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			To Love.

			Love is Love

			Love freely

			Love often

			Love with all that you are

		

	
		
			PROLOGUE

			New Year’s Eve at Alluring Indulgence Resort

			Keeping his distance from Beau Bennett was proving to be harder than Ethan Walker anticipated. Didn’t seem to matter how strong he was mentally or physically, when temptation was greater than all his combined strengths, he found himself fighting a losing battle. Didn’t mean he wasn’t still trying.

			As Ethan moved through the vast, airy room, watching the various couples and threesomes, he wondered how he had ended up there. And yes, he meant in the literal sense.

			This resort, no matter how swank or how alluring his brothers made it, just wasn’t his thing. He’d rather be at Moonshiners, sitting at the bar, drinking a beer, and listening to the jukebox churn out tunes that were handpicked by the crowd. Or hell, sitting on his couch, watching reruns of anything was more appealing than getting dressed up to watch people in various states of undress in the lavish, kinky sex resort that wasn’t even open to the public yet.

			But he wasn’t at Moonshiners, and he wasn’t at home on New Year’s Eve, which meant the only upside was that there was an open bar.

			Since Alluring Indulgence Resort belonged to his brothers and they had gone through the hassle of inviting him, his conscience wouldn’t let him avoid the place forever. His brothers were proud, and he wanted to come to show his support. Figuring once would be enough, Ethan opted to make tonight that night so he wouldn’t have to come back in a couple of weeks when the place was open to the masses who enjoyed being naked in public. Something Ethan definitely didn’t need to see.

			Despite the fancy design, the stylish furniture, and the impressive sound system, Ethan wasn’t much into it. Glancing down at his watch, he was eagerly counting down the minutes until midnight, when he could escape without feeling guilty.

			After retrieving another beer from the bar, Ethan made his way to a far corner where no one was currently undressed or performing some sort of godforsaken sexual act right there in the open for everyone to see. Maybe it was out of character for a Walker, based on his brothers’ reputations, but, no, he wasn’t into other people watching him. Nor did he share his lovers. Ever. Call him old-fashioned, but he preferred the one-on-one in private.

			But you liked when Beau watched.

			Fuck. That was not the same thing. And Ethan wouldn’t go so far as to believe he liked it.

			However, the last person Ethan wanted to think about tonight was Beau. Or how Beau had inadvertently shown up at the Walker Demolition shop just in time to watch Blake suck Ethan’s dick only a few short weeks ago. Or how Ethan had purposely made eye contact in the hopes that Beau would back off.

			No such luck.

			And the kiss they had shared on Christmas was proof that Beau didn’t give up. Even worse, that kiss only reaffirmed just how little resistance Ethan had to the man. As he fought to ignore Beau, the overwhelming memory of that kiss hit him.

			“Awww, fuck,” Ethan whispered. He was going to lose his control. Beau’s hand eased down, his thick, warm fingers sliding behind Ethan’s neck, his thumb scraping sensually across his throat as he stared at him.

			When Beau’s lips came down to rest on his, Ethan swore he would come right then and there. It was gentle, sweet, and so fucking tender, Ethan didn’t know what to do. He was confused, angry. He didn’t want this, didn’t want Beau.

			But, God, he did want him. With a desperation he’d never known before. 

			Without realizing it, Ethan found his hands gripping the front of Beau’s shirt, pulling him closer until their tongues were entwined, the world and everyone in it diminishing with the taste of Beau’s kiss.

			A chill ran through him and Ethan shook it off, not wanting to relive the moment yet again.

			Beau seemed even more determined to test Ethan’s good intentions these days, and he hated him for it. No, wait. That was a lie. He didn’t hate him. He despised the man because he wanted him so fucking much it hurt. And not just in the carnal sense—although he’d grown accustomed to the ever-present physical ache that couldn’t be eased—which he knew was downright stupid.

			He and Beau had nothing in common, aside from the fact they shared the same career. Ethan was in the closet, perfectly satisfied with keeping the eyes of the town out of his business, and Beau had recently had a come-to-Jesus moment or some shit. Ethan didn’t want to be Beau’s experiment, and he damn sure didn’t want something as complicated as what Beau represented.

			Listen here, you little piece of shit. Lay off me. Understand? You’re damn lucky I haven’t told Ethan what a fuckup you really are.

			Fucking hell.

			He heard Beau’s warning in his head as clearly as when he’d witnessed the conversation between Beau and Blake just a few minutes ago. He’d wanted to interrupt, to ask Beau to clarify that statement, but he had opted to sit back and let the two of them duke it out.

			As he peered across the large open space, Ethan’s gaze landed smack-dab on the one man he wanted to avoid tonight. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t turn away when Beau looked back at him. Beau’s gaze was like a heat-seeking missile finding its intended target, because Ethan’s blood was boiling with a desperate need to find out what Beau actually had to offer him.

			Sex.

			Only sex.

			It wasn’t like it could be anything else because Ethan didn’t want anything more complicated than that. And as far as his life went, sex was complicated enough.

			I suggest you get Ethan out of your system because the guy’s gonna kick your ass to the curb soon enough. And I’m gonna be waiting. At that point, if you want to chat about whose balls are bigger, you find me.

			He could still hear the sexy, lethal tone of Beau’s voice, the way he put Blake right in his place without ever laying hands on him.

			And fuck yeah, Ethan knew he should be offended for Blake, but in truth, he honestly didn’t give a shit. Blake could pick his own battles, and if he wanted to provoke Beau, then that was his business. Ethan had never claimed to be interested in Blake for his intelligence. As it was, their “relationship” was decidedly less serious than Blake believed it to be. And Ethan knew good and damn well that he wasn’t responsible for Blake’s misunderstanding of the situation.

			“Hey, babe.”

			Sighing, Ethan took a lengthy swallow of his beer, his eyes still locked with Beau’s from across the dimly lit room. Without turning to look at Blake, he said, “Don’t call me that.”

			“What? You don’t usually have a problem with it.”

			The hell he didn’t, but Blake had made a habit of not listening to Ethan when he spoke, so it wasn’t surprising that he acted as though this was the first time he had heard it.

			Letting the silence grab him by the throat and threaten to strangle him, Ethan wished midnight would hurry the hell up. He knew he shouldn’t have invited Blake, should’ve just attended this shindig solo, but he had an ulterior motive: keeping Beau at a safe distance. Granted, that plan had backfired almost as bad as that piece-of-shit truck that his brother Sawyer had bought, souped-up, and essentially ruined when he was a teenager.

			“Want to find somewhere quiet?” Blake asked, taking a step closer.

			Instinctively, Ethan visually searched the open area, checking to see who might be watching them, or worse, listening.

			No one.

			Hell, there wasn’t a single person in the whole damn place who cared what he was doing. They were busy. Very busy. And half of them were fucking naked, so he was the last thing on their minds, he was sure.

			Well, tonight he’s mine. So why don’t you take a seat over there and watch the show.

			No can do. I only like to watch when there’s satisfaction to be found by everyone involved. But you go find him and don’t try to think about who Ethan’s really thinking about when he’s fucking you.

			A chill ran down Ethan’s spine at the memory of Beau’s words. How the hell did the guy know what was going on in his head? And who the fuck was he to make a threat like that?

			But no matter how pissed Ethan wanted to be at Beau’s imperious attitude, he was still strangely drawn to the resolute, commanding cadence he’d used and the take-no-bullshit way he had handled Blake.

			Fuck, it turned him on.

