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Prologue



Tuck never saw it coming.

Well. He saw Cade, though Tuck didnt know his name yet. Kids came and kids went at the St. Pius Reformatory, some of them too fast to remember who they were or get a decent read on them.

Some, though. Some made an impression.

* * *

Tuck paused at the door to his room, his key still in the lock, and cocked his head sideways to get a look at the hushed commotion a couple rooms down. New guy. Skinny. Someone had shaved his head almost down to the scalp, leaving him with a dark half-inch shadow. Probably lice. As thin as he was, hed been living on the streets before he ended up here.

A different sort of kid, this one. Tuck could tell. His face was made up of sharp angles and planes, and he looked ready to lash out at anyone who threatened him, but taken together they did something else: they made Tuck look twice.

And then look again, not wanting to look away and not knowing why. Something about this guys face and the way he moved… It caught Tuck and didnt let go.

Huh. Guys werent supposed to be pretty, but even with the hell this one had undoubtedly been through, there was still something about him that made Tuck want to…he didnt know what. Anything better than standing there staring like a broken streetlight.

Father Michael had escorted him. Figured. The brothers always sent Michael to deal with powder-keg cases. He could calm down a bonfire, but he had no time for anyones bullshit and made sure they knew it.

Tuck liked him.

St. Pius is a safe place, Cade, he heard Father Michael say as he unlocked the new guys room for him.

Cade. Nice name.

You can lock the door behind you if you like. You can trust us.

Ive known some priests, and I know what a jail looks like even if you call it a reform school, Cade said. Stubborn son of a bitch, wasnt he? He had balls too. Tuck abandoned the pretense of not looking and propped himself on the door frame. What was it about this guy? Watching him made Tucks pulse pick up the pace. Made him need to take a deeper breath just to get enough air.

Do you know us? Father Michael nailed Cade with eye contact Cade couldnt dodge. You dont. We ask that you give us a chance, as we give you. There are rules, yes. One of them is respect. It goes both ways.

Cades jaw hardened. Still, Tuck thought he saw a spark of something new kindling in Cades face. Curiosity.

Go inside. He laid his hand on Cades shoulder the way a dad would, or dads should, and gave Cade a firm nudge. Well see you at dinner. Six oclock.

That was that, no more arguing to be done about it. Michael turned his back to walk away, black robe sweeping the floor in almost silent susurration.

Tuck watched Cade stare after him. Yeah, that took some getting used to too. Trust.

Hes not lying, you know, Tuck said. Father Michaels a good guy. He only bends the rules that need to be bent.

Cade whipped around to shoot Tuck a glare. Dont lie to me. This is the next best thing to jail. He scoffed. Guess Im lucky. Another couple of months and Id have gone to the regular lockup.

You did get lucky, Tuck said. Im being straight with you here. The way Father Michael runs this place, its not orthodox, but damn right its safe. Its home. Not a home. Get the difference?

Cade looked, for a second, younger than seventeen going on eighteen. Lost and scared. Lonely. Not understanding a single word Tuck said. But wanting to. Tuck could see that in him.

He stepped back and offered his hand the way hed been taught, like a classy kind of guy, even if he knew he was as ordinary a rough-edged street punk as they came. Im Tuck.

Cade hesitated, looking Tuck up and down before he shook his head. He bit his lip and stared down at the key in his palm.

Tuck watched as Cade took a deep breath, lifted his chin, and pushed the door open. He disappeared inside without looking back. Be damned. Scared as a rabbit and proud as a bull. Dangerous and needing someone to look out for him.

Yeah. Tuck liked this new guy, this Cade.

Still leaning on the door frame, Tuck propped his weight on his forearm and rested his chin atop it. There was something about Cade…something more to him than the shape of his face that Tuck wanted to look at as long as he liked. Until he figured out the shape of Cadeswell, his heart, Tuck guessed.

He wanted to look at Cade again, period. Drink him in and figure out the why of that too. Understand why Cade made him feel like this, where it all came from, what it meant.

Maybe he would.



Six months later



Tuck rapped at Cades dorm window, cold and smooth beneath his knuckles and the tap-tap-tap he made almost silent. The hours before dawn wrapped the grounds of St. Pius Reformatory in a blanket of black velvet, muffling everything in hushed stillness.

He tapped again, softly, as patiently as he could, searching the frost-rimed glass for a glimpse beyond. Jeez, he hoped he had the right room. The windows were all identical, and the only things he could see were the indistinct blurs of a cheap pine bedroom set and flashes of color that outlined a human shape lying on its side.

Now or never, he told himself. He and Cade had turned eighteen in the last month, and that meant theyd leave St. Pius soon. From what hed seen, Tuck thought he wasnt the only one feeling a good vibe between them.

And if he didnt have the balls now to see if Cade wanted him the way he wanted Cade, hed never have another chance. Finding someone who meant something wasnt nothing for a kid whod grown up mostly in foster care, believe you him. If Cade came through, thatd be it for Tuck. Hed go all in.

A guy had to hope, right?

He blew on the glass and drew a letter in the fog from his warm breath.

When the mist cleared, he could see inside. Score. Cade lay in the bed, propped on his hip, close enough to touch if the glass werent between them. His eyes were open, a gray pale enough to startle even through the night and the window. Looking back at Tuck. Not exactly smilingCade didnt do that oftenbut not pissed to see him there, Tuck would tell you that much.

Tuck pressed his palm to the window and leaned closer, balancing his weight on the none too steady ledge hed climbed to. Hi, he shaped with his lips and no sound, trying out the grin that he thought had worked before when it came to enticing Cade. Let me in?

Cades mouth lifted at one corner. He nodded slightly.

Excitement and nerves almost screwed the game right there. No matter how cold outside, the ancient wood of the window frame was too warm now, almost slippery in Tucks grasp. He grabbed the vines that swarmed all sides of Pius and hung on, swaying from them. The grin burst out on its own this time. He waved a handful of leaves at Cade and mouthed, check that out.

Cade shook his head at Tuck, but he rolled almost to his chest and reached out, sliding the window latch open.

Tucks heart started beating sideways. He hadnt thought this far ahead. Hed only known he wanted, and that was good enough, but now he was here, and

And the window was open enough for Cade to whisper to him. Only the flicker of his tongue over his full lower lip gave away his nerves. Man, the things he did to Tuck. Itd freaked him out at first to realize he liked the long, lean planes of a male body and the strong lines of Cades face more than he liked cherry lip gloss and breasts.

The more time he spent with Cade, the easier it became to get over himself.

When he figured out he was wanted in return, he forgot hed ever worried at all.

Cades fingertips brushed Tucks wrist. Holding him in case he slipped and lost his footing. Who do you think you are, Romeo? Cade nodded back at the slim book theyd all been assigned to read in Father Michaels class, dropped open and facedown on Cades bedside table next to a Discman still pumping a heartbeat bass through attached earphones.

Not even close. Romeos kind of a moron. Enjoying Cades surprised laugh, Tuck slipped through the window and onto the bed in an S-shaped movement without needing to touch the floor. Hed been into sneaking up fire escapes, before he left New York. Itd been a while but still, not bad. Nobody beat him at gymnastics here.

Tuck knelt and grinned at Cade. You moved this closer to the window, didnt you? He hoped.

Cade withdrew from Tuck but only far enough to make room for Tuck on the bed beside him. His sheets were soft and body-warm, smelling of soap and shampoo and boy when Tuck stretched out side by side with him. Maybe.

Being this close to Cade made Tuck remember the one time hed been trapped outside during a thunderstorm. Electricity dancing over his skin.

Maybe what? Tuck teased. He cracked wise when he got nervous, but Cade knew that.

Cades light brush on his wrist firmed into a solid bracelet of fingers around flesh, his palm at rest over Tucks beating pulse, holding him back as if it were a reflex he couldnt help.

Tuck stopped. He was crazy enough about Cade that it made things he didnt know the names for wrench inside him to put on the brakes, but he had to be sure. Tell me, okay? Tell me Im not reading you wrong.

Anyone else would have said Cade looked expressionless, but the lips that were as soft and smooth as they looked, that parted beneath the brush of Tucks thumb, told their story. Nerves and doubt and, underneath that, wanting this enough to make himself let it happen. But he still needed a push. Why are you asking?

Tuck would have thought Cade would know, but… Because I get things wrong sometimes. And if this isnt what you wantreally dont wantthen it ends now, before I hurt you.

Cade drew his tongue over his lips to moisten them. You care that much?

There was enough wistful wanting there to give Tuck the courage to kiss the back of Cades hand. You really need to ask that? Yeah. I do.

Cade shook his head. Hard to tell, in the moonlight, what he might be thinking. He was a hard one to read at the best of times. Only Tuck could get through. Why?

Why? Tuck repeated. You mean, why do I care?

Cade nodded.

Tuck didnt know how to answer. He tried anyway. Every time I close my eyes, youre there. I dream about you when Im asleep. When Im awake, mostly all I think about is you. It feels right, being with you. He shrugged helplessly. What else can I say?

Cades always unexpected smile flashed out bright and quiet, and surprised too. I thought you didnt like Romeo.

I dont.

But you want to be him. You make me think, sometimes…

Think what?

That maybe you could be, Cade said. He rolled to his back, letting himself be as vulnerable as a guy like Cade could be. Brave and scared. Stubborn and take-your-breath-away gorgeous at the same time. A mystery Tuck would never get to the bottom of. Loved. Loved so much it could be scary if Tuck let that happen, even if Tuck didnt know how to say that. Yet.

You care, Cade said. Youre the first one who did. He swallowed hard, but he made the first move and drew Tuck down toward him, on top of him, almost as needy as Tuck. You made me want this. Dont ask again. If you do, Im gone.

Tuck shut his mouth, fast. Then he realized he could do better things with his lips. He could kiss Cade as much, as long, and as deeply as he wanted; he could kiss Cade until they were out of breath and drawing warm, shallow drafts from between one anothers swollen lips. God, so good.

Almost better was the discovery that Cades skin was soft and smooth, warmer than Tuck had thought it would be. Taut over his slim stomach when Tuck slid up the hem of the T-shirt Cade slept in.

Your hands are freezing, Cade murmured, not moving away.

I was out in the cold for a while, Tuck said. Ill warm up.

Slim fingers stroked the top of Tucks head, sliding through his hair, awkward and clumsy as he felt. Cades lips were sweet when Tuck fitted their mouths together, his heartbeat as fast, and the silence that blanketed them broken in whispers of rushing breath, hushed sighs, and the smooth waves of Cade moving beneath him… God, he made Tuck so hard. The things he wanted to do, that he would doonly

Tuck stopped, pressing his forehead to Cades chest.

Cade stilled, a little wary. No. A lot wary. What?

I want to make it good. You know? His face burned hot. Nobody wanted to admit this, especially not a guy eighteen years old. Ive been with girls. Not with men. He kissed the cleft of Cades chin. His heart pounded so loudly in his ears he could barely think. I dont know how to do this. Do you?

Cade opened his eyes fully to look at Tuck, widened pupil to widened pupil, so close together their eyelashes all but tangled. He didnt take that question lightly, and Tuck was glad. Made it less embarrassing for him to have confessed his secret.

Can I trust you? Cade asked.

Tough question, easy answer. If the person whod asked it would believe you. Ask a foster teen if they had trust issues. Go ahead. Still. Tuck didnt have to think about it for one second to know his heart. He put as much of that as he could into one word: Always.

Cade thumbed over Tucks collarbone, stroking the thick scar tissue there from where he hadnt missed a bullet. Didnt bother him anymore. Those were the scars thatd attracted attention, gotten him off the streets, sent him to St. Pius…and, eventually, to Cade.

Tuck leaned into the touch. Nothing sexy about it, but it was almost as good, just for the reassurance of it. The affection.

This isnt any one-night stand for me, he blurted. You get that, right?

Cade slowed the rhythm of his touch. Almost stopped.

Cade?

I hear you. I Cade shook his head. Forget it. As long as you want me, you can have me.

Promise?

Cade didnt answer that, not as such, but he had his own way of saying things sometimes. He brushed hair away from Tucks face and let the last few strands slide free. You wear your scars on the outside, Cade said, thoughtful, as if he didnt mean just the marks on Tucks skin.

I dont get it.

Doesnt matter. Cade raised one slender knee, drawing Tuck into the space between his spread legs. As long as you want me, Im yours.

Tuck breathed easier. Then show me.

Cade almost smiled again. Dumb-ass. He caressed Tucks bare shoulder. Dont think about learning. Just about doing, he said, easing their clothing far enough out of the way to give Tuck what he needed. Like this.

Like this too? Tuck found the right place, weight on his elbows, his body lining up with Cades. Both he and Cade hissed when skin touched skin. God, yeah, he said with a breathless laugh. Like this.

Didnt need me after all, Cade said.

Tuck slid his hand down between them, cupping Cade. He bit his lip to calm himself down at that first touch. I need you, all right, he said. He nudged closer, tighter and closer still. Cant you tell?

Cades cheeks were flushed, and his lips parted. Anything you want, you make happen. Makes me so mad. Makes me want you when I know I He stopped himself. How? Hows it work?

Tucks face warmed. He mumbled a vague denial under his breath, all of it forgotten when Cade raised one leg to brace his foot on the mattress.

Forget it. You want me, take me. Do it right, Cade said in Tucks ear. Youre the only one who could. Shh. Shut up. Just kiss me. Dont stop.

Tuck could do that, and he did. He kept on, forgetting to think.

There was a lot of risk to this, no doubt, and where itd take them, Tuck couldnt say for sure. All he knew for sure was with a guy like Cade, the road had to lead somewhere good. Right?

Tuck would bet his life on that.

Not hard, really. Not when Cade already was his life.


Chapter One



People saidand Tuck had learned the truth of it for himself over the yearsonce a foster kid, always a foster kid, no matter how old a man got. He was on the downhill slide toward thirty, and he could still feel in his bones every jolt on the rough road hed traveled during those years on the streets and those he spent being passed from one home to another.

Tuck could always spot another foster kid, adult or child, and he wasnt the only one who had the knack. There was always something that gave them away to each other. Theyd make themselves as small as they could get to take up as little room as possible, or shout at the top of their lungs to make themselves heard.

Among other things.

Sometimes they shared no more than a sideways glance, but they recognized one another. There was a bond between them, and they knew it.

Some things never changed, and some things changed far too much.

Tuck scanned the length of the bridge that stretched out before him. Gorgeous piece of work. The city kept the road up nice and smooth, but the metal arches and the rococo ornamentation had graced this road like a fine lady since the 1920s. The view from the top was just grand enough for planning committees to maintain pedestrian sidewalks up there behind latticed cages.

Usually around this time of day, thered be a handful people at the very peak, taking in the sunset. One guy in particular never missed a night, no matter what the weather.

It made him easy to find. At the far left, his head tipped back to let the red-orange of the setting sun warm his face.

Cade.

Sunset lights were kind to Cade, not that he needed any help to take Tucks breath away. Still. Always. For a moment, all he could do was look. Cades slim hips were encased in jeans loose enough to let him move freely but snug enough to display the lean firmness of his muscles and the length of his limbs. Hed grown up graceful, his long torso stretching elegantly as a dancers when he turned from left to right. His slim swans neck arched with the tilt of his head, baring smooth pale skin made for being kissed.

Tuck knew that body better than his own. Hed traced it with lips and tongue and hands more times than a man could count without breaking out the chalkboard and some brain-twisting equations. Hed braced his knees against the sides of those lean thighs and ridden the man attached to them, strong hands kneading his hips. Hed pressed a fiery line of kisses to the wings of Cades shoulder blades and down his back to where it narrowed to a small waist. Dipped his tongue between the musky cleft beneath and slid his cock deep inside.

It was the first time hed laid eyes on Cade in six months.

The hurt of being left behind never had faded. That old pain dug sharp claws into Tucks stomach now. It was his fault, why theyd ended when they ended. Hed own that.

That didnt mean that during every day of silence and separation he didnt pray to God for a way to make it right.

People said God worked in mysterious ways. They also said the universe had a twisted sense of humor.

The way Tuck saw it, they were both right. He hadnt seen this coming, and he couldnt help seeing how fitting it was.

He tapped the edge of an envelope against his palm, an envelope hed carried out here for a specific purpose. The weight of its heavy, creamy paper had become as familiar to him in the three days since itd hit his mailbox as the keys to his taxi were a long-accustomed weight carried in his pocket.

Time he quit dicking around and taking no for an answer, wasnt it?

Tuck folded the envelope double to fit in his back pocket, sized up the length of the bridge once more and the distance between him and Cade, and waited for Cade to realize he was there. He would. Separation or no separation, there were still ties that bound. There had to be.

It didnt take long. Cade lowered his camera and turned his head, searching. He spotted Tuck without much effort; then again, Tuck hadnt been trying to hide. He lived his life in the open, balls out, diving in headfirst. Cade was the one who liked his quiet and his peace.

Tuck thoughthopedmaybe Cade started to smile at him before he remembered why hed stopped. Maybe. He definitely didnt miss the brief hesitation before Cade made a move toward him, leaving his peace and his pleasure in the setting sun behind him like a discarded cloak.

Well. Hed figured this wouldnt be easy. Tuck took a seat on the railing, just wide enough to balance on, and waited.

Tuck, Cade said when he came within earshot, camera still in hand. He looked wary and angry. And uncertain.

That last was what kept Tuck going through the awkwardness that shaped the ever-widening gap between them. You look good, he said, because it was the truth. He kept his mouth shut about the hair, and about the dark circles under Cades eyes he saw now that Cade had come close enough to spot them.

The corner of Cades mouth lifted in a half smile. You never were a good liar. He stopped just out of arms reach, keeping the best part of a yards distance between them. Youre always climbing up to me, arent you?

Tuck shrugged. How else am I gonna be level with you? Besides, who says its got to be the journey or the destination? Why not both?

He almost made Cade laugh. A good sight, that.

But only almost.

If at first you dont succeed, right? Tuck dug in the pockets of the light jacket hed worn and retrieved two six-ounce bottles of pricey Italian sodas. Cade wouldnt let himself indulge except on special occasions. The man could squeeze a dollar until it squeaked. Not that Tuck really blamed him. Life on the streets, in foster homes, and eking out a living in the big city taught a man to count his pennies.

Yeah. A prickle of anger stung hotly under Tucks skin. His trying to make some cash, scrounge up a life with a better class of rats for both of them, had been whatd busted them apart and brought them here now.

Hed own his personal blame, sure. He just forgot sometimes that he wasnt the only one at fault. The difference between them was that Tuck wouldnt roll over and die. Maybe it was a fault, maybe a virtue. Maybe both.

Either way, if it gave him a fighting chance at winning his man back, well. Tuck wouldnt hesitate.

Raspberry and black cherry, he said, refusing to let Cade decline the bottle when Cade would have done so. He balanced it on the railing between them. Your favorite. My treat. The moneys already spent. No take-backs allowed once its a done deal.

Cade glanced up at Tuck once, his expression as unreadable as itd been back in the first days theyd known each other at St. Pius. Tuck thought he wanted to say something but didnt. He shook his head instead and traced one of the beads of moisture on its way down the glass side of the bottle.

Tuck watched the drop of water and, to be honest, envied it. Youre looking at me as if youd like to eat me up, Cade said. He must have felt it, for he sure wasnt looking at Tuck when he spoke. You never change.

Youre worth looking at, Tuck said.

Cades cheeks warmed to a pale rose. He said nothing.

Tuck shrugged and propped his elbow on the outer rail, resting his head on his hand. The cheeky grin he knew always got under Cades skin popped out at the last, too quick to stop it. I am what I am. He uncapped his own treat with a twist of the wrist theyd both learned a long time ago in misspent youths sipping illicit beers. Mazel tov.

Cade bit his lip, shook his head sharply, and took a sip probably meant to be polite before the taste hit him as well as a good old-fashioned thirst. He tipped the bottle back to drink deeply, eyes closed in pleasure.

Worth looking at, hed said? Yes, and then some. A droplet of sweat slid down to disappear beneath the collar of Cades T-shirt; Tuck watched it go and only just managed not to let his breath out in a long, slow sigh.

Hed have walked across coals to catch that salty droplet on his tongue. To feather his lips over the warm arch of Cades neck and tap the tip of his tongue in time with the beating pulse in the soft hollow between Cades jaw and ear. Rest his hand on Cades chest to feel the beat of his troubled heart and let Cade know he wasnt alone.

Cade finished the bottle without letting go, tapping the glass to get every last drop. Sugar and fluid did him half a worlds worth of good. Only half, though. Tuck knew this for sure when Cade said only, Thank you, the politeness stiff and awkward on his tongue.

Whys it gotta be like this, Cade? Tuck wanted more than anything to ask. Just take my hand. Tell me whats wrong so I can fix it.

Cades thoughts remained a mystery. Itd be easier to get a read on the marble statues Cade seemed to imitate at times like these. Statues couldnt be argued with or hurt or moved. They were safe.

Tuck understood, even if he didnt like it. Even less did he like how this didnt bode well. Their first conversation in six months, Cade refusing to take his calls from day one, and it had to be this way, huh? You want to know why Im really here, dont you?

I didnt think it was just to bring me a soda and pass the time of day, Cade said.

Id have done that already if youd let me.

Cade would know that to be true. It made him tougher to crack. Either tell me why you came, or I turn around and start walking now.

I came to give you this. Tuck slipped the heavy envelope from his pocket and offered it to Cade, held between forefinger and index finger.

Cades frown was instant and obvious. Whats this? He checked the seal and glanced at Tuck in a silent query when he found it already opened.

It was addressed to both of us, Tuck said. At ourmy place. Man, hed never get used to the sound of those words. That apartment was theirs; it had never been meant to be mine.

And you opened it without asking me first?

I noticed itd been mailed over a month ago. The zip code is wrong, and the post office took their sweet time forwarding. I figured itd be better to see what it was before making a big deal. Could have been nothing. He cleared his throat, uncomfortable. Besides, I didnt think youd be coming around to pick up any stray mail anytime soon.

Cadealmostwinced, but he took that shot like a man and simply nodded.

Its a good thing I did too, Tuck said. Its from Megan and Hannah. Theyre getting married.

The envelope slipped sideways in Cades hand. He caught it, barely, before it fell and blew away off the bridge. Tuck watched him stare at the swirling sepia calligraphy that somehow matched the bronze and iron scrollwork on the bridge.

His throat moved with a jerk when he swallowed. Oh.

Shit. Tuck hadnt expected Cade to go whiter than a bleached sheet, and he moved on automatic pilot to help hold him steady. Christ. Easy, babe, easy.

Cade started to move toward him. He had the instincts too. But he didnt follow through. He took a step back, away from Tuck. Give me a minute. He lowered his voice. Please.

Easier said than done. Tuck jittered with the need to move, to act, to do something. Anything. The shifting weight of keys in his pocket sparked an idea. Look, Ive got the taxi down there. Let me drive you to the park. Somewhere with benches where we can sit without better than average odds of falling. You can think it over on the way there.

Cade shook his head in silence. He fingered the edges of the envelope without saying anything, but Tuck could tell when that sharper brain of his was whirring away. The dimple in his chin tightened when he did that. In the lowering sunlight, Tuck could see the faint brown dusting of five oclock shadow that darkened Cades cheeks. Itd feel rough and soft against the back of his hand if he touched…

Mailed to both of us, Cade said. He handed the envelope back without looking inside. They dont know.

Tucks throat tightened. Not yet.

Most of the kids who were sent there passed in and out of St. Piuss grounds without leaving so much as an echo behind. Megan and Hannah were different. Megan had already been caught up in a gang; Hannahs stepdad pimped her out. Still. Underneath all that, there was enough left to call out for help. They needed to be taken under someones wings if they were going to survive. He and Cade, theyd been the ones to answer, and the girls had become not quite daughters but something very like sisters.

Tuck could see the struggle warring within Cade. Hard not to.

Why dont they know? Cade asked.

Truth?

Truth, Cade said, though he looked none too sure.

I didnt want to tell them.

Cade scoffed softly.

You asked. Dont blame me if you dont like what you heard, and dont throw stones, because you didnt tell them either, did you? Tuck slipped off the railing and stood on his own two feet to face Cade. Youve left me. This is true. But I havent left you. He knuckled his chest, just over his breastbone. Not where it counts. Miles dont make much difference there. I couldnt tell them it was over, because for me? It isnt.

Cade turned away from the sunset to prop his hip against the dangerous edge of the bridge, the one facing the street and not the safety of the sidewalk. They werent even together the last time we spoke to them.

Its been a couple of years. Too long, Tuck said, wondering why hed let that much time go by. Hed never meant to. A lot can happen in two minutes, let alone two years.

How can they be old enough?

It was a rhetorical question but one Tuck answered anyway. I passed twenty-nine last week. Itd been a bitch spending his birthday alone too. He nudged in a little closer and rested his elbows on the bridge rail, almost close enough to touch Cades. Thatd make you just a year short of thirty yourself, old man.

Cade grimaced. Dont remind me.

Tuck wanted to nudge him in the shin, just lightly, a love tap. Anyone say there was something wrong with thirty? Its a good year.

Cade glanced sidelong at Tuck and offered him that half smile, wry as ever. So you say. He shook his head. Let me see the envelope again. As soon as he had it in his hands, Cade slid the bent cardstock free of the envelope at last and read it, lips moving in a habit hed never quite broken himself of.

Its cute, how you do that, Tuck said without thinking. Well, why not? It was true.

Cade didnt like hearing it, though. Its not cute. Its childish.

Cute, Tuck said, as stubborn as Cade when he wanted to be. Try changing my mind. It wont work.

I know, Cade said, soft as a breath of wind. You never were the kind.

I am who I am. When I love, I love for life. Tuck took a chance and, breath momentarily stilled, lifted his hand to brush the backs of his knuckles across the line of Cades cheekbone. I miss it, you know? All of it. The little things. The big things.

That doesnt mean you can change the past. Cade tucked the invitation away, as carefully and precisely as if he were being graded on performance. If youd told me about the freelancing from the beginning, I wonder if wed be here now.

I wanted it to be a surprise. Christ, Cade. I know why you come up here where its not so crowded and you can see a real horizon. You need to breathe, like we did at St. Pius. Tell me Im wrong.

Cade couldnt and didnt.

Tuck spread his hands in a well, there you go gesture. All I wanted was to earn enough to buy us a real house. I wanted to surprise you.

Surprise, Cade said with a snort. He wouldnt look at Tuck. Again. Why? Hiding, angry, or both? You managed that part.

Tuck studied his knuckles, pressing them tightly against the others until the pressure of blood and bone turned them white.

If I could do it over again, differently, I would. Believe that.

Its not that easy.

Tuck could feel his temper starting to prickle. You think I dont know that by now?

You stopped talking about work. Then you didnt answer phone calls. You started not coming home at all sometimes. I believed you at first. Because I wanted to. But how many flat tires can a driver have? How many out-of-state fares and cell coverage problems and… Hed knotted his fists in frustrated anger. For weeks that went on. What was I supposed to think? What was I supposed to do?

Not have me followed by some Dick Tracy wannabe, Tuck retorted. Where did you even find that guy? In a fifth-floor walkup on the lower east side, smoking a cigarette behind a plate glass window with a few bullet holes?

Cades jaw hardened. He wasnt top-drawer, but it took you long enough to know he was following you.

Tuck made a pfft noise. Are you kidding me? I knew from the word go. I thought he was after… Tuck gestured uselessly, unable to come up with any better description than, The ladies.

He wasnt ashamed of the kind of work hed found. Escorts and ladies of the evening needed a ride they could count on as much as or more than anyone else. They liked someone who they could be sure would stay hands-off, too. Only thing was, once hed gotten a rep, hed gotten more business, and more… Before he knew it, he was so near his goal of the down payment on a house he could taste it.

And then, this had happened.

I never even dreamed youd think I was cheating on you. You know me better.

Cade didnt move. I thought I did. Some of those pictures werent of you with… He didnt like the word either, but he liked the alternatives less. Ladies. Some were men.

Tucks nails were going to pierce his palm soon. Not that it hadnt happened before; hed end up with a set of crescent-shaped scars. It didnt help tamp down his rising temper. Yeah. The guys that hired them. And none of them ever touched me. Ever. You know what pisses me off the most? You thinking I wasnt just cheating, but that Id started peddling my ass like a five-dollar hooker. Fuck. Tuck snorted. I wasnt that desperate when I lived on the streets. Man, Id have starved before I fell that low.

Right. Youre better than that. I know, Cade said. Said it with a venom that Tuck didnt understand and never had. A blind man could tell those escorts made Cades skin crawl, but let one guy say something against them and boom. Was he for them or against them? Why did it matter this much?

Cade turned away when Tuck had no response. If thats all you have to say, were done here.

Oh, fuck this. Tuck advanced on Cade, not letting him back down and knowing he couldnt back away without flipping off the bridge. What really happened between us, you and me? Dont tell me it was the job. Im not as smart as you, but Im not that stupid. Ten years doesnt just snap its fingers and vanish over a job. And dont tell me it was because I tried to surprise you. I hid birthday presents before.

Cade favored Tuck with the kind of long, flat look that promised the splintered flash of lightning and a roll of thunder not far off. If you think you can compare the two

No. I know I should have done it different. I got caught up. I was stupid.

Yes. You were. Cade turned his back on Tuck. He spoke softly but not so much so that Tuck didnt hear him say, And so was I.

See? It was things like that. Bits and pieces escaping Cade that kept Tuck hoping. If Cade had those things tucked away in his heart, then it couldnt be as over for him as he wanted Tuck to believe.

Or maybe Romeo just hadnt gotten any brighter over the years. Who knew?

All Tuck could be was himself. That meant taking chances. Gambling on a prayer.

And so, without letting himself question the move, he covered Cades hand with his and held tight. I miss you.

Cade drew in a deep, slow breath and let it out. His hunched shoulders broadened as he pushed himself up off the rail and looked away at some fixed point a thousand yards away that Tuck couldnt see. Retreating inside himself to some place where Tuck couldnt follow him. Its not that easy.

Then tell me why not, Tuck pressed. How can I believe you when you wont explain what that means? And I dont, you know, he said, sure of it even as he said it out loud for the first time in months. I dont believe you.

Cades eyes widened. Excuse me?

You heard me. Tuck turned Cade around to face him once more. He palmed Cades cheek as gently as he could. Felt so good, that warm skin beneath his touch. So right. And you know how I know?

Cade swallowed, the long smooth line of his throat working. Tuck could see the question in his eyes, and the wish he wouldnt let himself make.

Tuck pushed closer still, pressing into the inch of personal space Cade had left, lining their bodies one against the other. He feathered his thumb over the pulse in Cades wrist.

Cade watched him with the same sort of wary fear as a cat trapped in a corner, in the back of an alley.

Tuck didnt ease up. This mattered too much to back down now. These were things Cade needed to hear. To feel. This. This is how I can be sure. He laid his hand on Cades chest, over his heart, just the way he used to, and felt how fast it beat. He felt Cades body reacting to him being this close too; that, he let that pass. For now. I know because I know you.

Cade stood very still, too still, save for an abrupt and bitter twist of his silent lips.

Tuck would have minded, if he hadnt had more to say. That hole, Cade, we keep digging. Both of us. But Ill stake my life on it. We are not done. And I do still know you, because I know youre dying to ask how I can be so sure.

Slowlyas slowly as hed opened the window that first time, that first night at St. Pius, no surer now of how to get this ball rolling than he had been back thenhe slid his arm around Cade and spread his fingers wide at the small of Cades back. Hed grown too warm standing in the sun, and this close, pressed body to body nowalmostGod, Tuck couldnt think straight. Not with Cade close enough to taste the sweet raspberry and bitter black cherry on his breath.

Tuck didnt stop there. He traced a path up Cades chest, his throat, the sharpness of the dent in his chin and the sandpaper stubble dusting Cades cheeks. This, he said. Their lips almost brushed. He kneaded Cades hip, craving more, still more, and Cade yielding to him as he met Tucks eyes, dark brown to deep gray. This is how I know.

Now or never again.

Tuck slid one leg forward, drawing their hips into alignment. The hard line of Cades dick bumped against Tucks, and even though they were separated by jeans and boxers, they both hissed at the rough contact.

Tuck didnt stop there. He let his hands roam over Cades chest, then down to curl his knuckles below Cades navel, the heat of Cades dick burning his fingers. Not touching. Teasing. Tempting. A girder would hide them from any Peeping Tom eyes, but Tuck honestly couldnt be bothered to move or to risk startling Cade out of this moment hed worked so hard to catch.

He brushed his lips over Cades, softer and sweeter than most anyone would believe he could be. He drew back to see how Cade was taking it. Only for a second.

This time when he kissed Cade, he crushed their mouths together, hard and hot, deep and wet, filthy and holy, everything that made him and Cade them. Cade shuddered, no doubt doing his damnedest not to

Cade groaned when he yielded. His hands were as strong and desperate as Tuck remembered, tangling in Tucks hair so hard his scalp prickled, kneading his hip with a merciless force sure to leave bruises. He pulled Tuck against him, grinding his hard-on, just as needy as his hands had been, against Tuck.

Thenhe pushed Tuck away just as roughly as hed been snatched up, his lips strung apart and kiss-swollen a dark red.

Breathless, Tuck stared Cade in the eye. There. Now you can kick me over the rail if you want, or you can tell me if that feels like the end to you.

Tuck could hear Cade grinding his teeth. Its. Not. That. Easy. Im not like you, Tuck. Leaping without even thinking about looking. You turn everything upside down the way its not supposed to be.

Says who?

Says me. Its my life.

I know. Tuck eyed him. But you know what? Youre my life. Still. So where does that leave us?

Cade flat-palmed Tucks chest, probably meaning to push him away. But as he did, the envelope slipped free of Tucks pocket and caught between the two of them, pressed as close together as they were.

Whatever Cade had started to say died unspoken. Uncertainty seeped back in.

To his own credit, Tuck didnt like playing unfair. Sometimes, though, it was the only way. He took the envelope by one edge to keep it safe.

Everything Megan and Hannah know about love, they learned from watching us at St. Pius and afterward, he told Cade. You know its true. Im not going to call them less than a month before their wedding to give them this kind of news, and Im not going to miss the chance to see my sisters get married. Look me in the eye if you can and tell me if you want to hurt them in any way when they should be happier than theyve ever been. I wont take it away from them. Will you?

Cades hands were knotted into fists, held at his side. His wrists were white from the pressure and restraint and his shoulders tight as muscle cramps. Theres nothing else we can do.

Wrong.

Cade stood on that thin edge right between fight or flight. Now or never. How can there be a right choice? The way he said that, with a quiet sort of despair, betrayed more about Cades state of mind and heart than Tuck knew Cade would have wanted on display.

More, it told him Cade didnt want to let the girls down either.

So here went nothingand everything. Tuck took a deep breath and laid his cards on the table, plain and simple. They dont know, and theyre happy that way. Ignorance is bliss, sometimes. They dont need to know, so we… Tuck tried to find a way of saying this that sounded better and couldnt. We dont tell them. Thats the only way.

Cade stared at him. A stare so blank and protracted that Tuck shuffled his feet and crossed his arms, trying to keep his mouth shut and not make things worse. Youre not joking, are you?

No. Tuck could almost read Cades mind at the moment, and he didnt disagree with any of the thoughts no doubt racing through it. This was madness, but hed challenge anyone with a living, beating heart to come up with anything better. Cade wouldnt be able to.

That didnt mean hed fall in line. Only seconds passed before Tuck knew hed called that one right.

No. Fuck no. Cade sounded paper dry and iron hard. Rusted iron, but still too strong for one man to break. Thats what you call simple? Lying to them?

Saying nothing isnt telling a lie.

Its a lie of omission.

Then what am I omitting?

That were Cade started, then stopped.

Tuck knew what the man refused to let himself finish saying. Suited him fine to take over. That were over, or were not over? Tell me, Cade. Which ones the lie?

Cade glared at Tuck, but beneath that narrow heat was the kid Tuck remembered from St. Pius, lonely and scared and on the very edge of what he could cope with.

The way you feel about me, and the way I feel about you? Tuck gentled his hold on the man he loved, the man who drove him crazy in so many ways. Thats not over. Ill say it as many times as I have to until it sinks in.

Cade shuddered. God, the poor guy was so torn. Anyone could see it.

You break my heart, you know that? Tuck asked him.

Too much, damn it. Cade would take anything but a blow to his pride. He met Tucks eyes with deadly intent. Get your hands off of me, now, he said, each word crisp and clear, or I swear Ill get them off for you.

He meant it too. Perversely enough? Tuck liked it. Hed take mad over sad any day. Mad got things done while Sad sat in a corner crying and let the world pass by. Go ahead, Tuck said, not releasing his hold. You want to take a swing? Do it.

Fuck. You. I cant do this anymore. Cade covered his face briefly and came up angry. Happy now?

No. Matter of fact, Im not. Tuck refused to back down now. It hurts me to see you hurting. You dont want to hear it? Doesnt make it any less true. I swear to you, Cade, if there was any other waybut there isnt. I need you. I cant do this on my own.

God! Cade shoved Tuck away, rough as a bear and sharp as the report of a gunshot. I cant hear any more of thisI He tried to run his hand backward through his hair, as hed been wont to do when frustrated beyond his limits, and swore under his breath when he encountered nothing but half-inch bristles. Do what you want with the invitation. The girls. Tell them whatever you like, but leave me out of it.

You dont mean that. I know you dont. You wouldnt raise your voice or lose your cool if that were true.

Cade wouldnt look at him. No. Youll be enough for them; you dont need me. He warded Tuck away with an upraised hand. Ive got to go. Dont follow me.

Tuck wanted to, but thatd be another thing Cade wouldnt forgive, and the list was already too long. Even after ten years, when Cade got this worked up hed damn well lick his wounds in private and to hell with anyone who got in his way. No matter how much he needed them.

Let him go. Tuck would think of some other way to make this work. They werent over, and now that Tuck knew that for sure…well. He had a fighting chance, maybe. Hed take it.

Tuck watched Cade walk away, calling after him only once. If you change your mind, you know where Ill be.

Cade looked back over his shoulder. Once. He wanted to come back. Tuck could read it in him as if the wish were words written on a page. Stupid, stubborn, beloved ass. I know, Cade said. But dont expect me to come.

And then he was gone, walking away from Tuck. Off the bridge and into the deepening dusk, putting hard distance between them as fast as he could.

Tuck watched until Cade vanished from his line of sight. The cool of the early night seemed far colder without him there.

Yeah, so. That went well.


Chapter Two



Tuck tasted the sauce on the tip of his spoon. Needed something. Pepper, oregano…basil? He had bigger things on his mind, but sometimes it helped to go back to the basics. Food was comfort. Ergo, he should have been comforted by pulling out all the stops to make his favorite dinner.

Funny how it hadnt worked out that way. Every time Tuck turned to grab a knife or open a drawer, he saw in his peripheral vision the invitation hed stuck to the fridge with a magnet.

Curled up at his feet where she knew shed be guaranteed to get in his way, Suzie-Q lifted her muzzle off her oversize puppy paws and whined.

Youll get your share, dont worry. He hadnt started browning the meat yet, but she knew what was coming. No telling what breed Suzie-Q was, maybe half spaniel and half good old Americanus muttus, all spotted silky fur with floppy hound ears. She was about beagle sized but had a long muzzle that would only have looked right on a much bigger dog. Cute as hell, sweet as heaven, and smart as a Mathlete from the streets.

He tapped the spoon on the rim of the pot, splattering tiny droplets of tomato and herbs about, making a face at them. The date on the wedding invite was less than two weeks away. Damn; sure would have been nice to have gotten this earlier, huh? Had to have been Hannah whod gotten the date wrong. Megan was the one whod turned out to be a genius when it came to numbers.

Too late to RSVP now; hell, the girls probably already did think he and Cade had blown them off. And if theyd tried to call, well. After the first month apart, Cade got a new cell with a new number he didnt share, and Tuck started letting everything go to voice mail, promising himself hed deal with it later.

Truly a dumb-ass move. Hurting his girls was second highest on Tucks never-do list, right after hurting Cade, and hed blown that one right the fuck out of the water. He tapped his spoon too hard against the rim of the pot, the clang it gave off making him flinch.

Suzie-Q whined at Tuck. Great; hed probably hurt her ears. Sorry, baby. Calm down. Tuck bent to scruff and jostle her gently, the kind of puppy play she liked best. Itll be okay.

As soon as he let go, the dog laid her muzzle on her paws and sighed. She wasnt sure, but she chose to trust him. Just like Cade. Go figure. Just like Hannah.

Heh. Tuck chuckled to himself. Hannah and Megan. Whod have thought? But once you thought about the pair, they fit, their fiery Megan and sweet Hannah. Spice and sugar. Odd couples matched one anothers missing pieces. They made the impossible work.

Granted, hed thought that about him and Cade too.

Cut it out. Hannah and Megan would be fine.

God, he had to decide what to do about that damn invitation.

Tuck gave the pot a savage stir, far too hard, churning up a miniwave of sauce that sloshed over the back of his hand. He swore and lifted it to his mouth to lick it cleanfaster than unspooling a paper towel and neater than wiping his hand on his jeans.

At least the stuff tasted good. The richness of the saucesalt, of course, thats what it needshad just registered with Tucks taste buds when a tapping at the door made him flinch and threatened the fate of his food all over again.

Who the hell…?

Suzie-Q popped up like the door was a magnet and she was iron shavings, making a beeline. Ah. Had to be Ms. Nell. She hadnt stopped making him casseroles since Cade left, as if thered been a damn death in the family. Most of them went straight to the dogs dish. Ms. Nell had a weird fixation on tuna in everything and an endless parade of nephews shed try to sneak into every conversation.

She meant well, sure, but of all the things Tuck was in the mood for tonight, matchmaking ranked right about at the bottom of the list.

Chill, girl, Tuck muttered. He almost tripped when the dog darted between his legs and ducked ahead of him on his way to the door, sitting down hopefully on the mat and all but sitting up to beg. Whats gotten into you? Go lie down.

Suzie-Q did not budge. Maybe too smart a girl, huh? Or dumb as soup. Good thing she had cute in her favor.

Ms. Nell, thanks, but maybe a rain check? Tuck asked, opening the door. He made it about halfway before hestoppedand God help him if he could have budged an inch.

Cade stood outside, hands stuffed in the pockets of an old pair of washed-soft jeans, his shoulders hunched, saying nothing but that didnt matter when he was there. Home.

Time ceased and space closed in, leaving nothing but Cade in Tucks world.

Until Suzie-Q barked.

The shock back to reality wasnt a pleasant one. Traces of spaghetti sauce tasted thick and sticky in Tucks mouth. He couldnt swallow the bitter flavor down. What are you doing here?

Did Cade laugh? Not quite. Almost. You have tomato all over your face.

I what? Oh, hell. Shit. Tuck raised his arm to his mouth to use his long-sleeved T-shirt as an impromptu napkin. Cade, seriously, what are you

Maybe you should let her lick it off. Cade looked down at Suzie-Q, happier than if shed been let loose in a generous meat shop, both paws planted on his legs and panting up at him for attention. There he faltered. Tuck could tellanyone would have been able tothat he itched to reach down and pet her. Hed been the one who wanted a pet. Always had. Since when do you have a dog?

Couple of weeks? Tuck had forgotten he had a dishtowel tucked through one belt loop. He wiped his face good and clean, glad of the second it gave him to get his bearings.

Not quite enough to be on an even keel when Cade asked, halfway between looking at him and looking at Suzie-Q, the mat, his feet, Can I come in?

There wouldnt ever be enough time to process that and come out swinging witty. Why?

Ten years, Cade said. I owe you ten minutes.

God. Okay. Last thing Tuck had been prepared for, but hed take it. Now if his heart could stop hammering like cannon fire so he could hear himself think. Sure, thatd happen. He gave up and let the door swing open wide. Okay. Dont trip on the mutt.

Tuck turned his back on Cade, not to give him the cold shoulder but to give Cade a second of his own, the one he knew Cade would need before he set foot in the apartment hed left with a bang.

He heard Cade take a deep breath and waited for the shuffle of Cades step from outside to in before he asked casually, Have you eaten yet? Spaghettis halfway to done. Halfway done getting crispy, he meant. He could smell tomatoes beginning to scorch.

Not hungry.

You sure? I can hear your stomach grumbling.

Not hungry, Cade said. Above the rumbling noise.

Tuck let that one go for now. Cade never could eat when he was worked up, and after seeing him todaynowhed buy a ball cap to eat for himself with no salt if Cade had done more than nibble for a few days.

So, uh. Fuck but he was smooth. Tuck waved as casually as he could toward the den-slash-everything-but-the-bedroom room and swore at the need to rush to the kitchenette. Ive got to tend to this before it burns. Tuck wished hed ordered pizza instead of cooking. Then he could have tossed a delivery boy a twenty at the door and not wasted one spare second of the unexpected time he had now with Cade. Sit down. Ill be with you fast as I can, promise.

Easy does it. No ones going to hurt you.

Cade made a noncommittal noise. Curious, Tuck watched his man out of the corner of his eye. Cade didnt take a seat but circled the room in a few paces. Really, the place was almost too small for two with everything jammed into the front room. He stopped here and there to brush a framed photo or the edge of a bookshelf.

Suzie-Q followed in his every step. Shed hate it whenifCade left again. Talk about love at first sight.

Looking for something in particular? Tuck asked, just to have something to say.

Memories, Cade replied. He crouched to pet Suzie-Q. Why did you get a dog?

Tuck cleared away the remnants of spices and stuffed the dried pasta box haphazardly in a cupboard. You know me better than to need to ask, he said. Being alone gets to me.

Cade rubbed Suzie-Qs silky ears. You picked a good one. Shes sweet.

All mutt, all heart. Enough. One more inane scrap of small talk and Tuck would explode. And hed forgotten to turn off the stove. He pushed the spaghetti pot off the burner. If this is payback for before, fine. I deserve that. If its not, you want to tell me what youre doing here before I accidentally burn the place down?

