned my ass inside out.”

      Luke’s mouth fell open, and he stared. That was all he could do. Was this guy for real?

      McConnell found a chair tucked away behind the potted plants and plopped down, sucking back another long swallow of beer.

      “God, this thing tastes like ass. I hate crappy beer.”

      Luke chuckled. “It’s a Bud. How bad can it be?”

      “I know, right? It’s not like I have the palate of a cones…a coneseur…a fancy pants.”

      Luke frowned. How many had McConnell had before he showed up? That would explain a lot, even if the guy didn’t smell like booze. Just what he needed—a sloppy, rich bitch drunk.

      McConnell shook his head like he was confused. “At any rate, I would totally ride you like a prize pony. You ooze sex appeal.”

      “Thanks.” It meant a lot less knowing McConnell was fucked up, but it was nice to hear.

      “Anytime.” McConnell put his mostly empty beer aside, frowning at the bottle. “Seriously. I like a challenge.”

      “Just don’t, man. Let it go.”

      “Isn’t that a song?”

      Christ. Luke started looking for Matt to save him. He didn’t need this.

      “Oh, yeah. The big gay song. Let it go!”

      No. No singing. Luke backed his chair away from McConnell, hunting enough space to turn around, but he didn’t get far.

      McConnell rose and stumbled over to him, hands landing on the armrests of his chair. He expected a blast of whiskey breath, but there was only the faintest whiff of beer. “I dance, too.”

      “I don’t. Back off, man.” He shoved McConnell back, but the guy had a good grip on him and he lurched forward. “I said, back off!”

      “Stop.” McConnell almost ended up in his lap. “I can’t⁠—”

      Luke shook his head and popped the guy in the jaw hard enough that Rory went ass over teakettle, landing with a thud on the floor, the sound of his head cracking like a shot.

      Fuck.

      Someone—a gal in sequins and rhinestones with her hair jacked to Jesus—came over, her heels click-clacking away. “Boss? Rory, honey?”

      Rory’s eyes popped open, and the man stood like he’d been hit by an electrical wire. Boom, from flat on his back to standing. “Where…”

      “Come on. Let’s go.” The woman shot Luke a look, the expression dripping with rage.

      “Something’s wrong, Lori.” McConnell staggered, and the Lori chick caught him.

      “Yeah. Obviously. Now.”

      McConnell walked out, and Luke could see where blood was leaking from the man’s scalp. Dammit. He hadn’t meant to…

      He’d just wanted to…

      Goddamn it.

      This was what happened when he tried to go out in public. Matt appeared next to him, frowning after McConnell. “You okay?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, he was drunk off his ass, man. Like totally wasted.”

      Matt’s eyebrows rose. “Huh. That’s a first. I hope he left his check.”

      “A first?” Who would pick a fancy-assed function to be the time to get fucked up?

      “That I’ve ever seen, yeah.” Matt shrugged. “Come on and sit up by the stage. You can be my excuse to leave when we’re ready.”

      “Yeah. I’ll just threaten to hit whoever I don’t like, okay?”

      Matt beamed at him like he was brilliant. “I like it. It’s a plan. This is a cowboy thing, so it ought to work.”

      Luke rolled his eyes. “Fab.” He had a feeling it was going to be a long night.

      Like, eternal.
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      Rory watched the lights in the truck spin as Lori drove him home.

      “You need to go to the fucking hospital, boss.”

      “No hospitals.” His tongue felt like it belonged in someone else’s body, too big, too thick. Like a dead man’s tongue, a corpse’s… “Oh, God. Pull over. Pull over right now.”

      She jerked the truck to the right and screeched to a halt. He tore the door open and landed on his knees, heaving violently.

      “Hospital. You have to go to the hospital.”

      “No.” He slashed the air with one hand. “I need to go home. I can sleep it off.”

      “If you have a concussion, you’re not supposed to sleep!”

      “I don’t have a concussion,” he snarled. There was something wrong with the motherfucking beer. It had gone off, made him loopy with only a few sips. “Made a dick of myself.”

      Self came out like ‘shelf’. Maybe he would pass out. That might feel better.

      “Yeah, well. Come on, back in the truck.”

      His head rang with crazy sounds, but Rory didn’t think any of them were real. He groped out, trying to find something steady.

      “Boss. Seriously.”

      “Take. Me. Home.” He would fire her ass, right here and now.

      She clenched her jaw, studying him for a moment. “Okay, but if you’re not better when we get there, I’m taking you in.”

      “Fair enough.” He’d be better if it killed him. His stomach heaved again, and he turned away from Lori, just letting loose.

      “Oh, honey…”

      “I’m sorry.” She’d seen him like this once before, back when they were in high school and his one date with a guy had ended in a terrible detox from Jell-O shots. He’d hoped never to put her in that situation again. “You only had one, right? A beer?”
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