			But the truth was, Ethan was there with Blake, not Beau. And it didn’t matter how much Beau was baiting him, tempting him to want something he shouldn’t; he knew what he needed. Or, more accurately, what he didn’t need. A simple fuck buddy was working just fine. Or it had been before Beau started shouldering his way into Ethan’s life. Uninvited.

			Ethan’s world was spinning quite nicely. No major hiccups, no drama to interfere with his work, and no jealous lovers to have to deal with. He didn’t need complications. As far as he was concerned, alone was the only way to go. The less people knew, the better off they were. His main focus was to ensure he didn’t draw attention to himself, easy as that. And Ethan was quite content with keeping his personal life on the down low. Up to this point, it had worked for him.

			Taking another swig of his beer, Ethan tried to break eye contact with Beau. Tried and failed. That electric current that sparked between them was still there, still blinding in its intensity, and he was hard-pressed to look away. There was no denying the fact that he wanted Beau. And vice versa.

			He just wasn’t going to act on that attraction.

			“Come on,” Blake encouraged, grabbing his arm securely and urging him toward the other side of the room.

			Falling into step with Blake, Ethan thought for a second that he was going to have to be the one to hold on to Blake. Blake was stumbling as he walked, which meant he had already overindulged.

			Not surprising.

			Looking up, Ethan realized they were heading in the direction he was trying to avoid. Closer to Beau. Although his mind was resisting the action, Ethan let his feet carry him forward, his mouth a grim line as he focused on not looking at the sexy blond cowboy casually watching them come toward him as though it didn’t bother him one bit. And maybe it didn’t.

			Unable to help himself, Ethan looked at Beau, their eyes meeting, holding. They were at a stalemate, and he hoped Beau understood that. He wasn’t backing down. No matter what. And it would do Beau a world of good to realize that. Ethan didn’t want to be an asshole, but he wasn’t looking for complicated, and Beau, from what Ethan knew about him, was the epitome of complicated.

			Handsome, smart, funny, sexy . . . and looking for something serious. That, by Ethan’s definition, was complicated.

			“Let’s head in there,” Blake said loudly, pointing to a set of closed doors on the wall behind where Beau stood. “Crave’s not open yet, so we’ll have the place all to ourselves.”

			Ethan knew Blake was talking for Beau’s benefit and not his. He didn’t give a fuck where they went, and if Beau kept looking at him like that, Ethan was going to lose every ounce of his self-control. Resisting the guy was becoming harder and harder, and he had a feeling Beau knew that.

			Was that why Beau was pursuing him? Because he knew Ethan would eventually cave? If that was the case, then Beau had another lesson to learn. Ethan didn’t give in. What he and Blake had was all Ethan could afford—consistent sex with one person and no emotional entanglements. After all, Ethan wasn’t promiscuous; he just wasn’t interested in anything long-term.

			As they passed Beau, Ethan continued to make eye contact, wanting to ensure that Beau understood the rules of this game. Ethan was with Blake. He didn’t give a shit if it was just for sex; he was still with Blake. It would keep the potential for anything serious at bay, and quite frankly, the sex was good. Slightly monotonous but nothing to complain about.

			Blake opened the door to Crave, the nightclub within Alluring Indulgence that his younger brother Zane was responsible for. And just like Blake predicted, no one was there. There were dim lights that ran along the perimeter of the room, but for the most part, they were immersed in darkness.

			Before he could say a word, Ethan found himself pinned against the wall, Blake’s lean, corded body pressed firmly against his.

			“You don’t know how bad I want you right now,” Blake said, his green eyes sparkling with passion.

			Ethan pictured brown eyes. Smoldering hot, intensely sexy chocolate-brown eyes.

			Shaking his head to dislodge the image of Beau, Ethan downed the rest of his beer and set the bottle on one of the spare tables lined up along the wall beside him.

			“Show me,” Ethan taunted him, knowing just how much Blake liked to be dominated. It wasn’t that Ethan favored being the top in his relationships—he actually didn’t give a shit either way—but it always seemed that he found submissive bottoms. Still, that was something he could deal with.

			“Show you?” Blake asked, a grin tipping the corners of his mouth.

			That was another thing about Blake—he enjoyed when Ethan told him what to do. He craved it. In an attempt to engage in the moment, Ethan did as Blake expected. “And if you really want to show me, you’ll get on your knees and suck my cock,” Ethan demanded, keeping his voice low, unyielding.

			You’re damn lucky I haven’t told Ethan what a fuckup you really are.

			Beau’s voice echoed through Ethan’s mind, and he glanced around to see if the man was there. He wasn’t.

			Forcing his attention to the here and now, Ethan stared down his body at Blake, who was now kneeling in front of him, his hands fumbling with Ethan’s belt buckle. He wondered how much Blake had had to drink tonight. Like usual, he was sure the answer was too much, but he wasn’t Blake’s keeper, so it actually wasn’t any of his business. And Blake wasn’t going to be driving himself anywhere, so it wasn’t like Ethan should really care.

			Taking a deep breath, Ethan dropped his head back against the wall, waiting for the rush he would get from the warmth of Blake’s mouth on his dick, the feel of his lips around his shaft, the phenomenal suction that would send him off the cliff and into temporary bliss.

			“Mmmm,” Blake moaned when he got Ethan’s cock free from his jeans. Ethan didn’t look down, just slid one hand into Blake’s silky, dark hair and held him there. He wasn’t in a hurry, and he knew the release would come eventually, and it would be just that. A release. Hollow and temporary.

			For the life of him, Ethan couldn’t get the image of Beau out of his mind. He imagined it was Beau’s blond hair he had latched on to, Beau’s exquisite mouth that would lave his cock until he couldn’t breathe from the need to possess him.

			When Blake’s mouth enveloped his hard length, his hand gripping the base of his shaft as he teased with his tongue at first, Ethan squeezed his eyes shut.

			Fuck, it felt . . . He wanted to say it felt good, but for some reason, it just felt . . . wrong.

			What would Beau’s mouth feel like?

			Gripping Blake’s hair tightly, Ethan fought the disconcerting notion. He wasn’t going there. Not tonight. Not ever.

			“Suck me, Blake,” Ethan instructed, more to remind himself of who he was with than anything else. “Fucking suck me harder.”

			No matter how hard he tried to concentrate or how incredible Blake’s mouth felt on him, Ethan couldn’t erase the mental images of Beau. And wouldn’t he fucking know it, his release was building, more aggressive in its intensity than anything Blake had ever pulled out of him. All because he envisioned Beau, the handsome, muscular blond on his knees, sucking him deep into his mouth.

			The sound of a door opening and shutting had Ethan tilting his head to the side. Through hooded eyes he saw Beau, his arms crossed over his chest, his back ramrod straight as he stood some fifty feet away watching him. Like the last time, Ethan didn’t look away, but he did grasp Blake’s hair tighter.

			He couldn’t . . . Fuck. He couldn’t do this again. It wasn’t like the last time when Beau had inadvertently stumbled upon them. Something in his chest hitched, an odd fluttering sensation that took him completely by surprise. His reaction to Beau wasn’t normal.

			He didn’t want him. Didn’t need him. And maybe if he repeated it enough, it would be true.

			But no matter how much he fought his reaction to Beau, Ethan didn’t want Beau to watch this. He didn’t want to hurt Beau, even if he needed to keep him at a distance. But he needed Beau to understand.

			Ethan needed to remember there was a line drawn in the proverbial sand, one he wasn’t willing to negotiate with Beau.