Cade snorted softly. Not quite a laugh. Would it help if I said I didnt know? He let go of the dog and looked down at his empty hands. I didnt think itd rattle your cage this hard.

And then some.

You werent jumpy before.

Things change. The churning in his gut, jeez. Tuck couldnt take it much longer. You coming back here, itsyou honestly thought that seeing you here, home, with no warning, wouldnt blow my mind to pieces?

Cade nodded, silently at first, then said, I guess that makes us even.

Jesus Christ. Tuck slid to the floor near Cade, six degrees of separation between them still. Even when you say things like that to me, you know what? I still miss you.

Tuck.

Its true. In for a penny, in for a couple of Benjamin bills, and if the gloves were off, Tuck wasnt taking the words back. Come home, babe. For real. You look me in the eye and tell me you dont want to, and Ill back off. Youll never see me again if you tell me thats what you really want. But, Cade, Im going to know if youre lying. So look at me and tell me the truth.

Cade watched Suzie-Q trot away in search of who knew what. Its not that easy.

Yeah. Can you blame me for trying?

You wouldnt be you if you didnt. Cade stood.

Tuck stayed where he was, watching Cade rove restlessly about the room. Not much space to pace through, and what there was brought him to the edge of the bed with its rumpled sheets and dark blue blanket mostly cast onto the floor. Two pillows, not one, bunched together. You moved this out of the bedroom?

Memories, Tuck said shortly. Hey, you remember how we had the furniture set up in our first place?

God, dont I? Cade toyed with an old key chain he found on the bookcase. Just idle movement, keeping his hands busy. We had to jump over the back of the couch to get to the bathroom.

Sucked when we really needed to get in there, but I could probably have beaten some serious challengers at the pole vault after a while. Thinking back on that made Tuck laugh. Felt good. He kept talking fast, not willing to let that glimmer of pleasure slip through his fingers. You remember that tiny table at the foot of the bed? Night after night youd be sitting there fucking buried in papers and maybe half a foot from the kitchenette. You

Cade had fallen too silent. The air rushed out of Tuck in a long sigh. You want to know where I got Suzie-Q?

One of Cades shoulders lifted. Yes. Tell me? He was listening. That was a start.

Found her out back, Tuck said, jerking a nod toward the rear of the apartment building. Starving and scared shitless, with a collar still around her neck. Guess someone didnt want to take her when they moved.

Cade winced. Sorry hed asked, wasnt he?

Tuck went on because he had to. She kept trying to lead me to this one door. Trying to go home. You ever hear a dog cry? They do, you know. She got loose once, and I found her on the third floor, trying to dig under a door. Nearly scraped her paws raw, she was so crazy to find the person she loved who just walked away. Fucking broke my heart.

Cade covered his eyes with his hands. Tuck, stop. Its cruel.

So is all of this. Tuck nailed Cade with a stare that demanded returning, but with a little begging he wasnt too proud to be ashamed of. She missed them the way I miss you. Im tired of dancing around the elephant in the apartment; fuck knows theres no room for one. Im sick of fighting, Cade. Talk to me. Just talk.

Cade nodded. Tuck watched him gathering up everything he had inside him. Not much strength left to draw on, but stubborn enough to milk it to the last drop. I couldnt forget what you said. Earlier. Literally. I cant get it out of my head.

The purple smudges under his eyes had darkened until they looked like bruises; Tuck saw that plainly when he rubbed beneath them. God, he wanted to take care of Cade. Wrap him up in a blanket and make sure he got a good meal, a decent nights sleep, and someone warm to wake up with. Cade was falling to pieces by himselfand though he saw it happening, he wouldnt stop it.

Unless this was the start of stopping. Fuck help him if he knew if he was doing the right thing, but Tuck nodded and let Cade go on.

I should say no, full stop, to what youre asking of me, even if its just for the girls. Its wrong. There are so many ways it could go nuclear. Id need extra hands to tick off the reasons.

Tuck could tell he wasnt done. What else?

Give Cade his due for looking Tuck in the eye when he said this, even if the deep-down hurt and denied longing in those eyes would shred a man to pieces. And Id have to be with you twenty-four seven for days, pretending I still love you.

Tuck shut his eyes and breathed. He didnt believe Cade; he could tell when Cade was lying even when Cade believed what he said.

But that was the bitch about this kind of love, wasnt it? It went hand in hand with understanding what made a guy tick both inside and out. It gave them both sure and certain knowledge of just where to stick the knife when they wanted. You know how to hurt me like no one else, Ill tell you that much.

As do you.

They sat in silence.

Cade broke first. So why cant I stop thinking about it and wanting to say yes? He let his hands fall open, palms up, on his knees. Why is that?

Tuck bit at his lip and raised one shoulder.

Talk me out of it.

I cant.

Cant or wont?

Fair enough, and as easy to answer as it was hard. Okay, Tuck said; he knew hed never known when to stop. I wont.

Why?

You wont like hearing it, Tuck warned.

Cade hadnt broken the two-way stare yet, though hed gonealmostcold and still. Not entirely. Tuck could see the flickers of more than immobility deep inside him, lashing themselves down one by one. Let me have it anyway. Like he wanted to be hurt.

So be it. Youre not wrong. Theres a thousand different ways this could go wrong.

Cade nodded, listening intently.

The girls would be okay. Eventually, Tuck said. He shrugged. Theyre tough. They might even forgive us. But see, heres the thing. Back at Pius, we promised them wed be there when they needed us. Always. Shit happened, and we dropped the ball with them too, these past couple of years. Ive fucked myself over with one person. I dont want to up the count to three. Not if I can do something about it.

The invitation must have caught a rogue breeze. It fluttered, threatening to slip loose of the magnet.

Cade said nothing. Did nothing. There was a world of trouble in his hush, a whirling tide pool in his breathing thatd suck him down or spit him out.

Your ten minutes were up five minutes ago, Tuck said. It was harder than hed anticipatedand hed counted on it being about as easy as slicing into his fleshto say this next: Your call. Are you leaving or staying?

The slanted glance Cade shot at Tuck confused the hell out of him before it warmed unexpectedly into a lopsided smile. Ten more minutes?

Tuck laughed, surprised. Hed heard that more than a few times, back when Cade could sleep peacefully through the night. You never did wake up gracefully. Sleeping Beauty.

Suzie-Q got tired of being ignored and bounced back to Cade. Sheesh. I think she likes you better than I do. Tuck leaned over to pet her too, rubbing her belly. Shes got good taste.

You really do never know when to stop, do you?

Tuck considered that as Suzie-Q wallowed between them. Not usually, no.

Mmm, Cade said. You know the supers going to kick you out if he finds her here.

Deep-breath time, though the act didnt quite match the intent and Tuck was the one to focus his all on the dog. Shes worth it. I cant be alone, Cade. I cant. I need something that needs me. That I can help. I am who I am. You used to like that.

Cades chest moved as his throat worked. Tuck could barely hear him when he said, I know.

Silence.

Thena touch. One that almost knocked Tuck on his ass, because it was Cade stroking the curls that had slipped out from where hed tucked them behind his ears. Just for a second, but it was enough. I miss you too.

God. Tuck could barely breathe for all the feelings, confusion and anger and want, swirling around and choking him. But he did know one thing for sure. Still. You love me. Dont try to tell me you dont, not when I know you inside and out.

You dont know everything, Cade murmured.

But I know that. Tuck refused to stop now. Look at me, Cade, and tell me. I gotta hear you say it. You still love me.

No, Cade murmured. God, all right, thats a lie. Yes. I do love you.

Then why cant we fix this? Tuck let out a long sigh. He didnt want to fight. Not when he could still feel the phantom of a gentle touch on his jaw, his nape, and taste Cades kisses. Forget I asked. You want to know something?

Cade tilted his head, curious obviously despite himself.

Youre here. He jostled Cades knee. Thats enough for now. Ill be good as long as youre here tonight, or at least Ill try. Deal?

Cades smile warmed him like nothing else, and even more so when it faded naturally slowly, not into a scowl or into unreadable flatness. He still had to work up some oomph, but he nodded. Like a truce?

Tuck whipped the dishcloth out again and waved it. Not exactly a white flag, this, but yeah.

That smile threatened to return.

Being with Cade tonight was like riding a roller coaster. Zoom high, swoop low, and just when you thought you were coasting back into the station and disappointed as hell that the ride was over, back you went, doing an upside-down loop-the-loop. Sunshine in a bag with the top folding open.

He offered Cade his hand. Just his hand. Truce?

Cade bit his lip and took his time to answer, but finally he nodded. His smile left his mouth, but Tuck thought he saw an echo of it in Cades eyes, and his mouth was still so much softer than it had been just minutes before when he took Tucks hand and said, Truce.

Tuck had to get up and move. The touch of Cades hand in his crackled like static electricity, lightning tingles that were going to make him do something stupid, soon, if he didnt put some space between them.

Tuck wondered if that was what life felt like to Cade inside his troubled head.

Tuck? Cade craned his neck back to watch Tuck stand. He too rose to his feet.

Were cool. Tuck found a grin and forced it out. Ive got a show of good faith.

Cades eyebrow lifted. Really?

You did leave some things here. I just now remembered where I saved them for you.

Cades mouth quirked at a different angle. Thats your idea of truce?

Its my way of trying.

Cade shifted from smiling on the inside to thoughtful, but the end result seemed so close to the same as made no difference. Tucks natural good cheer bubbled up as effervescent as champagne; weird, when hed had fucking nightmares about this moment. Even if he hadnt had those bad dreams, this should have sucked.

Maybe it was being this close to Cade that did the trick. Either way, hed take it.

Under here, Tuck said, dropping to a kneel and then his hands and knees to dig beneath the bed. His abrupt movement knocked Cade back down on the mattress, the man only just catching himself. Sorry. Its just I had to keep them somewhere, and the bedrooms empty.

Did he imagine Cade brushing ever so lightly across the top of his head, almost but not quite sifting his hair? It felt like a silent acknowledgment. A little sorrowful.

He jabbed Cade in the ankle. Truce, remember? Where were theyah, there. He could just reach the corner of the dusty box with his fingertips and coaxed it toward him. Wasnt as heavy as it looked. Mostly pictures.

Cade shifted with what seemed like interest. From when?

St. Piuss. That first apartment in Queens. A few of those cards they used to give us, with the pictures of the saints on them.

Icons.

Right. Still hunkered down low, Tuck blew a cloud of dust bunnies off the box and sneezed when they flew straight back in his face. And sneezed again. He jarred into Cades legs with the force of the sneezes and grimaced. Sorry.

He meant to jostle Cades calf, but it didnt quite come out that way. Once hed laid hands on Cade… It was too good…better than good, to touch Cade and for Cade to let it happen. Tuck couldnt stop.

He didnt want to, fuck no, but a promise was a promise. Tuck drew on all the willpower he could muster and let go of Cade. Here. He wiped the rest of the dust off with his sleeve. Eh, the T-shirt had to go at one point or another. Theyre all jumbled together. I

He stopped. No. That wasnt his imagination. That was Cade, taking breaths soft but audible, and that was Cade touching his head again as lightly as Tuck caressed Cades leg.

The box of photos slid from Tucks mind. He looked up. Cade looked down.

Time stopped again, and this time the ticking of the clock stayed silent.

Slowly, so slowly, Tuck raised himself from hands and knees to just knees, and no, he hadnt imagined where hed end up: between Cades knees, spread just far enough apart to make room for Tuck. Cades cheeks were flushed, a pink that spread down his neck and disappeared beneath the collar of his shirt.

Cade drew one strand of Tucks hair through shaking fingers. I remember other things, he said, though Tuck could tell he didnt want to. Some things just forced themselves out of a man sometimes. I remember sitting like this, with you on your knees. I cant forget.

Tuck sat still, very still. This mattered more than anything. More, even, than the girls. His mouth was dry when he asked, Cant or wont?

I dont know.

Tuck rose higher. He touched Cades stomach, moving his fingertips in a slow circle and then resting his palm across the taut skin. God himself couldnt have made him look away from that dark drowning in Cades eyes, in his parted lips and in that look of please yes/please no.

He laid his hands on Cades thighs, thumbs brushing over the inseam of his jeans, their denim laundered so many times they were thin and soft as cotton. They couldnt hide a shadow, much less the outline of Cades half-hard cock or the shaking of his thighs.

Tuck… Cade stopped himself.

He thought Cade meant yes; he worried that Cade meant no. Talk to me.

You get your wish. Did you think? I didnt. Cade shut his eyes tighter than tight and laughed, though it wasnt funny at all. Help me.

Tuck could not say no to that. Not when Cade asked it of him and meant it. Youre sure?

Dont talk. Dont ask. I dont know what Im saying. Just

The helpless breaking of words undid Tuck. He couldnt see Cade hurting. Not without doing everything he could.

Its okay, babe. Ive got you, Tuck said. Shh.

Cade shuddered, nodded, and kept his silence.

Tuck still didnt know where they stood, he and Cade, not in the long run. But he knew for sure what he could do now.

He held Cade still and bent his head to breathe in the scent of his man, dark and musky, salty and hot. Last thing hed thought would happen tonight, but hed take it; by God on high, hed take it.

Tightening his hold, Tuck parted his lips over the now-full stiffness of Cades cock, straining the zipper of his jeans, and mouthed the rising stiffness beneath. The thin denim wet through with his saliva and the salty taste of precum.

He slipped beneath to cup Cades balls. So tight, so full. He had to be aching, desperate for some release. Tuck was a fool for love. Of course hed hoped there hadnt been anyone else for Cade since him. He wasnt stupid, though.

But there hadnt been anyone else in Cades bed after all, had there? Tuck would bet his life on it. He knew what Cade looked like, how he moved and how he tasted when itd been a while. Watching Cade now, as finely and tightly strung as a high wire, told a tale of six months of sleeping alone. So help him, it went to Tucks head.

A groan slipped free of his lips, echoing reverberations against Cades fully hard cock that made Cade gasp and lose some of his balance. If Cade hadnt caught himself, hed have fallen to his back.

Tuck laved the ridge Cades cock made, wetting the cotton so thoroughly it clung to Cade and hid less than nothing. Hard, needy, desperate. The head of his cock almost peeked above his waist. His cheeks had gone apple red; a bead of sweat trickled down his neck and pooled in the hollow between his collarbones; his lips were strung apart and his pupils dilated wide.

Been just as long for me as it has for you, Tuck thought but didnt say. He nosed at the wet patch hed made, breathing deep. Love your smell. Always loved the way you smell. He took the fabric delicately between his teeth and tugged, chafing it against Cades dick.

Cade groaned, fisting his hands in the tousled bedspread. His legs fell farther apart, silent permission and voiceless pleading for more. Stubborn was just the way Cade was too. When he needed more, he wouldnt ask. Tuck had had to learn to know.

Like now. He knew. Tuck mouthed up the length of Cades cock and sucked below the cherry crown. Cade jerked, betraying how desperate he had to be to thrust up and in.

I got you, babe. I got you, Tuck soothed. His hard-on throbbed behind his zipper, begging to be set free. Not yet. He palmed himself, groaning louder at the pulse of pure pleasure and the flash fire of want. Made him crazy for more. Easy now, he told himself, thrusting into the palm of his hand and no more.

Cade first. If this was going to happen, it had to be for Cade first. Just like always.

Tuck… Cade slid his fingers through Tucks hair and pulled, tilting his chin back, and then it was rock back on his heels or fall. Wait. Let me

Confused, Tuck licked his lips. Not hurting you, am I?

No. Cades throat worked. He stared at Tuck through the ring of those dark, dark pupils. Look at you. He nudged Tucks shoulder in an effort to push him back farther, but Tuck got it now. Hard to miss with that stare riveted on him. Show me?

Tuck understood, and it made him hiss in a breath. Like this? He slid his hand inside his jeans and massaged himself.

God, Cade whispered, staring. Your hand.

Tuck didnt have to look to know what Cade saw; hed seen it in mirrors, in window reflections when Cade was in a rare reckless mood. His fist, wrapped around his cock, bulged obscenely inside the denim. Almost impossible to move in the limited space and just enough to set a man on fire for more.

He squeezed himself and pushed into the pressure, fucking his fist with small, stuttering thrusts; he let his head fall back and his mouth open. Imagining its you, he said.

Cade groaned. He covered his eyes, grinding the heels of his hands on his cheeks, and tugged at Tucks hair. Too hard, stinging, but Tuck didnt mind. Cades hips lifted, stopped, held him there, shuddering. You stillGod, the way you still get to me

Shh. I know, babe. Tuck let go of himself only because he had to or lose it right then, right there. Lie back. Rest yourself. He lifted as high as he could on his knees and licked one tiny stripe over Cades cockhead, still showing just a little out of the top of his jeans. Let me take care of you.

He eased Cade down, keeping himself wedged between those long, lithe legs. Not going anywhere and making sure Cade knew it. He sucked the precum off Cade and no more, flicking his tongue in Morse code dot-dot-dots up Cades stomach as slowly as he could, when he wanted to take Cade wholly into his mouth and suck. Drain him dry.

He set his lips to the spot just below Cades navel and breathed words against his skin. Youre everything. Know that.

Tuck… Cade said, breathless. He squeezed Tucks shoulders with his thighs. Fuck, I

Missed you, was what he didnt say. Tuck still heard it, clear as day.

You need this? He indulged himself with one hard, hard suck and tasted Cade when he drew off and ran his tongue along his lips. He held Cades hips still, the effort needed for both of them. Tuck was going to explode without some friction, some skin against skin. Swear, hed come in his pants like a teenager again if he didntbut he couldnt

Cade shuddered and breathed harsher, faster. Close, God, so close. Tuck, please…

Tuck reined in his building orgasm but only just. A little longer. Make it last. The taste hed gotten wasnt nearly enough. More. More.

He carefully bit down on the tab of Cades zipper and drew it down, slow and easy. Yielding to temptation, he licked Cades skin as he hooked his fingers beneath the waist and pulled both jeans and briefs down, baring Cade in one surging rush.

Cade came off the bed with a strangled shout that he muffled by pressing the back of his arm to his mouth. Cold air had to feel like something on his hot skin.

Tuck gritted his teeth until the raging rush to fuck, fuck, fuck settled from inferno to hearth fire. I got you, he said. I got you, I promise. He wrapped his fist around Cades cock and guided it into his mouth, sucking Cade as deep as he could take the man.

He drew off only to say, Fuck my mouth. Hard as you can. Want it.

But Cade was already past that, Tuck thought, and so was he.

Shh. Shh, its okay. Tuck took mercy on him and went to work bringing Cade off the way he needed. He cupped Cades balls in his palm and rolled them gentle, easy. So full it made his nuts ache in sympathy and made his mouth water with eagerness.

Tuck sucked on the crown and traced his lips, painting them with precum, taste and smell. Cade could come on his face if he wanted; hell, Tuck loved it when Cade let that happen or couldnt hold back. Loved the cum hot on his cheeks and chin, closing his eyes and feeling stripes on his eyelids.

Come on, he urged, rubbing his face against Cades cock. Come on.

Cade shook his head and groaned. Still denying himself.

Okay. Tuck knew what he needed. Ive got you. He drew Cade back deep into his mouth and held him between his lips, kneading Cades thighs and holding him down by his hips. With each lash of his tongue and seal of his lips, each slide that thrust the taste of Cade into the back of his throat, he urged Cade on.

Give it up, babe, let me have it, I want it, you want it

God, he couldnt help himself. Tuck squeezed his eyes shut and did away with the fastenings on his button fly fast as he could, only far enough to give himself room to scrub his palm against his dick and thrust into it. Almost there, dont want it to stop; I need more than this; I need Cade. Always need Cade.

Let me see you, Cade said, raw whisper sandpapering Tucks ears. He slitted his eyes open to find Cade raised on his elbows, watching him with hazy eyes and pure want. Just like nothing had ever gone wrong between them. Tuck, let me see you come.

Ah, fuck! Tuck bit his cheek, tasting copper, and let go. All Cade ever had to do was ask, and away he went. He thrust into his fist, stripping himself empty, hand locking on to Cades leg tight enough to leave fingerprint bruises.

Cade collapsed back onto the bed; Tuck thought Cade had come, and hed missed it, but no. He gritted his teeth and pushed away the last of the fog clouding his head, surged forward and sucked Cade wet and sloppy. Cade rolled his head to and fro on the tangled sheets. Close, then, but not there.

Took this extra touch sometimes. Its okay, Tuck said. He drew off to rub Cade, as ragged a rhythm as hed sucked, and pressed his face to Cades groin, where his hair would fall forward and cover Cade and himself from view. Its okay, babe. Love you so much.

God! If Tuck hadnt held him down, Cade would have arched his hips clear off the bed when he came, shooting thick streaks on his face.

Tuck laughed, silently exulting, catching what he could and lapping away the rest. He licked Cade clean and sucked him gently as Cade softened, not stopping until Cade hissed and pushed him off.

Even then Cades cock twitched, trying to rise again. Wanting more, the way it had always been between them. More. Explosions, fireworks going off in his hand and on his tongue. Every time. Since the beginning. Still. This thing they had between them, it wasnt dead. Couldnt be, and Cade knew it. He had to.

There wasnt any saying good-bye for them. Cade had to know that too.

Tuck rested on his heels and looked at Cade, whod struggled to sit upright. He shook his head, not able to speak yet, and reached for Tuck

And a fucking car out on the street below backfired. BOOM.

Cade froze.

Time. Stopped.

And then it started again.

Dont, Tuck tried to say, but it was too late. Cade had already fumbled upright on shaking legs and pulled his jeans up too rough, too fast. Had to hurt. The wet denim clung to him, and his lips went white with the effort just to stand tall and proud, proud again, damn him for being so stubborn.

Cade, stop.

Cade wasnt listening. Hell no, he was all but gone, making for the door. Lashing himself as harshly as if he had a bullwhip in his hand, deaf to Suzie-Q whining and scrabbling after him with her toenails clicking loud as gunshots on the floor. ThisI knew, thisGod, I shouldnt have come, I

Tuck twisted about awkwardly and almost fellthen falling in truth when Cade blew past him. Damn it, Cade, get back here. We can fix

Too late. He moved like a whirlwind, Cade did, faster than a man whod just gotten off that hard should be able to. Tuck reached the door just in time for it to slam into his face and bruise his nose.

Fuck! Tuck thumped his forehead hard against the wood to give himself a matching set of shocks of pain, and when that wasnt enough, slammed his fist against the door in a two-knuckle punch that made it rattle in its frame. Fuck!

One beat of silence. Two.

And then, Tuck listened towell, nothing.

Nothing at all. He stopped, pressing his ear to the wood. No noise outside of sneakers shuffling down the corridor, and it hadnt been long enough to have missed running or a second slam of the door to the stairwell.

Cade was still out there.

Maybe it was a good idea. Maybe not. Tuck opened the door anyway.

There Cade stood, head pressed to the facing wall as Tuck had done. He clenched one fist tightly enough to vibrate.

Tucks tongue lay still. He couldnt say anything now. It had to be Cade; he knew it somehow. Again. For once and for a miracle, no neighbors were in the halls and no doors were cracked for eavesdroppers convenience.

And so he waited.

Not for long. Theres a thing I cant get out of my head, Cade said without warning or preamble. Megan called me Dad once. Did you know that?

Tuck hadnt.

Cade went on, rushing, wide-eyed with panic as if he wanted to but couldnt stop. Shed fallen asleep in the rec room, so I carried her up to bed. She was thirteen. So skinny her bones almost poked out. Carrying her was like carrying air. Me. She called me

And? You were like a dad to her, sort of. Tuck raised one shoulder. Same as I was to Hannah.

Cade shook his head sharp, hard, no doubt forgetting he didnt have long hair to whip his cheeks with. Thats different. Youre different. But me? I fuck up everything I touch.

Tuck stiffened. Wait a damn minute. Whats that supposed to mean?

Cade put his hand up between them to warn Tuck off. I didnt deserve

Stop. Tuck pushed Cades barrier away. His head swam with so much to sort through, so many questions jabbing at him like sharp sticks.

Deserve? Man, that made his head hurt. He had to think about that one. Or approach it from a side angle, maybe, starting with the simplest truth he knew. Brother or father, whats it matter? You were better to her than any blood family she had.

Cade scoffed. She called me Dad. I cant stop hearing it.

It took everything Tuck had not to just grab the man and hug him stupid, or hug the stupid out of him. Whichever. But if he let himself try, Cade would completely lose his shit, and thatd make everything worse in the long run. Loving a proud man? Not easy, not even when times were good.

Tuck had to settle, unwillingly because it wasnt enough, for a simple I dont know. Seems like maybe that means you should listen.

Cade snorted. No response but for a silence that wanted more words.

Trouble was, Tucks well had almost run dry. You want me to make it easy on you? I cant. But you want to know what I think?

He waited for Cade to nod, not sure he would, and loosing a deep breath when, finally, Cade did.

Way I see it, you wouldnt be here now if you didnt want to change your mind. To go with me, to the girls. For starters, Tuck thought but didnt say.

Cade closed his eyes. His lips moved. No sound came out, and Tuck couldnt read lips, but he thought that was Cade saying yes and I know.

How could one man break his heart so many times and still leave enough left over to break yet again?

Id make it easy if I could, Tuck said. Trust me, Id like to toss you over my shoulder and haul you down the road.

Cade laughed. God. You never change.

Made you smile. Im not sorry about that. Tuck rubbed his forehead. What he had to offer Cade, no choice, didnt come any easier the second time around tonight. Youre the one who has to make the choice. Are you out, or are you in?

Cade stood so still. Pathetic, he said, aiming the word at himself.

Youre really not. Tuck stood back and swung the door to his apartment wide open. Couldnt hurt and might help. If ever a man needed to go home and rest his tired head, that man was Cade. Come on. We can talk about it, fight about it, whatever you want. And I mean talk, not fuck. Ill be good.

Sometimes, in rare effervescent moods, Cade had teased Tuck about how he wore his heart on his sleeve. Speak for yourself. The only difference between them was the way Cades heart hung loose with ripped stitches and frayed edges, and Tuck had learned how to sew his on tight.

He wasnt the best man in the world. But he wanted to be someone who could be counted on. Cade used to know that.

The way Cade looked at him now, Tuck thought maybe Cade was remembering that. Daring to take a chance on it. He hoped so. You promise? Cade asked.

Ill promise to try.

Be damned if that didnt make Cade smile, the tiniest quirk of his lips. The weirdest fucking things amused that guy. Go figure.

What?

I think I believe you. Cade sobered as quickly as hed betrayed a glint of humor. If youre promising youll try to be good, that means you want to be bad. Doesnt it?

Its you, Tuck said. So yeah. I do. But a promise is a promise. Hands off unless you say so, even if it drives me out of my mind.

As if you were ever in your right mind.

God but Tuck had missed the way his body warmed to Cades teasing.

Still, Cade hesitated. Theres no other way to do this for Hannah and Megan, is there? Not and keep our promise to be there for them.

Not that I can think of. No.

Then you need to understand something. Cade lifted his chin, warning Tuck that he wasnt going to like this. At all. What happened tonight cant happen again. You know perfectly well that if we let it, it will. Ill hold it together for the wedding. But after that… He trailed off, shaking his head.

After that, what? Tuck asked quietly, though he already knew. End of the line. Thats what youre saying, isnt it?

Cade didnt flinch or back down, though he looked paler and the circles under his eyes far darker. Yes. I want you to promise me that as soon as the weddings over, so are we. For good. You walk away. I walk away. Thats the deal. Take it or leave it.

Tuck almost never felt tired and never at all without hope. He did now, without another choice in sight but to agree, even if it was as hard and painful as a Saturday night special jammed against his heart. If you want it to be over after that, then yes.

Cade let out a shaking breath. Promise me.

Tuck propped himself on the wall and rubbed his eyes, speaking behind his hand. I promise.

All right. Cade flexed his hands reflexively and lifted his head to hold it high. We need to work out the details and call the girls. Its best if we do it together. Let me back in.

Tuck stood aside, leaving the path open. All Im doing is waiting for you.

But not without hope.

As soon as the weddings over, so are we, hed said, and Tuck had replied, If you want it to be over after that, then yes.

Hed missed the loophole.

That tiny sliver of hope, Tuck clung to it with nails and teeth. Hed rescued Cade before and brought him back to life. That was what he did. Who he was. He found those who needed a hand and gave them one. Hannah. Megan. Suzie-Q, even. And Cade. They fought, sure, because they didnt know any other way and didnt understand why they should be loved.

Cade had forgotten everything hed learned. Tuck hadnt. Hed find a way through the cracks in Cades armor.

It was like Cade had said. Tuck never did know when to quit. Or maybe it was more that he knew damn well when quitting wasnt an option, or shouldnt be, and didnt they boil down to the same thing?

Theyd see. Tuck followed Cade inside, calm as he could, and shut the door behind them.

Theyd see.


Chapter Three



The drive from the heart of New York to the farther outskirts of Richmond took ten hours instead of the six over-optimistic maps promised. Partly because dogs needed more breaks than humans, but Tuck thanked God hed brought Suzie-Q along. With Cade still and silent in the passenger seat, in one of his most remote and unreachable moodsno doubt a reaction to the loss of pride from the last time hed crossed paths with Tuckher presence didnt quite break the ice but at least made it bearable.

He hadnt seen Cade since that night in histheirapartment. Total radio silence except for a few short bursts of texts asking when theyd leave and how long theyd stay. Then arguing over and finally agreeing that lending the girls a hand prepping for the wedding they planned to hold at home was a better gift than a random set of throw pillows or a blender.

At least theyd been happy to hear from Tuck. He thought their squeals might still be ringing in his ears, but that was okay. Thinking about it made him laugh, and he needed all of those he could get right now.

At the very last, leaving it late enough to make Tuck worry that Cade had changed his mind, all hed gotten from that one was a terse message with Cades new street address.

And not a word had Cade spoken since he got in the car except to Suzie-Q, who swarmed him with puppy kisses the second she saw him and wouldnt be budged from his lap since.

Tuck tried to reconcile himself to that. He did. At least he got to hear the voice he loved, even if every quiet murmur was directed at a dog.

His mood shifted for the better, finally, when they crossed the state line. Tuck wouldnt have visited the South on his ownfor good or for ill, he was an Empire State guyand he loved driving, but man, was he glad to spy a Welcome to Richmond sign.

Welcome, indeed. Tuck gave it all a good once-over, glad of something to distract him. He had his pick of what to check out. Ritzy shops, bistros, galleries. Same concept as New York. Very different execution. He could smell old money almost everywhere in this suburb, wafting especially strongly from a posh vintage clothing store he checked out while waiting for a stoplight.

We dont fit in here, Cade said, abruptly breaking the silence. He glanced at Tuck, almost daring him to say either yes or no.

Tuck shrugged, travel grit making his eyes burn and his throat dry. Guess that depends on how you look at it.

And that was that, until the GPS told Tuck they were almost there.

And holy cats, there was Somewhere, all right. With a capital S.

Hannah and Megan had told him they were house-sitting for a professor on sabbatical at Oxford. Hence a house big enough for a wedding. Tuck guessed some professors might earn a decent wage or have family money behind them, but for fucks sake. Hannah might have mentioned said professors connection to King fucking Midas.

Tuck shook his head in wonder. Regardless of what hed said to Cade, these were not Tucks kind of stomping grounds. These were supposed to be family homes? Fuck. McMansions only dreamed of that kind of style. These were the real thing, from ivy-wrapped columns to gardeners who kept lawns green and as soft as velvet and would take care not to let one leaf on an heirloom rosebush grow at the wrong angle.

Cades remoteness gave way to curiosity and then concern. He frowned at the world theyd rumbled into. This cant be right. Are we lost?

Tuck counted to ten. Whens the last time you knew me to get lost?

Whens the last time you were in Virginia?

Tuck counted to a hundred this time, then sighed. Drives like this got to everyone. Wouldnt hurt him to cut Cade some slack. Ill pull over and ask, he said, the ultimate sacrifice to a taxi drivers pride.

Cade blinked. No way hed have expected that. Tuck wondered if hed protest, but…no. He almost softened when he nodded.

Go fucking figure, but whatever. Tuck would take it. Hed take another twelve-hour drive for the smile that came out when he grinned at Cade. Be damned and be blessed too.

Im sorry, Cade said, just to top off the trifecta of the unexpected.

Tuck blinked. What?

Cade knuckled the back of his own head, probably a learned habit to replace the old-school tugging at his hair. I make a rotten passenger. Id meant to…then I couldnt. This still isnt easy.

Tuck shrugged noncommittally. Youre here. I can deal.

I know, Cade said quietly. And then, softer still, almost as hushed as a small breath, Thank you.

Tuck could do nothing but sit silently, stunned.

As if nothing had happened at all, Cade nodded at an upscale version of a fill-up joint just ahead, a tastefully miniature farmers-market display of vegetables and fruit out front.

Tuck nodded in answer to the unspoken question. Thisll do.

Tuck took care to coast into the parking lot in an easy glide and came to a gentle stop by the single row of gas pumps. Suzie-Q barked and danced in Cades lap, eager to jump out and run.

Not Tuck. Not yet. He coughed, tried to wet his lips, and gave up. Youre welcome, he said, as quietly as Cade. Ill make this quick, and we can get on our way. Weve got to be close.

A truck sat parallel to them with an honest-faced, decent-looking guy leaning casually on his bumper, waiting for his tank to fill.

Huh. Tuck gave him a second glance. The guy looked almost as out of place here as they did. Big guy, built like a man who didnt get his muscles at a gym. He dressed as casually as Tuck and Cade themselves in a light T-shirt and jeans, and had broad hands scarred with the marks of a lifetimes hard work.

Tuck liked him.

Help you with something? the man asked.

Damn it. Busted for staring. Tuck grimaced fast at Cade, whohell, returned the favor with a small dash of sympathy. It was unexpected and good and took the sharp edges off Tucks mood too.

He shook his head at the man at the pump. Sorry. Zoned out. Ive been on the road since before dawn.

The mans eyebrows made a slow climb. Long drive.

Youre not kidding. Im looking for…uh… Now was not the time to go blank. Hannah, he blurted. Megan.

Pardon? The man frowned.

Tuck really had been driving too long; he couldnt think of any other names, street or otherwise. Uh…

Cade came through in a pinch. He leaned forward to look past Tuck, saying, Were looking for Professor McIntyres house. Its on Dogwood Crest. Do you Pause. Odd pause. Do you know where that is?

Anyone else would have missed the slight falter. Anyone but Tuck. Just a twitch when Cade met the mans steady gaze. He had a certain calm to him that was…somehow familiar.

You all right? the man asked, and no wonder. Cade had gone statue again.

Almost…scared?

Tuck made a split-second decision and took a chance by resting his hand on Cades thigh to soothe him. It helped. Some.

Hes cool, Tuck said. Long day for both of us. Odd. The more Tuck checked the guy out, the more familiarity tugged at him. Like he was someone Tuck should know.

He didnt. No one in his memory came close. But if he tweaked Cade out, then Tuck would leave whoever this was in the dust without thinking twice. He rapped the side of the car with his knuckles. So. Directions?

Around here they say please, the man replied. He unhooked the nozzle from his gas tank and nodded to the right. Youre almost close enough to see it from here. Two blocks down and itll be on your right. McIntyres place is at the end of Dogwood Court, not Crest. The good professors is the only house down there. You cant miss it.

Tuck snorted. You wouldnt believe how many times Ive heard that. I drive a taxi, he explained.

Most people worked up at least a courtesy chuckle over that particular exchange. Not this guy. He narrowed his eyes, weighing Tuck in some sort of balance. Not exactly what youd call a hostile reaction, but nowhere near friendly either. That makes sense, he said.

Okayyy. Moving right along now.

Yeah, well. Thanks. Two down, make a right, Tuck said, already moving forward.

He glanced back once to see the man still watching them. Creepy enough for you? Jesus.

Cades response? More silence, but of a different sort. A little unnerved, a lot thoughtful.

Truth be told, Tuck thought he liked this less than the statue routine. Want to tell me what that was about?

What? Cade shook himself out of some kind of reverie. He sounded as odd as his mood suggested. Its nothing. He reminded me of someone, thats all.

You bet your ass Tuck would have asked about that if the sign for Dogwood Court hadnt come into sight and put it out of his mind. Thank Jesus, Mary, and all the saints, he breathed. See? I told you Id get us here.

You did. Cade shifted in his seat. He shook his head, but not the way hed been seconds before. You did, he repeated, the hint of that tiny smile drifting in to replace his preoccupied frown.

It was a good thing, to be breathing easy at the end of this journey.

They pulled up to the curb in front of the house, a style Tuck thought might be called colonial. He hadnt expected to like it, but he did. It had the grace of an elderly, refined lady. One whod grown old gracefully and scorned the idea of facelifts and was comfortable with being lived in as a home, not a showpiece.

There was even a woman out front getting her hands in the dirt, turning over the soil in preparation for planting a bed of those cool flowers that bloomed in different colors every day. Moss roses, was that the name? One of their neighbors in the city had a window box of those. Rich with a decadent abundance of color sprinkled throughout a messy tangle of succulent green vines.

Was she the gardener? Probably. Good to look at, she was, a woman lean but strong, her hair tucked up underneath a straw hat. She radiated a sort of quiet contentment that eased the rattle of the long and weary road from his bones.

Wait. Tuck looked down. He hadnt imagined that. As hed wished for a long time, Cade had taken his hand. More than. Hed knotted their fingers together and squeezed tight. A little too tight, actually. His knuckles were white, and Tucks finger bones sent up a protest over the pressure of the squeeze.

So, that couldnt be good. Tuck killed the engine. Cade? Cade. He twisted their wrists from side to side, jostling him. You okay?

My God. Cade couldnt seem to take his eyes off the gardener. Look at her.

I was. Whats the deal?

Cades laugh broke down the middle. He let go of Tuck. He looked different. Amazed. Surprised. Relieved. A dozen different emotions all warring for pride of place on one face. Youll see.

The woman dusted off her work gloves and tucked them into her pocket. Somehow familiar, same as the man at the gas station, but different too. It wasnt, however, until she tipped the sun hat off her head to hang down on her back, loosing a spill of bright hair now a slightly darker gold but still less controllable than dandelions, that Tuck recognized her.

Changed wasnt a strong enough word here. This lady had found strength since the last time hed seen her. A quiet courage, a peace of sorts that turned a familiar kid sister into a grown woman who knew how to be happy in her own skin.

My God, Tuck echoed Cade, cranking down the window as fast as he could. He wrestled free of his seat belt and hitched himself fully half out the window. Hannah? he called, still not quite believing it could be her. Two years couldnt allow for that much change.

Only it had, and it was her. Hannah.

And swear to God, Tuck had seen dimmer glows on 100-watt bulbs when Hannah got a proper look at his face. Tuck?

Tuck whooped at top volume, matched by Hannahs peal of excited laughter. He didnt bother with unlocking the car door, just slithered on out and hit the ground running. She met him halfway, colliding, hanging on tight while he swooped her up in a hug that knocked the breath out of both of them.

Hed hugged her this way when they were both kids, when she was as skinny as a spider monkey and scared out of her mind, A kid who pleaded silently from the shadows for someone she could count on, whod hug her when she needed it, and who she could trust to let her fly.

No matter what else happened, this moment here? This made it all worthwhile.


Chapter Four



Look at her, would you? She weighed almost nothing! Like feathers, and feathers belonged in the air even when their owners were beating him with small, rock-hard fists. A big brother had certain prerogatives, namely to tease the ever-living shit out of his sibs, and from the way she laughed, like sparks of sunlight, she didnt really mind.

Oxygen! I need to breathe. Hannah landed a good one beneath his shoulder blades. Enough. Put me down. Wait, no, not like that

Too late. Tuck spun them around as fast as he could pivot, one-two-three, and set her lightly on her feet. She pirouetted in an awkward circle, but he caught her before she crashed.

Her eyes were still a little crossed when she squeezed half the breath out of him. He rocked her, steadying her. You know that had to be done.

I wouldnt expect anything else, she said.

Yeah, well, Im just glad you didnt still have a trowel in your hand. Those fuckers have sharp edges.

You had to go there? Honestly. Hannah stretched up on tiptoes to kiss his cheek, then drew back to take him by the hands. You threaten to cut a guy once, and he never lets you live it down. She looked him up and down, seeming both weirdly fascinated and delighted.

What?

I almost didnt recognize you. Youve changed so much.

Me? Tuck said, blinking in confusion. Try that one again, lady. And lady she was. Hed still thought of her as a skinny kid before now. When did you go and grow up?

She laughed. Must have been when you werent looking.

Remind me to kick my own ass for that later, would you? Tuck couldnt get past the changes in her. Shed be twenty-three now. All grown up.

Tuck? She tilted her head and grinned at him. Sisters had their teasing prerogatives too. Need a tissue?

Tuck coughed and wiped his face against his sleeve. Shut up. I have something in my eye. All that dirt you were throwing around.

Hannah crossed her arms. Uh-huh.

Yeah-huh. See? Still the conversationalists of legend, us. Tuck knuckled the top of her head. Go take a look in a mirror, then come talk to me about change.

She wrinkled her nose. Mirrors and I havent gotten along since you told me that story about Bloody Mary.

Which you and Megan immediately went and tried. Tuck laughed out loud. In every bathroom at St. Piuss. Including the one in Father Michaels office. Was it your idea or Megans to set up two mirrors facing each other to see if you could get a double-Mary cat fight?

That was Megan. Shes the smart one, Hannah said sunnily.

I thought she was the bad girl.

I think youre in for a lot of surprises. Dont stay away so long next time. Hannah ruffled his hair, almost knuckling his scalp. Did you know you have a gray hair?

Tuck stopped himself, barely, from tugging a lock of his hair over his eyes to check. Bite your tongue. Im forever youthful.

A kid at heart, Cade murmured behind him. Peter Pan.

Whos talking kids? This one still needs to learn her manners. Tuck swung Hannah around in another set of dizzying circles, set her lightly on her feet, and pointed her toward Cade. Cade, who leaned propped on the side of the car with his hands in his pockets and a hesitant smile as if unsure how shed welcome him compared to her pleasure at seeing Tuck. Suzie-Q sat at his feet with her head cocked curiously, taking the measure of this strange rural world.

Cade. Hannah stumbled toward the car, laughing at the way she weaved like a drunkard but steady enough by the time she reached Cade to take his hands as shed taken Tucks. No big and elaborate hug for the two of them, but it looked like Hannah had learned to be good at sizing up what a person needed. Rough and rowdy with one, gentle with another. Look at you. Youre even more different than Tuck.

No kidding, but…she didnt sound dismayed. She sounded pleased. Tuck took a second look, and then a third, looking for what Hannah saw that he hadnt.

Small things. Cade had lost weight since the last time he and Hannah had seen one another, sure, but hed added some muscle too; he tended to exercise when his head got too busy to cope with and he needed a physical outlet. His shoulders were wider, his arms stronger in comparison, and his legs sturdy with runners muscle. All those sleepless nights putting in hours studying at home had lent Cade a few years more than his due, but they looked good on him. If not for that shaved head, Tuck would bet half a years pay Cade would have a sprinkling of gray. He seemed, in that moment, like a stranger Tuck barely knew.

Kind of made Tuck want to duck back to the car and take a fresh look at himself in the rearview mirror to see if there were things hed never noticed in his own face.

You do have a gray hair, you know, Cade murmured.

Tuck flinched. The hell you say! Still, he couldnt be too pissed at the blatant lieno gray hairs for him at his age, thanks. Not when here was proof Cade still knew him well enough to guess his thoughts, when Cade had lightened up enough to tease. Felt good.

Tuck dropped a smacking, wet kiss on the top of Hannahs head, laughing at her when she spluttered.

Ugh! Ill sic Megan on you for that, she threatened, crouching to pet Suzie-Q and let the dog sniff her hand. Unless this pretty girl knows how to bite?

Cade stood just that little bit straighter, almost brightening. A good sight, that. Megan. Is she here?

Shes inside. Its this way; follow me. Hannah winked at Tuck. She knew the score of subtle degrees of affection, and she was smart enough not to mind. In the end, they were both still loved.

She made Tuck proud.

He rumpled her hair but good. Thats my girl. Lead the way.

* * *

Youre not going to believe this, she said, falling into place between Tuck and Cade, clasping both of them by the hand to lead them on. Suzie-Q trotted ahead and behind, straining at her leash. Once shed gotten over her shyness, man, you could tell she already thought this was the life.

Believe what?

Time stands still for no one, Hannah said. She glanced from Tuck to Cade and back again. Its strange, isnt it? How much happened in a year.

Tuck coughed and kept his head down. Cade didnt flinch, but somehow the absence of a flinch was even more noticeable.

She didnt pick up on it. He thought. Taking Suzie-Qs leash, she beckoned for them to follow now. Walk softly and keep your voice down. Were sneaking around the back.

Tuck shot Cade an inquiring look to find a mirror reflection aimed his way. The sight made his grin quirk up at the corner; after a pause and the roll of an eye, Cade chuckled.

Some things changed, sure. Other things? They never would, and that kept him going.

Around back of this place was no short trek. Halfway there, Tuck slowed his pace to let Cade go ahead of him. Cade would want to be the first to see Megan, and be damned if Cade hadnt perked up like a kid on Christmas morning at the sound of her name. Not sorry he came now, was he?

Besides, walking behind Cade gave Tuck his own view to appreciate, studying the man through the new lenses Hannah had lent him. The man that hed grown into, the one Tuck could see now overlaying the Cade hed known before like a veil settling in beneath his skin. Tall, strong, silent, whipcord strong…and that was just the surface of him.

What else didnt he know about the man he loved?

Cade looked back over his shoulder with an almost fey glint in his eye and a hesitant smile. Relieved, Tuck saluted him with two fingers. Hed almost rattled his cage but good just then.