			Blake’s enthusiasm increased; the way he sucked Ethan’s dick fervently into his mouth, drawing him deeper and deeper, made his skin tingle.

			With his eyes still locked with Beau’s, Ethan noticed the embanked fury etched on his attractive face, even from across the room. When his expression turned to one of disdain, Ethan suddenly felt like a royal fuckup.

			All it would take was one word, and he could have Beau. He knew he could. He could have Beau in a million different ways. But Ethan knew tomorrow would be the same as today, and although Ethan had committed to living in the illusion he had built around himself, a man like Beau would never survive like that. He was the kind of guy who shouldn’t be hidden from the world. He should be treasured, loved . . . something Ethan wasn’t capable of.

			Not anymore anyway.

			Ethan forced his gaze from Beau and looked down at Blake for the first time since Beau walked in the room. To his horror, Blake was also looking over at Beau, a grin tilting the very corners of his lips while he continued to swallow Ethan’s cock.

			Ethan growled, an overwhelming possessiveness gripping him by the balls. Latching on to Blake’s hair rigidly, Ethan ground out the only word that formed in his mind. “Stop!”

			Pulling away from Blake, Ethan fumbled to shove his dick back into his jeans, his hands trembling as he did, his lungs burning from the effort to suck in air.

			He did not want Blake even looking at Beau.

			Mine.

			Fuck. Shit. Damn.

			No, damn it, he wasn’t. Beau was not his.

			Never would be.

			Ethan swallowed hard, then turned to look at Beau. Before he knew what he was doing, he was storming across the room toward him, his hands balled into fists at his sides.

			“This doesn’t change a fucking thing,” Ethan bit out through clenched teeth.

			Beau stared back at him, his original derisive expression morphing into what appeared to be determination. And that only pissed Ethan off more. He didn’t want Beau reading something into this when it meant nothing.

			For a moment he thought Beau was going to touch him, to pull him close, and in a bout of lunacy, Ethan could envision falling into Beau’s arms, grabbing on to him for all he was worth. That’s when Ethan realized he was losing his mind. He wanted Beau to touch him. To pull him up against his hard body, to kiss him the way he had on Christmas, his touch so tender, so warm that Ethan had temporarily forgotten how to breathe.

			Before he could reprimand himself for even considering something that was an absolute impossibility, Beau spoke. “It changes everything, E. Everything.”

			Sonuvabitch.

			Damn it all to fucking hell. Ethan knew right then and there that Beau was right. Things had changed. He’d never been possessive of anyone, never wanted to protect someone else, but seeing Blake goading Beau had awakened something primitive within him.

			Something he didn’t even know how to handle.

			Turning, Ethan headed toward the door, wanting to forget about Blake and Beau, but before he could reach the security that came from getting as far away from Beau as possible, he stopped in his tracks.

			With a backward glance, Ethan took a deep breath and then told the biggest lie of his adult life. “Nothing’s changed, Beau. I don’t want this.” He paused, swallowed. “And I don’t want you.”

		

	
		
			chapter ONE

			February

			“Son of a—” Ethan bit off the last word, the sound of his wrench hitting the corrugated metal wall satisfying what was left of his curse.

			“Whoa.” Zane’s voice echoed through the large, open space, and Ethan turned to face his younger brother. “Someone piss in your Wheaties this morning?”

			“Fuck off,” Ethan growled, hopefully low enough for Zane not to hear him while still giving him the satisfaction of saying the words.

			“I heard that,” Zane said with a grin. “You got any coffee in this place?”

			“You don’t drink coffee,” Ethan retorted as he went to pick up the wrench he’d launched across the room.

			“No, but you could use a cup,” Zane declared. “Or ten.”

			Zane muttered the last two words, but Ethan heard them loud and clear. He clamped his jaw shut to keep from saying anything. His mood was bad enough; he didn’t need to let Zane get to him right now. And truth be told, he really could use some coffee.

			And maybe a personality transplant.

			“Where’s Blake?” Zane asked as Ethan followed him into the small office that Ethan occupied from time to time. Zane had previously used the office as well when he had worked for Walker Demolition. Since he had moved on to run one of the clubs at Alluring Indulgence Resort, Ethan was the only one who spent any time in there, and even that was limited.

			“He quit this morning.” One of the main reasons Ethan had resorted to throwing tools so early in the day.

			“What the fuck, man?”

			Ethan looked up at Zane, pausing in his pursuit of coffee. As he slid the pot out from the coffeemaker, he rolled his eyes. “Sorry, didn’t realize you needed a translator.”

			“Shut it. Why’d he quit?” Zane asked, dropping into the chair and leaning far enough back that it looked like he would tip over at any second. Maybe he would, and then Ethan could laugh for the first time that day.

			“He’s moving on,” Ethan answered, trying to be politically correct. He’d rather say “Because he’s an asshole,” but that would sound personal.

			“What are you going to do now?”

			Ethan finished pouring his coffee and carried it over to the desk cluttered with papers and parts. Lowering himself into his chair, he lifted his ball cap and scratched his head before dropping it back in place. “I’m gonna work. What the hell did you think I was going to do?”

			“You know what I mean. You can lay off being a dick. I’m not here to give you a hard time.”

			“Why the hell are you here, then?” It wasn’t like any of his brothers stopped by just to shoot the shit. Granted, Ethan saw them several times a week, but that was usually at his parents’ house or at Moonshiners.

			“Oh, yeah, that.” Zane smirked. “Zoey’s in labor.”

			“What the hell!” Ethan bolted up out of his chair, knocking over his coffee cup in the process. “Son of a fucking bitch.”

			“Chill, bro. You need to calm the fuck down, you know that?”

			Ethan was too busy grabbing napkins and throwing them at the spill to respond. Probably a good thing for Zane too because Ethan wasn’t in the mood to put up with his cocky-ass attitude. It was only eight thirty in the morning, and he’d been working for three hours already. He was tired, and yes, he was in a foul fucking mood.

			Once he mopped up the mess, he grabbed his keys and his wallet from the desk drawer, took his Stetson off the hat rack on the wall, and tossed his ball cap on the desk. “What the hell are you waiting for? Are they at the hospital?”

			“Yup.” Zane grinned as he got to his feet slowly, obviously testing Ethan’s patience.

			“You coming?” Ethan asked, not bothering to look back at his younger brother. If he weren’t so damn tired, he’d put Zane in a headlock and take him to the ground like he’d done more times than he could count when they were kids. They were pretty well matched in height and weight now, but Ethan was confident he could do it. The idea put a smile on his face for the first time that day.

			“Meet you there,” Zane hollered over his shoulder as he raced to his Jeep. “Don’t worry, we’ll be there when your slow ass gets there.”

			Ethan would’ve responded with a “fuck off,” but Zane was jumping in his Jeep and peeling out of the gravel lot before he had the chance.

			As soon as he was behind the wheel, Ethan grabbed his cell phone and hit Zane’s number. When his brother picked up, he said, “What hospital are they at, jackass?”

			He was answered by a rumbling chuckle. “St. David’s in Round Rock. Need me to wait for you?”

			“I’ll see you there,” he snarled and hung up the phone. And yes, Ethan had to give Zane credit, he did have another smile on his face. Brief, but visible.
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			TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Ethan’s mood had darkened once again. That’s what happened when he was left with too much time to think.