Here, Hannah mouthed at Cade and Tuck, beckoning. She waved them next to her and warned them to keep quiet and walk softly, creeping up the sides of a set of plain wooden veranda steps so as to avoid creaks when the boards bore their weight.

At the top, she pointed at the screen door, propped open, as a silent order to look inside.

Tuck felt uncomfortably like a Peeping Tom, and from his awkward shuffle, so did Cade, but they both trusted Hannah. Shoulder to shoulder, he and Cade peeked around the door frame to get a good look at what had Hannahs eyes sparkling.

Tuck would have whistled, amazed, if he hadnt held it in at the last second. Be damned and double-damned. Shed changed more than any of them.

Megan hadnt noticed them coming. Tuck would be surprised if she noticed anything outside the hurricane alley of books and papers drowning their kitchen table. She wore gold-rimmed glasses, had a sleek dark waterfall of black hair thatd escaped the remnants of a messy ponytail, and sat with her feet hooked behind the chair rungs. Startle her and shed fall ass over teakettle.

There would be blue eyes lambent as the ocean behind those glasses, and cheeks naturally pink. A sharp tongue to go with her sharp chin.

No way in hell Tuck would have recognized her if hed passed her on the street. He checked Cade out sidelong, covering his mouth when he saw how the sight of her had transfixed Cade.

Yeah. He saw it too, didnt he? The resemblance that went past the trimmings. Megan could have been Cades flesh-and-blood sister.

The woman swore at her papers, pushed her glasses atop her head, and kicked the chair back to stalk around the kitchen, holding a textbook the size of a breadbox that needed both hands to carry when opened. Hannah winked at Cade and Tuck and slipped ahead of them before she waved them, still silently, fully into the door frame.

Megan, she called. No response. She dodged into Megans flight and stuck a finger in the pages of Megans book, laughing when her fiancée scowled at her.

Ive almost got this! Babe, I love you, but if you interrupt me in the middle of a key point of this dissertation, no court in the land would convict me. Capisce?

Tuck bit his lip hard. Better hurry or hed lose it, and itd be a sure bet Cade would too.

Hannah ignored Megans protest and turned her around by the shoulders. That can wait. No, really, it can. Look who I found.

Megan flipped her hair back and dropped her glasses onto her nose in a smooth move that spoke of long practice. She blinked at them through the lenses, her frown deep as Cades at his most irritated

Then

She dropped her book, narrowly missing out on crushing her bare toes, and launched herself at Cade same as Hannah had tackled Tuck. Arms around his neck, choking the life out of him, Cade awkwardly spluttering and searching for a gentlemanly way to hold her. He shot Tuck a wide-eyed look.

Oh no, youre on your own here, Tuck told him, amused as fuck and so damn pleased he was about to go pop. Hannah leaned on his shoulder and sighed contentedly.

He heard it after she must have. Cade, Megan was saying, over and over again. Dad, Cade, you made it

Tuck had something in his eye again. So did Hannah. Must have been going around. Hed bet Cade had a piece of grit in there too, only he hid his face against Megans dark hair and gave up trying to find a proper hold just for the sake of holding tight. I missed you, he said, quieter than a whisper, patting her back.

That old movie got one thing right. There really was no place like home, and even if this wasnt their home, then it was where their family was. Same difference and same satisfaction.

And that suited Tuck fine.


Chapter Five



Suzie-Q liked Megan as much as she did Cade, and Tuck was there to tell you the feelings were mutual. No sooner had she let go of Cade than she dropped to her knees and let Suzie-Q swarm her.

Watch it or shell lick you half to death, Tuck warned.

She wouldnt. Not a pretty girl like this. Megan cradled the dogs head and shook her gently. When did you get a dog?

Shes Cade stopped before Tuck knew he would have finished that with not mine. He cleared his throat. A few months ago.

She sort of found us, Tuck said to cover their bases.

Cade took a step back and frowned at their surroundings, which, to be frank, Tuck hadnt bothered with. Should she stay outside?

Tuck bristled. No way was anyone putting his girl out into the cold. Or the heat.

Its an old, old house, Cade said quietly. Shes too young to know better than to jump and scratch.

Megan scoffed at him, and Hannah rolled her eyes indulgently. Try and separate those two. I can already tell its mission impossible. Well shut the doors to the front of the house, and shell be fine. She nudged Cade. You still worry too much.

And you have no idea how much that worries me, Cade said, dry as dust.

Tuck chuckled to himself, loving the byplay. He craned his neck to look into the narrow corridor outside the kitchen. A set of stairs led up, skinnier still, and not a one of them level. He thought he liked them better than he wouldve if theyd been perfect.

Colonial? Cade asked, tapping at a triangle-shaped cupboard.

Built in 1796, Hannah said proudly. Not bad for a couple of street kids doing what they had to do just to keep themselves fed and come out alive, is it?

We all did the things we had to, to get by, Cade murmured. Some better than others. He crossed his arms to hug his chest, changed his mind a half second later, and rubbed roughly at the back of his neck. The rapid changes of mood were as visible as neon signs but written in a language only Cade understood.

Tuck wasnt sure but didnt think the girls had noticed. Best to distract them in any case. He unhooked Suzie-Qs leash and patted her rump to tell her she could go explore. So you only live back here?

These were servants quarters, Cade said, a frown forming between his eyebrows.

And? Hannah cocked a hip and an eyebrow in perfect sync. Theyre small, but theyre solid, and they have personality. The good professoreveryone calls her that, you should toolives mostly in the front when shes here.

That doesnt feel lonely to you, leaving two-thirds of the place to sit unused?

No, Hannah said thoughtfully. You would think, right? But thats her space. I can feel it when Im in there. This is ours. Our home. She took her place beside Megan, tweaking yet another book away from her. What else do we need?

You couldnt pay me enough to go up front, Megan said. I mean, seriously. Its crammed with antique crap you could break by breathing on wrong. We just keep those rooms clean. She waggled her hand from side to side. Okay, Hannah keeps them clean.

Uh-huh, Tuck teased her. What did you break?

Megan kicked Tuck in the ankle. Lighter than she used to, hard enough to get her point across. She could have socked him one to the chin, and he wouldnt have cared a bit.

Tuck gave her the Im waiting gesture.

She rolled her eyes. China something or other. A teapot?

Royal Doulton, Hannah said. She shared a yikes face with Cade. I put a restraining order on her. Ten feet away from anything fragile at all times. She tweaked Megans ear. But if youre up to it, you can clean off that table so we can sit down like civilized human beings.

Screw civilized, Megan grumbled, scooping up armfuls and dumping them on a counter. Bitch.

Twat, Hannah returned. Her smile and Megans grin made it clear that this was how they said I love you.

You always could tell with the ones whod grown up rough, even as far as these two had turned around. Without thinking, Tuck leaned back against Cade. Cade hesitated almost too briefly to notice before he enfolded Tuck from behind and tucked his chin over Tucks shoulder.

Tuck let himself enjoy it, pretending just for a second there was no pretense involved here. So while Hannahs cleaning and gardening and who knows what else, taking care of all the work to keep you two in house and home, what are you doing?

Megan waved a single sheet of paper covered in what Tuck saw were mathematical formulae so complicated his head spun without even trying to puzzle them out. I, she said, with a proper pause for dramatic effect, am this closeas in a matter of daysto finishing my doctorate.

Tucks jaw dropped, mirrored by Cades. He could feel it on his shoulder. No fucking way. Already? Didnt you just start a couple of years ago?

This is the same woman who fast-tracked her way through college and her masters degree, remember? Hannah damn near glowed with pride. Be as impressed by her as I am, orher eyes sparkledI may just have to cut you.

Bah. Do your worst, Tuck said. Whatever, as long as the two of them looked as pleased with one another as a pair of purring cats.

Megan kissed Hannahs cheek, which was apparently all the keeping still she could manage when she wasnt zoned out deep in the heart of calculus. If that was calculus. Tuck suspected the presence of physics dominating her work.

She bounded toward them to push Tuck out of the way and grab Cade. Cmon. Ill show you the crash space we made up for you guys. Where are your bags? Never mind, well get them later.

The way she hung on Cades arm made Tuck laugh. She looked all of thirteen again, skinny and short, worshipping Cade like hed hung the moon. He wasnt doing any scowling, either, when he let her drag him off, chattering all the way.

Hannah watched them go, sighing contentedly. Thats my girl, she murmured.

Tuck pressed his cheek to the top of her head. Both our girls, he said.

Hannah elbowed him in the ribs. Tuck savored the brief ouch. Same as hed noticed how the new Cade overlaid the old version and sank beneath his skin, hed started to see the kid hed known woven in with the woman his sister had become. Much more comfortable.

I need to wash my hands, she said, letting go at last. Sit down. Do you want some coffee? Tea? Its iced. Weve gone native.

Nah, maybe later. And you could do a hell of a lot worse than this kind of native. Tuck got where they were coming from, preferring the back side of the house better than the fancy front. Plain and simple, no frills, worn in like a comfortable pair of shoes, and cleaner than clean. A wooden table, gauzy white curtains over the sink, and the faint smell of oranges, like sunshine. I like this place, he said, simple but true.

Hannah filled a mug for herself, half coffee and half cream. Megan still says I need fattening up, she explained. You might think shes already mostly an absent-minded professor, but she takes good care of me. Like you do for Cade.

I do what I do, Tuck said. He shrugged uncomfortably and immediately prayed she didnt pick up on his fidget. If you ask me, you and Megan take care of each other. Its not either-or. We taught you well.

And you taught us humble modesty too, she teased. Sit down. I want to get caught up with everything you two have been doing.

Tuck steadied himself. Hed known hed get this question and tried to prepare. Stick your head between your legs and kiss your ass good-bye; or, if hed done his homework right, itd be smooth sailing.

Here goes nothin…

* * *

So Cade goes to school and works? Hannah asked, blowing on her coffee to cool it to a drinkable temperature.

Tuck really wasnt a coffee person, but hed given in, the dry-mouth from talking compelling him, and accepted his own mug of java though his was three-quarters cream with a splash of coffee. Its an on-call kind of job, filling in when other staffers get sick, but yeah. He works his ass off.

And you dont?

Its not the same. Tuck turned his mug around in haphazard half circles. Hes the brainy one. Me? I drive.

So? Dont tell me navigating the city during rush hour is less of a challenge, Hannah said, startling a laugh out of Tuck. Good thing too. Might have gotten melancholy there. You always were happiest behind the wheel, she agreed. Whats wrong with being happy?

Hard to argue with that point.

Still. I know it isnt easy. Sometimes its like choreographing a ballet between work and classes to make sure Megan and I actually cross paths at least once a day. Hannah shook her head. If hes working and taking classes, how do you two manage?

Tuck stopped in his verbal tracks. We, uh…

Dont see each other as much as one would like, Cade said from behind him, smooth as glass. Relieved in ways past describing, Tuck turned sideways in the kitchen chair to watch Cade come in.

Thanks, Tuck mouthed silently at him. Was that the briefest of nods, or did he imagine it? Took you long enough, he said aloud, reaching to reel Cade toward him the way he always used to, taking him by the hand and using it to guide his steps. Whats up? Crash space more like a crash closet or did we win the lottery?

Its… Cade closed his mouth, frowned, and

Was interrupted. The back door creaked, squeaked. A wooden farmers crate entered first, crammed to overflowing, making Tuck think for a second they were being attacked by produce. The box was followed by a man in a light T-shirt and work-hardened hands. Thirtysomething. Tuck recognized that look aimed his way now as watchful waiting.

The fuck? Tuck recognized him as the guy from the fill-up joint. Who…?

Oh my God, you found a market still open? With fresh produce this late in the day? Hannah rushed the guy and took the box from him. She breathed deeply of the contents. Megan, look. Plums. Tomatoes. He even found Silver Queen corn.

Dumbstruck? You could say that. Hannah seemed damn near as happy to see this guy as she had her adopted brothers, and Megan wasnt far behind. She even kissed the guy on the cheek. Thanks.

Tuck felt himself bristling. He couldnt help it. But beside him, Cade sat very, very still. Beneath the table, hed dug his nails into Tucks thigh, and his wrist shook.

The man disengaged from Hannah and Megan to nod at them. He leaned against the counter as if he owned the damn place. Tuck. Cade. Its been a while.

Cades limbs were like steel now, hed gone so rigid. Thomas, he said. I thought that was you.

The breath escaped Tuck in a sucker punch to the gut. Fuck him, how had he not recognized the man before? All the lines, ten years older, fell squarely into place now he knew what he was looking for.

And he didnt care for that, not one bit.

Thomas. Fucking Thomas, the groundskeepers son at St. Pius. Hed cost Tuck two broken knuckles before he left the home. Theyd disagreedstronglyover Tucks taking Cade back to the city with him when Thomas thought Cade should have stayed. With him.

Thomas never said as much, no. He hadnt had to. Didnt have to be dark as midnight for Tuck to see that kind of torch burning a mile away. Hell, he could see it now, a dark corona behind Thomass head when he gave Tuck a nod that encompassed both greeting and warning.

Well…hell. This was going to be fun, wasnt it?


Chapter Six



The bathroom at the top of the old servants staircase rivaled those stairs in age and size. No shower, nothing but a john with one of those furry seat covers in pastel pink and a shelf with bits of makeup and perfume scattered about. Soap that smelled like grapefruit.

The sink: tiny, just big enough for a dainty wash, its basin shallow. Not made for this, but Tuck had stuck as much of his head as he could fit under the flow of cold water and scrubbed at his short hair with what felt like liquid ice.

He came up with his face dripping, staring at himself in the mirror. Reflected in the mirror, he looked hard. Tough as leather. He did have a gray hair. Three, actually.

Cade stood behind him, reflected in the mirror. Calm down.

Sure, Ill get right on that. Tuck gave the spigot a savage twist to stop the flow of water. I thought it might be you? Bullshit. You knew who he was before he said a word. You want to tell me why you didnt clue me in?

Because I knew youd react like this, Cade said. He took a deep breath, the kind that usually came before an apology with other people. From Cade? Nothing of the sort but a fall back into white-knuckled silence and a shake of his head.

Tuck planted his fists on the sinks rim. You know what the bitch of it is? Before I knew who he was, I kinda liked him.

I know, Cade said, not to Tuck but to the mirror. Keep your voice down. The girls will hear.

Tuck gritted his teeth, but he took the warning. Not wanting them to see him lose his cool was why hed made a beeline for the can and its relative privacy. Go figure that the one time hed rather Cade not have followed him was the one time Cade dogged his heels.

You knew, and you let me act like a fool regardless.

Ive never let you do anything.

Whats that supposed to mean? Tuck snatched a towel off the rack and wiped his face with rough, angry scrubs of the terry cloth.

Ill tell you if you tell me what you have against him, Cade replied. He crossed his arms and leaned on the door frame, picking now of all times to meet Tucks gaze in the mirror. Forget about me. Whats he ever done to you?

And didnt that just stop Tuck in his tracks? Tuck looked away first, using the need to dry his hair as an excuse.

See, hed thoughthopedhad almost been sure, back in the day, that Cade hadnt noticed Thomass crush. Call it a miracle if you wanted. Tuck sure as hell did, and he hadnt been about to tell Cade. Sue him for being human. Then theyd left, ten years had passed, and hed almost forgotten.

Should have known better. Pride, huh? Stupid, stubborn pride and fear. Tuck snorted. Irony was truly a bitch.

I dont like him being here. Leave it at that.

No. Whats your problem? It didnt show on his face, but a crackle of temper came through in his tempo and tone. Youre thinking, what? The girls are suddenly going to love you less because hes been a friend to them too?

They never said.

Should they have?

Tuck ground his teeth, took a page out of Cades book, and said nothing.

Didnt work. Cade stood up straight. You are jealous of him.

Way, way too close to the truth. No, Tuck lied. Right. Like Cade didnt see straight through that right away.

Fuck you, Cade said without heat. Thomass a good man. Leave him alone. Im asking you this.

He couldnt have tightened the screws better if hed tried, putting it that way. Tuck couldnt say no, and it chafed, man. Chafed like a fucker. He propped himself on the sink, bracing his weight on his wrists. Either the spigot dripped or hed broken the thing.

Tuck was a semilapsed Catholic. Not superstitious. The spigot was in no way an omen. Right.

Ill try, Tuck said. More, I cant promise.

Cade sighed. I know. You lead with your heart. You always have.

And thats a bad thing?

Cade locked on with the eye contact. Sometimes. He drew in a deep breath. He really bothers you that much?

You think? Tuck wadded the towel into a ball and tossed it toward a skinny hamper, missing the shot.

And you wont tell me why. Cade shook his head hard. Looked like an attempta failed oneto shrug off some unknown ties binding him to the past. It came out of just about nowhere, nothing to do with this particular fight, and Tuck did not like that.

Cade picked up the towel and folded it neatly. Whether the girls told us or not, hes been good to them.

I said Id try. Dont push me. Leave it. Please. Tuck could turn the tables on Cade when it came to asking for things that mattered. Not always, but every now and then, he got lucky. St. Jude, do a guy a favor, would you? Let this be one of those times. Amen.

The less this button gets pushed, the easier itll be to see no evil, hear no evil, speak no evil. Get me? he grumbled under his breath, muffling it beneath another splash of water to cool his face. See? This was him, trying.

Cade didnt believe a word out of Tucks mouth, that was clear, but would you look at that? He couldnt say no either. For some reasonor maybe for a good reasonthat restored a drop of hope. Enough to be getting on with.

Hey, St. Jude. I owe you one. Thanks.

He watched Cade in the mirror, thinking deep thoughts that werent making him happy. Tuck doubted hed ever understand. He wanted and didnt want to know at the same time.

Whatever it was going through Cades head, the results? Not what Tuck had expected. At all. Cade shook the neatly folded towel open and beckoned. Come here. You missed some spots.

Tuck wasnt dumb enough not to recognize an olive branch when he saw one, nor slow-witted enough not to grasp anything he could that Cade offered. But be damned if it didnt make his head spin, trying to keep up.

Out in the hall. Theres not enough room in here. But be quiet.

Tuck nodded without saying a word. So help him, he wanted to see if he could make Cade smile.

He came as close as made no difference. Good enough.

Bend your head, Cade instructed. He rubbed his own head, seeming sheepish for once. This looks awful, doesnt it?

Ive seen you looking worse, Tuck fibbed. He expected Cade would call him on that; hell, he hoped Cade would. Then they could rib each other about the worst of times in the way that made them seem not so bad after all.

Didnt happen. Bend your head, was all Cade said. And keep your voice down. We cant stay up here much longer, or someone will come looking for us.

Couldnt be denied, that. Tuck bent his head and submitted to Cades ministrations. As hed expected, Cade didnt bother being gentle about helping Tuck dry off, but Tuck kept that to himself. Cade needed vents when he overloaded on stress, and Tuck figured he was tough enough to take a knuckle rub to the head if it helped. He thought it might. With each punishing scrub, something eased inside Cade.

You were the one who got yourself into this, Cade said after a pause. And me. If its not what you expected, then thats not my fault.

You agreed to come. This isnt all on me.

Cades rough strokes slowed. Do you want to leave?

Yes, Tuck thought right away. Andno. Not after his apartment. Not after the twelve-hour ride. The hugs thatd almost never ended.

That moment in the kitchen when Cade had held him close, the way they used to. The way they still should.

So be it. Not before he figured out what this was between him and Cade. Im staying. And you?

Cade dropped his face into his hand and rubbed, thumb digging into the corner of his eye. You know I am.

That was good; that was bad. Tuck shook Cades hands off him. There was a first, huh? With the terry cloth out of his eyes, he caught a glimpse of a strange, wary look in Cades eyes that put him on high alert and fast. You say hes a good man. Okay. Then why are you so freaked out?

The hardness aimed in Tucks direction would have left bruises on his flesh if it had been a physical strike. Dont ask me that. Dont ever.

That, Tuck would have a hard time agreeing with. Forget asking what he ever did to me. Did he do something to you?

What? Dont be stupid. No.

Balls.

Its not your business. Cade wadded the towel into a ball, not a neat square, and tossed it sharply at the hamper. We need to get back downstairs. Come on if youre coming.

Uh-uh. Tuck caught Cade by the shirttail, forgetting his cares for the sake of Cades. Somethings not right here. Cades scoff didnt fool him. Dont try and con me. I can see it plain as plain.

Cade looked away. Its not your business.

You are my business.

Cades sharp inhale made things hurt in Tucks chest.

He took a chance and moved to lay his palm flat on Cades chest. I cant fix it if you dont tell me whats broken.

No one ever asked you to.

You know me well enough to know I dont wait to be asked.

Cade laughed, and Tuck knew it would sound as bitchy to Cade as it did to him. Thats you. Never asking. Just running ahead without checking a damn thing. Youd race across a railroad track even with the guardrails down.

Probably, was what Tuck meant to say. What came out was something else completely. I know. Maybe thats why I still love you, and you cant do a thing about it. No matter how you to try to change my mind.

You dont know Cade stopped abruptly and shifted as if he wanted to step out of reach. He didnt.

Tuck pushed his luck. Why not, if Cade thought of him what Cade thought of him? Yeah, and thats the problem. Tell me. Talk to me, fuck it. You know what it feels like to love someone and to have them freeze you out this way? Do you? You have a single clue how

Cades kiss silenced Tuck. Utterly. Oh God. This was…this was no ordinary kiss. Tuck could tell.

Hed kissed Cade for the first time under a ray of unexpected light when the clouds in a dark gray sky broke apart just far enough. Scared shitless, knowing what the church said about this, but wanting to too much to stop himself.

Hed kissed Cade for the second time in the shadows of the library, over homework shared and a birthday forgotten by all but the two of them.

Cade hadnt smiled after the first two. Hed run. Bolted like a rabbit. First time around, Tuck figured hed pegged Cade all wrong. Second time, he had his doubts.

But the third time, Cade kissed Tuck first. Scared shitless but not able to stop himself. Tuck knew one when he saw one. Always.

And what he saw in Cade was love, against all odds.

Memories like that could keep a man going for years.

And then…then there had been the fourth time. An ordinary night after an ordinary day, the only difference being soft rain thumping against his window and keeping him awake. That and the hardness Cade gave him, the one that never went away. All he had to do was think of Cade, and he wanted Cade.

He couldnt sleep. There had to be a reason.

And when he climbed from the slippery ivy between his window and Cades, he understood. Because Cade had let him in. Drawn him into bed and kept him there. Theyd had to be quiet, so quiet, but what they did…

Tuck had been with girls before hed found Cade. Never was too thrilled, and even though he maintained his street cred with all the dirty stories he could scrounge up, sometimes he wondered what the big effing deal was.

After meeting Cadeand getting used to the ideaTuck had known exactly what the problem had been. And kissing him like this, it never got old…

Cade broke away with a shock of breath. Dont ask me questions like the ones you just did, he said, his lips reddened from heat and pressure. I do know what its like to love without hope.

That? That felt like being slapped. And you called me cruel, Tuck said.

Cade took a step back and lapsed into silence. But if he looked now with fresh eyes, Tuck could see the same kind of helpless tangle inside his chest behind the blank mask Cade wore.

He could still feel Cades warm skin ghosting next to his, and he burned for more.

Least he wasnt alone. Cades breathing remained shallow, and he looked at Tucks lips as if he were starving for them.

Why? Tuck asked, all he could manage. If it could be better, whys it got to be like this between us now? None of it made sense, not a bit, but it did make Tucks head ache to bursting. He rubbed his eyes, grimly pleased to see sparks burst through the blackness behind his lids when he pressed too hard.

When he looked up, Cade had turned away. We cant stay up here any longer. Theyll get suspicious. You know Im right.

Even Thomas, Tuck said.

Cade inclined his head once.

Goddamnit, Cade… Tuck gave in. Thomas could go fuck himself, but the girls were a different matter. Theyd worry. Maybe even come after them, and he knew he couldnt take the chance of being caught off guard.

What was a man supposed to do? Supposed to think?

But there was no more time. Tuck gave up the battle for the sake of the war. Okay. Im going. But just so you know? Were not done with this.

Trust me, Cade said, walking away. I never doubted that for a second.

* * *

You okay?

Shit. Startled, Tucks heart lolloped up into his throat. Hannah had intercepted them at the foot of the stairs, glancing past him to Cade and then back at him. She hadnt changed. Still sun-and-freckle dusted, still plain and sweet-natured and dressed in gardeners tee and jeans dirty at the knees.

I forgot you dont get along with Thomas, she said, quiet and firm, but this is my wedding. Try and get along with him for me. Okay?

Just as hed figured, but Tuck borrowed Cades stillness for his own to keep his cool, and trust him, it took all of that plus a tiny reserve he hadnt even known he possessed. Even then, all he could do was nod and wonder if he was really choking from the pressure or just imagining that.

Tuck?

Damn it; now hed gone and tripped her Spidey senses. Should have known shed be smarter than him too. Im sorry. Its been a long day. That shed have to believe, because it was true. Puts a guy more on edge than usual, you know? Among other things, but those she didnt need to know about. That was the whole point.

She swatted him, but affectionately and with no small amount of relief. Thank you. Were eating outside, on the veranda. Come get some before its too late. Megan decimates plums like you wouldnt believe. Ohwas the bedroom okay?

The what now?

She frowned. Megan didnt show you? Wait, no. She took Cade up there alone. I had you. She linked her arm through Tucks. Its not the best-best, but I didnt think youd want the professors room. So I gave you the second-biggest guest room. It even has a bed big enough for two biggish men.

Shit on a shingle. Theyd be sharing a bed, he and Cade. He hadnt thought of that before and wondered why the hell not.

Cade had known. And hadnt said a word. Had he given Cade a chance to, though? Tuck couldnt remember.

Talk fast. Think fast. Second-best guest room in a place like this? How will we ever cope? He put his arm around her shoulders in a loose hug. Well be fine.

Are you sure? Hannah peered up at him. Cade?

Christ on a cracker! Tuck had thought Cade would be long gone downstairs by now, but no, there he stood halfway down the steps, waiting. No doubt hed heard it all, especially what hadnt been spoken out loud.

Youre good with the room? Tuck asked, deliberately putting it out there. And yeah, he knew it was cruel this time. Regret sank her teeth in right away, and for more than one reason.

Hannah glanced from Tuck to Cade and back again, frowning the smallest bit. Is everything all right?

What, with us? Tuck spoke too loudly, and he knew it.

Cade stepped in to play salvage worker. Were just tired, Hannah. And hungry.

Tuck butted in, trying to help, more relieved than he could say at Cades taking the initiative. Go snatch some dinner for us before its all gone. And before I turn you over my knee for being a brat. Brat.

You never would. Hannah poked him, then kissed him on the cheek. She reached over his to squeeze Cades shoulder. Ill do my best, but youd still better hurry.

Be there in a sec. Tucks stomach knotted and unknotted and knotted again as he watched her leave. Maybe she hadnt noticed. He and Cade had bitched at each other back in the day. Every now and then. Rarely.

Still. Theyd always made it up. She wouldnt think the worst now. It was believe that or give up, and Tuck? No way hed quit after coming this far.

Only…

As soon as Tuck judged Hannah to be out of earshot, he stopped three steps above Cade, watching him carefully. Im going to ask you something, and you need to answer me.

Cade stood as still as a statue, but that didnt reach all the way to his eyes. He inclined his head.

One bed, Tuck said. Was it just for the girls, saying so, or are you really okay with that?

Cade didnt say anything, not at first. But he touched his lips, still slightly red from being kissed. He swallowed hard enough for Tuck to see the jerk of his throat. I dont know.

He meant it. Even if he did turn fast and thump down the stairs in too much of a hurry for the narrow treads, thatd been the truth.

Tuck stayed behind, his head busy. That, whatd just happened, that was…enough to make a man wonder.

Enough to make him hope.

Hed started to doubt, hadnt he? Thomas throwing him for a loop sure hadnt helped.

But there was that kiss. That one good moment when they hit Richmond. Whatd happened in his apartment, the night Cade said yes.

They werent over. He wasnt the only one thinking that now, was he? Or had he ever been?

And you know what? Maybe its smart, maybe its not, but its about damn time I got busy doing something about that again.

Starting now.


Chapter Seven



Tuck was pleased to see Cade, Hannah, and Megan deep into chatter when he carried drink refills for all outside on the veranda. Suzie-Q had draped herself contentedly just below the broad steps and fallen asleep in the grass, paddling her legs and dreaming of chasing cars. Did his heart good to see these things. He could almost even overlook Thomass presence.

Better still for Tuck to see Cade nod at him as he joined them, no prompting needed.

We now join your regularly scheduled conversation already in progress? Tuck leaned over Cade to pass the glasses of iced tea. What did I miss?

Nosy, Megan said. She and Cade fingered cubes of ice out of their drinks at the same time and crunched down.

Tuck shared a look with Hannah, filled with mirth between the two of them.

You look better, she remarked out loud. If dunking your head in the sink is that much of a pause that refreshes, I should try.

Eh, Tuck said, neither confirming nor denying. The fresh start did more for him, but hed keep that to himself. He sat slightly behind and to Cades side. Come on. You know Im a buttinski. Fill a guy in.

Megan pretended to groan like a woman in serious pain drawing on her last scraps of stoicism. Were talking wedding crap. What do you think?

I think youre living proof that romance is dead, Hannah said.

I think youve got a winner whos actually willing to marry you, and you ought to treat her like one, Tuck shot back.

Megan made a face. Stop being rational. Im in a mood. She laid her head on Hannahs lap. Sorry, babe.

Tuck reached over Cade, even if it was an awkward angle, to snag a chip of ice to crunch on. Even odds whether Cade would turn to frown at him or shake his head in wry amusement and let it pass.

Didnt matter. The point was to remind Cade he was there and staying.

Define wedding crap, he directed the girls.

A flicker of a smile ghosted across Cades lips. You always did have a silver tongue, he murmured, and hey, that wasnt bad at all. Tuck would take banter.

Born a charmer and Ill be a charmer till the day I die. Tuck made a second stretch to snag another piece of ice. Seriously. Anything I can help with, ladies?

Not unless you know any good private eyes.

Jeez. Tuck refused to react. How come?

Hannah bit at her thumbnail. We wanted to see if Father Michael would come.

A Catholic priest at a lesbian wedding? Not usually a recipe for success. But Father Michael… Hed been different. Worlds away from other men of the cloth and a good guy all on his own.

So whats the problem? Tuck asked.

He left the church, Thomas said in that low baritone of his. Not long after Hannah and Megan came of age and left St. Pius.

Tuck blinked at him. This was news enough to make him put aside, just for the moment, his issues with Tommy-boy. Youre shitting me.

Silver, Cade murmured.

Was he easing up? Tuck thought maybe so. Subtlety, not one of his strengths, but he was giving serious thought to learning the art.

Yeah, yeah. Tuck kneaded his shoulder as if it were still natural between them. When? Why?

I dont know, Megan answered instead of Thomas. But when he left, he left good. I tried to track him down, but Id have better luck bagging and tagging Jason Bourne. Mmm. Jason Bourne.

Hannah swatted her. So now you have a crush on a man?

Im bisexual, not blind. Megan crunched ice. And Im marrying you, arent I? Damons some sweet eye candy, yes, but otherwise? Bourne, schmourne.

Tuck hid a chuckle behind his hand.

I think we should leave him in peace, Cade said gently but firmly. He might not appreciate the past coming back to the present.

Yeah, well. Megan sat upright and resettled the chopsticks in her hair. I sent an invitation to his last known address. We could get lucky again. And besides, even if he doesnt want to come, hell know we still care. Hed fit here. Like peanut butter and jelly.

If you like PB&J, Cade said.

Who doesnt? Unless youre allergic to peanuts. Thats got to suck, Tuck mused. Theres other examples. BLTs. Ice cream sundaes with cherries on top…

There. Hed set the two girls off on discussions about what did and didnt go together. Tuck listened long enough to hear Megan launch into an old-school argument for ketchup on ice cream and for Cade to shudder before he bent and whispered next to Cades ear, Ice cream with ketchup isnt bad. Try it sometime.

Cade stilled. What are you doing?

Just proving a point.

And that is?

Tuck tweaked Cades collar back. That if you give me an inch, Im going to take a mile.

Now. Tuck dropped the chunk of ice, concealed in his palm for just this occasion, down Cades back and jumped away before Cade could finish convulsing and smack him.

That wouldve been good. What happened was even better: Cade laughed, a real laugh, even if it held more than a thin edge of surprise. He twisted his shoulders and swiveled his hips. Youlittleshit! He pivoted fully in his chair and stood to untuck his shirt and shake out the melting, freezing ice.

Champion! Tuck raised his arms in the victors salute while Megan and Hannah rocked with laughter.

Oh God, Megan said, tears in her eyes. Cade, you should have seen your face!

You think thats funny, do you?

I really do.

Cade scowled. He bent to pick up the ice and dropped it down Tucks shirt front. He pressed his hand to the ice and rubbed hard, sending Tuck yelping and wriggling to and fro.

Tuck grinned up at Cade, as cheeky as he could possibly be.

You, Cade said, the rest of the world and all fading out around them, leaving nothing but Cade in his line of sight. Youre unbelievable. You do know that. He drew his thumb over Tucks cheekbone. And you never do change.

I am what I am, Tuck said. Dont be surprised when I prove it. He loosely encircled Cades waist and coaxed the man back down on the step beside him. Sitting thus, they mirrored the pose Hannah and Megan had subsided into. So. How pissed are you?

Cades glare was so clearly feigned that it delighted Tuck. Im still deciding.

Pure instinct moved Tuck to brush Cades lips with his own. Not much of a kiss, more of a tease, but the way Cade reacted couldnt have been better: a quick smile he couldnt hide and that did reach his eyes.

It must have looked as cozy as it felt, being in Cades arms. Like lovers ought to be. Funny, that, when Cade was saying, You never change. Can anyone? Really? I mean, I try, and I try, but He shut his mouth with a snap, shook his head, and subsided into the thoughtfulness of a tangled mind.

Tuck told himself it didnt matter, as long as he had Cade in his arms; hed take what came next as it came.

Thomas sat just beyond them. Part of the crowd but not at the heart of it. Tuck nodded at him, once.

Thomas did the same, but with eyes for Cade and Cade alone, not Tuck.

Ten years past time he did something about that too, Tuck thought. But later. Right now, Megan squirmed out of Hannahs arms and turned around to kneel on one of the veranda steps. Best pay attention.

Now? she asked Hannah.

No patience, Hannah chided her. She kissed Megans temple. Okay, okay. For starters, and since we all have fine crystal at hand Hannah lifted her glass. I wanted to say thank you.

Tuck glanced at Cade and found Cade glancing back; Cades forehead was furrowed the way Tucks felt to be. For what?

For coming, dumb-ass, Megan said. It wouldnt have been the same without you. I worried that you wouldnt, but you came through. Family is what you make of it. So, heres to family.

Now that Tuck could raise a glass to. He tipped his glass back for a deep draft. Mmm. He could learn to like iced tea, especially if the flavor would carry this memory of a good night, a good moment in time. To family.

Family, Cade echoed. Did Tuck imagine it, or was that the smallest pressure of Cade leaning into him, against his leg? He chose to imagine it was, and to enjoy it.

And… Hannah drew the word out two syllables past its norm. She took both of Tucks hands in hers. Theres one more thing. How many weddings have you been to?

I can count them on less than the fingers of one hand, Tuck admitted. He and Cade had never done anything formal. Maybe they should have. Why?

Theres this thing, Megan chipped in.

Tuck propped his chin in his hand. They sure did teach you to talk fancy at math camp, didnt they?

She scowled at him. Shut up. This is new for me.

I hope so. If youve been to more than one wedding thats your own, Hannah probably ought to know.

Cades shoulders were definitely shaking. He kept his head turned, but Tuck knew a laugh when he saw one, even if he didnt hear one.

Ill be good, Ill be good, Tuck promised before some female or another slapped him. Whats this thing you speak of?

The first dance at a wedding is traditionally father and daughter, Megan said, biting her lip in appeal. But if you want, if you choose, it can be a brother-sister dance instead. Id hoped Cade would dance with me.

And Tuck with me. The kid Hannah had been and the woman she was came together in a shared moment of nerves and the fear that hed say no outright. No one ever got past that, not really. Please?

Cade could sit stiller than anyone on earth, but he trumped himself now. Worried, Tuck bumped knees with him to ask silently, you okay?

Id be honored, Cade said at last, husky and low. Idthank you.

Megan lifted her glass again. Now thats what Im talking about. She tossed back the last swallow and hurled herself forward into Cades arms.

He barely caught her, oofing, but he put his arms around her with far less hesitation this time, and wasnt that a pretty sight to see?

Family, Tuck thought with deep satisfaction. Family is what you make of it. Its not what I expected, but what ever is? Im glad we came.

He copied Megan and got the tea downand nearly choked on it. Fuck me, he blurted. I dont know how to dance.

A man could wish for another glassful to hide behind amid the peals of feminine laughterand Thomass quiet chuckle. At least Cade behaved.

I did remember, Hannah said, relaxing into an easy pose of fond observation. Cade knows how. He can teach you.

Um. Tuck stalled, trying to work this into his developing plan of attack.

Ill do what I can, Cade said before Tuck had gotten through Thought One. Faint humor crinkled up the corners of his eyes when he glanced back at Tuck. Still a little wary. But less so. Be damned. Fair warning that I cant work miracles.

Tuck wanted to take Cades hand, and he did.

And Cade let him.

Thanks, he said, hoping Cade got how he meant that to encompass more than one thing.

Cade didnt smile, but it felt as if he had.

Tuck would have been content to go on sitting there all night, but such plans didnt account for the energy of kid sisters. Megan dusted off her hands and popped up. Hannah, do you think theyll be out tonight?

She has this much energy after someone drags her away from that table, Hannah explained. Like a jack-in-the-box gone haywire. Come sunup shell be right back where she started, muttering about cosines and theorems, and Ill pretend I have a clue what shes talking about.

You dont fool me, babe, but you make the effort. That counts. Megan tugged at Hannahs arm. Leave the leftovers here. The ants can have fun, and well hose it all down before we go in for the night.

Let her have her way before she has your arm out of the socket, Tuck advised, not joking. God help anyone who stood in the way of a hell-on-wheels like Megan. He stood, reluctant but intrigued despite himself. At least Cade was right behind him. Still feeling as if he were smiling.

Where are we going in such a hurry? Cade asked.

Somewhere amazing. Hannah sparkled at both of them. How long has it been since youve seen fireflies?

* * *

Fireflies, really? Tuck scanned the deepening twilight in the vain search for pinpricks of light. Hannah and Megan had left them far behind, arm in arm and head to head, whispering to one another. That was okay. Thomas followed behind by about ten feet, taking his time. No hurry about anything from him.

Tuck would like that, if he hadnt been able to feel Thomas watching him. Them. Every second. He drew Cade to a stop and gestured impatiently at Thomas with an extra dash of warning in there.

Thomas raised an eyebrow at Tuck, but he went on by. He didnt look back. How the hell Tuck still felt those eyes on him, he didnt know, but it made the back of his neck itch like a fucker.

Fireflies, Cade said. Right. He didnt have his mind on glowing bugs at all. Didnt take a genius or even someone who knew him well to figure that much. Tuck…

Im not going to like whatever it is youre going to say, am I?

I wasnt.

If he hadnt already pulled to a standstill, Tuck would have. Say again?

Cade laughed. Quietly, but still. He gazed up at the skies, not really seeming to see them, and shook his head. I wasnt going to say anything except to ask you not to talk. Because I dont know what to say, Cade answered his unspoken question. Just stand here and let me think.

Stand here with you?

Cade nodded.

Tuck didnt understand. Not a bit. But if it made Cade happy, then hell, hed at least try.

Hannahs light touch on Tucks arm surprised him out of the kiss hed started game-planning for. He hadnt even heard her coming. Look, she whispered. Up and around. See?

Tuck blinked, adjusting his eyes to things not Cade and the cooling dusk. He didnt see them at first. Thenhundreds of them, a cloud of flashing gold among the old trees, weaving and dancing together in a pattern no human could ever map with the naked eye. Being themselves and rejoicing in it.

Hed seen a few things in his time he might have called sacred. This was one of them.

Beautiful, Hannah said, and she spoke for all of them. Of everything.


Chapter Eight



Hannah lingered in the open doorway to the room shed made up for them. She wore comfortable old sweatpants and a T-shirt, and shed only just managed to tame her hair into a thick blonde braid. Tuck liked that. No pretenses, just herself and knowing she was good enough.

Suzie-Qs as happy as she can be in the kitchen, keeping Megan company, she reassured Tuck as he idled his way through those sleepy, admiring thoughts. Megan wont forget to feed and walk her if they both stay up all night. Dont worry. What about you two? Youve got everything you need?

Tuck hesitated. He could feel Cades presence behind him, standing quietly at the foot of the bed. Sounded like hed started unpacking his duffel to lay out his old favorite pajama bottoms and a T-shirt. Soap and shampoo and shaving cream.

Maybe even some of Tucks things, the way he used to, with that small curve of his lips that no one else got to see. The one that said this gave him some kind of pleasure only Tuck sort of understood.

He used to love watching the ritual.

He wanted to see it again now.

Tuck? Hannah plucked at his sleeve. Hi. Are you in there or have you been replaced by an actual zombie?

Tuck blinked and shook his head once to clear away the wisps of fog. Nope. Nobody in here but us pigeons. He took her by both hands and swung them. A decent nights sleep and Ill be acting human again. Scram and let us old jerks get some rest, huh?

Uh-huh. The dimple deepened in sync with the quirk of an eyebrow. Rest.

By any other name, Tuck temporized. Yeah. With Cade behind him like this, however it shook down, sleeping wasnt going to happen. He tugged the end of Hannahs braid. You and Megan get some rest too, huh? Drag her away from those books if you have to.

I may just. Hannah lifted on tiptoe to kiss Tucks cheek. Oof. Theres an en-suite shower in this room. Just saying.

You didnt complain before.

That was before I showered. Sweet dreams, guys. By the way, theoretical physicists do dream of electronic sheep. Ask me about it in the morning. She glanced behind Tuck and frowned. The tiniest bit, only for a second.

Hannah?

Nothing. She squeezed his hand and let go. The coffeepots set for seven thirty. Im holding that and all other forms of caffeine hostage until youre awake and with me.

Unfair, Tuck called after her, and then she was gone, padding silently on bare feet down the hallway. Leaving him with nothing to do but push the door closed with a smooth snick of a perfectly aligned lock.

And then there were two. Tuck toed out of his sneakers, then swung a left to the dresser with only a casual glance at Cade. Not so much effective, since he could see Cade reflected in the dresser mirror.

This is getting to be a habit, Tuck said to Cades reflection.

Cade almost-smiled again. He held the gaze for a count of one, two, three before he looked away, down at his work. He had laid out almost everything Tuck had packed and almost nothing of his own. He stroked the shirt hed chosen, Tucks favorite, with that new thoughtfulness in his every move.

Interesting. Possibly positive. You okay? Tuck asked.

Today… Cade started, choosing his words carefully. He pulled his shirt over his head almost absently, probably not even realizing what he did. None of it was what Id expected.

No kidding. But he hadnt said so as if it were a bad thing, had he? You had a good night after you allowed yourself to have one, Tuck said. Go on, admit it.

Cades lips looked so soft when he let them ease into that smile of his. Sweet. Tuck wanted to taste them. All he neededmaybewas one more push. You think so?

Tuck sat on the bed to test its softness. And, maybe not so incidentally, to get closer to Cade. He caught Cades hand and pressed his lips to the back. You know what? I do. You were happy.

Cade stroked the ragged edge of the duffel. He wasnt really looking at it, but at something in his memory, when he replied. Maybe he was seeing fireflies. I was, he said and sounded as if that surprised him. I really was.

Then why let it end now?

God damn his mouth that never knew when to stop and came out with this kind of bomb at the very worst times. All his good humor gone, Cade went still as stone. Tuck, dont.

Hell. No reason not to go for broke now. Tuck reached for Cade, a space open where Cade could come into his arms if he chose. I suck. Im sorry. And I mean that.

Cade took a breath that brought him back to life but not to peace of mind. Its not… No, let me finish. He shook his head. It wasnt something I wasnt thinking about either. It was me who said it first. Every time were together, its impossible not to start drifting back to the way we were, and after what happened, yes, that is a bad thing.

Uh-huh. Tuck eyed him. Funny how you dont look me in the eye when you say that.

Damn it, Tuck. Cade started unpacking his own goods, not going easy on them at all. Jerk, tug, toss. Its a bad thing because you promised when this was over, we were over.

Tuck nodded. He tucked his chin down and drummed his fingers against his arm. If you still wanted that, was what I said.

Cade shut his eyes. He hadnt missed that, and he hadnt forgotten. Tuck knew. But he needed time to think that through, really think about it. Just Cades way.

And so Tuck waited.

The room wasnt that much bigger than their first apartment. When Tuck breathed in, he could taste Cades scent, warm and musky from a long day, salty, and bearing one last hint of soap from his morning shower. The breadth of his chest, covered with its light down of hair, was a faint pink spreading from the neck down. His stomach flexed with his sharp breathing.

God, but Tuck wanted to taste that skin. To sweep his lips across it and trace circles with the tip of his tongue aroundeverything.

What do you want from me? Cade asked. He opened his eyes, barely, the irises dark as night beneath the hood of his lashes. What do you thinks going to happen?

That was Cade, man. Too proud to back down and at the same time daring Tuck to keep pushing and see who backed down first.

I dont know, Tuck said. He took Cades hand in a tighter grip and didnt let go. How about you tell me?

Cades cheeks darkened. He was angry now. Good. Better than. See, this was the way it used to be, and Tuck loved it when Cade got riled up before bed. When he was a thin threads worth of patience away from pushing Tuck down and covering him, rough fire in the long, solid stretch of his body. Pinning Tuck there with his cock hard against his stomach, ready to fuck him or love him or both, and yeah, that was what this felt like.

Cade knew that too. Tuck could tell. The deepening of Cades scent would have said as much if his cock hadnt, outlined hard behind his zipper.