			With a forced smile on his face, he strolled into the Labor and Delivery waiting room, searching for a family member. Any family member. He spotted Travis, Gage, and Kylie first. They were sitting on a couch on the far side of the room against a wall of windows, looking like the loving, attentive threesome that Ethan knew them to be. Odd how they appeared to be cast with halos from the sun shining in behind them.

			You’re losing it, Walker.

			Trying to ignore the irritating voice in his head, Ethan headed in their direction. As he made his way over, he caught a glimpse of Zane standing in a corner beside V, who was sitting in a chair talking to Beau Bennett.

			After a quick nod of acknowledgment, he made a point not to look their way again. With the smirk on Zane’s face, Ethan knew his little brother was still trying to piss him off. That’s what Zane did. It irritated the shit out of him. Still, every time Ethan thought about the pain in the ass he knew his brother aimed to be, Ethan was still glad to have Zane back to his old ornery self. After the attack that Zane endured a year ago, Ethan had promised himself—and God—that he would be as tolerant as possible as long as Zane would pull through.

			“Hey,” Ethan greeted Travis quietly as he approached. “How is she?”

			“All is good,” Kylie assured him with a grin. “A nurse came out a few minutes ago. She said it shouldn’t be long.”

			“Where’s Mom and Dad?” Ethan asked Kylie, since she seemed to be the only one in a chatty mood.

			This time Travis was the one to answer, with a swift tilt of his chin toward the other side of the room. Looking back over his shoulder, Ethan saw his parents sitting side by side in an alcove, his father’s arm around his mother’s slender shoulders. They were huddled close together laughing as they flipped through what appeared to be a photo album. Probably Kaleb’s, if he had to guess.

			Ethan scanned the room looking for the twins and Sawyer, but he didn’t see any of them. As he was turning back to face Travis, he couldn’t resist the urge to look at Beau. They made eye contact, and there was that damned rush of adrenaline that lit Ethan up from the inside.

			He tried not to notice how imposing Beau looked, just sitting innocently in a chair talking to V, muscles relaxed. Or how good he looked with that black Stetson tipped low on his head, blond hair peeking out from behind his ears, angular jaw and slightly crooked nose making his face as beautiful as it was rugged.

			Promptly turning away, he ordered his brain to focus on the reason he was here. It damn sure wasn’t to ogle Beau. Ever since New Year’s Eve at the resort, he had managed to successfully put distance between them, seeing Beau only when absolutely unavoidable. And after all that hard work to stay away, he would definitely not be going there again.

			He was there for more important things. Like the new baby that Zoey and Kaleb were about to have.

			Holy fuck, he was going to be an uncle.

			Oddly, the idea of becoming an uncle was the equivalent of being told he’d just been elected president. He felt bigger all of a sudden, like he could take on the world, and he had no idea why.

			Ethan knew his brother Kaleb was excited as well, if not a little overprotective. Okay, so Kaleb was a lot overprotective, but still, Ethan somehow felt like he understood him.

			A baby. The most precious gift they could’ve been given.

			There was no way to rationalize what he was feeling or even why, but Ethan was anxious to become an uncle. Maybe because he knew he would never have children of his own, and at twenty-eight, he had actually come to accept that fate. After all, he had to commit to a relationship before he would commit to a family. Since that wasn’t about to happen, Ethan would settle for spoiling some nieces and nephews if his brothers were willing.

			It was too bad he would never be able to find what some of his brothers seemed to be finding these days. It wasn’t that it wasn’t possible; Ethan just didn’t see it happening anytime soon or in the future. As tempting as the idea had become in recent months, he knew it was just out of his grasp. The reward not quite worth the risk.

			Speaking of risk . . . 

			His mind drifted to the argument he’d had with Blake earlier that morning. As soon as Blake showed up at the shop—late, of course—Ethan had been irritated with him. Specifically, the ill-timed ultimatum that Blake had offered him. As it would seem, Blake wasn’t in agreement with Ethan’s way of thinking. At all.

			Yes, Ethan was gay. Blake hadn’t been telling him anything he didn’t already know when he felt the need to rant at Ethan first thing in the morning. Ethan accepted who he was. Had accepted it since he was young and confused, knowing full well he was different from his brothers, but not able to control his feelings.

			Had it not been for the small town that he lived in, and the hell he’d already lived through, Ethan might’ve actually been able to live his life openly as a proud gay man. But in the rural town of Coyote Ridge, he didn’t have that luxury. Hell, he had never even come out and told his parents, although he knew they weren’t oblivious to what was going on around them. Ethan didn’t doubt for a second that they would support him wholeheartedly if he ever had the desire to open up to them, but he wasn’t willing to put them through it.

			Living in a small town, his parents were a vital part of the community, and he had already experienced hell on earth, the least of which were the hateful, bigoted comments he endured on nearly a weekly basis. As long as he had a say in the matter, he was not putting his family through it, too.

			People weren’t as open-minded as they claimed to be. Fortunately—or unfortunately, depending on how you looked at it—he’d learned his lesson early on. Knew exactly the sort of mistakes he wouldn’t make again. And, dumbass that he was, he had thought Blake understood that. Had actually believed they were on the same page.

			Wrong.

			Shit, they weren’t even in the same book.

			“Walker family?” a sweet yet authoritative voice called from behind him, and there was a rustle of activity as most of the occupants in the waiting area shuffled toward the nurse standing in the doorway with a huge smile on her face.

			“The doctor is still in with baby and mom, but dad asked me to come out and tell you that everything is fine.”

			His mother’s sob of joy had everyone turning to look at her. Instinct kicked in, and Ethan immediately moved to her side, putting his arm around her at the same time his dad did.

			“When can we go in and see them?” Curtis asked gruffly, his booming voice the equivalent of yelling in a canyon, which meant everyone probably heard him for miles.

			“Just as soon as we get them all settled. But I suggest you go down to the nursery first. In a few minutes, we’ll take the baby in and get him all cleaned up.”

			Him.

			They had been told the baby was a boy, but hearing the nurse confirm sent a rush of excitement through Ethan. He had a nephew.

			Another delighted sob slash chuckle from his mother, and the group laughed, turning to congratulate each other as though they actually had something to do with the blessed event. Ethan grinned like a fool. He couldn’t help himself. Hearing that the baby was doing well and they wouldn’t have to wait much longer to finally meet him, he felt something loosen inside of him. Don’t ask him why he’d been anxious lately, but he had.

			He joined the chaotic excitement, returning the brotherly embrace from Zane, then from Travis and Gage. But when Ethan came face-to-face with Beau, he froze. Turning, Ethan hugged Kylie and then moved out of the group as fast as his legs would carry him.

			“What’d I miss?” Sawyer’s voice thundered from behind them as the group dispersed.

			“Where are the twins?” Ethan asked. They should’ve been there for this.

			“On the way. Brendon had to stop and get something,” Sawyer explained, a suspicious smirk on his face.

			As though that was the cue, Ethan’s attention was snagged by a bushel of color coming in through the door to the waiting room. What the hell is that?

			A round of laughter erupted as they all realized Braydon was hidden behind a wall of balloons and trying to squeeze through the doorway. More balloons than Ethan had ever seen in one place. Bright jewel tones—red and green and blue and yellow—hovered above Braydon’s head like a cloud.

			“What the fu—” Travis muttered, the curse word cut off when Kylie placed her hand over his mouth.

			“There is no way you’re gonna get all of those balloons in that little room,” Kylie informed them with a beaming smile as the twins made their way toward the middle of the waiting area, where everyone was now milling about.

			Braydon looked up at his collection, then back to Kylie, a grin forming. “No problem.”

			Pulling off one of the strings, he handed a single green balloon to Kylie. When he went to hand one to Travis, the oldest of them all simply frowned at Braydon.

			“No? None for you? Fine.” From there, Braydon started going from one person to another—even complete strangers—handing out balloons. There obviously weren’t enough people in the waiting room, but that didn’t seem to stop Braydon; he just made his way out into the hall. Ethan knew he’d have all the balloons handed out in no time. The guy was crazy.

			“What are you doing?” Another familiar voice sounded from the hallway. A strangled laugh was then followed by “No. I don’t want a damn balloon.”

			As he watched his cousin Jared Walker—also known as the new man in charge of Walker Demolition—make his way into the waiting room, he considered escaping while everyone’s attention was diverted. Ethan prepared himself for the confrontation that he expected to come.

			When Jared looked his way, Ethan nodded in acknowledgment but sent up a silent prayer that his cousin wouldn’t stop to chat. He didn’t have anything to say to the guy. Especially after the last couple of conversations they’d had.

			Granted, Ethan respected the fact that Travis had hired Jared to come in and manage Walker Demolition now that he was fully immersed in the new resort, but that didn’t mean Ethan liked the guy. Okay, so he liked the guy; he just wasn’t fond of the ass-chewing he had received on Blake’s behalf.

			Technically, up until that morning, Blake had been an employee of Walker Demolition, and Ethan didn’t understand why he had to be the one to take the heat every time Blake fucked up. Which had been frequently, Ethan knew.

			Blake wasn’t the most reliable, didn’t usually come into work on time, and sometimes disappeared for a couple of days without bothering to even call and let Ethan know where he was. And despite the fact that Ethan had been dating him—for lack of a better term—he wasn’t his keeper. Nor was he his boss. Not that Jared seemed to understand that. So, needless to say, they’d butted heads since the day Jared showed up right around the first of the year.

			Now that Blake wasn’t working for them, Ethan wondered if that would help the strained relationship that had started to develop since the first week of January when Jared had shown up out of the blue. There was a story behind his cousin’s relocation to Coyote Ridge, but out of respect to Jared, Ethan had never tried to get to the root of it. Watching as Jared shook hands with Travis and then Curtis, Ethan started to wonder why he hadn’t put forth the effort.

			It wasn’t like Ethan had wanted anything to do with running the family business. He had more than enough to do in the mechanic shop, and that’s actually where he wanted to stay. He liked being out of the limelight, staying in the shadows and not having to deal with any of the political bullshit. Jared seemed to be suited perfectly for the job, although Ethan knew for a fact that if he needed his cousin to get his hands dirty and help out in the shop, he’d be capable of doing that as well.

			Hmmm . . . he certainly wasn’t going to tell Jared that Blake quit, that was for damn sure. The last thing he needed was some nosey family member getting all up in his business.

		

	
		
			chapter TWO

			Beau stood in the background, watching as the Walker family rejoiced in the newest addition to their family. Being in the midst of all their excitement, Beau couldn’t help but feel it, too. Having grown up as an only child, he had found himself drawn to the Walker household because there was always something going on, and he had fit in from day one.

			The Walker family was the exact opposite of his own family. Curtis and Lorrie doted on their children, spent time with them, and encouraged them in everything they did—even now, when they were all full grown.

			In Beau’s house growing up, encouragement came when it benefited his father and only then. Not that it was necessarily a terrible thing, because growing up, Beau had worked his ass off to please his father. It hadn’t done much good, but the best memories he had were those rare times his father looked at him as though he hung the moon. Never mind the fact that it all came crashing down during his senior year of high school.

			It wasn’t that his parents didn’t love him; he knew they did. They just didn’t have much time for him. Growing up, his father had been right there rooting him on in all his football glory, but, maybe because of that, their relationship had always been tense. At times, Beau felt like his father was more his coach than his actual parent. And when the day came that his football dreams crashed and burned, an even bigger gap formed between them. Beau had never questioned it. Having felt as though he’d let his father down, he never even thought to ask why their relationship had dwindled as fast as his future had.

			Since he’d had the welcoming arms of the Walker family, Beau had simply continued to put one foot in front of the other, finding himself spending less and less time at home and more time at Zane’s. At first it was strange because growing up, Zane was as much a part of Beau’s family as he was Zane’s. Surprisingly, Zane hadn’t questioned the rift between him and his father, but that’s probably because Zane hadn’t understood it, either. After all, Curtis Walker was the opposite of Ben Bennett.

			Where Curtis was supportive, Ben was critical. Where Curtis laughed with his boys, Ben frowned, never understanding the joke or the reason for so much happiness. And Beau’s mother, Arlene, was very much like her husband.

			And now, considering the direction that Beau’s life had taken, the revelation he’d had about himself, he couldn’t imagine sharing his innermost secrets with his parents. He knew how they would react if he ever had the guts to tell them he was gay. After having spent a lifetime not caring what people thought of him, for some reason, Beau cared what they thought. Which meant their relationship would continue to be strained because Beau had no intention of letting them down again.

			So, as long as they accepted him, Beau would continue to find comfort within the Walker family, celebrating their triumphs, mourning their losses, and everything in between.

			Beau turned and smiled like a fool as Zane approached. He refused to bring down the celebration, and he knew the first person who would suspect he was dwelling on thoughts better left alone was Zane.

			“What’s up?” he asked casually, readjusting his stance, but not moving from his position against the wall.

			Zane glanced around the room and then back at Beau like he was expecting someone to sneak up on him.

			“You wanna grab something to eat?” Zane’s question was said in a conspiratorial whisper, which was a dead giveaway that the man was up to his mischievous ways.

			“Why? Cafeteria food calling your name?” he asked Zane as he watched Braydon disappear out into the hallway again, Brendon and Jessie right on his heels.

			“You know it,” he answered with a grin.

			“Liar.”

			Zane laughed.

			Beau had known Zane long enough. Knew how his brain worked. And the last thing Zane was thinking about was hospital food. In fact, the way Zane was eyeing V, Beau knew he was craving something a lot more appetizing.

			“Nah, I think I’m gonna hang here for a few more minutes. Then I’ve got to head into work. But I’ll catch up with y’all later. Maybe we can get a beer after work.” Beau declined the invitation to their rendezvous as nicely as he could.

			Beau knew that Zane was still trying to lure him back into his relationship with V, from an extracurricular perspective at least. He couldn’t blame him, necessarily. The sex had been phenomenal. Especially at the end when . . . Nope, not going there.

			He understood Zane’s reasoning because the threesomes had been satisfying and interesting, and Beau might’ve been inclined to accept the offers had it not been for the fact that his life had changed dramatically ever since the night he had been with Zane. What happened between them had only solidified the reason for all the confusion Beau had been living with in regards to his sexual orientation.

			That night had changed him. It had also clarified that what he felt for Zane, which he’d originally thought was more than friendship, was merely infatuation. Although he’d experimented, walking away from Zane and V had been easier than he thought. Mainly because it left him open to find what he’d been missing. Love. True love. Something that wasn’t based only on physical attraction.

			Because Zane and V had found that deeper connection with one another, it hadn’t been a difficult decision for Beau to back out of the threesomes. In fact, it was easier to walk away than it would’ve been to deny himself the fulfillment he knew he would never find with them.