This was where theyd stand before the need swallowed them whole. Right on the edge. Almost there…almost…

And then, snap. Cade twisted his wrist and freed his hand. He put a yard of separation between them, fast. Go to bed, Tuck. Turn the light out and say good night.

No, nuh-uh, not getting away with that now. Tuck followed, pressing back into Cades space. Backed Cade into the corner of the bedroom and kept him there.

Cades hands flexed. He was a bigger man than Tuck. He could have knocked Tuck down or physically pushed him out of the way if hed wanted to.

But he didnt. He couldnt or wouldnt look away from Tuck, pleading with his body no matter what the words he said. What are you doing?

Tuck lifted one hand to stroke Cades cheek lightly with his knuckles, watching Cades lips part and his eyes close. What do you think?

If it had only been Tuck who wanted this, he would have let it pass. But it wasnt. Cade needed this maybe more than Tuck did. He was just too proud and stubborn to ask.

And Tuck took care of his man when he needed something. Always. Ive said it before, and Ill say it until the sun grows cold, he told Cade, who listened with pleading and denial warring for dominance on his face. Itd take a lot more than this to stop me from loving you.

Tuck…

Its okay, Tuck said, because it would be. It had to be. He took Cade by the hand, rough palm to smooth, and laid it over his heart. Ive got you. You know that.

Cade rested his head against the wall, watching Tuck, not stopping him. Not wanting to. He spread his fingers wide over the spot where hed feel Tucks heart beating. Why dont you hate me by now? You dont make sense. Anyone else would have walked away.

Yeah? Good for you Im not anyone else. Tuck kissed Cade, once, a light brush across his lips. What I am is yours.

Cade searched Tucks face, his lips parted and his body drawn tight as a bowstring. You shouldnt be.

No? Tuck turned his head to press his lips to Cades palm instead. Too bad for me, then, because I am.

Tuck… Cades arm jerked. Hurt a little, but that was okay. If this happens, it wont solve anything.

No. Even Tuck knew that. But it could be a start.

God. Cade pressed his forehead to Tucks. Ground against him in a sharp spike of pain and a rasp of shaved hair like stubble burn.

Its okay, babe, Tuck said, trying to gentle him down. Itll be okay if you let it.

Cade scoffed.

Dont believe me?

No. Yes. I dont know. Tighter still Cade held himand looser, too, trailing his hand from Tucks chest to his waist, to his belt. You make me someone Im not, he said. Tuck could see the walls crumbling, even if just for now. You make me wish I could be…

Tuck would have asked him what he meant by that, but there was something Cade needed more than words. Himself too. He lifted Cades chin, tasted the breath that escaped him, and slanted their mouths together.

Cade breathed a small moan between Tucks lips.

Its okay. Tuck stroked a mirror reverse path up Cades chest, bare and warm and sleek. I wont hurt you.

I know you wont mean to. Cade covered Tucks hand and gripped it tight. He drew in one more deep, rib-aching breath and pressed his other palm to the middle of Tucks back. Ill be the one who hurts me. Just like always, God His laugh broke down the middle.

Enough.

Stop fighting, Tuck said, moving his mouth against Cades with each word. Im tired of fighting.

They hovered on the knifes edge, they hesitated, they breathed…

Cade gave way first. Forward, pushing, taking Tuck where he could, hands sliding across him and not gentle about it. Not stopping until hed pushed Tuck onto the bed and stood above. Thick down velveteen billowed around him, the pillow drowning-soft under his head, and Cade on top of him before hed barely noticed the first two. They didnt matter anyway. Just Cade. Just this.

Tuck stretched out to fumble with the lamp. He pressed the button that dimmed the light to darkness, leaving them with nothing but shadows and sounds and senses. He could still make out the dark shadows and moonlit angles of Cades face through the sheer curtains over the west-facing windows, and that was enough. Hed seen. Now he wanted to feel.

He let go and let Cade in, on top of him. Almost the way he used to. Hed propped his weight on his elbows and stretched out with one leg between Tucks, his thigh pressed tight to Tucks groin. Tucks cock throbbed with the strength of a heartbeat, jerking between them and stinging where the zipper dug in.

Cade didnt move. He watched Tuck close, too close to be so still.

Tuck had promised once upon a time that hed take care of his boy. Always. And so he did.

Stop thinking, Tuck said. He took Cades hand and moved it from his stomach down to his cock, pressing and molding, waiting for Cade to groan deep in his throat before he rocked his hips up. He echoed Cades second moan. Should have guessed how difficult it would be not to thrust up into Cades hand.

Especially when Cades third groan broke on an almost silent curse and he dropped fully onto Tuck, body to body, miles of him that ground and rocked and made Tuck turn the air blue with hissed blasphemies that matched Cades forbidden words half spoken and not understood against Tucks neck, deep beneath his ear, his shoulders bunching as he strove to go deeper, get tighter.

Tuck bit him. Once. Lightly. On the angle of Cades cheekbone, all he could reach. He drew his nails over Cades bare back and down beneath the jeans to cover and knead him. Tonight is all that matters for tonight, he said. Im yours. Take me if youre going

He didnt get a chance to finish that. Suited him that he didnt need to. Cades kiss silenced the emptiness that demanded more and filled him brimful. A hard kiss, then a soft one, then rough, then across his jaw with a rasping scrape of stubble and teeth over the pulse pounding in Tucks neck.

Tuck would have sobbed, if he were that kind of guy. The reliefthe need

He raised his knees and clamped them about Cades thighs instead and pushed up, giving Cade what he needed. What hed take. He kissed Cade back, everywhere he could reach, rubbed and scratched him anywhere else, sometimes deep enough he knew hed leave lines to match the bruises Cade dug into his hips, his arms, at his sides.

The world could spin on an axis like this, and tonight, while it defied all gravityit did.

Tuck knew what Cade wanted as soon as he drew back to breathe, hot puffs of air cooling the sweat thatd slicked both of them. Sit up. I want this off.

He tugged Cades belt, the raw-edged leather rough and sharp to the touch. These too. All of them. If were having this night, then were doing it the way it should be. Hey. He rubbed his thumb across Cades lips. Slow is good. Fast is good. However you want it.

Its that easy for you, Cade said. He hooked two fingers under Tucks belt.

Tuck cupped his palm over Cades swollen cock and grinned, meaning to tweak Cades chain and get a reaction. He needed one as much as the other. No. Hard.

There. Unexpected, though maybe it shouldnt have been, but there. The wild, only partially broken laugh, the growl, and the rough top that Cade could be, all breaking free. There.

Cade stripped Tucks T-shirt away, the cotton barely clearing Tucks head, and ripped along the way before he shoved Tuck one-handed back into the bed. He raised Tucks hips with a jerk and slid the jeans down Tucks legs. Tossed them aside to land who-cared-where.

Tuck stared up at him, a little scared, a lot turned on. His Cade. He nodded at Cades waist. Those too.

Cade slid off the bed and stood up in profile to Tuck. He flicked the buttons open and let them fall from his hips the way theyd wanted to all day and all night. Beneath, his hard-on stretched his black boxers out in almost obscene relief that made Tucks mouth water.

Touch yourself, Tuck said, sounding whisky rough and honey dipped, even to himself. Just once, so I can see.

Cade closed his eyes and slid his hand into his boxers. Silhouetted against the pale light streaming through the window, the thickness of his fist around his cock was a sight that made Tuck groan and press his hand down hard over his cock to keep from shooting right then, right there, too soon.

Not easy, and not easier still when Cade worked himself, head falling back and lips parting in the kind of desperate more-need-more no one could fake.

Need you, Tuck said. His cock throbbed and leaked drops of precum on his stomach. His legs fell apart, spreading for Cade before he had to move or lose all control and come. He rested himself on one elbow and stretched out, reaching for Cade. God, if I dont have you right now, Ill lose my mind.

Cade shifted his hips, and the boxers fell to the floor. He stepped out of them and onto the bed in the kind of move Tuck used to make, sliding on top of Tuck and slotting perfectly into place. Youve got me, he said, mouth against mouth in a kiss that lasted no more than one long second. You asked for it.

Tuck raised his arms to wrap his fingers around the ornate curling iron of the headboard, cold metal scrolls digging into his palms. He wrapped his legs around Cade and grinned. I know.

Cade made a sound that might have been a laugh. Probably wasnt. Didnt matter when he pressed his face to Tucks favorite spot and dragged his teeth across it without soothing the sting.

God, the way they fit together. Theyd been made for this. Tuck had thought it would be rough, but it wasnt yet, though it might get there. He couldnt keep track. Cade was on top of him, surrounding him, blocking out the moonlight; Cade, behaving the way he had once upon a time.

Cades cock slid through the sweat-slick crease of Tucks hip, bumping his stomach with blunt, wet strokes. He used to do that to tease, but he was already breathing with the speed of the end coming far too soon. Tuck too. The hell with that. No second-best efforts would be good enough tonight.

Tuck let go of the headboard and sat up halfway, pushing Cade partway off. He caught Cade before Cade got the wrong idea and held him by the nape. What do you want to bet one of those imps made sure the nightstand drawer was stocked?

The ploy worked. Cade laughed. God. Could you not mention them right now?

Find out if Im right or not, and Ill keep my mouth shut.

Cades kiss delved deep. He held Tuck tight to him with only one arm, the other long enough to stretch out and clumsily rattle the drawer open. He laughed again into Tucks mouth when he dropped cool squares of foil and a full, heavy bottle on Tucks stomach, the chill of them making Tuck jump and hiss. Not a word.

Not a problem. Tuck brushed the condom packets off his stomach and went for the good stuff.

Cade hesitated. He started to pick up one of the packets.

Hell. Tuck stopped him. Do we need those?

Cades fingers flexed, reaching to and drawing back from them. You tell me. Do we?

There hadnt been anyone else for Tuck. Now he knew, not for Cade either. Screw caution. He swept the sharp-edged squares off the bed to patter down like rain. No.

And he didnt stop there. He shoved the lube into Cades hand and lay back, arms over his head once more and a cradle formed of his legs stretched out long, toes pointed and curled in turn. Come on. Like we both want it.

Impossible man. You never made sense… Cade shut up, sharp and abrupt. He dropped his head to Tucks chest and swirled his tongue around Tucks nipple, then bit.

Tuck arched off the bed with a grunt; only his hold on the headboard kept him there. Cade.

Shh. Cade slipped between Tucks legs, fingers slick. Shh, not another word or I cant hold out.

Tuck bit his tongue, breathed out, ground his teeth. His arms burned and shook. He didnt care. Cade inside him stung at first, reminding him of how long itd been but setting a spark to dynamite too. He ground his knees against Cades hips, bone to bone, and breathed shallow, panting.

Babbling too. He could hear himself and hear Cade shushing him with lips and the press of his cheek when he went deeper, and he hadnt forgotten where to crook his fingers.

Not even a kiss could have muffled that shout. Tucks hands slipped and skidded on Cades back. Some of the chanting pouring out of his lips, rhythm-beat to the shift of his head tossing on the pillow, began to make sense. In, inside me, do it, Cade, give it to me hard, need it, need you, now, now, God, Cade, now.

Blunt pressure. Too much, his body not loose enough yet and resistingflare, burn, stretch, painand Tuck wanted it all. He arched his back and let go to let Cade in, all the way on a tight stroke to the root.

He stilled. Cade shuddered, weight on his arms and teeth sharp but not biting Tucks neck.

Missed you, Tuck breathed into Cades ear. His body eased, fucking finally, and shocked him from too full to not enough in the beat of a heart. He clamped on to Cade with all he had in him and bit the dent in Cades chin. He set his hand on the small of Cades back and pushed. Now.

Cade slid out, caught himself, and slid in, and Tucks head exploded. Red-hot strokes deep inside, Cade panting and swearing over him, cock throbbing between them in want of something more.

Tuck begged him for that more between kisses that grew sloppy, both of them too far gone to line up. Cades chest hair rubbed Tucks nipples raw, and Tuck sucked the soft skin of Cades shoulder until Cade hissed with pain but didnt stop.

He was going to come. Swear, one more push and hed fly.

Cade laid hands on him, and Tucks surge off the bed shoved Cade out of him. Cade knew this too, and he would have laughed if he hadnt been fucking gorgeous in the twist and grimace of his face, the look of a man who wanted to see his lover come and lick it off but had to, had to, go after his own.

Cum smeared into their skin, rubbed deep, and washed off with sweat as Cade pounded him, lifted his legs, and pushed them back painfully, perfectly far.

The headboard slammed against the wall with no bothering to be quiet now. Tuck rambled a stream of nonsense, sounds that werent words and words that werent sentences, his hand on Cades back and his nails digging in, urging him on faster, harder, deeper, now

Cade drew blood when he bit, when he came, a groan dragged from the depths of him imprinted in a circle over Tucks heart.

All Tuck could do at first was breathe. Cades weight was lighter than feathers brushing him. His cock jerked, trying to wrench out another orgasm. Almost got there too, especially when Cade shuddered and thrust out the last inside him. He could feel the slow drip of cum thatd escape him and wished he had a way to keep it inside.

He wrapped an arm around Cade before Cade could pull out and roll off, because he knew Cade and knew that was what Cade would do. He licked the salt off Cades open mouth and sucked down his air.

Now, Tuck said. You look me in the eye, and you tell me if you can: how is this something I shouldnt want to fight for? Or you?


Chapter Nine



The scent of coffee tickled Tuck awake.

He rubbed his nose and sneezed. The beginnings of daylight teased at his eyes, tempting him to open them. He grumbled and shoved his pillow into a thicker bunch beneath his head. Ever since hed had a door to lock behind himself and a bed that was safe to sleep in, mornings came way too early for Tucks taste, and being awake at the crack of dawn meant hed stayed up all night again.

Apparently it also meant that semi-evil adopted sisters werent above bribing him awake.

Tuck swept out an arm and found the other side of the bed empty. The sheets were rumpled but long since cold of any body heat, damn it. Cade must have been up for hours if hed really slept at all. He cracked his eyes to check, just in case Cade had rolled to the far edge or even tumbled off. Itd happened a time or two before, and queen-size bed or not, this one was still a little too small for two men.

Nope. Nothing but a note propped up on the bedside table, pinned between the clock and his glasses. Went for a run, it said in Cades neat, blocky print.

As long as that didnt mean went running away, Tuck could cope.

He fingered the sorest of the bruises that littered his skin, the one that made itself known without any prodding or poking first on his part. Cade might have broken the skin a little there. His lips parted on a breath, remembering the taste of Cades kisses, sharp and soft. He hadnt forgotten. If Cade had, hed been well and truly reminded.

All good. Now, as long as it stayed that way…

The rich roasted scent of coffee grew stronger. Tuck sighed and scratched his stomach. Shower first or coffee first? Not really a question. If he came downstairs as is, Hannah would punt his ass back up here and Megan would zing a bar of something ivory-pure at his head as he ran.

Tuck laughed. Sisters, huh? You had to love em.

* * *

The way Tuck saw it, you could tell a lot about a person, whether man, woman, or child, by the way they handled early mornings. He didnt flatter himself by imagining that to be an original kind of observation, but if the fuzzy slipper fit…

Tuck padded downstairs in bare feet, enjoying the off-key squeak of the servants stairs. His hair, still wet from the shower, dripped beads of water that rolled down his neck and under the collar of his T-shirt until he might as well have worn that while washing and been done with it.

Hannah hunched over, hugging herself in front of their coffeemaker, mumbling at the beast. Tuck stopped in the narrow doorway to watch her, half fondly and half hiding his snicker. She might deserve it and might even take it from him without popping him one, but he wouldnt razz a lady in the morning.

Though Hannahs tangled mass of hair hid her face, looking through the lens of memories in his minds eye, Tuck could see her face as clear as the new daylight streaming through the windows over the gleaming kitchen sink. Yawning, puffy-eyed, but her mind as sharp as a sliver of diamond behind it all, calculating to the last second when the final drops would gurgle through.

Speaking of math, Megan slouched in a spine-breaking slump over the honey-colored wooden table, her darker hair ruffled up as if shed taken the 6:15 tornado express to get there, but if shed been to bed at all, Tuck would eat a chunk of soap on a rope. Someonesmart money was on Hannahhad taken a length of crimson yarn and marked off a neat third of the tables surface area.

Not even married yet and youre already dividing up your space and my space? Tuck asked. He couldnt resist a little teasing.

Hannah jumped. She flipped back a mass of hair to peer at him through the tangles. My God, you scared me. How long have you been there?

Long enough to pick my moment. He feigned a dive that would have blocked her route to the coffeepot.

Dare and die. Her punch to his arm was perfunctory.

Such violence. Its unbecoming to a lady. Anyone ever tell you that?

Megan flipped him off without looking.

Tuck laughed; he couldnt help it. Okay, okay. You both win. He kissed Hannahs cheek and leaned in front of her to snag a piece of toast popping up perfectly on cue.

Hey, thats mine!

You sure? Tuck held the toast briefly between his teeth. Looks an awful lot like mine. Hey, hey! He flipped up the mug Hannah had sitting out waiting in wistful hope and poured it brimful. Peace offering?

She took the mug in both hands and inhaled deeply. Ill forgive you. This time. But one of these days, Alice. Pow. Right to the moon, she paraphrased with an equal mix of her natural cheerfulness and a carelessness born of caffeine deprivation.

Eh, you love me, and you know it.

Mm-hmm. Hannah eyed him, making Tuck suspect his tee didnt cover as many of the love bites as hed have liked, if it covered any at all. Im not the only one. I thought you were in an appallingly good mood.

Im a man with no cares, Tuck said. At least for the moment, anyway. Waityou didnt hear, last night

She snorted. No. Thats why God invented earplugs and gave me more than enough sense to fill a teaspoon.

Whew. Tuck propped himself comfortably against the counter next to Hannah and munched his toast. Who laid out the police tape?

Not funny, Megan said without looking up.

I did. Hannah asked Tuck silently for a hand getting Megan a cup. He didnt mind. Give him a penguin suit and a white napkin and he could serve it up with the best. Had done, a few times. Anything to pay the bills, back in the day, and he hadnt been too proud to put his back into the work.

Tuck swallowed dry bread and frowned. Huh. Hed forgotten for a long time, but hed used that exact phrasing once with Cade. And the way hed reacted? Damn. Youd have thought hed said he liked eating babies for breakfast.

Didnt make sense. Cade worked harder than he did at most jobs. He was pickier, though. Careful to be respectable by his own definition of the word, for whatever reason, one Tuck had never quite managed to wrap his head around. But when had Cade ever made sense? The trick was loving him despite that.

Tuck, coffee? Megan beckoned impatiently, and Tuck snapped out of it.

Yes, maam. If you can find a place in here to put a full mug. Tuck tilted his head to better appreciate and admire the clutter. No, really. Her vortex of books and papers pushed the very edges of the permissible border and no farther. Suzie-Q had curled into a contentedly snoring ball under the table, insisting on letting herself be used as a footrest and quite happy about it, thank you. Megan might not have even known she abided by a code of rules set up around herbut be damned if she didnt compensate and keep on going.

Anywheres fine, Megan mumbled, already drifting away.

Oh yeah? How about here? He pretended to try to rest the mug atop her head.

That did the trick. Megan glared an unconvincing glare, sighed, and returned to the land of the living in time for Hannah to tousle her hair in passing.

Pleased, Tuck settled in next to Megan, tore off the unbitten side of his stolen toast, and handed it over. You know, I never got how that could be funny, he mused. A guys big punch line is how hes going to put a fist in his wifes face?

Hannah winced. True. Sorry about that.

People are fucked-up, Megan said, turning a page. Hannah rolled her eyes and raised her hands to the heavens. Archimedes was an asshole. Give him a lever, sure. She erased a line. Every guy thinks his dicks got the power to move the world… She trailed off into more mumbling, leaving Hannah and Tuck with their shoulders shaking in silent mirth.

She really is like this all the time, isnt she? he asked.

Mostly. You get used to it. And if you dont, you still love her.

Yeah. Tuck could understand that way of thinking. If I had a soda, Id drink to that.

Cola for breakfast, ugh. Hannah pursed her lips in a grossed-out moue. Cade! There you arewhoa.

Yep. You could tell a lot about a guy by the way he handled early mornings.

Fresh from his run, Cade gleamed with good, healthy natural sweat, the tattoo on his shoulder glowing obsidian dark. A sleeveless undershirt that would have clung obscenely under normal circumstances plastered itself to him from first to last stitch. A pair of black track shorts only just clung to his hips.

Tuck wondered if either Hannah or Megan remembered that Cade went for these early, early-morning runs only when he had a metric shit-ton on his mind. Or that he pushed himself this hard, coming back home, dripping wet with sweatokay, gleaming, and looking pretty damn hot in more ways than onewhen his stress levels had gone beyond nuclear critical.

Luckily, he had a distraction ready at hand, literally, and covered her eyes. Watch it, missy. Mine.

Cade cocked an eyebrow at Tuck, blushed under the exertion from his run, but said nothing. Tuck couldnt help but notice he hadnt bothered to try to hide his love bites at all.

Megan glanced up once, dropped her pencil, and gaped at him.

Cades blush spread. Stop that.

And where was all this love for me when I made my debut? Tuck pretended indignant hurt.

Dont complain, Cade said, wincing. Sisters, remember? Its disturbing.

When you put it that way, Tuck conceded. He made room for Cade to reach into the fridge. He hesitated only half a beat before he acted. Tuck approved. Even more so when Cade popped open a single-serving bottle of orange juice and tipped it back to drink thirstily.

Megan propped her chin on Tucks shoulder, not-so-incidentally jabbing the pointy bit into one of his tenderest love bites with such precision it was absolutely clear shed mapped out its exact position. My, my, my, she murmured.

Jesus, ladies, enough already. Tuck nudged her back by way of his forefinger at the center of her forehead. Then he frowned. The body count in the room had finally caught up with him. Wheres whats-his-name?

Tuck, Hannah said. She put her mug into the sink. You promised youd play nice.

Who said anything different?

Hannah looked skeptical. Tuck couldnt blame her, really, if he were going to be honest. She knew him.

He goes running in the mornings too, Megan said, abruptly looking up, wholly oblivious to the undercurrent. Funny you didnt bump into him, Cade. Or did you?

No, Cade said. Only that and nothing more.

Tuck wanted to ask. Goddamn, did he want to ask.

I didnt see him, Cade said, looking Tuck in the eye. I promise.

Tuck took a deep breath and made himself let go of the tension before the girls noticed. He nodded at Cade and even managed a lopsided grin. Cool.

Cade drew a chair beside Tuck and sat down. The girls, momentarily distracted, didnt see his frown or hear him when he asked, As much as you dont like him, and all you have to say is cool?

Tuck shrugged. Id like to pin Thomas to a wall, yeah. But youve never lied a real lie with me before, right?

Hed thought that would be that. Man, had he been wrong. Back went the chair, its legs scraping across the floor, and Cade was on his feet again, asking too brightly, Any coffee left?

Now what the hell was that about? Tuck rubbed his head. Its too early for this.

Mornings. Jeez.

He clapped his hands loudly. That got their attention but good. You wanted to put us to work, Hannah? Point us in the right direction and lets go.

Easier said than done. I dont even know where to start.

Better think fast. The weddings what, three days away?

God, tell me about it. Time just Hannah waved her hands. Where does it go?

Megan pointed at her papers. Im working on that.

Tuck stared. Cade stared.

Hannah sighed. Im mostly sure shes joking. She put her coffee aside and tapped her lip with her forefinger. Theres yard work. Pruning, trimming.

Cade looked dubious. Do you really want to let him loose with a pair of shears?

Hey, Tuck protested. He feinted a jab at Cade, though, to be honest, he couldnt have loved the teasing more. At least Cade was winding down again from wherever hed twisted himself up to, for whatever reason, and Tuck could roll with that.

Cade blushed deeper and looked down, brushing one of the dark spots Tuck had left on him. Tuck reconsidered his previous statement immediately. He couldnt have loved anything better than the sight of that, especially the part where Cades mouth softened into something like a shy smile when he touched a bruise in the shape of Tucks kiss.

Hope. It still lived.

Oy gevalt, you two are disgusting, Megan said with a roll of her eyes.

Do you even know what that means? Cade retorted.

Tuck tipped his head back and laughed and for good measure threw his arm around Cades shoulders, sweat and all. Nothing wrong with clean sweat or the smell of a man whod been working hard. He leaned into Cade and shifted his weight deliberately in a way that brought up and emphasized the long, slow burn of the ache inside him, where Cade had been.

You guys, Hannah said, her smile wide. When I grow up, I want to be like you.

Tuck blinked at her. Say again?

That much in love, dumb-ass, Megan said. She leaned against Hannah, comfortable as she could be with a double armful of books and scribbled papers. Like it needs to be said.

Tuck could feel the tips of his ears going red, but be damned if Cades arms didnt settle around his waist and encircle him. Slowly, uncertainly, but definitely.

Hell yes.

Enthusiasm gave birth to inspiration. Tuck pointed at the window. Yard work? Could do you one better. I had an idea, actually. If Cades up for it.

Cade tilted his head at Tuck. Curiosity; it was as good a place as any to start. Im listening.

Tuck grinned at Cade, tongue caught between his teeth. I was thinking we could


Chapter Ten



Right here, Tuck said when hed reached a spot in the direct center of four trees spread out in a broad rectangle over a flat stretch of lawn. Its perfect.

Suzie-Q ran in circles around dogwood saplings at the far end, near the fence. He whistled her back to him for a quick pet before shooing her away again. She loved it.

Cade? Maybe not so much. What? You dont think this is a good spot?

I dont know what to think. Cade hung back, dubious. Id thought you were joking, but youre serious. You want to build them a pavilion out here to get married in.

Tuck raised an eyebrow. Try and sound a little more surprised, would you?

Tuck…you drive a taxi. Cade took a few tentative steps into the sunlight, away from the shadows of the tree nearest to the house. Poor guy; Tuck had gone and thrown him good with this one.

If it felt the littlest bit satisfying after all the twists and turns Cade had thrown his way, well, Tuck would keep that to himself.

Cade reached the center, five feet away from Tuck, and turned in a slow circle. The last time I remember you picking up a hammer, you broke your thumb. And that was to fix a cabinet door.

Wrong tool for the job. Besides. Ive learned a few things. Tuck stomped the ground to make sure it was sturdy, no soft spots or hidden gopher holes. I can do this.

Tuck. Cades touch, a firm grasp of his shoulder, stopped Tuck. I dont want you to hurt yourself.

Ah, hell. Tuck let out his breath in a long exhale. I was going to buy us a house, he said. Some of that time I took was learning the basics.

Oh. Cade almost visibly shrank in on himself, hunching his shoulders.

Not today, he didnt. Tuck kicked Cade, easy-as-she-goes, on his ankle. Hey. Dont obsess. I mean it.

Try and stop me.

Tuck snorted. Can you blame a man for trying?

And itd worked, sort of. Cade wasnt crumpling like a dead leaf anymore. He straightened up and nodded, and if he hadnt forgotten, at least he didnt let it take over his head. Tuck could tell.

A pavilion, Cade said, searching for the best way to start. Tuck let him do it. They live in the next best thing to a mansion. Id have thought theyd want to use the parlor.

Yeah, they could. Tuck pointed himself toward the far edge of the yard, searching foraha, there. It might have been a garage sized for a moped or a deluxe doghouse, but a place like this would come with its own discreet, elegant toolshed.

But…? Cade prompted when Tuck didnt elaborate.

Theyre using the parlor because no one offered them another choice. Therere no churches doing same-sex ceremonies around here, at least not right now.

You checked?

Hannah told me yesterday. One of the guests is a friend of a friend of Megans who does commitment ceremonies.

Then why not the parlor?

Tuck knew the difference between Cade being stubborn for the sake of being stubborn, and Cade when he was honestly confused. He took pity on the poor guy. You recall what Hannah said about Megan and the Royal Whatsitcalled?

Doulton.

Right. If they held that wedding inside, Hannah would spend three days worth of time she doesnt have to spare cleaning the house until it glowed like a saints halo and, dissertation or not, Megan would try to help. Now imagine the carnage.

Cades lips twitched. I doubt itd be as bad as all that.

Id rather not find out. He lifted one shoulder at Cade. Would you?

Game, set, match, I guess. Cade nibbled at his lip. Where do we start?

Tuck blazed a grin at him. It made for a good look on him when Cade let things happen instead of fighting upstream every step of the way. We could do it easy and cheap. Throw up a tent from a superstore. They sell sets of tin poles with a tarp.

Or? Cade prompted, proving he still knew Tuck well enough to know that was just a prelude.

Or we could do it right and give them a gift they wont forget. Tuck opened his arms, leaving the choice up to Cade. Are you in?

For them? Cade lifted his head. Tuck could still read troubled unhappiness down in the depths of him, but he was fighting it and doing a decent job. Im in.

Good. Tuck enjoyed the moment for a beat or three, then turned to make his way toward the toolshed. Cmon. Bet you we find almost everything we need in here.

And if we dont?

Then we improvise.

Cade snorted, falling into pace with Tuck.

What?

You never take the easy way out, not ever, do you?

Tuck considered that. Youre not wrong.

It gets you into trouble more often than not.

Also true. Still. Tuck tilted his head back to raise his face, eyes closed, to the bright sky.

You look like a kid when you do that.

Tuck didnt mind. Feels good. You should try.

Maybe later.

Tuck savored the sun on his face. Maybe you will, he said. I had a good night last night. I want a good day today. He turned from the skies, toward Cade, blinking the sun-dazzle out of his eyes. Gonna deny us that?

Mmm. Cade pushed his hands into his hip pockets.

Its got to get better from here, Tuck said. Cmon and play. Otherwise Ill keep thinking about the girls mentioning earplugs, and ugh. He shuddered.

Oh God. Cade stared at him in horror. They didnt.

Yes, they did. And as of now, they didnt. Im blocking it out of my mind. Tuck pressed two fingers to his forehead and hummed. Wedding or not, our sisters have no idea what sex is and have yet to engage in it. After theyre married, theyll sleep in separate beds, and one day they may explore that strange thing called kissing before deciding they dont like it.

My God. Now that was a pretty sight, Cade struggling to keep a straight face. Dont make me laugh.

I am what I am. Tuck patiently beckoned Cade on. Cmon. Let me surprise you again.

* * *

Just as Tuck had hoped, the good professors toolshed was stocked well enough to be a wet dream for an army of groundskeepers. The presence of a posthole digger had to mean she wouldnt mind a few holes dug in her lawn. Tuck hoped.

Cade leaned on the frankly scary-looking and sort of medieval chunk of movable iron and yellow paint as he watched Tuck rummage through boxes and among tools neatly hung on wall pegboards. Youre really not picking those at random, he said slowly.

Told you, ye of little faith.

That earned him a frown, half-suspicious and half-intrigued. Can you teach me?

Depends. Tuck crouched, searching through boxes of nails for the size he wanted. Can you learn?

I can try.

Then so can I. Go figure. In its own weird way, this was…not exactly the same but pretty close to what hed thought it might be like, him and Cade fixing up the house hed meant to buy for them. He liked. Start me off by giving me that plane by your elbow. Ill need it to dovetail the joins.

The what? And we dont have anything to join together yet.

Tuck poked around further and grunted, pleased. That would be where youre wrong. He popped back out to Cades questioning noise, waving a short length of wood at him.

Cade raised an eyebrow. I guess the good professor did plan for absolutely everything.

Looks like three or four two-by-fours sawed into this length. Its either for patch-up work only, or shes building a real boy.

It doesnt look like much.

The doubt in Cades voice nagged at Tuck. He tried to shrug it off. Its enough to get started. Load em up.

* * *

Okay, now watch this. If we do it right, the good professor will never even notice. Like this. Tuck knelt to cut a circle in the velvety lawn. A little careful maneuvering and he eased a near-perfect disk free. Okay. Take that over where I set out the dirt trays. Carefully.

Cade obeyed and then some, balancing the turf circle as carefully as painted eggshells. The thing seemed to fascinate him, with its roots woven and knotted together so densely a guy would think itd stand up to a good bounce against a wall, but no, it wanted to crumble apart the second itd been excised.

Hows it look so solid and feel this fragile?

That I dont know. Weird, huh?

Cade squinted up at Tuck from where hed crouched in the hot sun, his shirt off and tied around his forehead to keep the sweat out of his eyes. Id really thought youd be going with four sticks and a bedsheet. But this is…

Something else, yeah. Tuck leaned on the blunt end of a board safely planted on a tough patch of moss.

He wasnt talking about the lawn. Hed damn near forgotten the lawn. What with all the stretching and bending, hed discovered he could still feel Cade, as deep as Cade had gone. The man was an addiction. Tuck had gotten hard, somewhere in there, with not much way of hiding it in the loose pair of shorts hed borrowed from Cade himself, and he didnt bother trying.

Cade noticed. He shifted from foot to foot, as if hed thought about moving back out of reachbut he didnt.

Hed asked for a good day. Something benevolent out there had delivered in spades and not those hanging in neat lines on the walls behind them. The thought made him chuckle.

What? Cade asked, sounding as if his mouth had gone dry.

Im enjoying this, Tuck said. He gestured to Cade. Enjoying you.

It should have been hard to see a blush under the sunburn developing on Cades cheeks, but Tuck knew his man and knew exactly what went along with that embarrassed hunch of his shoulders and the way one corner of his mouth lifted in what was almost a rueful smile. God, youre ridiculous.

Not so. How you dont know how fucking gorgeous you are is a mystery to me.

Tuck, Cade muttered. Im not kidding. Stop.

The bright day darkened slightly. Okay. Tuck raised his hands. But its still true.

Damn it, Tuck… Cade took a breath. I dont want to hear it.

And after that? Silence.

Super.

Keeping up with you is exhausting sometimes, Tuck grumbled, frustrated. You know that?

Who do you think I learned it from? Cade returned.

Well. Suck on that, why dont you, Tuck? Clouds might just as well have covered the sun. Exhausting? Yes. And he felt it now like he never had before. A bone-deep weariness that made him want to lay down his head, and he didnt know why. Everything had been going well. Hadnt it?

Cade turned away, watching a point between the house and the yard. Tuck?

Youre talking again now?

Cade ignored the sharpness; Tuck was glad. He hadnt meant to snap. Mostly hadnt meant to. I need to ask you something.

Huh. Didnt sound like he wanted to ask something fantastic, starting off that way, but hell. He owed Cade a freebie. Tuck bent to the task of cutting a new circle out of the turf and said, Ask.

What kind of house were you going to buy?

The knife fell from Tucks hands. Say again?

You heard me. Cade picked up a glove, the way he twisted it the only thing that gave away his uncertainty. Statues didnt get the jitters.

Yeah, but…I didnt think youd ever want to know.

Cade shrugged.

Hell. Tuck rubbed his face, grimacing at the feel of dirt smears he left behind. Nothing like this. I couldnt have afforded it. Something big enough for both of us and small enough to feel like a home. With a yard.

He watched Cade process that. Wish to God I knew what hes thinking now. Should I go on?

He could but try. Id looked at a couple of places out toward Albany and points east and west of there.

Cade frowned. Thats a long commute.

You go farther every day from the Bronx to St. Bethanys. Albanys closer. And what city doesnt need taxi drivers?

Youd wither up and die if you had to live outside the city. Cade inched closer and closer to Tuck with each give-and-take in the conversation.

Nah. Id be okay as I could drive in for the Yankees games.

Tuck. Cade touched him again, deliberately this time, light but stubborn, dark hand outlined on Tucks fairer, freckled arm. You were going to give up that much for me?

Tuck didnt guess he needed to answer that. He did anyway, because he wanted to. Youre worth it. Pass me those boards, would you? I need to take a test drive at this to be sure I remember how.

Tuck, Cade said warningly, making it clear hed picked up on Tucks attempt to change the topic and that he didnt care for an attempt at being played.

Tuck sighed. Okay. Id have hated it that far out from the city. Youre right. Hed go get those boards himself. He should have stopped talking then. He knew he should have. Just loaded up and gotten down to work; this was turning fast, and a smart man would back down.

He didnt. Just kept running his mouth while he gathered hammer, nails, wood. Id have hated it, but youd have loved it. Dont give me that look. I know you. Always outdoors, running, finding open places. I wanted to give you somewhere you could exorcise those demons for good. He threw down his tools, heedless of the grass. Dont look at me like that. Like it was wrong of me to want to give you a gift.

Cade had paled, his lips pressed thin. You dont need to take care of me.

Bullshit I dont. Someone should. You sure as hell dont.

Spots of red anger filled in some of the whiter hollows of Cades cheeks. Thats my business. Not yours.

Again I say bullshit. Because I love you. And if you dont get that by now, Im sorrier than I can say. Leave me again if you want. Thats not going to change anything.

Cade said nothing. Christ. Why hadnt Tuck been able to do that? Why had he said those things?

Fuck it. Tuck knelt and set four of the boards into a useless square just to give himself something to do; something thatd hide how he tried to shunt away pent-up emotions so tangled he couldnt even begin to make sense of them.

Tuck. Cades hand was abruptly on Tucks nape, holding him almost aggressively, meaning business and taking pretty clear pains to be sure Tuck got how serious he was when he said, You should have said. If youd told me the truth from the start

Yeah, Tuck said. Dont tell me what I already know.

Cade let go of Tuck. You dont know as much as you think you do.

Tucks mouth tasted bad. Funny. I already knew that too. He lined up hammer with nail and brought them together, hard. Bang!


Chapter Eleven



Let me see.

You dont need to. Ive had worse slamming my hand in car doors.

Sure. Thats why youre bleeding. Cade wasnt messing around. He twisted Tucks wrist to turn his thumb toward the sky.

One drop of blood, if that. Hed given himself no more than a scrape and a torn nail. Trust him, he knew it could have been a hell of a lot worse. His pride was the thing that smarted after all that bragging to Cade about DIY, and Cade going Mother Hen now did not help.

Suzie-Q whined and tried to stick her muzzle in the middle of the whole business.

Calm down, girl. Im fine. Tuck bumped the top of her head with his elbow. Go find Megan. Cade, you mind giving me my hand back now?

Cade let him go after hed held on long enough to prove some kind of a point. Idiot.

What did you just say?

Stop trying to prove things to me. Okay? Theres nothing I dont know about how hard you try. I justI Cade pressed his hands over his eyes. Just stop hurting yourself for my sake.

Tuck glared at him. They knelt almost knee to knee, eye to eye, only just managing to keep their voices low. Who knew how that was possible. Tuck wanted to shout and swear just to relieve the pressure, and he wasnt talking about the throbbing of his banged-up hand.

Tuck?

Shit. Tuck nearly had his second heart attack in as many days. Cade too, if the half-corkscrew jump he gave was any indication. Jesus, Joseph, and Mary. Do you want to not do that, Hannah?

Fair payback for this morning. Are you bleeding?

Its not bad.

Let me be the judge of that, Hannah said. She wasnt smiling. More upset than she should be for…

Oh, hell. Come on! Tuck very deliberately did not look at Cade. Were fine.

Sure you are. She wasnt looking anywhere near Tucks injured hand. Come inside with me. Cade, you stay out here.

Tuck hesitated, trying to think and failing, before he did as hed been told. What other choice did he have? Besides running away, and that wasnt an option. Never had been for him.

* * *

Hannah kept her mouth shut. At first. Long enough to drag out the first-aid kit and point Tuck to a chair at the cleared end of the kitchen table. Then again, she didnt so much have to say anything for Tuck to know the score. All he waited for now was for it to bubble over and prove thisall of ithad turned out about as useful as casting pearls before swine.

She sat with a thump across from him, bandages and tape laid out before her, and got to work. None too gently. She had an alcohol swab in her hand and wasnt afraid to use it either.

He might have figured shed wait for that moment before she spoke. And she wasnt just angry. Hed seen Hannah angry. This was somewhere far beyond that point. How long have you been lying to me?

Hannah…

How long? She threw the swab, stained with Tucks blood, on the floor. Gone was the golden goddess who almost never stopped smiling. She still looked like an angel to him but more the kind who carried a flaming sword. Tell me. How long have you and Cade been separated?

Goddamnit it, Hannah. Tuck sighed. Fuck it. Fine. Six months, give or take a week.

She let his hand go when he wasnt expecting it; he rapped his knuckles sharply against the table and winced, but she didnt notice or didnt care. Youre an asshole, Tuck. You know that?

Yeah. That, and tired again. So fucking tired. He lifted one shoulder. Tell me something I dont know.

God. Hannah sat as still as Cade, when Cade was in the mood, before she reached as sharply for the gauze-cutting scissors as their blades themselves. You know, I wondered when you first got here.

Tuck let her have her way with him. He deserved it. I hoped you hadnt. Wasnt sure.

It wasnt one big thing that gave you away. More like a bunch of small ones. Cade didnt step up; you had to push him. Every time he said something, or you did, youd give each other this little look like you were checking to see if youd screwed up. Hed shaved his head. No way youd have let him do that.

In his own words? I dont let him do anything. Hes a big boy.

Fine. No way hed have done that when he knows you love it long.

Okay, Tuck had to concede her that point. Even if it made him uncomfortable to guess she probably knew exactly why he liked Cade with enough hair to grab on to.

She dropped everything and dragged a hand backward through her hair, elbow resting on the table and her face hidden. Her tone flat. He knew that particular pitch. That was the one a person hid the big hurts behind. I never thought you would lie to us, Tuck. Not you.

Tuck took the blow as best as he could, breathed through it, and let it out. I meant well.

She scoffed and curled in tighter on herself, so stiff shed break if he poked her with one fingertip.

I couldnt tell the truth, Tuck said, feeling helpless as the kids she and Megan had been, once upon a time. This, right here? This is why I did what I did. I take care of my own. I have to. Thats who I am. If Id sent back the invitation with sorry, havent seen the man I love in months. Sucks to be me, right? that would have started your married life off real good, wouldnt it?

She did him the courtesy of looking him in the eye. It wouldnt have been the worst thing that ever happened to us.

Not that I guess this helps.

It really doesnt. She took a deep breath and tried to square her shoulders. So that is it. The end.

Maybe. Tuck rubbed his forehead. I dont know anymore. Hell, I still dont have a clue what this is, and I never really have. It just happened, and Cade would never… He gestured uselessly. We never stopped. And now here we are.

You guys have fought before.

Sure we have. Now ask me what makes this different and see if you get a better answer. Dare you. Tuck wished to God he had something to drink. Preferably whisky. Id fix it if I could. He wont let me.

She looked at him, lost little-girl eyes in a grown womans face thatd been rosy and happy just last night. Is that a lie too?

No thought, just reflex in his answer: No.

Hannah sighed. He could see the anger drain out of her like air from a popped balloon. I should hate you for this.

God. Dont, baby girl. Please dont.

She scoffed and rubbed her face. When she came up, she looked as tired as he felt. Cade, hes

Movement in the corridor just outside the kitchen startled Tuck and Hannah. He waved her silent and stood, moving slightly in front of her. Automatic shielding. Who the fuckshit.

Thomas blocked the doorway, wiping clean hands on a clean towel. Tuck guessed hed been doing regular old yard work like a good little boy. Everything okay?

Hell. How much had Thomas heard?

As if in direct answer, Thomas slipped Tuck one flat stare. Fuck. Hed heard it all.

Dont you have some vines to yank? Tuck demanded. This is private. Fuck off.

Hannah slapped his hand; thank God she hit the one he hadnt hammered. Tuck. He is my guest. So are you. Both of you behave or I will send you home, and dont think for a second I wont.

Thomas shrugged as easily as if it didnt matter a bit to him. No problem. Im here if you need anything.

Like hed been there before, far more than Tuck had. Or Cade. That new-old hurt seared under Tucks skin. He glared at Thomas on his way out, ambling and casual.

A short encounter, but it did nothing for his temper. Tuck thumped back into his seat and stopped Hannah before she could scold again. Leave it alone. Im sorry about the bad blood, I am, but thats between me and him. Im asking you to let it go.

Right. Because youre doing a great job of that yourself. She drew in a long breath and said, sounding like a woman far older than her true age, What do we do now?

I dont know, baby girl.

Not good enough. She took his injured hand, but gently. Just like him. Never could stay mad. Sometimes Tuck thought that was as much a curse as a blessing.

He figured he was probably right about that one.

She dabbed ointment on Tucks cut and asked, You do know when you talk about loving Cade, youre using the present tense, right?

Tuck nodded in silence.

She pushed the point. Then you still love him.

What kind of question is that? Of course I do. I love, therefore I am. And he still loves me. Hes said so.

Then whats the problem?

Answer that for me and youll solve all my problems in one fell swoop. You know him, Hannah. Hes so fucking stubborn. Tuck pinched his nose. I keep asking myself and asking myself some more: what am I supposed to do? What can I do when he wont even let me try?

She looked helpless, at a loss for words. What do you want to do?

I dont want to wake up alone when thats not the way its supposed to be, forever and ever amen, was what Tuck thought.

I think that depends on Cade, was what Tuck said. I think the same thing as I always did. Hes mine, and Im his. I feel him like a phantom limb when hes not around. He watched her fix him up on the outside, still tired and feeing that odd salty-sandy-dry of sunburn he hadnt noticed until now, in the cool of the old house. I dont want him and me to be over.

Thats all?

That isnt enough?

Tuck watched Hannah gather her strength. She stood and offered him a hand up. Her fingers were wiry and her wrist strong. Tougher than she looked, yeah, that was his girl. She had to tilt her head back to meet his gaze now, but she did it. If you dont want it to be over, dont let it be over.

Tuck hated like hell to ask, but he had to. And Megan?

Oh God. I dont know. Hannah shook her hair forward to hide her face. I have to think about that. I dont want to lie to her.

Dont. Dont you start off your life together with lies.

Then you want me to tell her the truth?

I Tuck stopped, at a total loss. Man. When I fuck up, I do it right, huh? He had to ask, no matter how much he wished it were otherwise. Do you hate me for this?

I couldnt hate you, she said. I wonder if thats Cades problem too.

Impulse overcame Tuck; that and the need to make things right. To stop the hurting for everyone hed meant only the best for. He took Hannah by the shoulders in a one-armed hug, even if he didnt kiss her head or cheek. Ill fix it. Somehow.

Youd better. Hannah brushed at her cheek. Oh no. Hed made her cry. Fuck me for being such a…

Tuck turned her about and held her as carefully as he could by her slim arms, just beneath her shoulders. I will fix it. Or die trying.

I believe the trying part, at least.

Was that a joke? Shed smiled anyway, even if she shook her head in seeming resignation.

You know what your problem is, Tuck? she asked, looking not at him but out the window. Your heart is bigger than your head sometimes. His head is too tied up to pay attention to his heart.

Tuck frowned. She wasnt just looking; she was watching. Big difference between the two. He followed her line of sight and swore inside his head.

Thomas had moved into the empty space Tuck left behind. Swoop. Like he belonged there. And be damned if Cade wasntwell, not glad, not relieved, but somehow breathing easier in his presence.

I think Im starting to understand some things, Hannah said.

Tuck swallowed down enough pride to answer. He owed her that. Yeah.

Hannah socked him one in his arm. Not as hard as she could have. Like I said. Youre a dumb-ass.

You think? Tuck brushed off the pseudo-insult; truth be told, he barely heard her. From where he stood, he had a perfectly framed view of Cade through the kitchen window. Cadeand Thomastalking quietly together. They knelt on the grass, Suzie-Q running in circles around them, far enough away to be out of earshot of quiet voices from the house. That was good.

Yeah. That was the only good damn thing about it.

The bad thing? As Tuck watched him, he saw Cade listening to what Thomas had to say. Looking thoughtful about it, and uncertain, but paying attention and taking in those words inaudible to Tuck from inside the house. The uncertainty and tension Tuck had seen in Cade when Thomas made his first appearance began to melt. Disappeared like frost on glass at dawn. You could track it, but if you blinked, youd miss the moment when the one became the other.

When Cade smiled at Thomas, even if it was hesitantly, Tuck came this close to snapping.

Thomas said something Tuck couldnt hear and couldnt read off his lips. Cade blushed. He shrugged, tossing the words off; that told Tuck theyd been a compliment. That was his look. That was what he got from Cade. No one else owned that.

Fucking Thomas. Did he think he could take Tucks place or what? Sure seemed like it, the way he slipped in everywhere he could.

Hannah watched them too. Thomas has been a good friend of ours, she said. Hes been there when we needed him.

Tuck bit down on the jagged pill. I know.

Hes a good man.

The question jumped out of Tuck, the words scraping his throat painfully raw. Better for Cade than me, you mean?

Hannah shot him a glare over her shoulder that would have scalded leather and that indicated she wasnt going to dignify his question with any other answer.

She did lean out the open screen door and shout, Cade! Come inside. I need your help.

Cade squinted at her, shading his eyes against the sun. Whats up?

I need your help, Hannah said. Inside. Now.

Cade shared shrugs with Thomas. If he can handle this.

In my sleep, Thomas said. He knuckled the back of Cades head. Go on. Like Thomas had nothing to worry about. Nothing to lose.

Maybe he didnt, Tuck thought, abruptly cold with fear. They looked happy together. They fit, side by side. Easy. No worries, no shit fits, no fighting. Just peace.

Tuck? Hannah jostled him out of his fugue by letting the door slam to with a bang, and took him by the ear. He swore aloud, slapping at her hand. She evaded him with ease. Dont, she whispered. Im giving you a chance. Take it. Do we understand each other?

About what? Cade asked, standing at the open screen door.

Tuck thought fast. Starting off with a lie? Bad idea. But his mouth moved before the rest of him, and what could he do then? Take it back?

Especially when part of it wasnt a lie.

Wedding jitters, he mouthed to Cade. Bridezilla time.

Cades eyebrow rose, but after a quick look at Hannah with her lips pursed in a scowl, he seemed to accept that. Dubiously, but still.

Tuck breathed a sigh of relief. Small blessings; hed take em.

Cade looked from Tuck to Hannah and back again. Whats going on?

Then again, Tuck would take some large blessings and a few breaks cut his way too.

Hannah faced the pair of them down, her hands squarely on her hips. You promised me a first dance, she said directly to Tuck, eye square to eye. You both need practice. I cleared out one of the rooms we dont use for you two. Go, and before I turn into Bridezilla, would you?

Sharp cookie. Tuck had to admire her savvy even as he winced over the subtle jab at him and at the proof shed caught that little exchange.

He gave in. Might as well, when things were inevitable. Which room and how do we find it? Its like a maze in there.

* * *

Good God, Cade said from above him, just taller enough to see over Tucks head.

Amen, Tuck muttered. If this was the parlor, hed stand by his idea of a wedding pavilion as about a hundred times preferable. The cold of the room made the hair on his arms rise, propelled by goose bumps. He shook it off. So. Feel like dancing in a grave, not on one?

Now I feel so much more comfortable. Thanks. Cade nudged him. Hey, what did you know? That went a good ways toward dispelling the chill, and in a room like this one, cavernous and unwelcoming, there was a hell of a lot of chill to disperse.

The parlor stood empty, or as good as. Both of the girlsor probably just Hannah, all things and theses consideredhad scooted bulky settees and ottomans and lamps against the walls on all sides. A thick carpet had been rolled and propped up behind the door.

Tuck prowled inside, cold forgotten for the sake of fascination. Do you believe this place?

Cade tested his strength on one of the couches. He winced at the screech it made, its bulk and the marble floor both complaining loudly at his undignified maltreatment. How could we not hear her doing this?

We were sort of distracted.

Cade arched an eyebrow at Tuck. I dont think anyone could be that distracted.

You wound me. Best guess? Tuck rubbed the back of his neck, sure his guess was as close to the truth as made no difference. She did it before we even showed.

Cade traced the dustless glass of a giant grandfather clock that ticked quietly. You really think she was so sure wed come?

I think she believed in us. Tuck paced to the middle of the room, as best as he could figure it, and struck what he thought might be close to an old-world pose with leg forward, foot pointed, and arms flung out wide. What the hell, right? Cade didnt seem inclined to argue.

It was probably Thomas whod cooled his temper. That made Tuck want to clench his teeth. Maybe hed have said something…if he hadnt heard Hannahs warning again in his minds ear.

He balanced himself inside and out and bowed a little deeper to his partner. Shall we begin?

Cades hoot of laughter pulled out of him. God, you keep making me… Not yet. We need music. Do you think she remembered to put something in here?

This is Hannah were talking about. Definitely. Tuck had started to wobble. Either come over here and prop me up or be prepared to scrape me up if I tip over.

Cade tilted his head with an odd sort of frown. You wouldnt move to catch yourself first?

Maybe. Seeing how long I can hang tough is mostly the point.

A man in that kind of pose has no business talking about hanging tough, Cade said drily, making Tuck suspect he looked way less like a European aristocrat than hed hoped and probably more like a court jester.

Eh, whatever. Anything for a laugh. A chance.

Tuck made come on curly fingers at Cade. Bring it, already. May I have this dance?

If I cant find the music, I cant teach you right. Cade stood still, visibly searching. I feel like I should be hunting for a Victrola or a phonograph. Is what Im looking for right in front of my face?

Tuck would have let him find it for himself, to allow him his pride, but since hed asked… CD player tucked inside that big cubbyhole on the desk with the roll lid. I think.

Cade grimaced as he approached it. At least its not an MP3 player. The old school hangs on as long as it can.

Tuck winced. Jeez. CDs are old-school? Now Im feeling ancient.

I told you, you have a gray hair, Cade said, absorbed in figuring out how the player worked. I miss CDs. Do you remember…

The Discman you had back at St. Piuss? Hell yes, Tuck did. Thumping out that tinny, forbidden beat, forgotten except as background noise, the first night hed sneaked into Cades room and from there, into his bed…

I loved that thing. Cade pushed a button and popped the catch on the CD player. He snorted and held the disc up for Tuck to see the lack of label and a feminine scrawl in Sharpie. She burned it from MP3s.

Tuck couldnt help laughing. So much for old-school, huh? He reconsidered. Or maybe its more like then and now collided. Boom.

Uh-huh. Cade moved as swiftly and economically as ever, too quick for Tuck to follow, barely knowing what he was up to before something complicated and classical sang its way through more speakers than had to belong to one boom box. Impressive, and Cade didnt fail to notice. He looked up and around. When this room is lived in, it must be set up for perfect acoustics.

Its not that bad now. Tuck gave up on the pose and stood naturally, arm extended, waiting for Cade to join him. She went to all this trouble. Come over here, and lets do right by her.

Now Cade bit his lip and hesitated.

Weve come this far. Dont puss out on me now. Tuck waited. Hed wait all day if he had to. Its just a dance.

Its never just anything with you, Cade said.

Tuck couldnt argue his point.

He put that aside for the moment, because Cade did as hed been asked. Businesslike, professional, as if Tuck was paying by the hour for the privilege, but still. Waltzes are composed in three-quarter time. If this is the music she wants, this is the dance you need to learn.

Oh, fuck me.

Not in front of the guests.

Tuck stared at him.

He didnt think he imagined the ghost of Cades smile. But before he could ask, Cade took Tucks right hand and placed his left at Tucks waist. It helps if you imagine youre stepping around a four-cornered box.

Yes, Mr. Fosse, Tuck grumbled. Hang on. He kicked off his sneakers and sent them tumbling into a corner. I have a feeling youll thank me for that later. And if you would be so kind, sir?

Dont call me sir.

No, sir.

Dont be a dick either. Cade pinched Tucks hip. Step. Slide. Step. Three-quarter time. I know youre not as clumsy as youre pretending to be. Justfollow my lead, would you? Or at least try. Thatd do.

Tuck gave it his best. He did. Helped when he watched Cade instead of paying attention to his feet. He loved that little line between Cades eyebrows and the way Cade caught his lip between his teeth. And so what if hed been assigned to dance the womans role? He could sacrifice a little machismo to make Cade happy.

Besides, there was something to this, Cades arms sure and strong where Cade guided him. Something good to hold on to, warm beneath his light shirt and close enough to breathe in the scent of him, sunlight and salt, soap and coffee.

Huh. When he let Cade direct him, they didnt have nearly as many bumps and thumps and stubbed toes.

Cades cheeks pinked. I know what youre thinking right now.

Tucks ears warmed. Well, this close to one another, not so easy to hide. You know how I am, how I feel about you. Im not apologizing.

Cade took them in through another three circles before the music stopped and a brief hiss cued up the next song on the disc. Im not asking you to, he said, soft as the wind through the trees.

Thought you were pissed at me, Tuck chanced, not letting go now. And am I doing this waltz thing at all right?

Youre decent enough for a beginner. And I was. Pissed, that is. Cade didnt guide Tuck quite so firmly now, but well enough. Tuck could take more of the lead and bear him up now that he knew how.

Jeez, would that the rest of the tangle theyd gotten themselves wound up in be half so simple to unspool. Youre not now?

I dont know, Cade said after a pause.

Tuck shifted the balance. He mirrored the stance Cade had taken when the music started, asking permission with one eyebrow, and turned the tide. God help him, Cade didnt miss a beat when he slid into the ladys part. So to speak.

Let me guess. Its not that easy? Tuck asked, guiding Cade in the dance. However did I know?

Cades lips twitched. I never got that about you. How you could still joke no matter what.

You need more laughter in your life, idiot. You always have. Dont tell me thats not so.

Silence. Tuck thought maybe, maybe hed gone too far. He expelled his breath in a whoosh when Cade said, sotto voce, Maybe youre right.

He drew them to a stop, graceful as a swan. Tuck, not so much. He stumbled and bumped forward; if Cade hadnt been resilient, hed have fallen. Even so, he had to sternum-slap Cade to keep from tripping over his stocking feet.

If you loved me, youd make this easier, Cade said.

From zero to serious in point-six seconds. Tuck coped and kept pace. Its because I love you that I cant. You know me well enough to know that by heart.

Cade shook his head. Tuck could almost see the thoughts whizzing through there.

He had a bad feeling about those thoughts. Reaching for any straw, Cade was, and if he got hold of the truly sharp and spiky one…

Hannah sent us off quick, like we were to go to bed without supper in an old story, Cade said slowly. I keep thinking about that.

Tuck stalled. Shes busy, you know that.

But shes still Hannah. No. She was angry, I think. Cade covered Tucks hand. His was cold, and he wasnt looking at anything less than a thousand yards away. Youre lying to me about something. Arent you?

Fuck!

Tuck dropped Cades hand hot-potato style before Cade could do it for him. Well, you told me not to make you laugh.

Nothings funny right now.

You went looking for something to turn it that way, and dont tell me any different.

Trust me, Im not.

About which, point A or point B?

Cade ground his teeth together. Tell me the truth, he said, clear and distinct. Now. Or I walk out this door, and I dont look back.

You wouldnt do that to them.

I wont stay and have you patronize me either.

He meant it. No doubt. That couldnt happen. Maybe being with Cade was like a roller coaster, sure, but be damned if Tuck wanted the ride to stop to let the passengers off. He did Cade the respect of looking him in the eye and standing tall to get the slap he deserved. She knows the truth.

Yknow, it would have been easier if Cade had yelled. Thrown things. Maybe even taken a swing. But Cade? No. He stood as if hed been planted on the spot and grown up through the marble floor, stiller than if hed been carved, everything he might have thought or felt locked so tightly away that Tuck knew it as if hed spelled out every word.

He still wouldve rather had a shout or two.

God knew he couldnt keep his mouth shut. I didnt tell her, Tuck said. She guessed.


Chapter Twelve



Theyd ended up near enough the rolltop desk to let Tuck cross his arms and lean against it. Wasnt as sturdy as it looked and it wobbled on one short leg.

What do you want me to say, Cade?

Nothing.

ThenHow did she guess?

Tuck sighed. No use fighting this. He guessed there hadnt been all along. Might as well have saved them the trouble.

Might as well let the inevitable happen.

Sometimes. Not in all things.

Bits of this and that, she said. Shes got a sharp eye. Id forgotten how sharp, or maybe she grew into one as she got older. She

Tuck.

One word, softly spoken but laced with warning as a field with mines.

Tuck tried to keep it concise, he really did. He just hadnt been built that way. Cade used to be okay with it. Little stuff, he said again. When she walked up on us at the tail end of all that… He waved a hand. The way we were last night on the veranda. This morning when you were out of bed before me and out running. Its not all my fault. None of this is, come to think about it.

Cades jaw worked, but in silence.

Tuck couldnt seem to stop now that hed started, only he wasnt going in the direction hed intended. Unfortunately. Then…this morning. We slipped up, scrapping like that outside. Tuck scratched the back of his head. Then Thomas walked through. That didnt help.

Why?

Tuck blinked. Come again?

I asked you why.

Tucks temper rose a notch higher. The guys a dick.

Now Cade was pissed off too. Might be theyd have some yelling after all. Good. Whats he ever done to you?

He bit back, just barely, the he pays too much attention to you that wanted to come out and let fly with a different truth. He bothers me. Always has. So damn peaceful and quiet. Stick a robe on him and cut off a circle of hair on the top of his head and hed fit right in with a crowd of monks. Not down in the dirt with the rest of us. He never wondered where his next meal was coming from or what hed have to do to earn it. He isnt like you. Or me.

Now why the fuck did that make Cade go a whiter shade of pale? It made the silence between his finish and Cades start prickly hot with the kind of tension Tuck hated.

I wondered, Cade said. I always wondered. You hate him because hes a decent man. God, Tuck.

What good would it have done if Id dragged it up before? He was out of our lives for ten years.

Gone, but for you, not forgotten. Was he? Cade was withdrawing, inch by inch and breath by breath. Going so far away.

Yes, Tuck said, coming pretty damn close to the tail end of the fire himself. Cade exhausted him sometimes. Most times, lately. And no. I dont want to talk about him anymore.

You make me talk about things Id rather leave behind.

For Gods sake! Tuck rubbed his forehead, kneading back the ache thatd sprung up. Save it for later, then. How did we even get to Thomas, anyway? Were talking about Hannah now.

Hannah, who knows, Cade said slowly. Hed retreated behind his wall, where Tuck couldnt reach him. What do we do about it?

At least he hadnt said you. Small comfort, that. Not enough for Tuck to content himself with.

Any suggestions? Im open. What do you want to do about it? Tell Megan as well? Hey, Sis, got a funny story to tell you, but dont let it fuck up your dissertation. No, seriously. He scoffed.

Cade turned from Tuck to grip the back of a chair that looked far too frail for his tight hold. What does Hannah want?

Tucks lip curled. It felt sour and bitchy, even to him. Shes not sure. Its not that easy.

That got a reaction. Cade ground his teeth. Youre a real jackass sometimes, Tuck.

So Ive been told. About Megan, I dont know. Ill do what Hannah says. When she says. Until then, I keep my mouth shut. Tuck lifted his chin in challenge. What about you?

Cade didnt answer that question. He straightened up the way he might when he was eighty and sore in every joint. And after the wedding? Is it over, the way we said, or are you going to keep chasing me until the day we both die?

This was cruel, and Tuck knew it. He said it anyway. Are you the one whos going to keep running away?

If hed thought Cade was pale before, it was nothing compared to him right now. White dents at either side of his nose and white lines carved at the side of his mouth. Thats how it is, then, Cade said. Thats what youre laying on me.

I guess I am. Tuck stood his ground. Tell me no. That offers still open.

As if youd listen? You never have.

You never really wanted me to.

Cade laughed, and it was as absolutely far from humor as a laugh could get, caustic as lye. God, Tuck. Youll neverI wont He tried to collect himself. Didnt work, not in Tucks eyes. Its Hannahs choice now. Ill pretend as long as she asks us to. If she asks us to. But every second that you can otherwise, keep your distance.

So you can spend your time with Thomas?

What would you do if I said, Yes, I will? When Cade finally did look back at Tuck, Tuck wished like hell that he hadnt. You made your bed, he said. Lie in it, and leave Thomas alone.

Give me one good reason why.

Cades jaw worked. One reason? Fine. As much as you hate him, did it ever occur to you that maybe he was as lonely as we were?

It never had. Not once, and thinking of it now yanked the rug out from beneath Tucks feet. Knocked him square on his ass.

Dontdont apologize. I can see it on your lips before you say a word. And its just a word. Sorry stopped being good enough for both of us. Cade rubbed his face. That and other words.

Cade…

I love you doesnt fix everything, Tuck. It doesnt.

Im starting to see that.

I keep asking you why you cant let it go, Cade said. You answer me with what you want to hear. You keep telling me I dont mean what I say. Why dont you believe me?

Tuck had wondered, but now he knew. Clear and bright as a flash of faceted crystal. He crossed his arms and said quietly, Because two people who arent still in love with each other cant tear each other apart the way we do.

Cades knuckles went white. Tuck figured Cade was just about ready to pop him one. Let him take his best shot. I deserve that too.

But what happened, that was something else altogether.


Chapter Thirteen



Tuck knew what was coming only half a second before it happened, when Cade lost control, body yielding to his broken thoughts, and pinned Tuck to the wall. No finesse here. Nothing gentle about it. Just Cades breath rasping hot in his ear, stubble rasping his face, and shoving one leg between Tucks and grinding. Had to hurt him, the rough steel of a zipper scraping against his dick.

Didnt stop Tuck from wanting more. He shoved Cade and took the second that cost Cade to figure out what was going on to hitch his leg around the back of Cades, knee hooked over his hip.

God, you make me crazy, he said, groaning before and after the words. Every time, its not enough. Need all of you. Every bit. He slid his hands roughly down Cades sides and around to his ass, kneading the tight muscle. And I know you need me the same.

Fuck. Cade lost the last thread he had left to him. His mouth crashed into Tucks, and then he took back the reins Tuck offered him freely. He crushed Tuck between himself and the wall, grinding and swallowing Tucks hiss in his groan.

Tuck arched when Cade thrust a hand down the front of his jeans and took him in one hard hand. Stripping him without mercy. It would have been too much, too rough, if Cade hadnt buried his face against Tucks shoulder and spoken without sound, words that werent quite words, only what pure thought would have felt like breaking across a mans lips.

Tuck loved it, this time and place where both of them were too worked up to talk. Half-formed scraps of want and need and take it, take all of it breathed hot on one another.

Even better, love. Tuck knew how that word felt spoken on his skin, and he recognized it now as Cade settled into a chant that sped in time with his hand. Love, love, love…

He spoke it back as best as he could this way, aloud, chin atop Cades head and hands gripping Cades ass, thrusting back as best as he could. Cades hand became trapped between them, stroking himself off as much as he did Tuck.

Tuck dragged his nails from the curve of Cades ass up his back and sank them too deep when Cade gasped, swore, and came with what sounded almost like a sob expelled at the base of Tucks throat. He held Cade through it, staving off his own climax with gritted teeth.

But when Cade pressed his lips clumsily to Tucks and dragged the pad of his thumb over Tucks cock, Tuck couldnt hold off. He arched his neck and let his mouth fall open in a silent shout that still seemed somehow to echo.

The room smelled of sex now. The good professor would get back from Europe someday, and even if that were years in the future, shed stand in the middle of this room, sniff, and wonder in wide-eyed alarm what kind of licentious orgies theyd had here.

That thought made Tuck laugh. He smoothed the rumble out on the top of Cades head, kissing him, holding Cade as if hed never let goand like always, he never wanted to.

Cade shivered and pressed himself as hard against Tuck as if they were fuckingno, making lovestill on the edge of coming and not catching their breath.

All I want to do is help. Tuck lifted Cades chin and brushed his mouth over Cades. Let me in, babe. Or tell me why you wont. Maybe Ill break a thumb with a hammer, but I can fix you, if you let me. Stop running.

Hed thought Cade might shake his head. Hoped Cade wouldnt lock up and go silent.

Cade did neither. This cant keep happening. He scrubbed uselessly at the stain on his cargos. Good luck with that. Hed come hard and long and looked just as he was in truth: fucked out, wrung dry, and loved, even if he wouldnt admit it and wouldnt say why not.

Even if he brought his head up as stubborn and implacable as a statue with ice-chip eyes and said, This isnt happening again. Once trust is broken, its broken, and thats all there is to it. No going back.

Bullshit, and you know it. Like hed said before, mad got things done. Moping didnt. Tuck was almost there. Almost through the cracks in the walls erected around his mans heart. Let me in, Cade. Let me in.

No. Cade gave up on his pants and thrust one arm out to ward Tuck away. No more, Tuck.

Why? Tuck pushed himself off the wall. As good as it can be between us, and if thats what you want, then you tell me why you wont let us have it. Give me that much, at least.

Cade stopped, paling. I cant.

Cant or wont?

Flaring red spots filled in the white hollows beneath Cades cheekbones. You want the truth? You break my heart. Every time Im with you, another piece crumbles off, and I cant He backed off, hard as stone, and no sculptors chisel could get near him now. Get away from me. If you wont leave, I will.

Tuck shook his head. No. Its like I said before. Sort of. I couldnt break your heart if you didnt give a damn and if all you wanted from me was for me to be gone.

Thats what you think, and you go ahead and think it if it helps you sleep at night.

Before Tuck could stop Cade, he was out the door, slamming it behind him. Leaving Tuck with a cooling mess of cum drying sticky on his thighs and wondering what hed done wrong this time.

Loving Cade? No one could ever say it was easy. Not in the past, not in the present.

But be damned if they wouldnt have a future. Tuck hadnt given up so far, and so help him, whatever it took, he wasnt giving up now.

See, hed caught one last thing as Cade left. Cade, glancing back over his shoulder. A yearning that tore Cade to pieces.

Stubborn ass. Stubborn, stubborn ass. Why say no when his heart said yes?


Chapter Fourteen



It took Tuck a good twenty minutes to make his way back to the lived-in part of the house. Would have taken five at the most, only he waited five to give Cade time to get far enough ahead. Who knew what hed say if they collided now? Five more to stare at an old painting on the wall and wonder why the artist had given whoever this was a sorrowful, faraway look. She made him think of the Mary icons back at St. Pius. He never had understood why someone supposed to be the most blessed of all women always looked like her heart was halfway to breaking.

Five and five made ten.

And then.

Then were was the five lost when Tuck looked away from the painting, down the hall in the opposite direction theyd used as an approach, and seen, of all the fucking people, Thomas. Thomas, fresh from a shower and watching him, his shirt slung over one sturdy, steady shoulder made broad from hard work.

Not a wiry shoulder like Tucks. Thomass was a shoulder wide enough to rest any head on.

Tuck ground his teeth. Something you want to say to me?

No, Thomas said. Watching him. Still.

Bullshit.

Is it? Thomas walked past Tuck, no alpha shoulder-check, no concern at all in him. If you can find your way out, do it.

If you want him, then you give me an honest fight for him, Tuck called after Thomas. No one else was around to hear, so why spare the effort for pleasantries? You stare me in the eye and tell me so, like a man.

Thomas turned. The look he gave Tuck was long, level, and said nothing at all.

And then, he was gone, back to Tuck, walking casually and silently away.

He got Thomass point. Didnt think he could put up a fight worth fighting, huh?

Fuck that. Theyre not pushing me out. Tuck stalked after Thomas, crushing the footprints hed left in the plush carpet, and went to play captain of his fate.

Or to try, at least.

* * *

Tuck had cooled down by the time he reached the kitchen. Almost. Good thing too. Megan was back at her books, up to her eyeballs in theorems and equations, and Hannahwhoa. Hannah might be somewhere underneath a heaped-up mess of white satin and lace, but hed need GPS to pinpoint her exact location.

Tuck gaped at her. What happened to you?

Hannahs head emerged from a collar even Tuck could tell was badly sewn and didnt fit. She gestured down at herself in true despair. Wedding dress fittings.

Thats a dress?

Cade, kick him for me?

Shit, he hadnt even seen Cade standing there. Well. More like hiding back near the refrigerator, a glass of water in his hand, but still.

Later, Cade said. Nothing more.

Tuck took a deep breath. Megan still didnt know, and it looked like Hannah had other things on her mind for now, at least. He had to keep it rolling even if the road did seem destined to go nowhere but downhill. Im guessing that, um, dress isnt anywhere near finished.

And I only have two more days to get it done. Hannah plucked at the bizarrely draped folds of pale cream cloth barely holding on with a stitch here and a safety pin there, and more straight pins than a wino had empty bottles. Im going to be up all night with this. Every night.

Tuck tilted his head. How come she gets out of dressmaking for herself?

It baffled him when Cades shoulders shook briefly, but he got it when Megan blushed, ducked her head, and mumbled something that sounded like renting a tux.

Tuck, sweetie. Hannah rested her cheek on her hand. Between the two of us, who do you think is the butch one?

You, Tuck replied without hesitation.

Darn right. But Megans still a tuxedo kind of girl. Im the one who likes lipstick.

That, Tuck totally didnt get, but they were already rushing on. He had to keep up or get left behind, and hed had enough of that, thanks.

Megan pushed her glasses atop her head and spread her hands. Babe, I would help if I could

But shes worse at this than I am. Hannah shrugged off the tangled mess of satin and lace and slumped in her chair, the picture of despondence.

Tuck didnt know how, but… I could give it a shot.

Dont. Theres no hope for this. Ill end up walking down the aisle in a toga.

Megan snorted. Babe, not that I dont sympathize, but if that were the worst of our problems, Id be a happy woman.

Tucks ears pricked. Theres more?

Megan tucked a stray pencil behind her ear. Theres a cardinal law about weddings. Everything that can go wrong, does go wrong.

I thought that was Murphys Law, Cade remarked.

Murphy invented weddings, Megan shot back. Problems? Let me name them. She ticked them off on her fingers, even. The baker backed out. As of an hour ago. So sorry, our supplier didnt ship us the right fondant, were understaffed, blah-blah-blah. Everything you can tell is so much bullshit theres not a big enough shovel in the world to start digging with.

Tuck took a seat next to her. Let me guess. They didnt know before that the wedding cake was for two women.

Megan scribbled something algebraic. Very intently. I went in a couple days ago to check on the cake topper. Theyd ordered the standard, one bride, one groom. I might not have been as polite as I could have been correcting them.

In other words, you told them to shove it up their ass. It was Cade whod said that. Tuck stared at him.

Cade shrugged back. Whatever kind of mood he was in now, Tuck wasnt sure if he liked it or not.

He didnt understand it, for damn sure.

Wedding cake. Dress. What else? Tuck asked Hannah and Megan.

The caterer. The florist. Megan joined Hannah in the disconsolate camp. Its ridiculous. Not that things were easy earlier, but this? Its like theyve all turned against us.

Babe. Hannah settled Megan with a light, firm touch. Calm down. Youve almost reached the finish line. Focus on your schoolwork.

And how is that fair to you? Megan retorted.

Hannah leaned over to kiss her fiancées forehead. Because when youre rich, famous, and winning the Nobel prize, you can tell everyone to kiss your ass. Im going to make sure that happens. Part of the process is not letting you flame out now. You do your thing. She raked her hair away from her face. Ill do mine. Somehow.

Tuck made up his mind. Nah.

She blinked at him. Nah, what?

You stay here. Work on that, um…I dont know. Tucks car keys lived in the pocket of his jeans all day, every day. He pulled them out now and tossed them in the air, pleased by their jingling sound. Got a list of whos who?

Megan exchanged glances with Hannah, who returned her puzzled expression, and nodded to a dog-eared folder halfway off the edge of the table. Right there. Why?

Tuck grinned savagely. Felt good. Nobody who backed out gave you a refund, am I right?

No. Hannah had moved from baffled to wary. What exactly are you going to do?

Thought I might show a few dicks why you dont fuck with anyone from the Bronx. Take out some wedding-related frustrations. Tuck could feel Cade watching him but let it pass. He needed this. Something he could do, could help with, and that he could make right. Any objections? Speak now or forever hold your peace.

Hannah kept her lips zipped, albeit with a wicked twinkle in her eye. Megan pumped her fist in the air. Cade watched him, expressionless, but in the way that said his brain moved busily behind the surface stillness.

So be it. Getting out for a while would do him some good. Maybe itd do the same for Cade too. He could but try.

Be back later, Tuck said. Dont wait up. I might be a while.

* * *

Just about a grand richer in cashand seriously, that much for a cake, a few bouquets, and some trays of meatballs?Tuck left the last merchant in the dust behind him. He shook his head in disgust. Unreal. The dick had even checked out Tucks ass as he was leaving. Tuck saw him in the security mirror.

Anyone in the house surprised? Nope, didnt think so. North or South, it didnt matter. Asshats were asshats no matter where they lived.

One more job to do and hed have put in a good days work after all. Tuck hadnt been this revved-up since before Cade moved out. Kicking ass, taking names, and taking care of what needed to be done for those who needed it.

Damn, but he felt alive again. Full of fresh air and hot blood. He felt like himself, and about damn time.

One more job, yeah, as a cherry on top. Tuck knew exactly where he wanted to go too.

Seea good cab driver, one who wanted to earn his tips and then some, noticed the weirdest shit alongside the roads he drove. He had to.

Thered always be a fare who couldnt say much more than that, you know, sushi place with the lobster on the sign, and oh yeah, I think it starts with an A, or the guy who wouldnt say more than Twenty-third and Narrow and expect you to get him to the right damn door on the first try with no waiting at the curb. Tuck had learned how to size up a fare at first glance and make an educated guess: was he a businessman sharp in a suit going to a corporation, or a punk in a ball cap heading for a sports bar?

It was a skill. An art, if you got good enough. There wasnt a city bar or business or bookstore that wasnt etched into Tucks head. He could find his way back from the good professors to his old apartment without needing the map now.

So he knew, for sure, that hed seen the place he was looking for and had filed it away in his head. Just a matter of searching for the right mental drawer now and letting the car drive him there. Tricky to find. Tucked away in the highest-class part of town.

It was probably petty of Tuck to feel no regrets when he stole a parallel parking spot from an SUV, but he owed Hannah one hell of a lot, and he had fire on his side. Let she who had never tangled with a priest in a temper just try to pass him a handful of flak.

* * *

A delicate crystal chime pealed when Tuck opened the door to Antiquities by Alicia. So much for a discreet entrance. Not, he had to admit, that a guy with an Empire State accent thick enough to cut wasnt going to stand out in a place like this.

Huh. Not quite as ritzy in here as hed thought. Worse than. This would be where pseudo-aristos exchanged odds and ends thatd been in the family for years for a small consideration. Not a five-star pawnshop, no sir.

Jeez. At least the dress hed come here for, the one hed remembered seeing in the window as he and Cade drove pasta draped ivory-and-rose-colored thing trimmed with lace even Tuck knew was old, still posed genteelly on the wooden mannequin in the shop window.

The shopkeeperproprietress, ratherspotted him right away. Tuck shrugged and checked her out as blatantly as she eyed him. And with the same attitude: there is something stuck to the bottom of my shoe. How distasteful.

Let me guess, Tuck said. Alicia.

Mrs. Browning, she corrected him, stiff and proper and without a trace of a Southern accent.

Asshats are asshats wherever you go; looks like that applies to stuck-up ice queens too. Tuck smirked.

May I help you with something? She gave him an extra rake-down from head to foot. If youre looking for the shopping mall, its two miles north.

Oh yeah. Game on. Actually, Tuck drawled, Im in the right place, thank you. You can help me. Im here for that. He pointed at the window. Ill take it to go.

I dont think its quite your size, dear.

Now that took talent, to make dear rhyme with get out.

Someone already bought it?

Her lips pursed. No.

Score. He probably shouldnt be enjoying this as much as he was, but so help him, it felt good. Had nothing to do with her statehood. A bitch was a bitch from sea to shining sea. So I can let out a few seams. All us fags love our fashion.

Good God, he hadnt seen a face like that since the first time Cade tried a tequila shot and bit the lemon. Some of the humor of the situation started to fade for Tuck. Hed come in here for Hannah, and by God, hed come out with what he meant to bring back for her. You gonna sell it to me or not?

That, she said, enunciating even more crisply than a nun, is an antebellum tea gown. She slipped out from behind the register in her linen skirt and heels and crossed to the window, where she stroked the sleeve of the gown almost wistfully. It is an antique. I cannot in good conscience allow it to go to someone who wont respect it properly.

Well, damn. The second shed looked from Tuck to the window, her expression had melted right from persimmon to wistful. She actually loved her stock enough to care about it. Would have been so much easier if she didnt. Why did everyone have to have a soft spot somewhere, and why the hell could Tuck not see them?

He guessed not all people wore their hearts on their sleeves. Thinking that, Tuck rolled his eyes at himself. Even he had to recognize the irony there.

He propped his elbow on the glass-fronted counter filled with bits of jewelry and topped by an old-style cash register with a horribly out-of-place credit card terminal attached. She had to hate that. Still, you had to do what you had to do, right?

So did he.

Its not for me, he told her, letting the attitude go, though he did hold it in reserve. Its for my sister. Shes getting married this weekend.

Slight return of the sour face. A lady buys her gown months in advance. Theres an excellent

The first one met with an unfortunate accident. See? Look at him try to play nice. She was going to do some alterations, and her fiancée spilled a cup of coffee over the sleeves. Tiny white lie but for a good cause. Dont worry, Ill keep the coffee and Megan separated. Well treat it right.

Megan being the bride-to-be?

One of them. The one whod wear this is my sister Hannah.

Aaand here we go. Sour face, with added sharp angles. To the slightest credit, that was as far as it went except for the alum-tightness of her tone. The lesbians housesitting for Dr. McIntyre, I assume?

Yes, maam. She wasnt the only one who could make politeness match the rap rhythm of fuck you.

I see. She eyed him one more time. No doubt taking in the old jeans, old sneakers, and comfortably worn-in T-shirt. The dress is three thousand dollars.

Excuse me? What, was it worn by a Rockefeller?

No. The sour smile turned into a V. By the niece of a Vanderbilt.

Tuck sighed. Maybe she spoke the truth, maybe not. Either way, hed bet his ass shed padded the fuck out of that quoted price to put him off. He drummed his fingers on the counter and ran through his bank account in his head.

At least a thousand bucks had already gone into this and that, gas for the drive, and making sure Suzie-Q had her shots up-to-date before crossing state lines. No job waiting for him at Yellow Cab after a week-plus going AWOL. That left him with, what, five thousand? Drop three K here and hed have gone through almost all hed saved working the limo job.

Sometimes you had to pick your battles. If he could get Cade back, well. An apartment had suited them fine up until latter days. Itd do fine again ifno, when they got through this.

Done, he said, no haggling, no fuss, and pulled out his debit card. Wrap it to go.

Three thousand dollars versus no dollars. Tuck could see it killed Alicia to give in, but she did it. Itll take a few minutes to box this properly. If you would wait where you are.

A few minutes turned into at least ten; Tuck spent most of them listening to the clock on the wall tick. Gave him time to look around and time to take note of how she folded the dress almost reverently into a giant white box. She really did love that thing, and it was eating her alive to sell it to him.

Funny how it got tougher to give a damn about that when she laid the box on the counter as tenderly as a newborn baby and snatched Tucks card from him between thumb and forefinger as if itd been issued by a leper colony. And will that be all? Sir?

Why that splash of sarcasm got his back up more than anything else, Tuck wasnt sure. Maybe hed just reached his personal maximum saturation point, and by God, he hated the fuck out of someone who looked down on him for being who he was, no apologies.

Hed had no intention of giving her any more money. Now?

Tuck looked her in the eye and jabbed a finger at the pearl earrings, shaped like teardrops, displayed in the case. As best as an ordinary guy could tell, they looked like theyd match the dress. These.

Four hundred dollars.

Box em. A set of finely carved hair combs, something thatd look good on Megan, caught his eye. And those.

One hundred dollars.

If she wasnt padding the bill at least twice the value of each item, Tuck swore hed eat his hat. Hats. Tuck flipped a classy black fedora off a mannequin. Humphrey Bogart wear this back in the day?

Pinch, pinch, pinch went the lips. No.

He checked the price tag, a rarity in a shop like this, inside the brim. One hundred fifty. Bag it.

Perhaps you should call your bank to be sure of the limit on this card. Sir.

I know what Im good for, but you go right ahead and call if you want. Tuck decided he liked the look of a carved wooden box inlaid with mosaic tiles, displayed at the front of the second shelf of the glass case. Pretty. He had absolutely no use for the thing, and it carried a two-hundred-dollar price tag. That too.

Sir, I must insist

Must you? Tuck dropped to a crouch to study the case, meaning only to scrounge for something else thatd tick her off. The silver chime behind him sounded again, as sweet and pure as she was sour. Good. Witnesses were always fun. He scanned the display fast, searching

And stopped.

There. Hidden at the back of the bottom shelf. A simple thing strung on a leather cord. A curiosity, a trinket.

Exactly what he wanted.

A key, an old-fashioned key made of heavy iron. A house key that a man could wear around his neck, to warm against his skin.

And that, Tuck said, setting his jaw, his shoulders, and his feet. By the way, that ones for my man.

Is it? A body he knew better than his own, a man with pale brown skin and tip-tilted blue eyes, flowed as easily into place at Tucks side as water and twice as soothing as spikenard balm. Cade slipped his arm around Tucks.

Okay. Keep the shock to a minimum in front of the locals, especially this one. Tuck coughed and cleared his throat and managed not to twist around and stare. Yeah. You like?

Was it his imagination, or did Cades arm tighten, almost a squeeze? Closer to a one-armed hug. I think youve done good work here.

Huff went Alicia. Tuck watched the brief war between pride and indignation surrender to almost four thousand bucks. Tuck would be swallowing down sour bile right now if it werent for Cades arm around him when he needed it most. Even if he had no idea whyhowespecially why, after the shitstorm in the parlor

Howd you know where to find me?

I followed you. Cades thumb feathered across Tucks waist. You never were the one who learned the art of hiding. He tilted his head to look at the array of boxes and plucked up the fedora before it disappeared into a hatboxan honest to God hatboxamid a swath of tissue paper. He dropped the hat on Tucks head and tugged it to a rakish angle.

I notice youre not asking if I can afford this.

No. Cade tracked the debit card from swipe to the green acceptance light. He stood still, very still, arm hard as iron and warm as fire, and not quite unsteady but not exactly steady either. You really were saving for a house.

Like I said. He snorted. And I blew it all here.

For them. Cade drew in a slow breath. And for me.

In answer, Tuck pulled move for move and took the key necklace before it disappeared in a bag. He offered it to Cade. Like I told you before. That was all I ever had in mind.

Cades reaction was the last thing Tuck would have expected, but the one Tuck wanted most, even if it was for her benefit. Probably.

He slipped that key around his neck and beneath the collar of his T-shirt. Tuck could see the shape of it under the soft cotton and how it rested in the center of his chest, close to his heart.

Then he kissed Tuck. Once, but slowly, stretching on until the ticks of the clock faded away.

Tuck forgot the woman behind him hard at work with her card terminal and ledgers, sucking his savings account all but dry. Nothing else mattered right here, right now, except Cade.

Cade had something on his mind, for damn sure. Hed kissed Tuck to get his attention. Tuck knew and accepted the fact. Yet it was a kiss without anger. Such a strange thing, these days. Almost like ano, it was a gift, and he didnt know what hed done to earn it.

Cade placed his hand on Tucks cheek and fixed him with a steady gaze. Calmer than before. Still uncertain, still the littlest bit shaky. Ill wait outside for you, he said. I think, maybe…I think we can talk. The way we need to.


Chapter Fifteen



Tuck didnt so much have a plan for what should come next. Hell, he counted himself lucky he could think at all with Cade pulling this kind of stunt after all theyd been through.

Hell, man. Fucking hell. It ought to piss him off. It kind of did.

And he forgot it all when he hit the street, loaded down with boxes like hed been on an all-day spendthrift bender, to see Cade waiting for him by his car but not alone.

Nothing dramatic about the scene, not at first glance. Just a couple of guys in a hybrid, one of them leaning out the drivers side and talking with Cade.

Nonot with Cade. At him. And Cade, he stared ahead of himself as if deaf, dumb, and blind. The guys might not even have been there; Tuck would have wondered if he hadnt seen Cades fists clenched, knuckles white, and known how that meant Cade was walking a razors edge.

No one got to do that to Cade. Not on Tucks watch.

Tuck made his steps loud, stomping, and made his approach as if he were well ready and willing to rip the balls off those guys. Which, since it was true, came across well. There some kind of a problem here?

Shit! I told you, the passenger in the hybrid hissed.

The driver started to open his mouth. Then he looked up at Tuck. The Tuck who drove in rush-hour traffic without breaking a sweat, whose knuckles bore the scars of many a fistfight, who was not happy and would gladly demonstrate.

He rolled up the window without a word and backed out, fast. Even dumb-asses had their moments of clearheadedness.

Speaking of which… Cade had eased up just enough to catch the boxes Tuck thrust at him. What was that all about? He darkened with a thought. Were they hitting on you?

Cade shrugged but not convincingly. Not really. Just assholes. They grow in every city.

True, but Tuck couldnt figure it. Thered been something cocky about those two, but unless theyd been able to ID Cade as one of the out-of-town queers just from word of mouth…

Made no sense.

But they were hitting on you? Tuck popped the backseat door and loaded boxes in, trying to think this through and not having much luck. He tossed his fedora in the backseat. Cade was okay with Thomas, but he went both nuclear and cold over those two clowns? Why?

I wasnt encouraging them. Cade had gone stone-faced again, not giving anything away. They thought I was available.

What were they, blind? They didnt get that no means no?

Cade cast Tuck a sideways look that said it all. Tuck didnt have room to talk about that. Not one bit.

Anger leaked away from Tuck as if from a slowly deflating balloon. I know, he said. Stones, glass houses. He slammed the back door shut. Not sure how you got here, but you want a ride back?

He flinched at Cades light touch on his back, between his shoulder blades. Cade was still taking deep breaths to settle himself, but it seemed to help calm him when he had his hand on Tuck.

Again. It made no sense.

I told you we needed to talk, Cade said. He nudged Tuck aside to stack his own armload of boxes on the seat, more carefully than Tuck had. I meant it.

Right. No one ever set somebody up like that for a good talk. Now?

Ill wait for you in the car.

Well, then. Tuck counted to three, then ten, trying to get himself under control. Didnt succeed at that either. He thumped the roof of the car once, frustrated almost past words.

For fucks sake, this was what hed been asking for all along.

Maybe someday hed learn to be careful what he wished for.

* * *

Cade waited patiently enough for Tuck to settle and start the car, and stiffly when Tuck idled the engine, temporarily lost in fast-moving thoughts. Fuck it. Might as well ask. Are you okay?

There. Cades turn now.

Cade started to answer, then stopped. I dont know.

Not what Tuck wanted to hear, but it beat getting no answer at all. Will you be?

Cade drew his tongue across his lip. I dontI will be. He straightened his shoulders in an almost convincing attempt at shaking it off. I will be, he repeated and even tried to offer Tuck a smile. That was nothing. Forget about it. Things happen. They were idiots. Horny and stupid.

You think?

Cade bit the lip hed just licked shiny and kissable. The air between him and Tuck grew thick and heavy. I need to ask you something.

Fuck.

Were they the kind of idiots you drove around?

Tuck grimaced. He could have said the same thing Cade had. I dont know. But that wouldnt be the truth. Sometimes.

Cade could have been a ghost in the seat beside him, but that was not the end of that story, and by God, hed hear the rest.

Sometimes, Tuck emphasized. And when I figured that out, I kicked em out on the curb. That was part of the job too. Protecting the ladies.

Cade didnt have to ask out loud; the quizzical and surprised lift of his eyebrows would have done it for him. The people you worked for let you make that call?

They told me to make that call. Tuck turned and rested his arm on the steering wheel to better face Cade. And if the assholes didnt want to behave, Id get them out of the car on the toe of my shoe. Or my fists. He curled one tight, showing off the calluses on his knuckles. Im not a smart guy. Thats your gig. Im a tough bastard who goes with his gut.