			And with V’s support, Zane had backed off, but Beau knew his best friend was merely trying to keep things from becoming awkward between them. If Zane had picked up on Beau’s fascination with his brother Ethan, he might just be a little less worried. And maybe he had, but Zane wasn’t one to talk about those types of things.

			Now that Beau had finally found his footing in the world, and V seemed to understand him, they were letting the significance of what they had all three shared before turn into a comfortable, platonic friendship. For that, Beau was thankful.

			“Well, if you change your mind . . .” Zane let the sentence hang, but his attention was now fully on V.

			“Go. Have fun. Maybe you can start with dessert.”

			Zane turned back to face him, his blue-gray eyes glittering with devilish intent. “I think I might just do that.”

			“Right. Like you hadn’t thought about that before.”

			Zane slapped Beau on the shoulder. “You know me all too well, Bennett.”

			That he did. He knew Zane better than just about anyone else.

			“All right, then,” Zane said, looking back at him, his expression turning serious. “If you’re sure you’re not hungry . . .”

			Beau laughed. “I’m positive.”

			“Then we’ll catch up with you later at Moonshiners,” Zane said as V stepped up to join them.

			“You two have fun. Don’t get caught.”

			“Never,” Zane laughed.

			V grinned, looking over her shoulder as Zane led her away, and Beau overheard her say, “What were y’all talking about?”

			As they moved closer to the exit, Beau laughed at Zane’s response, “He suggested that we go get dessert.”

			As more people filed out of the L&D waiting room, Beau fell into step, following them down the hall to the nursery, where they would all receive the first glimpse of Kaleb and Zoey’s son. He made sure not to get caught up in the crowd, lingering behind as he kept an eye on Ethan. Something he found himself doing often.

			At first, Beau had tried to play off his attraction to Ethan. Having lived nearly twenty-six years of his life being confused about what he wanted, forcing himself to fall in with the norm and not understanding why he couldn’t seem to find happiness, he had been a little overwhelmed by the initial draw he had to Zane, and now to Ethan. Only with Ethan, Beau’s intrigue was magnified by a million, and he found his thoughts overwhelmed by the man. Sometimes at the most inopportune times. But it was that original pull that made him realize exactly what he had been avoiding all his life.

			In fact, the night he had been with Zane was when the weight of the world had fallen from his shoulders, understanding finally dawning. Did it hurt to realize that he was infatuated with his best friend? Damn straight it did. Worse that Zane was his best friend. But Beau knew going in that he wasn’t in love with Zane, just curious, so in a way, experimenting with Zane had been a blessing. Zane and V had offered him a safe environment that allowed him to understand himself more so than if he’d been with a stranger that he didn’t care about.

			So what did he do after that whirlwind realization? He went on a date, of course. With a guy.

			What a fucking disaster that had been.

			There he was, shy as hell, nervous that he was actually at a turning point in his life that he finally understood, but had absolutely no clue as to how to handle it, and he found himself on the worst first date in the history of dates. Aside from the fact that he spent an hour of his life that he would never get back talking to a man who wanted to do nothing more than figure out the mechanics of how the two of them could actually be together, Beau had found they had nothing in common.

			Nothing.

			After an awkward dinner with Joe, when Beau assured him that yes, he would probably fit, however, no, he didn’t actually want to try, Beau had thought his night couldn’t get any worse.

			He’d been wrong.

			As he was planning his escape, Beau saw a man he recognized sitting in a booth at the opposite end of the row. Blake Henley. The lying, cheating bastard was with a man—one that very much was not Ethan—at the very same restaurant. And yes, Blake was all over the mystery man. Had the two men been any closer, it would’ve been considered public indecency, he was sure.

			So, Beau could thank Joe for turning him off potentially dating. And to this day, he hadn’t talked to anyone about it. V had tried to persuade him to talk a time or two, but he damn sure didn’t want to clue her in on the clusterfuck that had been that evening. He wanted to pretend it never happened and try the whole first-date thing again.

			One day.

			Maybe.

			That’s when his hang-up with Ethan Walker began. Whether it was because he had finally embraced his attraction to men, or because he was just concerned that he had seen Ethan’s supposed boyfriend with another guy, Beau found himself thinking about Ethan. All the damn time.

			By the time he had mustered up enough courage to talk to Ethan, he realized too much time had passed to share the little secret he harbored. And now . . . Well, now he would look like he was just trying to interfere.

			Had it not been for the fierce passion he had witnessed in Ethan’s beautiful blue-gray gaze on more than one occasion, Beau might’ve given up on the man. But the chemistry was there. And it was intense. Far stronger than anything he’d ever experienced in his life, and it irked the shit out of him that Ethan was being so damned stubborn.

			Not only did Beau find himself physically attracted to Ethan, he found that—thanks to the few occasions he’d had the opportunity—he could talk to him. Based on Beau’s limited experience, he knew that was rare.

			Speaking of Ethan . . . 

			Beau eased behind the crowd gathered in the hall, keeping to the wall opposite the glass windows that offered a direct view into the nursery, where it appeared a nurse was taking care of baby Walker. The oohs and aahs from everyone were a dead giveaway.

			Glutton for punishment that he was, Beau continued to make his way to the far side of the group where Ethan was standing alone, doing his best to resemble a post—holding up the wall he was leaning against.

			“You okay?” Beau asked in an attempt to make conversation, not looking directly at Ethan, instead pretending to be watching what was going on in front of him.

			Too bad he could barely focus as soon as he got a whiff of Ethan’s rich, spicy scent. Not to mention, he could see Ethan in his peripheral vision. The tension that settled in Ethan’s shoulders was apparent, but Beau pretended not to notice the way the bulky muscles bunched. He let the silence consume them until he wanted to fidget from the discomfort.

			Risking it, Beau looked over at Ethan, admiring the chiseled features of his face, the heat—whether it be anger or desire—that smoldered in his seductive eyes. He wanted to touch him, to put a hand on Ethan’s shoulder, something to let him know that he wasn’t a threat.

			After a painfully long second, Ethan jerked to face him. Beau swallowed hard, but forced himself not to be offended by Ethan’s affronted reaction. He’d come to expect Ethan to be defensive around him. It was actually one of the things that turned him on, oddly enough.

			Before Ethan said a word, Beau continued to study him, trying to figure out the range of emotions that played across Ethan’s ruggedly handsome face. “You ready to talk to me yet?” he asked nonchalantly, crossing his arms over his chest as he leaned back against the wall and crossed his ankles, mirroring Ethan’s pose.

			“Back off, Bennett,” Ethan said faintly. “This isn’t a good idea.”

			No, maybe not. But Beau didn’t really give a shit about good ideas at this point. He’d spent his entire life not knowing what he wanted, and when he finally figured it out, he found himself up against a brick wall. A sexy as fucking hell brick wall.

			“Good idea or not, you’re gonna have to talk to me eventually.”

			“I don’t have to do shit,” Ethan bit out.

			When he turned to walk away, Beau put a hand on his arm. He didn’t grab him, just let his hand settle on Ethan’s bulging bicep.

			“Relax,” he said softly. “It’s not like I’m gonna jump you in the hallway.”

			Ethan glared at him, his eyes shooting sparks of anger. It was a given that Ethan tried to avoid him, but he wasn’t known to lose his cool quite this easily.

			It wasn’t surprising that Ethan wanted to evade him, but Beau could sense there was something else wrong. Letting him walk away was probably the best thing he could do, but Beau couldn’t stand seeing Ethan quite so angry.

			“Is everything okay?”