The noise Cade made took a second for Tuck to identify as laughter. God, is that you. All over. They trusted you, he mused out loud.

Go figure.

Cade startled Tuck by reaching for him. Tentatively, but all the same extending that hand. You didnt have to do that, he said. The dress, andhe reached for the key hanging around his neckand everything else.

No, I didnt. But I wanted to.

Thats you too, Cade said without explaining himself. He looked down at his hands, knuckles free of scars. That was a lot of pent-up anger back there.

Tuck felt his face warming. They had it coming.

I meant at the store.

Yeah? Trust me, so did she.

Did that amuse Cade? No way. But seemed like it did, from the way Cade glanced slantwise at him. That wasnt a complaint.

Youre joking.

No. The ghost of a smile crossed Cades lips. If you hadnt let her have it, I wouldve.

You would?

Want to go back and test that theory?

The laugh burst out of Tuck. Hell.

Cade shrugged. Tuck could believe him or not.

Thing was, Tuck did. He wasnt sure how that made him feel. No, that was a lie. He knew. This was pride. He threw the car into forward gear and rolled away from the curb, glad to leave the shop and the street behind them. How did you even know where I was?

Cade brushed shoulders with him. It wasnt hard to figure out. Everything you think, you feel, its right there on your face. You got that look in your eye when you promised Hannah about her dress.

I have a look?

You do, and you know it. Cades nudge closer to Tuck was on purpose this time. Tuck was sure of it.

You didnt answer my question, you know. Howd you get here?

The smile was small and real. I took a taxi.

Tuck would have facepalmed if he werent behind a wheel. Youre not serious.

Cade drew an X over his chest. As Ive ever been.

Follow that car?

Not quite as dramatic. Like I said, I thought I knew where youd want to go. By the time I made up my mind, there was only one place left you could be. I Googled the local shops. This was the only place that fit the way you think. Cade raised an eyebrow at Tuck to ask if he could have the bottle of water in the cup holder between their seat.

Its a couple days old, Tuck warned.

Its still drinkable. Cade popped the cap and sipped. You like the same things, he said once hed oiled his joints. Old things. Beauty where you dont expect it.

Tuck mumbled under his breath and rubbed the back of his neck.

Its true. Cade made to push his hands into his pockets, frowned, and let the gesture go. It always has been.

Felt like they were closer now, somehow, than theyd been in over half a year. Whats on your mind, babe?

Everything thats happened since we came here. Before then. None of its been

Tuck picked up where he knew Cade would have left off. Hasnt been what you expected.

No. Not even the past five minutes. Youre a wild card, Tuck. Didnt quite sound like a bad thing, the way Cade said it now. Still confused. Not angrily so. More…searching. I mean, that first nightthe one in your apartmentand the first night hereevery time I think now I know where I stand, you…

Tuck kept his mouth shut. He wanted to help, but he knew when Cade had to get this out by himself.

Not that knowing so made it easy.

If you knew the worst thing possible about me, would you still love me?

The fuck? Tuck eased off the gas and kept one hand on the wheel, everything else focused on Cade, even twisting quarter-sideways in the seat to get a better look at him. Course I would. You even have to ask that?

Cade picked at the label on his water. A long strip came free. No matter what?

Not even if you killed someone, babe. Then? Tuck shrugged. Id help you hide the body. Bodies plural, if there were more than one.

You would, Cade said, as if to himself. He leaned his head against the seat. But I wonder. Ive always wondered. You know that by now, dont you?

Jesus, Cade, Tuck said, starting to worry now. What did you do?

What I had to, at the time. Cade closed his eyes. More than one time.

Cade… So help him if Tuck knew what to do. He had to settle for laying his hand on Cades leg and kneading the tough muscle under soft skin. Whatever you did, I dont care. I can promise you that.

Promises can be broken. Cade dropped the bottle to lie forgotten in the footwell. I care.

Tuck had to turn his attention back to the road to navigate a tricky curve. Damn foothills. Are you going to tell me?

Im not sure. Cade took the sort of breath that was meant to settle a man and only did half the job, but for once, that was mostly enough. You make me want to. His nudge in the side took Tuck by surprise. As did Cades light press of hand over his hand. You make me want to, he said to himself. Maybe Ill get there.

Damn this road for being tricky enough to keep Tuck looking out over the blacktop and not at Cade. Then tell me what I can do, he said.

Theres nothing.

Then make something up, because you know I cant sit here and be helpless.

I know, Cade said quietly. Keep trying. If you still want to. Thats all. Keep trying. I didnt think youd need to be asked.

He hadnt. Nor had he known how much he needed to hear that. Tuck turned his wrist awkwardly so he could interlace his fingers with Cades. No stopping, he said. I promise.

Even if

There is no even if.

Cade subsided.

Tuck didnt. Weve always been good together. You and me. For richer or poorer. In sickness and in health. Fucked-up and doing okay, before now. Marriage in America, man. Land of the free and home of the crazy.

If anyone ever wondered about the divorce rate in this country… Cade said drily.

Tuck rolled his shoulders, trying to work out the stiffness from all this tension. Dont go there, Cade. Seriously, dont.

Cade rubbed his thumb over the back of Tucks hand. Im being difficult. Dont blame me. I learned from the best.

A laugh exploded from Tuck, sharp and short. Sometimes I wonder if too much of me rubbed off on you.

Tell me about it. Cade sighed. You make things happen that shouldnt be possible. You always have.

Tuck rolled that one over. Then were two of a kind, huh?

Say again?

I make things happen, sure. Thats me at heart. You ever stop to think you make things happen?

Cade hadnt, and clearly it surprised him. Tuck could feel the questions permeating the space between passenger and drivers seats.

You do, Tuck said. He cleared his throat. You make things happen to me. Just most of the time youre coming from the opposite direction. So we make a circle. Like a wedding band.

He pulled to the side of the road. You couldnt do this kind of stuff on the road, even if it hadnt been the worst thing hed fearedfar from itand for once, even he couldnt pay attention to double yellow lines.

You said we needed to talk, Tuck said. We means me too. You okay with that?

Cade hesitated, but he nodded.

You remember what I said in the parlor? People who dont love each other cant rip each other to shreds like we have.

Cade didnt deny it, and he kept listening.

Its not over. Tuck had to look at him head-on, even if the seat belt did half choke him and its holster jabbed him cruelly in the hip. Were damn good at fighting, you and me.

Dry hint of a smirk. You dont say.

No jokes. Thats my job, and dont. Not now.

Cade bowed his neck and rolled his shoulders. Im sorry.

I wasnt blaming you. Just saying. Theres a difference, even if you dont get it. Tuck tried out one of his old cocky grins. Trust me on that one, at least?

Cade straightened some. Good enough for a start. And he was still listening.

Tell me the truth about something, Tuck said. Not what you think you should say, but the truth. Deal?

Cade went slightly still. Not quite statue, not quite human. That old flash of fear darted through him.

He nodded all the same. Ask.

You and me, we never said good-bye. It occurs to me you would have.

The plastic water bottle crumpled in Cades hand. I know.

No good-bye means its not over. See? I know you. And you ask me why I push? I come back with smart-ass answers, answers that make you mad, and answers that I know will hurt you, but they all come from here.

Tuck thumped his chest and brushed his fingertips over Cades heart, over the key he wore. It looked as if itd been made to belong to him and that hed worn it for years.

Cade waited, lips parted, eyes dark and wide. What are you saying?

I want you to tell me the truth. No pressure. No sarcasm. You still love me. I know because I still love you. Tuck spread his hands wide. Tell me if it is true, and then thats all there is left to say.

Tuck waited. Hed know now. Where they were headed next. Down separate roads or together.

Its true. Cade dropped the bottle and wrapped his arms around his chest. So where does that leave us? Where do we go from here, Tuck?

Forward, Tuck said. Thats all I know how to do. Its up to you if youre coming with me or not.

I want to, Cade said. I dont know if I can.

Tuck accepted that. Something about this day, start to finish, had changed him. Whats it going to take to help you figure that out?

Cade laughed humorlessly. Telling you the truth. Back to square one.

Does the road go on from square one?

Maybe. Im not sure which way.

Tuck thought about that one. It beats sitting still, he decided out loud, reaching for the keys dangling from the ignition.

And youre all right with that? Cade asked, sounding dubious.

I can try, Tuck said. Honesty went both ways. There are worse places to start.

He changed his mind about the keys; his legs had begun to grow restless, and they didnt stop now. The hummock on the side of the road was gentle in grade and looked as if it might just lead up somewhere a guy could walk and stretch his legs in peace. Take a walk with me?

Cade nodded and reached for his door handle. He stopped after hed opened it and before hed gotten out. I think… he said under his breath. I think were both becoming something. I dont know what.

But not a bad thing?

I dont want it to be bad.

Then thats better. See, that gives me something to work with.

Silence fell, but it was a peaceful silence. Tuck enjoyed it for one beat, two beats, three, and then elbowed Cade with affection in his nudge. Cmon. Fresh air will do us both some good. Im a convert. See? Things can change.

One of those rare smiles softened the curve of Cades lips. Maybe.

He exited the car first, and Tuck followed after.


Chapter Sixteen



They ended up on a more or less quiet street in an older neighborhood, its houses dignified in the way of a grandmother who ruled the roost but didnt need to make a fuss about the fact. Spread far enough apart for stretches to walk between and distant enough from the road to admire at a distance.

Cade walked beside Tuck, hands in his pockets, Tuck content to be as quiet as him for once.

Shouldve known that was the calm before another storm, but foresight had never been one of Tucks strengths.

I need to ask you one thing, Cade said abruptly, without preamble.

Tuck sighed. Go ahead.

Youre not going to like it.

The softness of fresh-cut grass not yet raked up blew across Tucks feet. He shrugged. I dont want to fight about it either. You say I wont like it, fine. Try me and find out.

Cade swung in front of Tuck and stopped, bringing him to a halt. Crap. Whatever it was, he meant business. Tuck mirrored him, hands in his pockets too, waiting.

Lay off of Thomas, Cade said. I mean it, and I wont ask again. Either you agree or you dont, and I cant… Look. He tweaked me out at first, sure. Not for the reasons youre thinking. Now hes more of a comfort. I need that. Do you understand?

Ah, hell. Tuck nodded, biting at the inside of his cheek. Got to ask you one thing myself, then. Why?

Why not? Cade returned, though wryly.

Man, Tuck just didnt have it in him anymore. Did you know he wants you?

I know.

Tuck stopped in his tracks. You what?

I always did. And I knew you thought I didnt.

Well…hell. Why are you saying this now? To get me to drop it?

Cade looked him in the eye. Yes. Its not your problem. Its mine.

The fuck you say. Tucks temper prickled. The guy I hate wants the guy I love, and Im supposed to just let it ride?

My only love sprang from my only hate, Cade murmured. Who am I with right now? Thomas or you?

And what the hell was a guy supposed to say to that?

Cade touched the key around his neck, as if it were already an old habit. Thomas is… Hes not what you think. Theres more to him than that. His being here helps.

That stung and confused, and Tuck let it show.

Cade rubbed at his shorn head, pressing knuckles to his scalp. I dontI cant explain it. Not yet. Give me a chance.

Hell and hell again. I dont have to worry hes going to take you away?

God. Not even close.

You sure about that? Im not joking. Now Tuck was the one blocking Cades path. Well? Leave the other shit be for now. Okay. Its justThomas, he…

Threatens you, Cade said.

Yeah, and Tuck wasnt going to tell Cade how direct thatd been. A mans pride had its limits. He makes me think he would have been a better man for you than I am.

Limits, of course, being defined by what came out of a mans mouth and what he managed to bite his tongue on.

Tuck sighed. Forget I said that.

No. Cade tilted his head to one side. You reallyTuck. No. Not ever. He stopped himself, jaw working. I couldnt be with Thomas. If you dont believe me, then at least pretend.

For how long?

Until I figure out how to… Cade pinched the bridge of his nose. Until, I dont know.

Tuck nudged at the edge of the blacktop with the toe of his shoe. Youre asking a lot.

Cade toed at Tucks shoe in turn. Im aware.

Tuck might have said no. He sure as hell wanted to, but when Cade asked something of him, something he neededwell. When had he ever been able to spit that word out? Ill try, he said. Cant promise how good Ill be at it, and I dont want to. Know that for sure. But Ill do my best. For now.

The relief in Cades smile and the easing of his shoulders made that worthwhile. Thanks.

That, I dont want your thanks for. Tuck crossed his arms and rubbed them to ward off a chill from a brisk breeze thatd sprung up. He sniffed the air. It was a smell long forgotten but familiar once hed put a name to it. Smells like rain.

Cade did the same. Id forgotten. It doesnt smell like this in the city.

If wed made it to that house Id wanted for us, we could have

Yeah. Cade was stronger when he took Tucks arm, and not just in muscle. Easing up made him tougher. Somehow. Tuck didnt get how that worked.

He bumped his shoulder against Cades. Come on. Lets go home.

* * *

Cade had changed. Tuck could see it still more when Cade opened the car door and tucked himself inside the way he used to, not as if something Tuck drove was a thing to be wary of. Still on edge. Justnot a razors edge.

He watched Tuck the way Tuck had grown accustomed to watching him.

You werent done out there, were you?

Almost. Cade wanted to reach for him. Tuck could tell. But he held himself back.

With a sense that it was only for now, not for forever. It made Tuck catch his breath.

Gave him the strength to listen when Cade said, Tell me one more time. You keep saying youre mine. And even if you knew the worst, youd still love me?

Theres worse to come? No, stop. Sarcasm at a bad time. Tuck rubbed his face. Would I love you then? Yes. Even if it ripped me open and left me bleeding.

I might have to hold you to that promise. Sooner or later.

Then do.

God, youre unreal. And youre going to regret what you said.

You dont know that. Tuck took Cades hand. As long as youre mine too.

Youre going to regret it, Cade repeated. You know how youre always saying I cant help this and I cant help that?

Tuck nodded.

I cant help this either. Or… Cade hesitated, and there was a little making himself do it, but truth too in the way he reached out for Tuck and drew him closer. His lips brushed Tucks neck. Or this. He pressed them next beneath Tucks ear to make him gasp and shift in his seat. Hed gone right for the hot spot.

Cade

Do you want this? I need you to tell me. Cade was almost pleading.

Tuck never could say no. He couldnt stop himself from saying now, Yes.

God. Cade pressed his face against Tucks neck. Its what I can give you.

That made sense, but it didnt make Tuck as happy as he wished it did. He stroked Cades nape where once he would have rumpled Cades hair. Yeah, babe. I know.

And you still…?

What? Tuck pinched his lovers ear. Youre still doubting me?

Cade snorted. And youre still making me laugh.

If you dont like it… Tuck trailed his fingers down Cades back as far as he could reach. Then make me do something else. I dare you.

Youre sure?

You start the music, or I will. Actually, you know what? I can already hear the tune. Tuck reached for the levers thatd lower his seat and Cades, taking them almost onto their backs. Your ears pricking up yet?

Maybe. Cade stretched most of his body over Tuck, sliding Tucks shirt up to bare his stomach. Im trying. He pressed his mouth to the soft spot between ribs and stomach. He traced his way down with kiss after kiss, each so gentle it made Tuck lock tight. Sometimes I think I might have gone deaf. Does that make sense?

Not really, but Tuck let it pass. As much as anything else.

Which isnt much at all. Cade laid his hand on Tucks belt. Teasing the rising swell of Tucks cock with the barest brush of his fingertips. This. Its a different language. He drew on that new strength; Tuck could see him do it. Yes. I want it, and Im asking. Now.

Tuck let go and let it happen. Then give me what youve got, for now.

Thank you. I know. You dont want to hear that. I needed to say it. And now Im done.

Tuck doubted him, at first. Before Cade proved his word to be good, kissing each wing of Tucks hipbones, cheek bumping Tucks cock and nudging him harder, thicker. He ran his hand up Tucks stomach to hold him down as gentle as feathers and inflexible as iron.

He worked Tuck easy, slow, never going faster no matter how Tuck beggedand beg he did, time and again, breathing in deep gulps and chanting broken words. Cade kept his cool even when the thickness of his cock distorted his slacks, and he shifted his hips in half circles, needing the friction but denying himself. Tuck remembered how Cade used to do thathold back as long as he could to work himself up to a fever pitch. Used to love winding them both up as high as they could climb before letting them both jump off the edge and fly. Hed loved it then; he loved it now.

Tuck flashed back to the apartment, the night Cade had agreed to come with him, and would have laughed if it hadnt come out as a sob. Cade, please… He undid his zipper himself, even if he did risk bad things doing that with his hands shaking so.

Cade mouthed along the side of Tucks cock with the faintest scrape of teeth. Ive got you, he said. He laughed. For once, Ive got you.

Tuck groaned as Cade licked the tip of his dick and sucked on the crown alone. Come down my throat. I want to swallow you. Keep you inside me. Ill taste you tomorrow. Thats it, thats right, more, like that, he said, speeding when Tuck did as hed been told, on the fine edge of losing control.

Cade gripped himself through his slacks and kneaded hard, too hard, his breath going ragged but still talking; fuck, he chose his moments, but Tuck couldnthe wasnt

Ill fuck you tonight, Cade promised. The way you like it. The way I do. BecauseTuck noticed the pause but was past asking whybecause, Cade said. He rocked into himself, bringing himself close enough to thrust against Tucks side. One leg slid over to pin Tucks down. Because I need you, God, help me, I need youI

He shook his head once, hard, too hard, but Tuck couldnt stop him. He took Tuck in hand and slid down smooth, taking him deeper than Tuck could remember, down into his throat, and swallowed.

Oh fuck. Oh God. Fuck! Tuck let the shout loose; no, it ripped its way out of him when he came, and when Cade swallowed him all, every drop. He had no voice left when Cade let go, shoved his face against Tucks stomach, and stilled, warm wetness spreading thickly between them.

Cades face was red with arousal, pale with exhaustion, and fully grown into itself when he made Tuck look at him. If you worry about me choosing Thomas over you, ever again, thats what Ive got to say. Do you believe me?

Tuck shut his eyes. He could taste the scent of sex that permeated the car, thick as a drug. It should have made him glad. He believed Cade. He did, when Cade said that was his answer. Cade meant it. Now.

But would he always? Tuck would have believed him for good, once upon a time.

Now he wasnt sure, and he died a little inside when he let himself think so.

Yes, Tuck said.

Lied.

He thought Cade even believed him. Figured, didnt it?

Cade brushed the back of his hand against Tucks cheek. Youre impossible sometimes, you know that? And sometimes… He sobered. Sometimes youre more possible than you used to be.


Chapter Seventeen



Think theyre awake? Shoes in hand, Tuck slipped as silently as he could across the paving stones that led around back of the good professors house.

Cade followed behind, less carefully but not entirely careless. If they are, theyll have heard the car pull in.

Yeah, well. This feels like sneaking back into bed before morning. He glanced over his shoulder at Cade, just like old times back at St. Pius. It pleased him to see Cades small smile returned for the wicked flash of a grin Tuck couldnt help.

Youre not wrong. Cade stroked Tucks arm with two fingers from the shoulder to the wrist, ending by braceleting him before pressing their palms together.

Pressure in his chest made Tuck unsteady, just enough for Cade to notice. Getting into practice again, or doing that just because?

Cade studied him in that way he had, the way he used to, as if Tuck were the only thing in the world. His small smile lingered, softening the curve of his lips. Both.

The kitchen light flicked on. Awake. Tuck wanted to hold back and drag his steps. Is it just me, or is there something off about this?

Its not just you. Cade tried to let go of Tuck.

Uh-uh. Tuck tightened his hold on Cades hand. He needed more of that strength to lean on. Funny how things changed. Ready?

As Ill ever be. Cade started up the veranda steps, heading toward the closed door. He noticed that at the same time Tuck did and frowned at him, that one eyebrow drawn into a sharper question mark.

Tuck tried to shrug. It isnt locked and barred. Thats a good sign, right?

The darkness of the doorway filled abruptly, silently; if Tuck was the kind of guy to believe in ghosts, hed have jumped and sworn.

Then again, no one could move as swift and deadly as a girl whod grown up fighting for herself the way Megan had.

Shed abandoned messy-chopsticks hair for a tangled dark brown mane that fell down her back and over her shoulders, bangs heavy in her eyesno glasses. The multiplicity of oversize hockey jerseys shed worn had disappeared for a tight-fitting white something or other that any real dad would have whipped her tail for, blue jeans that fit as well, and bare feet. Fists clenched at her sides, she looked like one of the Furies in old-world stories.

And she was on the move, fast, Hannah barely noticeable as a corona of gold rushing behind her, trying to catch her, one of those fists uncurling into an open-handed swing.

Tuck caught her wrist before her hand met Cades cheek and pushed himself between them. Hed hoped this wouldnt happen. Didnt mean he hadnt been prepared. Uh-uh, little girl. If youre gonna slap someone around here, you take a swing at me first. This was my idea.

Megan always had been as good with the left as she was with the right. Sure, hed expected the slap. He hadnt figured on how much itd hurt, but Tuck took it like a man, lips pressed tight and not moving. I deserved that. Go again if you want to.

I should. Megan twisted her wrist, trying to get free. Suzie-Q barked sharply at them from the safety of the warm kitchen, not at all pleased. Megan made a face but eased up. Just a little. Maybe a little would be enough. Goddamnit, you dicks. What were you thinking?

Tuck could see Thomas behind them, a dark shape in the background. That helped, oh yeah. Thinking we didnt want to hurt you before you got married.

Babe. Hannah kneaded Megans shoulder. I told you. They meant well.

Megan growled. Kittenish, but kittens had teeth and claws too, and better not forget it. Especially lioness cubs. I should twist the nipples off all of you.

You could kick me in the shins, Tuck said. Like you used to.

Asshole. Megan didnt deflate. A tough chick like her wasnt built for that. She did exhale, and with that long breath went some of the tension that held her strung tight. She splayed her fingers wide. No ones getting slapped. Let me go.

Tuck checked with Hannah, who nodded. He got what she meant.

Okay, then.

But hed gotten it wrong. The second he let go, Megan dodged past him and landed a slap to Cades cheek that made Tucks ears ring and his already burning cheek sear hot in sympathy.

Cade took it better than Tuck would have thought, almost as stone-faced as a cliffside. Sort of. In a strange, strange way. He touched the five red marks forming on his paler skin. Thank you.

The fuck? Tuck made a face at Cade. Cade refused to look back at him, his shoulders set in a silent warning againstwhat?

Megan shook out her hand; looked like that had hurt her as much or more than itd hurt Cade. Hannah rubbed her face and dragged a backward rake of fingers through her tangled blonde hair. Can we go inside now, babe? Please?

Not yet. Megans bare feet had begun to turn faintly blue in the freezing chill of dew on grass. My turn to talk. Your turn to listen.

Youre going to get sick, Cade said. Go inside, Megs.

No. She crossed her arms tight. I get why you did it. Ive had that pounded into my head all night long, and I dont want to hear any more. Okay? So dont tell me I never meant to hurt you. You know better than anyone else around here thats pure bullshit. Thats what people say after they put out a cigarette on your arm for being too noisy.

Not the same thing, and you damn well know it.

Hannah kneaded Megans shoulder. But she shook her head and remained silent.

So many things he could say to that. The only one that came out was, Im sorry.

Megans chin came up. You should be. I am not some weak little kid, you get that? I know what you think when you look at me, and Im not her anymore.

Deep down, were all still lost boys and lost girls, Cade murmured. Arent we?

Megan faltered the tiniest bit but recovered fast with a jut to her chin more stubborn still. You were the ones who raised me to be strong. Where do you get off thinking Im weak? Wrong. Im strong. Neither you nor anyone else gets to decide how tough I am for me.

The sting in Tucks heart faded, but the way he figured it, hed be carrying that ache for a while. He bent his head once, acknowledging and accepting.

Megan shook her hair out of her face. Good. She took a deep breath and uncrossed her arms, planting her fists on her hips. So heres the part I dont get. You say youve been faking it. What-the-fuck-ever. And I might have been up past my eyes trying to get this project done, but Im not oblivious. The way you two look at each other? Act around each other, most of the time? And now, the way youre jumping in for each other, you She caught herself and found enough composure to go on. What are you now? Tell me the truth, or turn around and go home.

Tuck wanted to look to Hannah, to check with her and see whose side she was on, but fuck that. There were no sides here.

Cade answered for him. What truth do you want?

Wham. Bam. Lightning flashed dimmer than Megan. Are you together or not? Tell me the truth.

And the thunder rolled, leaving silence in his wake. Tuck couldnt stop what came as reflex and instinct, checking with Cade, searching for answers.

Weird thing was, he thought he saw one.

Better, he told Megan, tasting the hope. He wished he could take Cades hand. Better is where were headed. Past that, I dont know.

Eternities, or maybe just seconds, passed before she closed her eyes and shivered, the cold finally getting to her. Maybe. You are better than this. Keep being better. Come inside, and hurry up. I need coffee. Now.

She stormed ahead of them, hair flying out behind her. Hannah laid her hand briefly on Tucks arm, offering him a wry half smile. Believe it or not, this is her after shes calmed down. She wont forget, but she will forgive. Sooner or later. You had to know thats how it would be.

So what do we do? Tuck asked, feeling lost again, as if he were on streets hed never seen and didnt know how to drive.

Hannah studied them, him and Cade. Do what she said, I think. Keep getting better. Come in when youre ready.

Then she was gone. Tuck gestured at Cade to follow her. You should put some ice on that, he said, brushing close to the red marks on Cades cheek. Those had to smart. I forgot the stuff I bought. Got a feeling a peace offering wouldnt hurt. Might even help. Go inside and get them settled.

You were always the one who did that.

But I wasnt the only one. Tuck stood aside, leaving the door free and clear. Go on. Megan needs you more than me right now anyway. Hannah needs Megan. Itll be okay.

Cade hesitated, but he kissed Tucks forehead and cradled the back of his neck. All right.

Tuck watched him go.

Thomas stayed. The girls had forgotten about him, and Tuck hadnt noticed him there, though he should have. Figured. He stood in the back corner of the veranda, watching. Just like always, A shadowed shape in a black sweatshirt and black sweatpants, his hair dark and his skin pale. Handsome in his way. Tuck had never seen that before.

You told them, Tuck said, not really needing an answer he already knew but wanting to ask it anyway to see what Thomas would say.

Thomas inclined his head. They needed to know. You asking Hannah to lie to Megan? No.

Damn, but that was a bitter truth. I know, Tuck said.

Im not sorry.

Wasnt asking you to be.

Fair enough, Thomas said.

Its really not. Tuck leaned on the veranda rail, staring out into the night. Sort of. Though bullfrogs croaked, crickets raised their rasping song, and fireflies spun and danced, he noticed them only in a vague sort of way. I asked Cade, and he gave me his answer. Now Im asking you. Do you love him?

He hadnt stood this close to Thomas without fists flying. Ever.

Then again, hed never wantedno, neededto hear what the man had to say before now.

He had to wait for it. Thomas took more time than Cade ever had.

Tuck frowned at Thomas. Looked at him, seeing him clearly for once, with his long, plain face, the eyes of a priest, and a tons worth of lead weights draped over his shoulders.

Did it ever occur to you that he was as lonely as we were? That he had a place in the world but no one to care about? That hes a man too, not just a faceless enemy?

Fine time for Cades parting shot to ring in his ears. On the other hand, Tuck couldnt have thought of a time when he needed to hear it more.

Fuck it; hed never in his life expected to feel sorry for Thomas and he didnt want to start now, but there you had it.

He waited.

Yes, Thomas said, voice blending in with the grasshopper song and the rustle of wind through the leaves of the old trees. I love him. I always have. He turned to face Tuck head-on. But I know where his heart lies, and always will. Im not a fool, and Im not a saint.

Tuck tried to understand. He did. And yet youre still here.

Lame. Thomas still got what he meant, and Tuck could have hated him a little more for that. Only, he actually couldnt, even if he wasnt sure exactly why. Love bears all things, he began to recite.

Thomas, stop. Tuck wanted to put his hands over his ears. He couldnt listen to that ring of trust and not want to break a window, or steal a car and roar off into the night.

Thomas didnt stop. Love is patient. Love is kind. Love never ends. Love bears all things, hopes all things, and believes all things. Love never dies. He shrugged. You did ask.

Sure. And hed thought he knew the answer. Or had he? Tucks head swam and ached with trying to keep up and sort things where they needed to go. They were worse than old city streets, the way these new thoughts twisted and turned and opened up onto thoroughfares or smacked into dead ends that might just be blocked paths.

Thomas waited for him. Go ahead and ask.

One question crystallized, and it tasted like bitter-apple sour candy when it cut its way past his lips. If it hurts you that much, why do you stay?

Because he needs someone hes safe with.

Thats me, Tuck protested.

Sometimes. Sometimes not.

Whats that supposed to mean? Tuck guarded himself. You do know. What hes not telling me. Why he is the way he is. You knew all along, didnt you?

Its his story to tell.

Thats not an answer.

Its all the answer Im giving you.

Tuck growled and threw his weight against one of the veranda pillars. Make up your mind. Either you want this to self-destruct or you dont.

Mmm. Thomas met Tucks gaze and held it with an equal amount of challenge in his stare. Now these three remain: faith, hope, and love. And the greatest of these is love.

A beat of silence.

Do something about him, Tuck. If you dont, I will.

Fuck. Anytime the God hed prayed to at St. Pius wanted to chime in, Tucks ears were open and ready.

Cmon. Help a guy out. Please?

In the end, without divine intervention, Tuck turned his back on Thomas. Ill be back in a few. Go do what you do.

Any other man would have asked whats that supposed to mean? Not Thomas. Thomas stood still, watched Tuck go, and didnt say a word. His quietness wasnt like Cades.

But they were alike in that way. Knowing when not speaking said more than anything, and be damned if Tuck couldnt get that thought out of his head no matter how he tried.

* * *

Things had calmed down a little further still by the time Tuck made his way to the kitchen where everyone else seemed to have instinctively congregated. Even Thomas. Tuck grumbled at that, glad his lips were concealed behind the boxes piled so high in his arms he could barely see. What he could get a peek at seemed worlds away better. The air clearer, even if eyes were tired and yawns hidden behind hands. Suzie-Q had even fallen asleep under Megans chair.

Hannah and Megan looked equally curious about the boxes. I thought you went out to kick some merchant ass, she said, offering the first olive branch.

Tuck took it, and gladly. I did. Theres more than one way to skin a cat. Though why anyone would want to, I dont know. He eased the boxes onto the table and dusted off his hands, reached for his wallet, and hauled out the stack of bills. Those he gave to Hannah.

Hannahs lips parted, and her eyes widened in surprise. So did Megans. You actually got our money back?

He can be very persuasive when he wants to be, Cade remarked. Tuck watched one of Thomass eyebrows lift.

Tuck eased the biggest box out from beneath the rest. Sometimes. This is yours, Hannah. Peace offering, or as close as a guy like me can come. Open it up.

Hannah and Megan asked silent questions of one another once again. Tuck liked these better. A little gleam of excitement in there, like kids on Christmas morning. Go on, Tuck said. He tensed up. What if she didnt like it? Before the suspense kills us all, Christ.

Hannah laughed. Laughed. You didnt have to.

I really did. Tuck stood back and found himself at Cades side. Cade, warm against him. That helped.

Curiosity overtook Hannah completely. She opened the box the way a lady would, discreet logo on the top noted with a blink of surprise, top laid aside, and tissue paper crinkling delicately as she unfolded it, sensing somehow this needed to be treated with care.

When the last folds were out of the way, she put her hand to her mouth. Oh God.

What? Did I get it wrong? Hannah, come on, dont get weepy on me again, Tuck said, alarmed. I can take it back.

Let me see. Megan lifted a corner of silk. She stared at it, then at Tuck. Shes been lusting after this dress for months. How did you know?

I didnt. It looked like her, thats all, so I took a guess. Its okay, then?

Oh God, Hannah said again. She clasped the box, tissue paper and all, to her chest andnot quite fled, but sure as hell exited the room at high speed.

That left everyone else watching Tuck. He raised his hands in confused surrender. Someone tell me what that was all about, would you?

Dummy. Megan propped her chin in her hand. Wait. You really have to ask?

Are you kidding me? Shes a girl. I have no idea if that was good or bad.

Everyone except Thomas laughed at him. What? Tuck protested, though he too laughed on the inside. Hed take his respite where it came tonight. All I know about girly stuff I learned from you two, and trust me, neither of you is that damn dainty.

Megan turned in her chair to glance back in the direction of rustling sounds just around the corner. Says you.

Hannah emerged. Her hair was tangled in a giant yellow cloud, and she wore a pair of bunny slippers instead of heels, but that dressshed put it onswear to God, that tea gown fit Hannah like itd been made for her.

No one said a word. Just looked and couldnt stop looking. Even Thomas stared in apparent awe.

Hannah didnt say anything either. She crossed the kitchen in giant steps, careless of anything but throwing her arms around Tucks neck and squeezing the breath out of him. Exactly as shed done when she was thrilled to see him the first time around.

Tuck chanced stroking her crazy hair. If you cry on me, I will take that damn thing back to the store.

She pounded one fist against his chest, light as a heartbeat. Theres more than one kind of tears. Oh God. She stood up straight, somehow prettier still with her eyes red from tears. I wanted this dress like you wouldnt believe. She stopped, going pale. Tuck, this cost

I had some savings, Tuck said, trying to shrug it off. I wanted to.

Megan tapped the edge of the kitchen table. You couldnt have paid the tux rental for me, then?

Hannah didnt have to reach far to give Megan a playful shove or to bend to press her cheek to Megans. Megan stroked her hair, and both looked better at the job and did it better. Fucking gorgeous, she told Hannah. Look at you.

Hannah blushed. You really think so?

For what its worth? Ive never seen anything prettier.

Or me, Cade said quietly. He was looking at Tuck when he did, though Hannah didnt noticeand Thomas did.

Tuck regarded Thomas with a sort of flat calm. The trouble wasnt all sorted out there, no. He simply couldnt be bothered caring about that now; he had better things to think about.

All the oomph that had dimmed from her rushed back to Hannah. She sat up straight, her head coming up and her chin high.

She also sniffed the air, nose twitching.

The fuck is that? Tuck asked, though honest to God he thought it was adorable. You look like Thumper, only with your schnoz.

That, she said, adopting the grand dignity of the good professors house tempered just satisfyingly enough with Jersey Girl sass, is what a second wind smells like.

Tuck wasnt the only one who groaned. Megan knocked her head against Hannahs. Funny how the way they all showed affection was by beating on one another, but whatever worked, right? He rested his head against Cades chest. Yeah? Is that a good thing?

You better believe it.

And cheesy as hell, Megan said, eye to eye with Hannah, grin totally giving her away. They were right. Beautiful.

Cheese, Hannah agreed, her smile broad and bright again. You love it, and you know it.

Tuck would have averted his eyes from their soft kiss if he could have. For one, he was trying to be a gentleman for once, the gift bringing that out in him; for two, girly parts in any combination made him squirm; three, if Megan were a guy instead of a girl and Tuck hadnt ever met her before this trip, hed have had a shotgun on standby just where Megan could see it.

But cmon, they were like three inches away from him, and he couldnt help but get a close-up view of Megans slim, steel-tough hand gentle on Hannahs cheek and the heart in that kiss. The stars in their eyes.

He wondered if anyone had ever looked at him and Cade and seen the same things pass between them when they kissed?

Were making the gay men nervous, Hannah teased. She pushed Megan away; Megan went, but only to take Hannah in hand and pull her to her feet. Hannah clapped her hands together. Cheesy or not, I do have a second wind. That means the rest of you are back on the hook. Megan: dissertation thesis waits for the morning. Everyone else get to bed, and I dont mean maybe.

God, but she could blaze on when she had her ginger up, couldnt she? Tuck admired the hell out of her. Theyd raised this one right, and he didnt figure it was a bad thing to look at her and be pleased.


Chapter Eighteen



Hannah, Cade, and probably Thomas too had finished with breakfast the next morning before Tuck made his way down. Hed waited until then on purpose. Hannah had assigned him a task before they fell asleep, after all, and he needed that kitchen all to himself, save for Megan and her books, to manage the job.

He didnt so much mind. Cade had teased him about it. And to be fair, he had brought the job on himself, forgetting that effectively blackballing them with caterers and bakers instead of negotiating still left them screwed, blued, and tattooed.

Eh, so be it. Tuck wasnt the best chef in the world, but he wasnt one of the worst. With Megan buried peacefully in her work once more, the kitchen was quiet.

Tuck had to marvel again at her concentration. It took Megan the better part of an hour, all the way from Tucks gathering ingredients, bowls, pots and pans and baking dishes, to stir out of her fugue and blink at him.

What are you doing, feeding the five thousand? She closed her book and stood, stretching her arms over her head.

Five thousand, no. Five hundred? Fifty? How many people did you invite?

Around forty, but probably only twenty-five will show. She sniffed the air as eagerly as Suzie-Q on a mission. Where was Suzie-Q, anyway, that she hadnt been tempted once to gallop in and check out the smorgasbord? He heard her barking. Probably out with Cade. It pleased Tuck more than a little to think, as usual.

Megan distracted him from those thoughts. As good as that smells, theyre going to have to fight me for it. What are you making?

Pretty much a mix of this and that. Finger food crap I found recipes for when I stole a few hours of your Internet.

Its password protected.

Right. Using Hannah as your password? Rookie move.

Megan blushed but didnt make excuses. She reached for a pinch of diced celery all ready to mix into a salad. Hey now! Tuck rapped her over the knuckles. Give it a chance to finish cooking before you start pirating, would you? Jeez.

She stuck her tongue out at him, and Tuck couldnt help but laugh at that. A near-PhD giving him the child-sized version of the finger. I lied. It doesnt smell that good anyway. Her stomach grumbled.

Sure it doesnt. Tuck relented. I made you sandwiches. On the counter, over there. Enough for you, Hannah, Cade, and He gritted his teeth. Thomas. Who was building the pavilion thatd been his idea, damn it. But look at him trying to play nice. See?

Megan sneaked a finger-full of batter from a bowl. Give credit where credit was due, she had cojones. The red velvet batter looked like an industrial accident. She smacked her lips anyway. Mmm, my favorite. Why cupcakes?

No way I could do a four-layer cake with fondant, whatever that is, Tuck admitted. So you get cupcakes. Good enough?

Megan laughed.

Tuck didnt get the joke. What?

Thats the big thing lately, she said, hooking her chin over his shoulder. A shot in the dark, and you did it right.

So help him if that didnt lift Tucks spirits. Spare the compliments until we see if these turn out lopsided, Tuck said. And get back to work, or Hannahs going to kick my ass. He eyed her stack of books and hurricane explosion of papers. Youre not going to be done by the wedding day, are you?

She set her jaw. Yes. Then, sheepishly, Barely.

Tuck licked his spoon clean and took up another one to coax the batter into their molds. Cutting it kind of close.

Megan collapsed back into her seat with a sigh. Yeah. We had this whole romantic idea about… You know. Finishing everything at once, all the loose ends tied up in a bow before we moved on to the next stage of our lives and all that.

Tuck thought about houses and made an mmm noise. Romantic. Which means it was Hannahs idea.

No. Megan shut the book shed just opened. Mine. Except I didnt think that while I was working so hard on this idea, this concept, that I wouldnt be there when she needed me in the real world. Give me a sandwich before I slide into total pathetic pathos, would you?

Tuck shrugged. No real reason not to. He passed her a pastrami on rye. You regret that choice? The dissertation, I mean.

Yes and no. She took a bite. God, this is good. Im glad its getting done. It needs to be done. But I wish Id been here for her instead. That make any sense?

Tuck looked out the kitchen window that gave him a good view of the yard. Of Cade and Hannah andThomasscrewing around with poles and winding strands of icicle lights around them. Theyd put up a canvas tent top. Not what hed wanted, but…itd work better.

Working better, yeah. The blues deepened from azure to a deeper indigo. He and Cade kept trying. Sure. And Cade said, butand Thomas was

Would Cade be better off with someone he didnt have to climb uphill and backward for just to find some common ground between them?

Could Thomas love Cade better than Tuck did?

Was he being fucking selfish? He knew his man. Maybe he just hadnt wanted to see this before.

Tuck? Megan rapped the table. No fool she, shed noticed what he was looking at and left her sandwich behind to join him at the window. You need some reassurance?

Ehh… Tuck stalled.

Dont be a dumb-ass, she said.

If thats your brand of reassurance, Im gonna suggest going back to school for a refresher course.

Tuck didnt mean to take a second look out the window, and he sure wished he hadnt when he saw Cade, chuckling, flick a spray of rich dark dirt at Thomas, who shook it out of his hair and kept on keeping on.

He didnt mean to think this, either, but here it came whether or not he wanted.

Megan pinched him. Im not totally lost in books. I can see the forest for the trees. Hes as gone on you as you are on him. But youre guys. Ergo, youre both morons sometimes.

Tuck doubted she didnt know. Seemed like hed been the only one ignorant all these years. Thomas too?

Thomas too, Megan proved his point by saying. She propped her chin on her hand. I was only a kid when all that went down, and who did Cade end up with? So stick that up your ass and smoke it.

Tuck laughed, loud and long. Dont ever change, brat.

Not likely. She bent over her books again, sandwich forgotten but content with a few nibbles to tide her over while she worked.

Until, that was

Crack!

Fuck me. Tuck checked to make sure he hadnt jumped out of his skin, and he wasnt the only one gone briefly wide-eyed with shock. What was that?

Cre-a-a-k.

Oh no. Megan scattered a shower of pencils and papers in her hurry to bolt outside. The pavilion!

Fuck! Tuck turned the stove and oven off as fast as he could, click-click-click, and ran like the cops were after him.

Outside, both women and both men each had a corner of the pavilion. Megan swore fit to make Tuck as proud of her as he was of Hannah, gritting her teeth and putting her back into it. One of the support poles had given way right through the middle, bowed out like a broken leg and threatening to take the other three down with it.

Holy fuck, this is heavier than it looks, Megan gasped. Tuck, help!

Cre-e-e-a-k.

Goddamnit. Too late. Tuck put his hands to each side of his mouth and shouted, Move! Let it the fuck go and move!

Four glances shot back and forth in a crazed diagonal. Thomas was the first to bolt for it, the girls second, and after one last strain of his back, Cade last.

The pavilion collapsed in a slapping billow of canvas and crunch of broken poles. Tuck covered his eyes and groaned. No way theyd be able to make a new one in time. Itd have to be a fucking Megamart tent after all.

Figured.

Tuck shook his head and turned to go, already reaching for his keys. More shopping to do, huzzah. After he made sure the food wouldnt spoil. Man, Cade would be the only person ever worth going through this for again.

Wrapped up inwell, wrapping things up, foil crinkling and plastic bags snapping, Tuck didnt hear Cade approaching, but when Cade touched him, it stopped him in his tracks. What?

Cade shook his head. Theyve got this. Thomas has.

But

But nothing.

He volunteered?

I volunteered him, Cade said. He was the one who dug the hole too deep for his side to balance.

Tuck figured he oughtnt to be as pleased with that as he was, but he never claimed to be perfect.

Dont smirk.

Eh. Cade knew him as well as he knew Cade.

And today Cade didnt seem to mind much. He had that edge of uneasiness, still, and something wary in his eyes when he spoke of Thomas and responsibility, but there he stood. With Tuck, like Megan had said.

A man had to have hope…

Tuck wiped his hands on his hips, leaving floury fingerprints behind, and grimaced. Then again: idea. You want to help me instead?

Yes and no. Will the food wait?

For a while, Tuck said, curious and suspicious in equal parts. Why?

Cade was bad, bad, bad at pretending innocence, and they both knew it. Cracked the ice nice and proper when he blushed, and when he shook it off with a smile meant for Tuck alone. Theres something else we should do, he said. Promises to keep.

Huh?

Cade took his hand. Come and see.

Fair was fair, and in a good causewhich Tuck began to think this might behe didnt mind having his words turned around on him. He let Cade lead him by the hand, Cade taking them now where he wanted to go.

Because it was Cade, and where Cade led, Tuck followed. Always.


Chapter Nineteen



The cool dimness that increased the farther one walked into the front part of the house made midmorning edging toward noon seem more like twilight. Tuck could almost imagine a handful of stars making their appearance in the sky beneath a waxing moon.

Or he would have if he hadnt been distracted by something even better. The parlor, cleaned and waxed, dust freshly swept away once again, and in the corner…

A Victrola.

Not quite. Just built to look like one. Cade stroked the machines side. Do you like it?

Do you really have to ask? Copied from a classic or not, the record player wasnt new by any stretch of the imagination. Equally aged records were piled in a stack by its side. Tuck handled them with care and not a little awe. Where did you find these?

I didnt pick up a second job to buy them, Cade said.

Tuck eyed him, wary. Was that a jab?

Probably not. Hopefully not. If it was, he let it go fast enough. Doubtful Cade even thought about how the offhand comment sounded.

Christ, he was paranoid this morning.

The records showed signs of long storage, anyway. Cade blew a dandelion cloud of dust off the topmost album. All of this was in the attic. They belong to the good professor. Dont worry, I asked Hannah for permission first.

And?

She said what the professor didnt know wouldnt hurt her.

And?

That shed take it out of my hide if we broke the thing, Cade admitted.

Tuck laughed. That I can believe.

Cade rubbed the back of his neck, visibly sheepish. Fucking adorable. You mentioned thinking a room like this needed a Victrola to match. This is as close as I could get. And that, he added, waving at the record. Except Ive got no idea how to make it go.

Guess what?

Cade offered him the record, looking pleased and not a little satisfied, as if hed been sure. You do?

No. Tuck blew and brushed more dust off the player. But I can figure it out.

In honesty, Cades quiet laughter was all the music Tuck needed to hear, but he did the job hed promised himself to all the same.

The Victrola wasnt too hard to figure out, not when all the pieces were still there and fitted into place if a guy took the time to be sure where they should go. Still, Tuck held his breath waiting for the needle to touch down and for the song to start.

He heard scratching sounds. Crackles of static. Then: music. Rough with static and with an odd reverberation as if heard from a distance, but it fit this room just perfect.

We promised them a dance, Cade said. We could practice, if you want to.

I want, Tuck said. Cades touch was gentle, guiding him into place. If Tuck shut his eyes, it would be like old times or better than. Like nothing had ever gone wrong at all.

Cade always had been a good dancer. He tapped Tucks shoulder to catch the rhythm and guided him onto the floor. Step-slide-step, step-slide-step…

It didnt stop there. Cades fingertips lingered beneath Tucks chin. He stroked, featherlight, teasing a pattern across skin and pulse point. Step-slide-step…

Is this what you showed me before?

It was in reverse before, on purpose. Cade took a step back, bringing Tuck with him. You and I will both be leading. That means switching from lead to follow until we get it right. With me now. Do what I did. Slow is okay until it comes naturally.

Funny how much faster that happened this time. Tuck split his time between watching Cade and his feet, one ear cocked to follow the beat and one to the sound of Cades breathing.

Not bad, Cade said, sounding honestly impressed.

Better than last time?

And then some, Cade said, turning Tuck in a circle.

Not breaking toes is about all Im shooting for, Tuck admitted. You can take the spotlight off me. An idea hit him. What about dipping?

Walk before you can fly, Cade said.

Theyll be expecting that too.

Its a wedding waltz, not a tango.

Yeah, but its got style. Tuck assayed to slide his arm around Cades waist. The tips of his ears grew warm, but he didnt let that stop him. Do you know how?

Cade nodded.

Show me? Cmon. You wont drop me.

Cade moved as if to stop Tuck, then stopped himself. Youre that sure of me?

There were big and wordy answers Tuck could have brought to the table. In the end, he went with the simplest. I trust you.

Why Cade shut his eyes and pressed their foreheads together then, Tuck didnt know. Wasnt sure he liked it, but there was no time to ask. Cade braced him between the shoulder blades and began to bend forward, tipping Tuck back. Then hook your leg around mine, he said, no louder than a whisper but clear enough. Dont let go.

Tuck closed his eyes as the world went upside-down and sideways. He laughed out loud; he couldnt help himself. This was half like falling, half like flying. Who cared about playing the girls part if it made your man feel like a real man?

And Cade did; Tuck could tell. He could feel Cades warmth growing, the embers inside him that beat out anything anyone else could offer. All Tuck ever wanted. More than.

Family. Love. You, he whispered as Cade brought him upright and rested him on his feet. He could feel Cades breath warm on his lips, and the need to yield to temptation emanating from him. God, I love you.

He didnt open his eyes. He knew where Cade was and what Cade wanted. Theyd kissed a thousand times before; theyd kissed a couple dozen in this house. Hed been kissed before he met Cade.

This was different in ways Tuck couldnt explain and didnt want to poke at lest the bubble pop.

Different. Cades lips brushed his, soft and sure, once and again, holding Tucks face in his hands and Tuck holding him by the arms. Linked.

Tuck understood, finally. This was the way a real kiss should be.

I love you. I want you. He ached with the need to close that distance between them, take Cade by the nape, and draw the man down to kiss him properly. Slow, deep, and then easy again, saying with his lips what words would have shaped clumsily. His skin tingled with the craving to line their bodies up and lean against him, be leaned into, for the warmth of skin against skin.

Cades skin was soft and smooth beneath his palm, warmer than hed thought it would be. Taut over his slim stomach when Tuck slid up the hem of Cades sun-warmed T-shirt and followed that with a press of his lips just beneath Cades ribs.

Slim fingers stroked the top of Tucks head, sliding through his hair, Cade moving with hesitant awkwardness. Tuck…

Tell me I can? Tuck asked. Though feeling abruptly ungainly, he maneuvered Cade off the cleared practice area, toward the couches and such aligned against the farthest wall. Can I?

The skin on Cades cheek was rough with a shadow of stubble, faint sandpaper that rasped the backs of Tucks fingers when he traced over lips and nose, and a pulse thudded beneath his thumb as he stroked the sharp angle of Cades cheekbone.

His lips were sweet when Tuck fitted their mouths together. Pressed chest to chest, Tuck could feel the thundering of Cades heart that matched the speed of his own. The silence that blanketed them was only broken by whispers of rushing breath, hushed sighs, and the smooth waves of body beneath him, washing like the ocean and carrying them away…

Can I trust you? Cade murmured, each word a small kiss.

You used to love Romeo and Juliet. I used to tell you I didnt, because Romeo wasnt that bright, Tuck said. Im trying to be a man you can trust.

That never changed. Cade thumbed Tucks collarbone, over the old scar where he hadnt dodged a bullet once upon a time, the scar thatd sent him to St. Pius and to Cade. He raised one slender knee, drawing Tuck into the space between. Then you can, he said. You can have me like this.

Something odd about the way he said that prickled at Tucks mind, but his mind had taken a backseat. For now.

No thinking now. Just doing. They were up against the wall, fitting perfectly between two couches meant for looking at, not lying on. They wouldnt have done. This did.

Reminded Tuck of old times back in the city, and hell, even at St. Pius when not even Cade could wait. Happened once in a blue moon, and when it did

Well. Tuck had learned by heart the value of being prepared. He hadnt been this time.

But Cade had.

Tuck remembered how itd been. Finding some quiet placeany place would do, as long as it was privatedigging out the lube and condoms Tuck risked sneaking out to buy.

It was as clear in Tucks minds eye as if itd been yesterday. Cade laughing against Tucks neck when Tuck cracked his head on the wall from moving too impatiently. Jerking forward when Cade fingered him wide open without gentleness, without hesitation. Swearing as soft as he could and sucking in a deep, rasping breath when Cade shoved deep. Not enough prep, and it burned like fire when he thrust.

Cade. Always Cade, fucking him fast and without mercy. He knew what Tuck wanted, same as Tuck knew what Cade wanted. Biting his lips so he didnt shout, even if they were tucked away where no one could see, no one could hear. Rutting back, giving Cade all he had, clenching down around him.

Coming without a hand on his cock, just Cade inside him, pleasure-pain white-hot with every rough stroke Tuck would swear went so deep he could taste. Coming in a second wave, an aftershock that would leave him gasping when Cade would shudder to a halt, mouthing sharp kisses against Tucks nape and leaving bruises on Tucks hips, loosing hot pulses of cum Tuck would feel on the inside.

Theyd shudder their way through it, Cade pulling out before hed finished, splashing Tuck with the last drops. Turning Tuck around to face him and stealing the last of his breath with kisses that shared their flavors between them. Driving Tuck nuts with wanting more, harder, again.

One of Tucks fantasies. His favorite.

Onlythis was real, and itd just happened here and now.

Dazed, delighted, and a dozen other d words, Tuck nipped Cades mouth, his nose, the sharpness of his chin, and laughed like a kid at the shakiness of their legs. Held Cade upright so neither of them fell, even if the couchs edge bit into the bare backs of his thighs.

Cades gaze met his from inches away. Any closer and their eyelashes would have tangled together. Slowly, slowly, they eased down, breath hot on one anothers faces. Tuck kissed Cade one more time, lingering and deep.

Better than his dreams, thatd been.

Better than hed ever imagined when Cade pressed his mouth to Tucks ear and whispered, rough as raw leather, deep as oak, Love you. God, I love you.

Tuck hung on for dear life, and that wasnt hyperbole. His life? Cade was his life, and they both knew it.

Maybe he could still honest to God have that life back again. With Cade pressing biting kisses on his collarbone, well. Hard to believe otherwise.

Tuck shut his eyes and let himself float away. This was what people meant by happiness. If anyone ever claimed there could be anything better, they were liars.

And this was the truth. Love you, he rasped back, holding Cade tight as if hed never let go. And he wouldnt. And Cade knew it too.

Always knew.

You know, every time I hear a waltz from now on, Im gonna get hard enough to pound nails. Thats gonna be fun to explain when were eighty years old at the nursing home. Tucks grin broke out broad and wide, and wider still when Cade thumbed at the dent in his chin.

Cade shook his head, but he was smiling. Sometimes I wonder about you.

Dont need to and you know it. Anything you want to know about meTuck stole one more kissall you ever have to do is ask, and Ill tell. No secrets. No lies.

He might have missed Cades small, sharp breath. He didnt.

You okay?

Cade shook it off. Im fine.

Tuck let it go. Or he tried his best. No fucking this up. Not now. Let the piper come calling later but not now. Tuck wouldnt let it.

But be damned if he didnt have to block out the sounds of that music starting…


Chapter Twenty



The aroma of steak filled the air in tantalizing billows of steam from beneath the grills lid. Tucks stomach rumbled, and his wasnt the only one. Itd been Megan-the-carnivores idea to grill out and peace out the night before the wedding, and a better one Tuck had rarely ever heard.

Cade brought a bowl of briefly marinated chicken to him, Hannahs preference. Is this all right?

Tuck glanced in. He could smell garlic and rosemary without needing to get any closer. Itll do. He hip-checked Cade. Just dont go thinking you can replace me in the kitchen.

Cade poked at the coals with a long, pronged fork. Id forgotten how long this takes.

Youre not kidding. My one bitch about a cookout? Its a cook-fucking-slow.

Patience for both of us, I guess, Cade said beside him. Speaking of which… He grimaced at a well-tangled pile of icicle lights waiting for his attention.

Thomas had gotten the store-bought pavilion up by himself. It would have pissed Tuck off that hed done so and done a good jobif Tuck hadnt been pleasantly otherwise occupied at the time. He smirked and didnt try to hide it.

I need to help with those. For the girls.

I know. Still trying, Tuck managed a grin. Go, do your thing.

Cade glanced at him on a sideways slant. He didnt quite smile back, but his mouth curved wryly at one corner. Makes me wish I was the one who knew how to cook.

Tuck snorted. Too late. My grill. All mine.

That wry half smile threatened to grow. How do you… You have such a crazy heart, do you know that?

So its been said. Tuck remembered how helium balloons filled, and how his chest felt the same way, lungs full of clean air. Maybe theyd be okay. Maybe itd come out all right in the end.

Better to be mad than sad. Better to hope than despair. If he didnt live by his words, then no one else would.

And so Tuck stood alone by his grill now, the quiet one in the crowd for once, and watched the rest of his adopted family buzzing with activity and loud chatter. It was, for an uncomfortable moment in time, as if none of them needed him.

Hey! Hannah called, trying to tuck down a flapping corner of the canvas pavilion cover. Someone taller than me, help?

Thomas looked confused by the lights. How far do these go? All the way to the top?

I could get a stepladder, Megan offered. She pushed a pencil behind her ear.

Dont tell me you were drawing on the tablecloths Hannah protested, rushing to the buffet tables shed set up, built by Tuck from the remnants of the crashed pavilion and some plywood and covered with enough trimmings that no one would ever know the difference. Those are for tomorrow!

Theyre paper. Practice paper!

Youre insane. Someone, tell her? Hannah turned to Tuck, beseeching him with wild gestures to knock some sense into Megans head. The spell broke and Tuck felt himself drawn back into the world he craved like air and water. Thank God.

Tuck chuckled, mostly out of relief. You want to talk about crazy? That wild child going insane for math. Thats crazy.

Mmm. Cade, whod wandered back closer to Tuck, looked thoughtful. You know, I always thought youd end up as something besides a driver.

Seriously? Tuck turned the steaks. What did you think Id do with my life?

That youd be a teacher.

Tuck hooted; the noise caught Hannah and Megans attention. Probably Thomass too. A teacher, me? Please. You and Megan are the brains around here.

Hey! Hannah snapped, indignant. I am a teacher.

Cade and Megan and Hannah, Tuck amended. Theyre brains. Im brawn.

Hes got a point, though. Hannah rubbed out probable soreness in her arms as she drifted closer. If not a teacher, then a social worker.

Tuck frowned. Ill bite. Why?

She wrinkled her nose. Look at us. All of us. You take care of everyone. Thats who you are. Do you really have to ask?

Tucks cheeks burned hot. Yeah, well. I like what I do. The rest of you, tell me theres anything youd be happier with than what youre doing now. He warmed to the subject. Anything thatd take the focus off him. Go on. Everyone has dreams about what theyre gonna be when they grow up, and nine out of ten go for something else. Spill.

Hannah bubbled over with a giggle. I wanted to be an astronaut.

A fairy princess, Megan said, absolutely straight-faced, even when Tuck stared at her in what he thought was understandable surprise. And a bull rider, she admitted. And a stunt actress.

Dont scare me like that, Tuck told her.

She beamed at him. I will if I want to.

Hannah nudged her. Behave. I thought about being a ballerina, she said. After I met Megan, I wanted to be a swordfisherman. Something dangerous.

Cause you thought shed like it?

Not so much. Hannah frowned delicately. More because she made me want to be brave.

Megan rested her head on Hannahs shoulder, obviously satisfied that her scribblings on the tablecloths had been forgiven and forgotten. She took Hannahs hand and raised the back of it to her lips to kiss. Im glad she went for teaching instead.

Tucks gesture said, precisely, then there you have it.

Thomas? Megan craned to look at him. When he shrugged in silence, she rolled her eyes. I shouldnt have asked. You are what you were born to be, gardener-man. Her tone softened. You make things grow where they shouldnt, and thats where youre happiest.

Tuck sneaked a peek at Thomas, who seemed to accept that with a small shrug. Okay. Without grudging, or trying not to, he could see the truth of what Megan said. Thomas was made out of bedrock and tree roots and green, growing things. So to speak.

Gardens of Eden, Cade murmured, gazing at a point somewhere or at some time long ago and far away. Nowhere near here, for sure.

It could have ended there, but Megan never knew when to stop. What about Cade? she asked, jerking her head in his direction. I always thought hed go into the army or something.

Never that, Cade said. He picked up the lights, and the mood went down. How, Tuck couldnt say, but they all felt it. Silence fell, broken only by the crackling from the grill. All eyes on Cade, now, either for a glance or a thoughtful study.

Strand by strand, Cade unwound the tangles of light. I thought about being a priest.

For an odd second in the deceptive dim dusk, Tucks eyes played tricks on him, and he could see rosary beads, not lights, slipping through Cades fingers, counting off the prayers one by one.

It would have suited him. Peace. Quiet. Time to think. All the space he needed to be alone.

When? Hannah asked.

The first few months of the year I turned eighteen. Cade rolled the lights into a neat coil from wrist to elbow and laid them on the grass. Then I changed my mind.

You never said, Tuck said, hollowness at the pit of his stomach. His eighteenth birthday. Right around the time theyd started sleeping together. Oh God. Why didnt you tell me?

You never asked, Cade said, clipping the words short. Its in the past now.

Yeah, but…

Megan and Hannah elbowed each other in a tattoo of a rhythm. So! Steaks smell great, Hannah burbled. Do you need help? What kind of wine goes with red meat?

Red, Tuck said shortly. He turned his back on her. Cade?

Cade had been preparing to stand. He settled back. Thats not the worst thing I was going to tell you, he said quietly.

Somehow I figured not. And if that was worse than this, knowing when he and Cade were fuckingmaking lovethe way theyd done even this afternoon, that Cade had been thinking of throwing it all away to put on a collargoddamnit. Hannah, you mind finishing up here? Ive got smoke in my eyes, and I need some water.

Cade reached for and missed the cuff of Tucks jeans. Wait.

Ill be back, Tuck said. Lied. Chill. I just need to wash my face.

Hed be okay. He would. After how much theyd gotten through and how close they were to good again? Hed make it be okay. He just needed a minute. That was all.

But Cade didnt believe him, and Tuck could tell.

But he didnt let it stop him from walking away. Fuck. He could see Thomas already slipping in where hed been, that son of a bitch. Hed known Cade thought about being a priest; fuck him if Tuck wouldnt bet his damn life on that. Known it every time he caught Tuck and Cade kissing.

He needed space. He needed air. He neededsomething, goddamnit

Hey! Hannah was the one to stop him. Smoke, nothing.

Hannah, Tuck said.

She ignored the warning he put into her name. The wedding is tomorrow. Ohmygod, its tomorrow.

Hannah, I know what youre doing. Stop.

Like that ever worked. Hannah stood her ground, as stubborn as hed taught her to be. You guys promised. I want to see for myself if I should change from high heels to steel toes.

Not. Now.

Now, Hannah said. Shed plunked herself atop a clean table and leaned back on her arms. Im serious. We havent seen you yet. Just one turn around the pavilion. Beckoning Megan up next to her, she nailed Tuck with her stare. Im not asking. Go. Whenever youre both ready.

She meant well. Tuck supposed that was what people meant by poetic justice.

He made one last effort to dissuade her. No music.

Ill sing.

Tuck heard Cade sigh from behind him. He looked over his shoulderhe couldnt notand saw the resigned look that hed thought had been erased.

Tuck, let it go. Cade took him by the shoulders and held him in place. He brooked no more argument, and there was no fighting with a statue. Its for them. One more time before the music ends.

There is no music.

You know this song by heart.

Tuck reversed the position of power and grabbed Cade, holding him too tightly and too worked up to care that he would leave bruises this time. You do not get to do this to me. Understand?

Im not asking for me. Im asking for them. Cade took up the proper waltz position, bodies decently apart. Do it. You can do anything you put your mind to, Tuck. He studied Tucks face as if looking for something there hed either lost or just now found. I always wished I had that gift.

There was something else about Cades face now. Something Tuck didnt understand and couldnt look away from, and not just because he loved the man. It was the past, the present, the inside and the outside, that hidden darkness and the rare glints of joy all blended togetherthose parts he could recognizebut something new too. Not quite sad. Not quite hopeful.

Resigned. Like hed been shown a puppy in the window, been told he could take it home, and the promise shrugged away when the cost was too high.

Yet when he tried to pull away, Cade wouldnt let him. Cade had already moved them into the dance.

It wasnt the worst thing about me, Cade said.

Christ. Every man had his limits. Tuck was good at bouncing back, but for right now hed just reached his maximum saturation point. Hannah, enough. Rain check, I promise.

He took Cade by the wrist before Cade would have let him go. I know what youre thinking, and stop it. Im not leaving you. Just taking a minute to process.

Cades frustration rose higher. Why arent you

Because I promised you I wouldnt, and I keep my promises. He yanked Cades sleeve to keep him there. Itll be okay if you let it. Dont run away on me now. Just

Give you some time, Cade said, mouth twisting on one side. Yeah. I guess I deserve that, dont I?


Chapter Twenty-one



Megan found Tuck outside after the sun went down. Hed hunkered down alone in the grass, leaning against the side of the house. Wasnt often that Tuck went for the quiet places. He acted first and regretted it later.

But even so, every so often a guy had to stop and think.

Ask a sister to give that guy space and time he needed to do the job right. Seriously, go ahead and ask. Tuck was only half-surprised itd taken more than an hour for one of the girls to track him down. The other half came from seeing Megan, not Hannah.

Any point in me telling you not to worry about this and you believing me?

Not really. Megan stood over him, hands on her hips, tapping one foot. He could see the professor shed become once she had her doctorate. Shed scare the shit out of her students.

Shed make any man proud to be her brother, blood or no. Sit down, Tuck said, shifting over even though he didnt have to. Making the gesture was the whole point.

Megan folded into a more graceful seat than he had, tucking her legs up beneath her. She picked a blade of grass from the lawn and nibbled on it.

Pesticides? Tuck asked.

She shrugged. Live dangerously or lie down and die.

Cute. And about as subtle as an anvil with ACME written across the side.

If you want tea and sympathy, go find Hannah. Who, by the way, is flipping out over cupcakes unbaked and tapas untapped.

Ill finish them later. Promise. Tuck crossed his heart like a kid.

Eh. Leave the recipe books on the counter. Just in case.

Brat. Tuck could see she wanted to sit closer, and the man who took care of everything was who they kept telling him he was. He made a space for Megan and let her slide under his arm.

She tucked her head on his shoulder. You remember what I asked you, when I first found out, she said slowly. Where you were now. You and Cade both said better.

I thought we were. Tuck turned his hand palm up. But every time I think I know the guy, where his heads at, he turns it upside down on me. He scoffed. And Cade calls me the wild card.

Transference. Youre steady as a rock. Cades the one who Megan waved tornado-style.

Thats loving.

Gonna tell me its not true? Hes messed up, Tuck. I love him. Hes my brother as much as you are, but theres always been shitstorms going on inside his head.

I never

You never saw it before because you loved him, Megan said. Then you loved him mostly out of it. Then, flip. As you said.

And here we are. Tuck sighed. And then theres Thomas. Fucking Thomas. I cant look at the guy without wanting to punch him in the face. He studied the old scars on his knuckles. Behold.

Jeez, nice. Megan snuggled closer. I kind of have to admire his balls for showing up when you would. Even for Cade.

You would.

Silence for a moment.

I keep asking myself, Tuck mused aloud, do I want to know the truth, really the truth? Or do I just want to backtrack to before any of this happened and do it all differently? To not know there was some kind of worst thing ever he wont talk about?

She regarded him thoughtfully. Come to any answers yet?

Id like for it to be easy.

Name me someone who wouldnt. She tapped his knee. Im guessing youve tried asking him.

Until I was blue in the face and blue in the

Yeah, I dont think you need to finish that one. Megan wrinkled her nose. Men! The ones who dont want to watch me and Hannah in action ask me, totally serious, why I fell for a girl instead of one of them. XYs dont talk.

Girlie, all Ive done is talk.

I bet. You talked at him, he talked at you. I should have used the word communicate.

No, it was more than that, Tuck protested. I thought. The guy wont, thoughlook, Megan. You want to know where we are now? I have no fucking clue, except that every time I get close, something happens to push us further apart.

Her tapping grew slower. He could feel the uneasiness in her, the unhappiness hed started weaving this whole messy tangle to try to avoid. And?

Tuck didnt want to say this. Hell, he didnt even want to think it. It was a poison thatd sneaked in somewhere and tainted him, but… There you had it, the truth hed been keeping locked down.

Tuck?

He plucked a blade of grass for himself and bit too hard, sinking his teeth into his lip and tasting blood. And even for him, I dont know how much more of this I can take.

Damn it. I was afraid youd say that.

You suspected?

She shrugged.

I really am the stupid one.

Not really. You just lead with your heart. Its not a bad thing. Its just a hard thing with Cade.

Tuck grunted.

The warmth of her sigh tickled his neck. I wish I knew what to say, I do, but I know math. None of this adds up. Him keeping something from you, for this long… Theres no equation.

I know, Tuck said, as quietly as hed ever said anything. Would it help if I added some variables? It all started when I started working a second job to save some money for a house.

She lifted her head. Doing what?

Driving a limo for an escort service. No touchy, no feely. I would never cheat on him.

He knows that. He has to. She laid her hand on his knee. And he would never cheat on you. I think that hurt him, you know? Your zeroing in on Thomas and thinking the worst.

Thatd never occurred to Tuck. Fuck. If hed felt dumb before…

Megan stopped him from thumping his head on the veranda. Careful, okay? Jeez.

Does everyone know that too?

No. Maybe Hannah. Probably Thomas.

Tuck shot her a sideways glare.

I am trying to help. Megan sat up, turning about to face him, and wrapped her arms around her knees. The variables dont help. Driving for an escort agency? Not really classy, but it still doesnt add up.

Nope. Just driving. Trying to do something nice for us. Uh… Tuck scratched the back of his neck. Well, why not? Maybe shed see some pattern emerging if he told her the rest. I kept it a secret. I wanted to surprise him.

Hmm. Megan chose another blade of grass.

Would you eat a salad or something if youre that crazy for greens?

She poked him in the knee. Speak for yourself. You ate yours and swallowed it down.

Had he? Great. Maybe hed develop superpowers.

Youve surprised him with gifts before? Megan prodded.

Birthdays, holidays, yeah. Its always been okay. This time, he flipped. Tuck raised his hands. Everything else came toppling down like dominoes after that. Now I find out theres this worst thing ever? Im trying, Megs. I am. But how much is one guy supposed to take?

You promised him, though.

Tuck took the grass from her. I did. He keeps breaking them for me. I lied to him before, when I said I wasnt pissed over the priest thing. Did you know that too, Wise One?

Her silence told him that no, she hadnt picked up on the unspoken for once. Mostly because no one expected it of him, he guessed.

I was mad. I still am. If thats not the worst thing, then what the hell is?

Ask him, Tuck. Just ask him. Why not?

Tuck pinched his nose. Because.

Not good enough. She discarded her blade of grass. Why not?

Because… Hell. Because Im scared that when I find out whatever it is, I wont be able to keep my promise. But I need to know, and its making me crazy. Thats all. What more could there be?

Megan shook her head. When you two screw up, you dont do it halfway, do you?

Tuck shrugged, leading the way into more silence. At least he wasnt alone for it now. Hed forgotten how much that meant, just not being alone. He wondered where Suzie-Q was.

It was because of that hush that he heard it. Them. Two voices, male, murmuring to one another on the veranda. Not knowing Tuck sat around the corner, with Megan as witness.

Cade. Thomas.

Megan sat upright, pointing a sharp warning at him. Uh-uh. Not like this. You know better.

Yeah. I do. Tuck refused to be moved. But if this is the only way I ever get to find out, come what may, then are you really going to stop me?

She hesitated.

Tell me youd do it different if this was Hannah talking to me about you.

Megan shook her head. No. I wouldnt. And thats not fair to ask. She stood, brushing off the dirt. But that doesnt mean either of us should. Eavesdroppers

Never hear anything good, I know. But Id rather hear the bad and just get it over with. He raised his hands far apart. Whatever happens, Id rather hear it. Ill pay the price.

Megan regarded him skeptically. Are you sure its worth any cost?

It has to be.

She surprised him by bending at the waist to kiss him on top of his head. Whatever it is, Tuck…just…hell, I dont know. Just just.

He took her hand in a brief clasp. I hear you, Megs.

That was as good as shed get out of him, and she knew it. She beat it, almost silently. Girls were as good as cats that way.

Tuck wished Suzie-Q hadnt taken to everyone quite as eagerly. He could have used some warmth and comfort right now who wouldnt riddle him this or riddle him that, but them was the breaks, eh?

Tuck watched her go, then bent his head, and he listened. Listened for all he was worth and for the very last that he had to give. Otherwise? Tapped out, thats what I am.

Just like I blew all that cash because I couldnt behave. Thats what I did with Cade.

If theres a price… I cant pay. Cades demons win after all.

Happy wedding to my sisters, huh?

So be it.

Thomas and Cade were still talking, so that meant now or never. Tuck crawled slowly, as silently as he could to his knees and edged out, giving him just enough room to see around the corner of the house. From there he had a clear view of Cade on the near end of the veranda, but with the lamp on and himself in the shadows beyond its reach, they wouldnt be able to see him. Cade leaned on his arms on the railing, letting it bear his weight.

Are you all right? Thomas asked.

Him, Tuck couldnt see, but it made things tighten in his gut to know Thomas was there, Cade listening, when Cade had pushed him down and turned his back.

Yes. No. Cade rubbed at his face. I dont know. Im trying to work it out. Things were going well.

Id noticed. Everyone did. And then they werent.

Cade made a you see? gesture. God. I cant help myself, even when I try. Why is that?

Silence. Tuck imagined Thomas shrugging, holding his peace to nudge Cade into going on. That worked more than it didnt, but it was a trick Tuck never had caught the knack of. Mostly.

What am I supposed to do? Cade turned to lean against a veranda post. He looked beyond exhausted. Theres no easy way out.

Tucks chest ached where his heart banged tommyknocker fast against his ribs. Youre looking for a way out? He held still, but only just.

You should tell him, Thomas said. Hell, apparently that was going around.

Ive tried. I keep trying. I cant get there. And while Im working, doing the best I can, he keeps rooting for it like some damned bulldog. Thats Tuck. He sinks his teeth in and never lets go.

Thomas made a small rumbling noise.

I know its not a bad thing. I should be grateful. If hed only let things go… Why cant I let things go?

Silence from Thomas.

Im trying to make him leave. Whether I do it on purpose or not.

Cade sounded despairing. Thomas held his tongue.

I keep wanting to think itd be better if he did go. Hed be better off, not dealing with a fuckup like me. Cade straightened, hands behind his back now, arms no longer crossed over his chest. But thats a lie. I dont know what Id do without him. If Id even be here, or if Id have finished the job years ago.

You dont mean that.

No? Cade made a small, hurtful sound aimed at himself. I love him. Im sorry it couldnt be you. Sometimes I am. It would have been easier. But…

Im not Tuck. Dont remind me.

I dont mean to hurt you.

No one ever does, Thomas said. He sounded equally worn out. I came here to try and help. Thats all.

Liar, Cade said quietly.

Dont ever blame a man for hope, Cade.

Cade laughed without a drop of amusement. You know whats funny? Thats exactly what Tuck has told me since the day we met, almost. No matter what I tell him. Or myself. I dont deserve him. Dontdont interrupt me. Its true. All these years, Ive lied to him. Lied right to his face, until… He exhaled slowly. If he knew, that would be the true worst thing ever.

More than one worst thing? Tuck had to brace himself with one arm to keep upright. Tired, God. So fucking tired. I can join the club.

If he knew, Cade went on, merciless to all of them seen and unseen, the world would end. And yet thats what he keeps pushing me to know.

Grass rustled beneath Tucks knee; he only just managed to keep still and hidden.

Cade leaned his head back, gazing up at the ceiling of the veranda. I would go back to tell the truth, if I could. So hed understand why I did what I did, when I found out about that damned job.

I knew you back then. You never would have managed it.

Harsh words that Cade nodded to, accepting them as true. Tuck didnt know that they didnt hit him deeper. Something that bad, and Cade had tried towhat? Protect Tuck from it? Not want protection from it? Would rather have held that pain close like a blanket or a shield to keep the world away?

Thought about becoming a priest so he could avoid the temptation for the rest of his life?

Irony, Cade said, as if he were kissing the word the way a lover would. Irony is a cold, cruel bitch.

Silence. Then: You never told me what that second job was. I didnt think it was my business, Thomas said. It occurs to me that minding my own business hasnt gotten me much of anywhere. If Id really tried, who knows what Id have won?

Not me, Cade said. Im sorry. I am. But its always been Tuck.

That should have made Tucks spirits lift. Should have, could have, would have…

Thomas didnt directly answer Cade. I want to know, he said instead. If you cant love me, ever, then tell me why you cant give yourself to anyone. Tell me what Tuck did. He laughed drily. I could use an excuse to pay him back for that fistfight a while ago.

Tuck thought he wouldnt answer. Prayed he wouldnt. If Thomas gained this knowledge too…

Cade spoke. Tuck figured he should have known better than to hope. Driving a limo for call girls. Escorts, he said. A whore by any other name is still…

Not a word Tuck had thought Cade would use. He frowned. Come to think of it… A word Cade had never used, no matter how they fought about that job. Why?

And then there was Thomass reaction, to confuse him all the more. Not a rumble, more silence, nor a grunt that equaled a frown, or even a question, but a soft hiss ofsurprise and sympathy both? Damn it, Cade, Thomas said.

Now you see what I mean.

Maybe he did. Tuck didnt. But all the same, he knew he was about to find out, and now that the moment had arrived, his stomach twisted into sour knots that promised hed end up spitting bile into a sink somewhere.

He didnt want to hear.

He had to hear.

He stayed where he was and listened. Some things that a guy never wanted were the most needful things for him.

Thomas sighed. A small one, but it had a big effect. Cade kept going. Spilling it all out. And you didnt tell him. Not even then. No, I know thats a dumb question. We wouldnt be here now if you had.

I want to now. I do. To be enough for him. Cade drew the iron key Tuck had bought him from where it hung on a leather cord around his neck. He gave me that a day ago. He never gives up, not even when he should. Not even when you try to make him. He cant be led. He goes where he pleases.

Not that I like giving him any credit, but he wouldnt have gone near that job if hed known.

Cade directed a narrow-eyed glare and a baring of his teeth at where Thomas must be sitting. Go nail yourself to a cross already, would you?

Dont vent your temper on me, Thomas snapped. And you have no room to talk about martyrdom. None. Each word came out like a gunshot.

Cade took that scolding without a word of protest. Just let out his air and tightened his stance. Id rather make him hate me than him make that decision all on his own. All those lies. All those years, when the only other person who knew the truth was you. He paused, his jaw working. I lied to him the first time he asked, because if he thought less of me because of… And when he stopped asking, I thought I was safe. I let myself think it really was over, and…

Then go back. Tell him the truth. If hes the one you love

Dont.

I offered, Thomas said. I asked. You told me no, time and time again. Youre the one who picks up the pieces, youd say. But Tuck, I love him. Youd say that too.

God. Dont. Cade shut his eyes tight and pinched the bridge of his nose. I know all this. It was true then. Its true now. Ive told him that much, more than once.

The bench squeaked beneath Thomass weight. There was an unaccustomed hardness to his voice when he said, Then I think you should tell me too, one more time.

Why?

Thomas was merciless. Because I need to hear it again before I take you over my shoulder and carry you out of here and give you a life where theres no lies. Just peace. If thats what you want, then you know Im your man. But this is your last chance. Im human too.

Tucks throat closed. Any second now, something inside him would tear loose; he could feel everything inside him twisting and tightening far too tense for a man to survive their breaking under pressure.

Silence from Cade this time. No. Im sorry.

Thomas sighed long, low, and deep. Then tell him the truth. Stand up like a man, because all three of us know you can.

Cade bit his lips. Strong shoulders, tall mans body, and a boys fear in his eyes. Hell hate me, when he knows.

If he hates you, he hates you. Just get it done with instead of spending the rest of your life driving yourself mador getting what you want and making him loathe the sight of you.

The day had come when Tuck agreed with Thomas. Hell just froze over, and Satan was ice-skating to work. Go fucking figure.

Mostly, Thomas? Mostly, Id rather that than let him see how much Im ashamed of myself. I think back, and I freeze so I dont get sick. Id rather he left me than know who I was.

Cade, baby, please… Tuck couldnt have moved if he were on fire. Not even to be sick to his stomach from listening to all this. He should have heeded Megan. Too late, though.

I can still remember the way each one of them sounded. The way they tasted and how I puked every time until I learned how to keep it down. Cade changed position, shifting into a pose and acquiring a demeanor that almost turned him into a different man, someone Tuck didnt know at all. Someone cold, sinuous, almost snakelike, his eyes slitted and his tongue wicked with cruelty, not humor, not pleasure. Twenty-five for a handjob, mister. Fifty to suck you off. A hundred for handcuffs. Two hundred to fuck me. Five if you dont wear a

Tucks arm gave way, and so did his stomach.

Cade stopped. Did you hear that? Shit. Thomas, shit

He stopped again, locked onto Tuck, whod stumbled to his feet and into the light.

Tuck knotted his hands into tight fists at some point along the way, and they shook. Thomas? Get out.


Chapter Twenty-two



Thomas left without a word. Tuck wasnt surprised, and he didnt have the energy to be glad.

They held each others stare, he and Cade, for an endless space in time or maybe less than a minute. If Tuck moved, his knees would give out from beneath him. Again.

So this is the worst thing ever? If its not, Id sure as fuck hate to hold you back now.

Pale as a ghost, he was, but of all things, now Cade stayed put. Like a man on the scaffold, he took his stand. How long have you been listening?

Tuck spat, wishing for a bottle of water. Anything. Long enough. He knew? All along, Thomas knew.

Cade nodded.

There were too many questions. Tuck couldntYou were just seventeen, almost eighteen, at St. Pius. When you started doing this, how old

He could see how much effort it took for Cade not to bolt. Another time, Tuck would have been proud. Eleven, and I hated every second of it, but it damn well beat what I ran away from at my stepfathers house. Every minute, every hour, every year. But I did it so I could eat. So I could find safe places to sleep. Dont ask questions you already know the answers to; you came from the streets too.

And dont you fucking deliberately misunderstand me. I heard everything, Cade. Tuck ran his hands through his hair backward. Yeah, I came from the streets. I boosted cars. I held guns on people. We all did whatever the fuck we could to get by.

Cade was angry now too. Or maybe hed been angry for ten years. Going back and forth between that and fear.

Thats what youve been doing for ten years, isnt it? Tuck said, the pieces finally fitting together. Doing what you can to get by. Fuck. There went his legs after all.

Cade followed him to the grass. Yes. You wanted to hear it? Then Ill tell it. His eyes shone with unshed salt water and things Tuck didnt want to put a name to. I tried to forget. I almost did sometimes.

But Thomas knew. You trusted him. Thomas always knew.

He did, Cade said. If youd looked at me before the way youre looking at me now, Id have killed myself. You heard that too? Its not bullshit. Id have found a corner and slit my wrists and been done with it. There or here.

Tuck wanted to relent. Something in him wouldnt let that happen. He guessed now he knew the way Cade had felt, for fucking years. How long did Thomas know? He what, read your file?

No. I told him.

Fuck.

Tuck didnt want to know what his face must have looked like. Cade almost held back his flinch but not quite.

He found me one night, Cade said. In a rush, as if he had to get this out now or never at all. Id had a flashback. I was outside, under an oak tree. A real mess, you know? And he came looking for me.

A darkness blacker still clouded Tucks head. He thought he knew, but if he wasnt sure… What night was that?

You asked, Cades white face said. The first night you and I slept together.

Tuck was on the move before he knew hed started to back off, putting more than just room to breathe between himself and Cade the way hed promised he never would. That was bad, really bad, but worse was Cade coming after him to put a cool hand on his nape.

Tuck knocked it away. You let me, he said, ragged. You came back to me. Night after night. You even moved to the city with me, when just me touching you must have made you sick.

No. Cades hand went hard, his grip too tight on Tucks neck for a spasm of an iron second. After that first night, I didnt have another flashback.

You know something? Youre a good liar, but Im not that dumb. Tuck knocked Cades hand away, and he wasnt careful about it. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. You should have told me. Let me ask you something, Cade, and guess what? Youre not going to like it. Did you ever love me? Even a little?

Cade laughed. Laughed. Why do you think I wanted you to hate me? It wasnt all about me. Not entirely, and this is what Thomas doesnt know. Only you will. I loved you so much I didnt ever want to see what this would do to you.

And thats supposed to help?

No. Because I was right, wasnt I?

What do you think? No, really. What do you think? Of me? Hows a guy supposed to get past that, when I trusted you with everything? I gave you everything I was. I gave you more.

Cade started laughing again. I know, he said. Every day I know.

Tuck had never wanted to lay a hand on Cade in anger. He did now. Either stop that or tell me why this is funny.

Because this isnt the way the world was supposed to end.

Tucks brain stopped. His thoughts were empty. Please tell me youre joking.

Im not. Its like the electric chair breaking down after walking the green mile. God, Tuck.

So its okay to punch a hole through me as long as youre okay?

Cade looked up past Tuck, toward the stars. Tell me you wouldnt have said that, felt that way about me, before now.

One-two punch, TKO. Tuck backed away a few more steps, hurting so deep he couldnt see. Still couldnt think. But Cade? Now he stood straight as his body wanted to, taller than Tuck by almost two inches without his shoulders bowed. Strong, grown so strong, and with shackles Tuck could almost see lying broken at his feet, a blanket of iron pushed off his back to weigh down the earth behind him.

Tuck wanted to hate the sight of that. God, he wanted to. It wasnt fair. How could anything just and good call that fair? After all hed done before, after everything hed tried? Useless, that was him. Fucking useless. No wonder it took a push from someone not him to get Cade to break down.

You know something? Tuck said. You were wrong. That wasnt the worst of all. Not what you did to survive. Not your lying to me, making me think of all the worst there could be out there. Hating myself. Blaming myself. You want to know what the worst is? Do you? He didnt relent when Cade stilled, fear slinking back in his eyes. The worst of all is that I still love you. You fucking asshole. Get away from me. Tuck pushed past Cade and made for the steps. He needed tohe didnt know. He had to be somewhere that was else, or Cade did.

Tuck! Cade called.

Too late. Dont. Tuck kept his back turned, and he walked. He didnt know where. Just away.

And for all those brave words hed spouted…Cade didnt follow him.

* * *

The stroke of midnight, chimed out on a grandfather clock somewhere in the house, had gone past before Tuck went back inside. Who knew how long hed stalked around that yard? How many times had he reached for his keys, just wanting to go?

And he came back here. Drawn, no matter what.

But be damned if he could go up to that room where Cade would be. Tuck knew that as sure as he knew the streets of New York, the ones he could drive almost blindfolded. Like the back of his hand, scarred knuckles and stiffening old breaks and all.

Like he knew what Cade would look like if hed fallen asleep waiting for Tuck, and Tuck knew hed have done that too. Curled on his side, arms drawn tight to his chest and knees tucked up until dreams took him. The peaceful dreams, anyway. Then hed ease out, stretching his limbs, his toes pointed and his arms lying halfway to open in front of him.

But asleep and so sound nothing would wake him. Anytime something big happened, Cades body took over, and it dragged him into sleep. Hiding, the way hed done after the first night he and Cade had

There was nothing left in Tucks stomach to come up, not even bile, but it did its best. He gritted his teeth around a dry heave and refused to let it happen.

He couldnt go upstairs. Call him a coward, call him a stubborn assholejust call him confused and hurt and angry and a hundred other thingsbut he couldnt.

Tucks legs werent going to hold him. That pissed him off almost as much as everything else. Now he got weak, when Cade had gotten strong? How the fuck was that right, how was that fair? Tuck was the strong one. That was his job.

And now, with the world turned upside down…

The room theyd practiced dancing in like a pair of fools had a couch deep and old enough to be, if not comfortable, at least bearable. Tuck let himself fall into the deepness of the thing, cheap foam squares instead of cushions covered over with quilts made a hundred years ago. He kept quiet. He had to. Upstairs, Megan and Hannah didnt know a thing. They mattered. They were the only things left that did.

Wrong. Liar, liar. Even now, wishing he didntone thing remained true. He loved Cade, and he always would. A fool for love? He scoffed at himself. Always and forever, a fool for Cade.

So where did that leave himthemnow?

God, his eyes were dry, sore, scratchy, as if someone had thrown a handful of sawdust in his face. He closed them. Just for a second. Then hed get up, and hed figure out what to do. Hed go to Cade. Shake him, punch him, argue till his throat was numb. Say good-bye.

Hed get up.

In a second, hed get up, and…


Chapter Twenty-three



Tuck woke too warm from the blanket tossed over him, its summer-weight wool still hot and heavy, sticking to him with sweat. Perspiration made his hair stick to his face and neck in slick curls. Suzie-Q had draped herself across his ankles and snored gently.

He blinked once, twice, and again, the fuzzy world not focusing. Dawn? Only just barely. Enough light for the room to shade from black to gray.

He didnt remember the blanket. Or falling asleep, for that matter. Last thing Tuck could recall was leaning back into the cushions and closing his eyes. Sitting up, not lying down.

Sometime during the night, someone had laid him down. Put a pillow beneath his head, one that left ridged corduroy marks on his face, and taken off his shoes. Covereddrapedtucked a blanket around him. Like he was a kid having bad dreams.

Tuck couldnt remember those dreams, if hed had any at all. They faded from shapes and thought and memories of shouting to a distant echo in the back of his head, and then they were gone.

Too warm or not, he curled in against himself and bit down on his cheek to stifle a shiver. Probably a good thing those dreams werent coming to mind.

And that he didnt know for sure whod taken care of him.

Though he was almost certain he did know, after all.

Tuck pushed the blanket off, heaping it in a messy pile on the floor, and sat upright. His back protested, as did his neck, and his head throbbed. See, that was why he hated crying. Not for the shame of it, but for the morning after.

Really, that was why.

He pinched his nose. A shower. That was what he needed. A shower, a cup of strong coffee, a handful of aspirin. Clean clothes, soapsuds, caffeine. He was sticky from sleep and not so much rested that cool water wouldnt be a blessing.

God almighty, the wedding was today.

Tuck dug his nails into his thighs for the shock of pain to help him keep it the fuck together just a little longer.

Stand up. Get to it; do what youve gotta do.

Tuck stood and pushed himself toward the servants stairs. A shower. God, he needed a shower. Cade would still be asleep. Should be. He could sneak in and out, and Cade would never be the wiser. Once hed shaken off the brain fog, surely hed know what to do then.

Or not. The stairs echoed underfoot, warped and bent, as he took them up one step at a time.

* * *

Cade lay on his side on the bed theyd shared the past few days. Christ, had it only been less than a handful? Seemed more like weeks, not days.

Tuck meant to scoot past him without more than a passing glance.

Only he couldnt. Cade had tucked one arm under a pillow and rolled free of all but a cotton sheet wound around him. Not naked, though close, wearing only a snow-white muscle shirt and, from the one glimpse Tuck had of a long leg slipped out from the under sheet, a pair of running shorts that rode high toward his hip.

How was it fair that even after whatd happened, when Tuck looked at Cade, all he could do was want to climb in beside him?

Love bears all things, he remembered Thomas saying not too long ago, despair only just hidden beneath the words.

Thomas could go get bitten.

Only…

Shower. Get it done. Tuck searched the floor for his duffel. His soap and stuff should still be in there; hed used Cades without thinking, wanting the smell of him. Where was the thing? Hed kept it toed just to the inside of the closet, and though the door had been left open, the bag was nowhere to be found. He bent to search the corners just in case, and as he did, he caught sight of the sack out of the corner of his eye.

He tried not to laugh or even snort, because be damned if he didnt see it now, clear as the slow-lightening day, tucked up behind Cade, pinned between body and wall. Sneaky son of a bitch, he said under his breath. Admiring the shrewdness despite himself. Gonna make sure I didnt give you the slip?

Cades eyes opened. Maybe hed actually been asleep. Maybe not. Maybe hed woken sometime between when Tuck had padded as silently as he could into the bedroom and now, but however itd gone down, those eyes were dark and lucid, his gaze clear and fixed on Tuck. Youd have done the same thing.