			With what sounded like a resigned sigh, Ethan turned back to face him, and Beau tried not to count that as a win, but considering everything they’d been putting each other through these last couple of months, he couldn’t help himself.

			“I’m sure Zane’s already told you,” Ethan said quietly, his blue-gray eyes churning like storm clouds.

			Beau knew his disappointment was apparent. “He mentioned Blake quit.” The fact that it was bothering Ethan that much didn’t make Beau feel any better.

			“Then you know what’s bothering me, don’t you?” The torrent of anger seemed to have dissipated, and Ethan met his gaze head-on.

			“You got another mechanic lined up?” Beau asked, aiming for subtle conversation and ignoring the way his stomach twisted with excitement at the opportunity to talk to Ethan. When Ethan didn’t answer right away, Beau followed up with, “Sorry, not trying to be nosey.”

			“The hell you’re not,” Ethan alleged, breaking the eye contact and looking down at the floor.

			“Just making conversation,” he argued without vehemence. “Why’d he quit?”

			“Difference of opinion,” Ethan muttered, and Beau could’ve sworn he heard something along the lines of “bastard” following the statement.

			That was promising.

			The simple answer didn’t fool him, either. Beau figured their differences didn’t have a damn thing to do with how they fixed cars. He wasn’t going to mention that to Ethan though. He knew, based on the look in Ethan’s eyes, that his input wasn’t warranted.

			At the risk of repeating himself, Beau asked, “You working to get someone else in there to help out?”

			Beau knew that since Zane’s departure from Walker Demo, Ethan had been working overtime just to take care of the work that piled up. With Blake, at least Ethan had the potential for a little bit of a life outside of work. Not that Ethan would’ve taken time off anyway. As far as Beau knew, Ethan enjoyed working himself into the ground. That was another thing they had in common. Seemed that keeping busy was one of the surest ways to force away the demons that haunted them.

			“Not looking for any help,” Ethan said tersely but didn’t walk away, which was a good sign.

			Beau found Ethan to be one of the most difficult of the brothers to start a conversation with, but he knew it only took a few minutes before Ethan would settle down. He was always wary, so Beau had come to expect it from him.

			“Work slow?” he asked.

			“No.” The answer was straightforward, yet it still didn’t tell Beau anything.

			Figuring he wasn’t going to get far with Ethan, he shrugged his shoulders as he turned away. “Well, if you ever need help, just give me a shout. I’ve got some free time these days if you need me to pitch in.”

			Beau liked the way Ethan stared back at him in disbelief. Like he had no idea what Beau was talking about. Since Beau was a mechanic, he could’ve easily made the offer more specific, but for some reason, he liked the idea of leaving Ethan off-kilter. The man needed something to shake him up, and he knew that chasing after Ethan wasn’t going to be in his best interest.

			Pursuing him, letting him know he was interested . . . that was one thing. Chasing him . . . well, that just reeked of desperation, and well, Beau certainly wanted Ethan, but he damn sure wasn’t desperate.

			When an opening formed between the bodies in the hall, Beau moved forward, not looking back at Ethan. As tempting as it was to stand there and talk for as long as he could wrangle a response out of Ethan, Beau refused to be that guy.

			He wanted Ethan, sure. But he wasn’t going to make it easy on him. They’d already paved the road; it would just take some time to get down it. Based on what he had witnessed, and the way Ethan was trying to punish him, Beau knew it was only a matter of time.

			Easing up to the window, Beau glanced at the tiny form wrapped in a little blue blanket. The only things visible on the precious little boy were his miniature nose and his small lips, pursed together as he slept.

			Beau grinned. Zoey and Kaleb certainly had created a miracle.

			Glancing down at his watch, he realized the morning was rapidly passing him by, and he truly needed to get to work. Not that his boss would particularly mind. Right now, obviously unlike at Walker Demolition, business was a little slow at Dillinger Automotive, and since he worked for a small family-owned shop, he was just extra help, although he was the most tenured mechanic they had. Hell, half the time he was the only mechanic they had.

			However, one of the problems with working for family businesses was that if you weren’t part of the family, you were low man on the totem pole. Not that Beau honestly cared. He went in for a paycheck; the rest didn’t interest him in the least.

			With a quick glance behind him, Beau noticed Ethan watching him. Offering the man a small smile, he gave himself a mental pat on the back as he walked away. If he could figure out a way to keep playing it cool, he might just win this game.

		

	
		
			chapter THREE

			Two weeks later . . . 

			“You wanted to see me?” Ethan mumbled when he stepped inside the main office of Walker Demolition at eight thirty in the morning. Not that the cramped metal building was much of an office, but for years his brothers had managed to make it work.

			Now that Sawyer, Travis, and Kaleb had moved over to the fancy new resort offices, the only things that remained in the small area were three desks, two of which were empty. The other was occupied by Jared, Ethan’s cousin, who had practically dropped out of the sky on New Year’s Day and landed smack-dab in the middle of Walker Demolition.

			Jared hadn’t wasted a minute, settling right into the role that Travis laid out for him. And now, Jared had the entire office to himself. Not that he had enough personal effects to even stake his claim on the desk he had commandeered as his own, much less the office.

			The only thing on the chipped wooden surface was a laptop computer, opened, two plastic trays that had papers neatly stacked in them, a notebook filled with chicken scratch on the visible page, and a cup full of pens.

			Simple. Basic.

			Sort of like the guy.

			Ethan admitted that he didn’t know Jared all that well. Although the Walker family was close, and they spent a lot of time with extended family, he hadn’t seen Jared in years. Whether that was his own fault or Jared’s, Ethan wasn’t sure. But he knew now was not going to be the time to have a heart-to-heart because . . . Well, because Ethan wasn’t interested in opening up to anyone. Now, or ever.

			“So . . .” Ethan was already uncomfortable, and he hadn’t been inside for more than a minute. For some reason, the way Jared was staring at him made him feel extremely uneasy. The guy was leaning back in his chair, the eraser end of his pencil tapping against his cleanly shaven chin, those blue-gray eyes that apparently every Walker male had staring intensely over the computer screen at him.

			“Where’s Blake?”

			Why did Ethan get the impression Jared already knew the answer to that question?

			“Hell if I know.”

			“Why hasn’t he turned in a time card for the last two weeks?”

			Damn. Had it already been two weeks since Blake quit?

			Well, at least he knew what had tipped Jared off. Ethan was a salaried employee, but Blake had been hourly during his short stint with the company. Considering the guy had barely put in thirty hours a week, that was a blessing in itself.

			“Did you ask him?” Ethan challenged snidely, propping himself on the edge of Kaleb’s old desk and staring back at Jared with the same determination he felt broadcasting from his cousin.

			This conversation was not going to end well. He could feel it.

			“How’s the backlog coming?” Jared asked, that pencil tapping double time now, as though all the energy Jared was masking had to come out somewhere and his hand had been the chosen extremity.

			“I’m getting there,” Ethan stated sternly, his arms crossed over his chest defensively.

			And he really was getting there. He’d been working eighteen hours a day for the last week, and he was finally catching up. He felt like shit, but he was at least taking care of his responsibilities.

			“You need to hire some help.” Jared had that same authoritative demeanor that Travis had. The one that made Ethan instantly want to argue.

			He had to remember this was business, not personal. And Jared was his new boss, which meant Ethan didn’t have to see him but once a week, usually. If he could just get through this conversation, he’d get back to the shop, and he could forget it ever happened.

			“Don’t need help.”

			“Bullshit, Ethan,” Jared snapped, flying forward in his chair, his elbows slamming down on the desk in front of him hard enough to rattle all those damn pens in the cup.

			Ethan didn’t fight the urge to roll his eyes. Did this guy not realize he had spent the last ten years putting up with Travis’s mood swings and his constant need to bark out orders?

			“Hire someone or I’m going to do it for you.”

			“That’s not your fucking job,” Ethan ground out, his face heating with his anger.

			“Careful,” Jared warned, his eyes narrowing as he glared back at him. “Hire someone or I’m putting an ad in the paper, and I’ll get someone in there in a matter of hours.”

			Okay, so Ethan could tolerate a lot of shit. He could put up with someone else running the business and offering him their input. What he couldn’t tolerate was someone telling him what the fuck he needed to do.

			Pushing to his full height, Ethan half expected Jared to stand, but he didn’t. He knew Jared wasn’t intimidated by him like most men were, but it irked the shit out of him that his cousin was going to sit there like a fucking pussy.

			“You run this side of things; leave the shop to me,” Ethan instructed him, venom dripping from every word.

			“I run the whole fucking thing, in case you haven’t noticed.”

			Ethan took two steps forward and leaned over Jared’s desk. “You run this side of things,” he reiterated more slowly. “Leave. The. Fucking. Shop. To. Me.”

			With that, Ethan turned and walked away, sucking air in through his nose and blowing it out through his mouth in an effort to keep from hitting something.

			Storming out of the office, he slammed the door behind him before making his way over to the Walker Demo truck he had used to come over to the office. He did not want to hire someone else to fucking work with him. He liked being alone, and he didn’t need the help.

			Shit.

			Blake had been ideal until the jackass had to go and get all possessive on him. Why the hell did people have to make things so damned complicated?

			Ethan jumped in the truck and peeled out of the parking lot, sending gravel flying, pinging off the side of the metal building. It didn’t make him feel any better, and the one minute drive back to the shop didn’t do much to cool his temper, either.

			Once he parked, Ethan took a deep breath before dropping his head on the steering wheel. He knew he needed to do something to release some of the pressure that was building up inside of him, but he had no idea what might possibly help.

			Liar.

			It would be nice if his subconscious would fucking butt out of his business, too.

			[image: ]

			“HEY, BENNETT!” RALPH Dillinger called from across the shop.

			Beau glanced up from under the hood to see Ralph sitting at his desk. Figured. The guy didn’t even bother to get up when he needed to chat.

			Grabbing one of the shop towels, Beau wiped the grease off his hands as best he could and tossed the rag on the partially disassembled engine before he made his way through the messy garage.

			He hated how much of a slob Ricky was. Hated it. But it wasn’t like Beau could say anything about the pigsty he had to work near. Ricky was Ralph’s younger brother, and happened to be Dillinger Automotive’s other mechanic. If he could actually be considered a mechanic. The guy mainly stuck to oil changes when he bothered to come in to work at all.

			Skirting around the tools that were strewn across the concrete floor, Beau made his way to Ralph’s office.

			“Yeah?” He didn’t bother going inside the little room. Most of the time, Ralph got a kick out of calling Beau over for no reason other than to give him a hard time. Being that it was first thing Monday morning, he had hoped to be spared for at least a few hours.

			“We need to talk.”

			That didn’t sound good. Usually Ralph greeted him with some sort of barb or a bad joke. This sounded serious.

			“What’s up?”

			“Take a seat,” Ralph said, blindly signaling toward one of the chairs on the opposite side of his desk. Apparently, Ralph didn’t notice that both chairs were piled high with either boxes or papers or both. Figuring he wouldn’t need to sit down anyway, Beau gave him enough respect to move into the room, standing opposite him.

			“Son,” Ralph began.

			Son? Ralph wasn’t much older than Beau, but he seemed to be under the impression he was some sort of father figure. Beau had no idea where the guy came up with half of what he said, or why he acted the way he did, but being the nonconfrontational sort, Beau had never let on that Ralph’s condescending attitude bothered him. And being referred to as “son” made him want to both laugh and punch the guy in the face.

			“I’m sure you’ve noticed how slow things are around here.”

			Yeah, Beau had noticed. He also noticed that Ricky wasn’t even bothering to come into work these days, so Beau was picking up all the slack. Made for at least a full day’s work, but not much past that. If Ricky went to the trouble of coming in, one of them would likely be sitting on their ass. Beau didn’t figure it would be him because, of the two of them, Ricky wasn’t all that interested in doing much more than downing a six-pack.

			Beau nodded, waiting for whatever Ralph had to say so he could get back to work.

			When Ralph made the effort to look up from his computer screen, Beau knew he wasn’t going to like what his boss was about to tell him.

			“It’s not a secret that things are slowing down,” Ralph explained, repeating his point, his expression seemingly glum.

			Beau wanted to remind Ralph that he also noticed that Ricky wasn’t bothering to even come into work these days. Instead, he kept his mouth shut.

			“I just don’t have enough work to warrant two mechanics right now.”

			Beau would agree. And he knew where this was going. But because he could see Ralph’s discomfort level was equivalent to walking on hot coals barefoot, he decided to let the other man spell it out for him.

			“Look, Beau,” Ralph finally said after a few moments of painful silence. “I’m gonna have to let you go. When things pick back up, I’ll give you a shout. Until then, I think Ricky can handle what little work we do have.”

			Beau glanced out into the shop, pretending to be looking for Ricky, and then back to Ralph. Yeah, he’d like to see how well that was going to work out for them.

			“I know what you’re thinkin’,” Ralph went on to say.

			Doubtful. “Is that right?” Beau asked, the words breaking free before he could stop them. Damn it.

			Ralph’s eyes widened and he leaned back in his chair, propping his hands on his protruding belly, obviously gearing up for a confrontation. When Ralph cleared his throat, Beau took a deep breath.

			It wasn’t like he hadn’t known this day would come. When business was slow, there wasn’t much anyone could do. And even if Beau had enough work to put in forty or more hours a week, that didn’t mean a thing when it came down to family loyalty.

			“I need Ricky to come into work. He’s not coming in because he says there isn’t enough for him to do. He mentioned that you take all the work, and he doesn’t want to cause a scene.”

			Beau grinned to himself. That was such fucking bullshit, but it didn’t surprise him that Ralph believed it. Or was pretending to at least. Ricky didn’t come into work because he spent his nights at Moonshiners getting drunk. Hell, half the time when he did come into work the next day, he’d still be drunk.

			“Sorry, Beau,” Ralph finally said with a sigh.

			Beau wanted to believe that Ralph really was sorry, but something felt off about this whole thing. He had been working for Dillinger Automotive since he graduated from high school. Granted, Dillinger’s was a family-owned business, and their loyalties were clearly to family. He understood that. But they’d been slow for a while. And business always seemed to pick back up. So why were they doing this now?

			That was a question that would go unspoken because Beau didn’t really care to hear the answer. A sound in the shop had Beau glancing through the small window behind Ralph’s head. There was Ricky. When the guy went straight for Beau’s toolbox, he knew there was going to be a problem.

			“When will you have my last paycheck ready?” Beau asked as he eased his way toward the door, keeping an eye on Ricky.

			“Friday,” Ralph said, turning to see what had caught Beau’s attention.

			“I’ll be by Friday morning. Make sure it’s ready for me.”

			With that, Beau walked out of the mess Ralph considered an office and directly to his work bay.
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