Tuck could recall a time or two when he had. He stood where hed been planted, hands spread in a silent question.

You know why.

I really dont.

Cade slid free of the sheet that looked blessedly cool and smooth where he hadnt rumpled it about his body, and sat on the edge of the bed. His toes curled against the cold of the hardwood floor. Either planned or a trick of the light, but he moved into the patch of sun coming through the gap between the shutters outside.

No circles under his eyes. No paleness to his cheeks.

Tuck wanted that to piss him off more than it did.

You look like you had a bad night, Cade said, heavy on the dryness. When he sat up, the loose shorts hed slept in rode high, baring long stretches of leg, then slid down, revealing a hard stomach and the wings of his hip bones. Too thin from not eating. He needed someone to take care of him even now.

God, the things he did to Tuck on the inside. Still. Made the ache worse and the need to be comforted a sharper thorn in his side.

Cade slid farther forward. Near enough to reach out and touch, if Tuck wanted, and God help him if he knew whether it was yes or no. He was sleep-rumpled and bed-warm, the covers turned back far enough to leave room for a second person to crawl in.

If they chose to.

He rested his hand on the top of Tucks leg, just above his knee. Not quite holding Tuck. More making his presence known. Real. Close enough to see the curve of his smile. You look like hell.

And you call me a charmer, Tuck said, his tongue thick in his mouth. When had he dropped his hand to the nape of Cades neck and let it rest lightly there?

Cade bent his head, leaning into Tucks touch. Not asking for more. Simply taking. Reminding Tuck now of not an alley cat crouched at the end, behind a cardboard box with nothing showing but claws and dark lights, but of one thatd been tamed. One thatd bump his head against a guys legs to saydifferent things.

People said that the wheel of the world kept turning, turning, turning. Tuck thought maybe they were wrong, and it didnt go in a circle, but from front to back. Flipping a guy about, faceup looking at the stars. Facedown in an alley.

Lions to feral starveling cats. The cards turning over and over until their edges frayed or tore.

Want to tell me something? Tuck ran his fingertips against the grain of Cades half-inch hair. How do you do this to me just by being you?

Cade took his hand, easy as breathing, past the point where Tuck might have freed himself, and pressed it between both of his. There are still some things I need to tell you.

Jesus Christ. More? Tucks head pounded.

Not like that. Cade kneaded his hand.

Can we not do this right now? Tuck nodded backward, at the sounds of a household slowly waking. The sense of action building behind them, below stairs. Its their wedding morning. I didnt go through all this to fuck up the day itself.

Cade didnt let go. Theres time.

Tuck flexed his fingers. Let go. I need a shower.

No. Cade stroked their joined hands. If I do, you wont come back. He caught Tuck with that look of his. Wasnt one Tuck had seen in a long, long time. Clear. No shadows.

Had he seen that look before, ever? Maybe once in a while. Driving away from St. Pius toward the city. Breathing deep in the campus garden. Watching the sun move across the sky.

Then youve gotta tell me why, Tuck said, a whisper that emerged hoarse and raw around the edges. How are you better now? How is that fair?

Its not. Cade lifted one shoulder. Youre the one who always told me that. Life isnt fair. Bad things happen to everyone.

Dont throw my words back at me. Dont you do that.

Cade held on tight, his wrists like steel, and didnt let go. Then let me use my own.

Tuck wanted to give in. He did. OnlyI cant stop you. Can I?

Do you want the truth?

Yes. No.

Cade pulled at Tucks arm, winding him down onto the bed, and he used that as a fulcrum to lever himself to the floor at Tucks feet. We said everything that needed to be said last night. Thats true. But I didnt say it all. I want you to hear the rest.

Tuck found a thread of strength. One of the last, and he had to guard those carefully to make it through this day without screwing over the ceremony. Talk. Ill listen. More than that, I cant promise.

Cade took Tucks hand. It was instinctive, Tuck thought. As was his letting Cade do it. Clasping Cades in return.

Waiting and listening for what Cade would share.

Do you know, Cade said, pulling each word out like bad teeth, what its like when you dont know what love means? He waited for Tucks confused pause to end in a small noise that said it all. You dont, because you were born in a gutter, but you were born with a heart that never quits. No matter what. When I looked at you, once upon a time, I didnt understand that. For years I didnt.

Cade…

Im not done yet. Cade stroked the back of Tucks hand, all the while shaking his head slowly. You made me want to believe, and I tried. I did. I tried so hard I think I fooled myself too.

Tuck didnt want to hear this. But Cade wouldnt let go.

When you took that job… Cade stopped in what looked like an attempt to put himself back together. Right then, I thought there, see? Theres my proof. It cant be this good. Guys whove done what I did, they dont get happy-ever-afters. Too good to be true means it usually is. When I caught you working that job I thought, I was right. Now I can go.

Stop it. Please stop.

Cade didnt. Hed gotten lost again, gone where Tuck couldnt follow. All he could do was sit and wait for Cade to find his way to the end of that road. But then every night, almost, I dreamed about you. In the same bed. With me. I woke up wishing I was back home.

Tuck meant to push him away. Why that didnt happen, he couldnt have said. Why are you telling me this now?

Because when I thought that, you didnt know the truth. Cade focused on Tuck as if he were the only thing in the world but without hard sharp corners. Not soft. Strong. Pinning him down. Now you do.

Tuck couldnt speak as clearly as he wanted to, not around the thickening in his throat. Yeah. I got what I wanted. Lucky me, huh? You looklike youre new. All shiny. And me, Im…

I do. And Im sorry. But heres the thing, Tuck. Cades hands wandered slower, higher, cradling his hips. He looked at them and not at Tucks face. Im free. Theres this weight on my shoulders thats justgone. If Id known that would happen, Id have done it a long time ago. Even if it would have hurt you this much. Its not fair. Its not right. It is cruel. He let go of Tucks hand. Do you hate me now, or do you get why I think you should? Thought you should.

Tuck hunched his shoulders. His legs ached. Yes. Itd been meant as a slap in Cades face, but he was the one to take the blow, and it made his bloodfuckingboil. You never even tried. Now its happened, youre free. Thats great. But you slapped those chains on me. If youre free, why dont you go?

Because youre here. Because I can give you the things I wanted to. Dont you get that? The world ended, but Im still here.

Its not that easy, Tuck said, laughing an ugly laugh at himself. Look at that. One hundred eighty degrees. Tell me something else, Cade? What do you thinks going to happen now? Im not being a bastard. I honestly want to know what you think, because me? I dont have a single fucking clue.

One of two choices. The easiest for both of us…we get through this wedding, and you leave. And unless we cross the same road at the same time, we dont see each other again.

Tucks body went taut. He didnt want that. He should, but he didnt. Maybe he was as fucked as Cade after all. But thats not what youd choose now, is it? You want another chance.

Tuck couldnt look at him. Not when he didnt know whatd happen if he did. Too much was going on for him to keep up with. If he could get five minutes alone to thinkGod. You have no right to ask me that. None.

I know. Cade didnt let go. That meantsomethingeven if he leaned on Tuck as much as he opened up to let Tuck lean on him. If Tuck chose to. I want to try taking care of you for a change. He laughed the smallest of laughs. The way you taught all of us by being who you are. One hundred eighty degrees.

Its not that easy.

When is anything? Cade stood, rising gracefully to his bare feet. Im still asking. You would do the same. You always did. He pulled Tuck upright.

What are you doing?

Cade didnt let go. You wanted a shower. Come and take one.

* * *

Tuck was the one to follow Cade now, where Cade led. The sweat shed during his night under that too-warm blanket had dried in a film that felt like being coated with salt after a swim in the ocean. Still too warm, when he stood barefoot on the cold tiles he shook with the chill of them.

Cade didnt look at him, and Tuck wasnt sure if that was better or worse than if he had.

Water pattered down slow at first, then in a rush. Without the curtain drawn, drops spattered Tucks skin and brought goose bumps to the surface.

These should come off. Youll get everything wet. Cade took each move slow, treating Tuck as if he were fragile. Bullshit; Tuck hadnt been fragile a day in his life. He gritted his teethbut he let Cade do it. Undress him, stitch by stitch, one piece of his clothing for each of Tucks.

God, he was…

Come on. Cade took the first step and turned around beneath the spray. Naked and thin, his hair shaved so severely short, he should have looked like a starving waif. He didnt. He looked lean and fit, healthy for a change. Strong and tall.

Hard. Dark. Not hiding it. But waiting. Tucks move now.

Tuck put one foot on the tiles, and then the other, and drew the curtain behind them.

Turn around, Cade told Tuck, moving him. Guiding his hands to the wall.

Tuck tightened his arm and wouldnt be budged. To hell with the risk on a slick floor tiled with tiny mosaics. What if I told you, flat out, no? What then?

I dont know.

Tucks smirk wasnt a happy one. Liar.

Cade sucked in a small breath; Tuck hadnt thought it would please him, after all, and what do you know? Hed been right.

But he didnt take it back. He pressed his shoulder blades to the wall and stared at Cade. Tit for tat. Turn for turn.

You never took no for an answer when you knew I didnt mean it, Cade said. Turn around.

Tuck shook his head. It was all he could do. No.

Cade took that in, nodding to himself. Then he dipped his head beneath the water, let the stream run free from his face, and laid both palms on Tucks chest. Then Ill do it for you. Its my turn. Its been your turn for way too long.

Tuck caught him. Hadnt meant to. And all he could do was shake his head.

Let me wash you, Cade said.

Tuck shook his head. No.

You never shut me out before. Not even at my worst.

You never made me want to. That tasted sour as lemon and sharp as razor blades.

Cade rubbed small circles on Tucks chest; Tuck didnt know if he was aware of his actions. In the past, hed had been sure. And now?

Tuck nudged Cade away. Any more of that touching and hedhell, he didnt know. Tell me what youre doing here. The truth.

What youve done for me. Always. And hoping its not too late.

Tuck knew what Cade meant to do before Cade dropped to one knee. He had plenty of time to stop Cade taking him into his mouth.

Oh God. The touch of his lips, his tongue…

Shh, Cade said against the water-slick cut of Tucks hip. He drew his tongue downward, catching drops of water, tracing them to Tucks cock. He sealed his lips over the head and hollowed his cheeks.

Fuck. Tuck could see himself outlined in there. Hard without knowing more than the searing heat growing inside him. He stroked Cades seal-sleek half inch of hair, aching for the longer waves made for holding when they were like this.

Cade looked up then. Once. Tell me no, and Ill walk away, he said. But you have to mean it.

Tucks mouth closed. He shut his eyes and groaned when Cade sucked his cock into that gorgeous mouth. 

Cade took his time. Eased Tuck down, kneaded his thighs, pressed him back when he would have gone too rough, too fast. Knowing him and proving it. Teasing with the tip of his tongue and the softness of his mouth when he took Tucks balls and rolled them one after the other inside the circle of his lips.

Reaching between his thighs for his heavy cock when Tuck needed to go fast, when Tuck pulled his hair more than hard enough to hurt. He rolled his head on his neck and let Tuck do it. All he could want.

He let go only once, when Tucks breathing grew too loud and rasping for even the shower to cover it, and that was only to press an openmouthed kiss on his stomach. He ducked his head then, covered Tucks cock while Tuck bit his own arm, teeth almost breaking the skin. His tongue stroked just right, just in time, and

Tuck had Cade on his feet, licking himself out of Cades mouth. Crazed, if only for the moment, pushing Cade hard to the wall and slapping Cades hand away from his cock. Taking that weight in his the way he knew best, and

Who held whom up after was anybodys guess. But Tuck was the one to feel it when the water began to run cold and not hot between them.

Cade thumbed at the corner of his lips and drew the droplet hed caught over Tucks lips. Did you ever wonder why I liked that play? Were a Romeo and Juliet story, you and me.

That one didnt end so well.

I know. Cade lifted Tucks chin. Romeo was kind of a moron.

Tuck might have laughed. He didnt. He wondered, instead: if hed seen this coming, would he have done it differently? Any of it?

Tuck. Cades light touch snapped him out of it. You dont think Im scared? Im out of my mind. Feel. He pressed Tucks hand to his heart. Pounding away like a snare drum. Snaring him. Ive said all I can say, now. What you do with it, thats up to you. If you tell me to go, Ill go.

What if I dont know?

You do. You always do.

Not this time.

Im not sure I believe that. Do you believe Im terrified?

Yes.

Then you know your mind, and you still know me. The worst of all. Here I am. There you are. Tell me what to do. Cade nudged wet hair out of Tucks face. He pressed soap and a cloth into Tucks hand. Wash. Ill see you downstairs. He stepped out without looking back, and in the rounded slope of his shoulders, Tuck saw it then. The Cade he knew. Scared. Strong. Clear-eyed. Waiting, watching. Past and present and maybe-future, all in one.

Cade?

Cade looked back, and Tuck couldnt look away. I dont know what to do, Tuck said. I still dont.

Cade nodded. Come find me when you do, he said. Whichever way you choose. Ill wait.


Chapter Twenty-four



The last person on earth Tuck wanted to see after that was Thomas.

So of course, Thomas was the first person he crossed paths with after he sneaked out the back way, avoiding Cade like a fucking coward because he couldnt face his lover. Not yet.

Tuck scowled at Thomas. Hed come through with flowers, the last of the trimmings Tuck had forgotten theyd need. Bet hed driven all night to St. Pius and back, a good eight hours for both legs of the trip, raiding most of his greenhouse.

Go nail yourself to a cross already, he remembered Cade saying, and despite himself, Tuck smirked.

Case in point, the armload Thomas had burdened himself with. He had to know better than to try to carry three armloads worth of roses at once; what kind of gardener worth two cents wouldnt?

Tuck didnt think. Just acted. Dumb-ass. Give me some of those.

What he thought about but didnt do was take care when scooping an armful of cut roses from the middle, exposing Thomass face. He had faint scratches on his cheeks, marks from the thorns that stung where they brushed and smacked Tuck too.

Thomas regarded Tuck with none of his usual calm. He looked better for it. More human. I know what I can carry.

Yeah? Tell that to the few you dropped on the way over here. Come on, at the front. Yeah, yeah, you know where the vases are. Sue a guy for trying to help.

The two cut-glassor were those crystal?vases as big as urns had already been filled with water and a handful of pennies strewn across their bottoms. If Megan hadnt liberated those from the professors do not touch pile, Tuck would eat one of those roses without salt. He divided his armful between the two. Carefully.

Not entirely carefully enough. He poked one of the thorns and hissed, resisting the urge to shake his hand to rid it of the sting. Sharp. The hell? Id have thought youd shave these off.

I wasnt in the mood. Thomas had the knack, no doubt about that much. The roses Tuck plunked into the vases looked like the wrecks of a haystack after a hurricane. A few sweeps and some fluffing and Thomas made them look as fine as the front window of a florists shop. Red roses, red as hearts blood, buds and fullest blooms. And I never cared much about taking off the thorns, he said. They are what theyre meant to be.

Tuck watched Thomas creating beauty, and it occurred to him without knowing quite why to wonder about other things that could have been. If theyd met any other time, any other place, without Cade in the middle, could they have been friends?

But what did that matter when Cade was the whole point?

Thomas tugged a rose forward to drape over the edge of the vase. Should have screwed up the whole thing, but that made it look like a girl with one curl tumbling down from one of those artless knots. If you have something you want to say, then say it.

Tuck stuffed his hands in the pockets of his unfamiliar suit to hide their knotting into fists. If you want him, this is your chance.

Thomas glanced up, sharp as a thorn. And said nothing.

Tuck fidgeted. I mean it.

No, you dont.

Youre better for him than I could ever be, Tuck said. You should take him. Fix him up, good as new. Hed have a decent life with you.

He might. Thomas arranged more crimson curls and leaves, smooth/scarred hands graceful. But he doesnt love me. You know that now. Dont taunt me. Id carry him to the ends of the earth, and hed hate every second. Im too easy for Cade. Thomas didnt look away, and he didnt blink.

All the better for Tuck to see in his eyes what he wished he hadnt. Disillusionment. Bleak disappointment. Crushed dreams almost but not entirely swept under the rug.

A lot can change in ten years, Thomas said, but not that. You heard it for yourself. He loves you. Hed only think he was happy with me, and Im not taking half when I want the whole.

But you could

Thomas hissed. A thorn had pierced his fingertip, drawing a bead of blood to the surface. He sucked at it. I havent done that in years. Damn it. He sucked the blood off. Im leaving after the ceremony.

What?

Thomas raised one shoulder. Theres nothing wrong with your ears. Ill say good-bye to Hannah and Megan, and then Im going home to St. Pius.

Just like that? Tuck couldnt hold still. This made no sense to him. You waited ten years, and then you give up like that? He snapped his fingers.

Not exactly. Thomas pulled a petal loose from the fullest of the roses. Youre not offering because you mean it. Itd just be an easy way out. Fuck you for trying. He flicked the petal to the ground. Im done waiting for what isnt mine. And if you dont take whats yours, then youre a bigger fool than I ever thought. He glanced up at the house and nodded to one of the windows. Hannah is knocking at the glass. She needs you too.

Everyone ordered him around, saying they needed him.

Did they?

If he believed thatand he did, even after all theyd put each other throughthen were there other things he damn well ought to believe in too? Like Cade, when Cade looked at him through those new eyes of his, and…

The tapping at Hannahs window grew louder, almost urgent. Tuck shook it off. Hannah needed help. Time for everything else later.

Maybe he was even right about that one.

* * *

Sometimes, just sometimes, the contrast between the two halves of his life struck Tuck as utterly ludicrous. Or maybe they were a blessing. Could just all be a matter of how you looked at it. What did he know?

Theres no one else who could do this, seriously? Tuck held back, warily clutching a palmful of pins. I know nothing about hair. Ill buy a dress, but I have limits.

Suzie-Q, sitting at Hannahs feet with her muzzle on her paws and an expression of great interest in the way she watched them, barked at him.

Loyalty, girl. Learn about it, Tuck told her.

She ignored him.

Its just a veil, Hannah chided. Help me pin it on. My hands are shaking. Please?

Shed almost tamed that mess of curls of hers for once, sleeking it down to something close to smooth except for little ringlets escaping here and there. Five feet ten and lean as a lathe or not, she almost looked like one of those fancy dolls hed seen in old Christmas movies. Megan cant help you with this?

Hannah smiled wryly at him. She wore makeup too, something soft and pretty. Megan can in no way help me with this. She wears those chopsticks because then she doesnt have to worry about anything more complicated than a brush.

She really is the butch one, isnt she?

I like to let her think so.

Whatever gets you through the night. Tuck winced. Which is near the top of the list of things I dont like to think about. Shush. He eyed the pile of what looked to him like mist on a winters morning back at St. Pius, topped with a string of pearls thathell, that matched the earrings hed bought her, the ones she wore right now.

I can already see how its going to look. Not bad at all. Hannah patted the veil into place, all ready for the pins. What do you think? She looked at him, waiting, hoping. Doll, moll, woman, child. His kid sister.

She did need him.

Tuck steadied his nerves and approached from the right. The mound of white fluff settled into a waist-length sheet of see-through lace, and the pearls fit the top of her head as if theyd been made to go there. If I fuck up your hundred-dollar hairdo, dont come crying to me.

She reached back to take his hand before he landed pin one. Everything I am, I owe to you and to Cade. I thought you should know that.

Tuck mumbled under his breath and coughed deep in his throat. Sit still or I really will screw this up. Youll walk down the aisle looking like a dandelion.

Megan would love me anyway. Hannah sat still and let him do his thing.

Thank God.

She even let him make it halfway through to the end before she spoke up again. Tuck?

Tuck slid a pin in careful as he could. They looked sharp for bobby-whatevers. Hmph, he grunted. Almost done.

I know. He saw her bite her lip in the mirror, smudging that careful lipstick.

Stop chewing on yourself, he said, nudging her shoulder. Youre gonna have to fix that now. At least that one wasnt my fault.

Its okay. It can be fixed.

Ah crap. He knew where she was headed with this. Dont, he said gruffly. You worry about getting married. Let me take care of myself.

She almost shook her head but caught herself at the last second. The pin still went in crooked; Tuck swore and tried again. It was you and Cade, she said. I was so mad at you when you told me what youd done, coming here.

Yeah, well. Cant say we didnt deserve it.

Hannah hummed softly. Maybe. I dont know. I dont think he would have come if he hadnt wanted to make things work. And Im not just talking about for me and Megan.

Kinda got that point. Damn it; hed dropped that stupid pin. He crouched to sweep the floor for the thing.

Do you? She stopped him with one hand on his cheek. About last night

Dont make me yell at a bride. Thats gotta be bad luck.

Minx. She grinned at him, the one shed learned from Cade. And about this morning.

Oh God. Tuck searched harder for that hairpin. Anything to keep her from seeing his face tomato red. Women! They loved to see a guy squirm.

And they loved nothing better than to be right, he grumbled to himself. Fuck of it was, they usually were. He sighed and settled back onto his heels. Might as well make it two for two. Say what you want to say and get it done with.

You can fix it. She pushed his hair back, neatening him up. It can be fixed.

Tuck looked up at her from his place kneeling at her feet. Now he was the one who felt like a kid again, searching faces high above him for signs of truth or lies. Whys it got to be me?

She smoothed down his hair. Because thats who you are, she said. Thats who youve always been, and you know it.

Hannah…

Shut up. She put her arms around his neck and kissed his cheek. She smelled of jasmine and tea roses. The silk of her gown whispered soft and low when he put his arms around her and they helped each other to their feet.

What do I do? he asked, hiding his face against her for once, when she couldnt see. Even if she was fully aware of it. Hannah, answer me this time. What am I supposed to do?

Dont ask questions when you already know the answers. She cradled his head like she was the mother now and he the son. Theres something I bet you forgot you told me a long, long time ago, when I was fifteen and you were trying to teach me how to drive.

What?

I remember it like it was yesterday. You looked at me with the devil in your eye, even after the life youdwed allhad, and you told me, dont worry if you go the wrong way until you learn the roads, girlie. Two wrongs can make a right.

Strains of music drifted in from below.

Oh God. Showtime. Hannah squeezed his hand too hard, nervous for the first time.

Stop that, he scolded, taking her arm. Now go be happy.

Only if you are too. Her veil whispered around her shoulders. Try, Tuck. Thats all anyone can ask. If it doesnt work out, it doesnt work out. But I think it will.

And youre that sure because?

Because I know you. Dummy. You love for life. Dont throw that away now. She shook it off. Now march. Ive got a date, and Im not going to be late.

What else to do but obey her?

What else, yeah. That was the question, wasnt it?

* * *

They met at the foot of the servants stairs, he and Cade. Tuck had forgotten thatd happen until he saw them both, waiting for him and Hannah.

Tuck knew he should have had eyes only for Megan. Shed tied her hair up just like when she was studying, only…more so, and fancy, down to the combs anchoring the artfully messy twist of her hair. Be damned if she wasnt dressed to the nines in white tux and tails. She looked ten years old; she looked like a cake topper; she looked like k.d. lang, and she looked like a woman grown. He got a lump in his throat when he took her in, but so help him and forgive me, Megs, but one glance at Cade and everything else…

Stopped.

Cade wore the same suit as Tuck, simple gunmetal gray cut to fit without anything fancy about it. Good and plain. He made it look a hell of a lot better than Tuck did.

But that was always the truth. Cade, he took Tucks breath away on a daily basis. In bed. Out of it. On his knees in a shower, miles of him stretched out in a bed of rumpled sheets with the smell of sex hanging heavy and rich in the air they shared from mouth to mouth.

Hed loved Cade since hed met the guy. True facts. One sneak peek down a Catholic home hallway and hed fallen hard enough hed never gotten back up.

No matter how the saying went, could a man go home again?

Babe. Megan made the first move to reach for her fiancée, but it was Hannah who took charge and did the kissing. Now they were sharing the lipstick, but it didnt smear. Better than new, because now they matched. Slim girlish arms went around bodies, heedless of silk and satin, and they held each other as if they were the only other people in the world.

Over their heads, Cade met Tucks gaze and held them both there. Cade wasnt without fear. He swallowed, the ripple of his throat visible, but be damned if he didnt straighten up and stand tall and hold tight.

A glint of bronze showed against Cades chest. The key. Hed worn that stupid necklace key instead of a tie. He lifted it to show Tuck, as if Tuck could have missed it.

I miss you, he said without speaking a word; they hadnt been parted by more than a few rooms in an old house, but it felt like years and miles, with him left on the other side trying to see the road back.

Yeah, Tuck said, in the same way. Tell me what to do?

Cade shook his head. I would if I could, but I dont know either. He steadied himself one more time, and when he mouthed the words this time, Tuck knewknewhe meant them. But I do know you love me.

It really was on him now. The last choice. And only minutes now left to make up his mind before the wedding was over. The doors were opening to let the sunlight in, Hannah wound her arm in his to hold him steady, and together they let Cade and Megan go first, arm in arm.

New days. New lives.

No more time now. Hannah tugged at his arm to get him to move out into the bright light of day, down the aisle, to the endand to the beginningof everything hed ever known.

Now or never, Tuck boy. Now or never again. Choose.

You know what you want. Do you have the balls to take it?


Chapter Twenty-five



Tuck took his place at the periphery of the crowd. Didnt mean to. Just happened that way, a natural drift that took him to the edge. And it wasnt bad. He could see everything from there.

They were something else, his girls. Look at them, holding court like a couple of princesses. Megan in her white tux, the tie stuffed in her pocket with one end trailing loose and her collar open. Hannahs hair had mostly sprung loose; Megan rolling her eyes and twitching out a single pin that let the rest burst free. Laughter from the crowd milling in languid figure eights around the lawn and the pavilion, wandering where they would but always coming back.

Was it a perfect wedding? Hell no. It was makeshift and cockeyed, Mason and Dixon, borrowed and sixpenced. Offbeat without apologies, refusing to bow its head to tradition, and driving forward with all the strength two tough ladies could muster. Which, if you asked Tuck, was more than a hell of a lot.

Something else, all right, those two. Tuck waved to them above the guests, shaking his head and lifting his glass when they beckoned him closer. Not yet.

Theyd earned this hour. Let em shine.

Tuck gave one of the posts an experimental shake. Didnt budge. As good as if theyd planted it in concrete, hed say, even if Cade would look at him crosswise as if hed lost his mind. Then hed remind Cade he never had cared for that parable about sowing seed on bad ground. Grass could shove its way up through poured cement, right? Didnt matter where you were planted. It only mattered how you grew.

He snorted quietly and sipped at his champagne. Next thing you knew, hed jump up on the caterers table and break out with a speech.

Still. He couldnt say he disliked his thoughts.

An older guy, maybe in his early sixties, bumped Tucks elbow. He saved his champagne but bumped the pavilion post. The man had been headed past, but he stopped short and steadied Tuck. Are you all right, son?

No sweat. Tuck lifted his glass. I got what matters, right?

The man chuckled. I suppose you do, at that.

Tuck would have let it pass. No harm no foul. Only…there was something about this guy that made him look twice. Some thread of memory, like hed met this man before, a long time ago. You ever been to New York?

The city? Once or twice, but not since the 1990s, Im afraid. Long before our time.

Say again?

The man tapped his temple, above the salt and among the pepper. Itll come to you later, son. Dont worry.

Wait. That. Tuck damn near dropped his champagne. Father Michael?

Once, he said. Just Michael now.

You left St. Pius. I remember they told me. Holy hell. Tuck tried to latch on to the old mans arm. Where did you go? Neither Hannah nor Megan could find you. Megan said something about it being easier to track Jason Bourne.

Michael chuckled. Ill take that as a compliment.

You do that, Tuck said. Even nearing sixty, Michael looked younger than Tuck remembered him back at the home. Eyes brighter, fewer wrinkles. He fiddled at his side, reaching for where a rosary would have hung off his belt. Youre not telling, huh?

No more than I need to. Oh, Im not trying to be mysterious, but I like my privacy. I did get an invitation, but I didnt know until now Id accept it. More fool me, I suppose.

Yeah. That, Tuck recalled plenty good enough. Itsgood to see you, he said, knowing it was lame, but be damned if he could come up with anything better. He couldnt take it in. Why did you come?

Mmm. Michael held a drink hed barely touched. He swirled the goblet, watching champagne bubbles go around and around. To see you. The four of you.

But

To see how youd grown up. Whether or not I was rightMichael hesitatedabout many things.

Oh. Be damned. Or not. Oh, who knows? Tuck thought he understood now, maybe, why Michael had left the church.

Michael paid no attention to any internal musings. Never had had time for any bullshit, him. Im glad to see I was right after all. It makes…many things…worthy, even for what they cost.

Tuck swallowed around the knot of his tie choking him. No lies?

None. Peace be unto you, my son.

And to you. The words fell easily from Tucks lips as if hed never lost the habit. Michael nodded once and was gone, melting into the crowd. Tuck caught a glimpse or three of him threading his way through before he lost the man entirely.

As Michael would have wanted it, he guessed. Tuck knew he wouldnt tell anyone else Michael had been there. Hed have wanted that tooand hed trusted Tuck with the choice.

Like Cade, coming back from the faraway places…

Not thinking, Tuck leaned on the post. On the roses wound through the fairy lights. A string of the blossoms, caught on his sleeve, twisted and tumbled free. Petals fell with it, sprinkling the ground at his feet. Damn. Itd get crushed if he didnt rescue it.

Tuck shrugged one sleeve of his coat lower than the other to protect his hands and crouched, careful of the thorns. Huh. This one had been stripped clean, no sharp edges.

He hadnt seen Thomas in the crowd. Tuck knew if he looked he wouldnt find the man, no more than hed find Michael now. Theyd gone where quiet men went when theyd said their piece and made their stand, and that was a place Tuck figured hed never be able to find.

Tuck turned the rose over, touching the smooth, pale green patches where the thorns had been shaved away. Hed been right, Tuck thought. Another time, another place, and theyd have been friends. But then there would have been no Cade. He wished things had turned out differently for Thomas but not enough to be sorry about Cade.

Theres no changing what was, he thought. Only what can be.

He sensed the gaze fixed on him in the way of all such gazes, someone watching him and not turning aside. Still crouching, he searched up through the grouponly he didnt have to look far. Cade was there, kneeling beside him, reaching for the rose.

I saw it fall, Cade said. And then I saw you.

Tuck understood now. You knew where Id end up. All these have the thorns cut off, dont they? A quick check of the post proved him right. He shook his head at Cade. You think youre pretty smart, dont you?

I get by. Cade sobered. He spread his hands. Tuck

Tuck began to speak

And women in white were at their sides, one each, swift and graceful as hawks and doves. Megan by Cade, Hannah by him, both pinker from standing in the sun, disheveled and teasing. Come on, Hannah said, pulling Tuck to his feet. You promised.

Tuck looked curiously at Cade.

Cade returned the same puzzled glance and added a confused shrug.

Refresh my memory? Tuck asked her.

Hannah tapped him on the back of his head and kissed his cheek. The brother-sister dance, dummy. Will you do me the honor?

Oh jeez. There went that lump in his throat again; Tuck had to cough around it. Beside him, Cade offered Megan his arm, same as theyd done escorting other ladies. An old-fashioned gesture in a brave new world, Tuck figured as he followed Cades example and did the same for Hannah.

* * *

It was a bare pavilion they walked into, all guests drifted to the perimeters. Everyone was silent. Waiting, watching. Pops and flashes of light from cameras made Tuck blink, and the silence before the music made his ears ring.

He flashed Cade a panic signal. Cades shoulders shook, and his grin was something fine to behold.

You had a good teacher, Tuck lip-read him saying.

Cade sobered in a better way than ever before. So did I.

Tuck swallowed hard. The knot went down this time and stayed down. Yeah. He knew how to do this, if he took the first step. Clasping Hannahs hand, he placed it on his shoulder and rested his on her waist.

He didnt know the song, but the steps were the same.

Hannah made a good partner, light on her feetbut not, he noticed with some surprise, half as light as Megan. Megan floatedunless that was Cade doing all the work.

Cade taught you this? Hannah asked him, not too soft and not too loud to disturb the song. He didnt do half bad.

Tuck made a face at her. I should put that on my tombstone. Not half bad. He dodged her swipe. I know, I know. Im an idiot.

And I wouldnt have you any other way, you know, she said. Im not the only one either.

Oh, really now?

Yes, really. Hannah pulled a little too hard in a turn.

Jeez, woman. For someone whos supposed to be following, youre doing a damn good job of taking the lead.

I know, she said, absolutely serene right up to the moment where Tuck jolted up against someone tall and strong. Cade, pressed back-to-back with him.

He heard a few giggles. God only knew what they had to look like, frozen in place. His eyes had to be wide as cartoon goggles. Hannah sure had to clap her hand over her mouth to hold her mirth in.

Megans hair brushed Tucks arm as she ducked around him without shame. Took you long enough, babe.

You know the boys. Theyre slow, but they get there in the end. Hannah extended her hand for Megan to take.

Megan cocked her hip and tilted her head at Tuck. Mind if I cut in? Fair warning, if you dont say yes, Ill be a rude bitch and do it anyway.

Giggles became chuckles, rippling out. Tuck put up a damn good fight against them, though he suspected that to be a losing battle. Go on. He knuckled the top of her headgentlyand nudged her toward Hannah. Go be happy.

Not eloquent. But there werent many couples out there in the world, Tuck figured, whod get better.

Theyd come to the end of the first song, and the hush rose again. Waiting to see what theyd do.

Romeo really was kind of a moron, but six hundred years later, they were still talking about him. That had to be worth something.

If he told anyone in the audience, theyd think he was nuts.

Cade would understand.

The decision made itself for Tuck. Wasnt something he could put into words, but it sat easier than hed thought behind his breastbone, a spark of warmth. A coal waking up, impatient to burn.

Thomas had waited half his life for something he knew wasnt going to happen, and he hadnt tried to change it. Just lashed himself with his own thorns and stood back to suffer.

Father Michael had left his robe and rosary behind to gowell, who knew where?

Hannah and Megan had grown up.

That left just himself and Cade, Tuck thought. And in the end, it wasnt that easy, no.

But it wasnt that hard either. And it didnt matter which way it happened. Only that it did.

Tuck hooked his thumbs in his pockets and grinned up at Cade, as cheeky as the seventeen-year-old boy hed been when they first met. Are you gonna dance with me now or what?


Chapter Twenty-six



Cade tipped back his head and laughed, and be damned to anything else. He took Tucks hand, and Tuck took his. Just like the way theyd practiced. Different in the ways they hadnt.

The music wasnt quite the same, a new song starting. The tempo was slower and newer, not older. Tuck thought he heard a saxophone before a woman with a voice like honeyed whisky began to sing words he couldnt make out but still understood from the way she sang them.

Dancing wasnt what Tuck would call this. They moved, sure, but this was almostalmostas if they were alone in the apartment, where everything had gone wrong, but that was different too.

Crowd be damned. Circled about so by Cade, leading him, Tuck could have closed his eyes and breathed in the smells of home, where things had never gone wrong and always right.

He could hear the creak of their apartment floorboards underfoot and knew if he took two steps in the wrong direction, hed bump up against the edge of the bed and take Cade tumbling down with him.

Look at me? Cade stroked Tucks side, tickling where he would know it never failed to tease Tuck awake on the rare occasion when he did drift off. Same as Tuck knew where to caress Cade and coax him back to the real world.

Tomato sauce and wood floors shining with orange-scented polish. A bottle of red and a bottle of white, both left open, and a long-empty bottle of the best of the best between them, the candle fitted into its neck burned halfway down and sweet with beeswax.

Tuck looked at Cade. Always had. Always would.

I missed this, Cade said, turning him around with a real gentlemans grace, even when he stumbled. Six months ago, I tried to tell myself I didnt.

But you were wrong.

Each breath Cade took moved their chests together. Soft now, but he drew in a sharper pull of air with the jolt of sense memory that came hand in hand with the moment, recalling when they strove as hard for each draw as they pushed against each other in rumpled sheets washed soft as down.

To look at Cade was to want him. To be held by him was to crave more. Missing something this sharp and hard meant a man shouldnt let it go. Wanting it as fierce as a fire would consume an open field, that meant more.

But…theyd changed. Both of them. In small ways and in larger shifts. When Cade bent to press his forehead to Tucks, he could tell Cade knew that too.

Only, one thing had changed and stayed the same. Them. Who they could make each other.

You know its not gonna be easy, Tuck said, tilting back to look Cade in the eye. Some things have to be different. So this doesnt happen again. You get that, right?

I do now, Cade said. His lips were so close. He touched the tip of his tongue to the top of the bow of his mouth, too pretty for a man of his shape and angles but suiting him better than any other. I wish Id

Tuck touched his mouth to Cades to shut him up. One kiss, quickly there and gone, but sweet enough to make a lasting impression. Thats one thing, he said, steady and true. The past stays in the past.

Cades forehead wrinkled in confusion.

Those who dont learn from history are doomed to repeat it. Ive had enough of that. Tuck took control for one turn around the small circle theyd made for themselves on the lawn. Weve talked it to death. Way I see it, we both know it by heart.

Cade nodded, still a little puzzled but with a light dawning. Its action now.

Doing, not saying. Tuck ignored the rules of the proper dance and put his arms around Cades waist to slow them down, almost stopping. And not being stubborn asses about it either.

Cade nearly laughed in the way he used to, the humor that had awakened over the years in his eyes, the softness of his lips. Agreed.

Except theres one more thing I need you to know. Tuck stopped and gave Cade a shake, hard enough for Cade to know he meant this and easy enough not to hurt him. Never to hurt him again, in ignorance or on his way to the road paved full of good intentions that led to places not so good at all.

Cade listened to him, silent, but the way he held Tuck spoke of more. A hunger growing inside of him, finally loosed of its chains. Truth be told, that plus the dark light in his eyes burned its way inside Tuck and made him shiver. So good. Then say it.

Tuck held him fast. I wont give a damn about the past. I wont. If you dont. Takes two. He made himself back up two steps, then one more, but not so far that he didnt lose Cades hand. Deal?

Cade regarded him steadily, with the hunger not gone or satiated but purring in a lions rasp, deep as the sky soaring up above them. Deep as the darkness of a lovers night. He drew Tuck back to him with the easiest of tugs, bringing them chest to chest, and tucked a wayward strand of hair behind Tucks ear. All in, he said. Deal.

His kiss tasted sweeter than honeyed wine and hot as raw whisky. Tuck barely even heard the wedding guests, neither their bringing their hands together in quiet clapping nor their small murmurs of delight at a piece of fairy tale unexpected. He had no ears for them. Only for Cade. And in Cades kiss, he couldnt help but fall, as he always had, caught in Cades spell now and forevermore.

And that was as it should be, he thought. Finally.


Chapter Twenty-seven



That was as it should have been. This was better.

With the curtains drawn in the guest bedroom, daylight dimmed to the next best thing to dusk. Even if the air did grow close and warm, as far as Tuck was concerned, that was all the better. Felt like New York on a summer night, where clothes were not necessary and best when cast aside to fall where they wanted.

Or maybe like that one July afternoon in August at St. Piuss, when everyone else had gone on a day trip and theyd hidden behind, doing things that would have shocked the saints, and kissed for hours after, until their lips were numb and sore and neither of them sorry in the least.

As neither of them were sorry now. Finally.

Tuck stumbled into their borrowed bedroom as clumsily as the kid hed been, laughing into each kiss when he could get the breath to.

Something funny? Cade asked, his mouth on the soft spot beneath Tucks ear, leaving marks from stubble and the graze of his teeth. Tuck drew in a sharp breath and angled up. He hooked one leg behind Cades. What did you know? Those dance lessons were good for more than one thing.

Its all funny, Tuck said. Everything. You. Me. Here. He took Cade by the sides of his face, wishing to God his hair would hurry up and grow backbut not minding the shortness so much nowand kissed him with all the want burning within him. I still think Romeos a moron. But maybe thats not such a bad thing.

What?

To be a fool for love.

Cade groaned against Tucks skin, but he shook with amusement too, and that was more than good enough for Tuck. I missed you, he said. Just so you know, Im going to keep saying that.

Tonight you can. Not afterward. Tuck reached for the buttons on Cades snow-white shirt. They were small and slippery, but his hands were steady. Each slipped through its hole and drew the body-warmed linen panels farther apart, baring skin he abruptly, absolutely had to taste.

Thought became action. Tuck bent, dropping to one knee, pressing his mouth to the salty-hot skin as he went. He stopped only when it was time to play, hooking two fingers beneath Cades belt. Babe. Can I?

Dont ever ask again, Cade said. The words were one thing, their meaning another. Dont ask meant dont have to ask.

It did not, on the other hand, mean dont tease. Tuck planned to take advantage of that. Hed earned this, damn it, and fuck him if he hadnt gotten addicted to this particular torment.

He mouthed Cades cock, good and gloriously hard, fancy slacks stretched as obscenely tight as they could go over the hard line of him. Got him good and wet, the fabric clinging to him and Cade breathing in quick bursts, shallow gasps that became a strangled shout when Tuck cupped, molded, and pressed his palm against Cade.

He rocked, giving Cade something to thrust into but not enough to make him come, even when Cade did moan and tug at his hair in wordless begging. The tug became a yank, the sting in Tucks scalp making him purr as he rose.

This was his man, who liked a bit of rough. Who could top him like no-fucking-one else in the wideness of the world and knew what he liked. When he wanted to give it.

Looked like he was in luck. Cades nostrils flared, and his lips thinned tight, but there was no hiding that devils sparkle in his eye. Wasnt something Tuck considered himself overfamiliar with, but something he planned to strike a match to every damn time he could.

Get on the bed, Cade ordered. On your back.

And just in case Tuck had been inclined to protestwhich no way in hell he would haveCade pushed him, sending him where Cade wanted him. Tuck landed with a bounce that rumpled up that Richie Rich duvet just fine.

He propped himself on his elbows and took in the view, because it was a view well worth taking his time over.

Whod blame him? Cade with his coat off, his shirt open, slacks outlining every inch of his gorgeous cock.

Youve got me here, Tuck said. He propped himself on his elbows, disobeying a bit. Just a bit, to tease him. What are you gonna do with me now?

Cade drew his belt free of its loops and tossed it to the floor. What do you think?

Fuck me. Tuck shuddered, head to toe. His cock strained against his pants; thank fuck they werent jeans. He had to palm himself now to press down and calm, but oh, that brought sharper glints of light to Cades eyes.

Soon, Cade said. He shrugged the shirt off his shoulders and let it fall. Tuck thought he might tease over his slacks, groping the wet spot, but no. He took the two steps to the edge of the bed, his groin within reach of Tucks head, and took him by the nape. Held Tuck there as he did away with the barriers in their way and freed himself.

Tuck couldnt look away and didnt want to. Ever. Yeah?

Cade laughed, dark and smoky. A tiny bit shaky. His hands didnt shake at all when he drew the tip of his cock over Tucks lips, leaving the taste of sticky salt behind that demanded to be licked off. What do you think?

I think this. Tuck rested his weight on one arm for the sake of capturing Cade by the hips and holding him there, tipping himself almost off balance to lap at the head of Cades cock.

One taste wasnt anywhere near enough. Nor was two. He sucked at the crown, milking Cade for the flavor of him and the slippery drops that he cradled in the cup of his tongue that he spread down Cades length in noisy slides of lips over shaft, taking him deeper, deeper still

Cade pushed him back, careful but rough. He shimmied his hips to free them of the slacks and let them fall, stepping out of them as fucking gorgeous as a man could be. He took himself in hand and pumped.

No fair teasing, Tuck protested.

Then get yourself undressed, and I wont.

Tuck arched an eyebrow. Kind of hard to do by myself when Im flat on my back.

Is that you asking me for help?

Nope. Tuck savored the pause as much as Cades cock stiffening darker, harder, jutting up toward his belly. Thats me telling you.

Demon. Cade would have crushed Tuck if he hadnt taken his weight on one arm, so fast and rough did he bend to kiss him breathless and half-blind. I guess I owe you one.

Dont owe me anything.

God. Cade kissed him, teeth bruising lips, both of them harsh on one another the only way harsh should be.

Cade wasnt near as careful with the buttons as Tuck had been, but any complaints there? No way. Tuck stretched luxuriantly and arched his chest, loving the feel of air on his skin. Loving better Cades hurricane of kisses and bites, of hands that roamed everywhere, of teeth that caught Tucks nipple between them and bit, making him shout and lift his back off the bed.

Cade pressed him down and held him there. Dont move, he murmured, making fast work of getting those damn pants out of the way. Hell if Tuck wasnt half as soaked as Cade, his balls aching-full and his cockhead wet.

Fuck, Tuck swore, making a chant of it. Cades mouth drawing him in, hell, it couldnt be more different than his go at a blow this morning than if they were two different men.

Tuck guessed they might be, actually. He scratched at the sides of Cades head in lieu of hair, bitten-short nails scuffing, not scratching his scalp. He strained against Cades arm holding him firm at the waist, keeping him from thrusting up into that warm wet tunnel of a mouth, going too far and too fast to make this last.

He shoved Cades shoulder. Get up here, he said, voice rough from desire and resonant with his hunger for more, for anything, whatever Cade would give him and what he sure as hell hoped Cade would. Were both naked. I say we do something more about it.

God, you are unbelievable. Didnt sound like a bad thing, the way Cade said it now. Unbelievable…

Tuck was pleased to be right when Cade climbed atop him, stretching out full length, swollen cocks sliding hard and fast in the smooth skin between groins and hips, fucking against skin made slick with musky sweat.

Not enough, though. He shoved up, lifting Cade off him. Follow my lead.

Tuck could tell Cade knew what he wanted. Cade jostled Tuck half in teasing and half to get Tuck right where Tuck was sure they both wanted him, straddling Cades lap.

Cade didnt let him fall while he bent and twisted to dig the lube out of the bedside table drawer. A condom came with it, static cling molding it to the side of the bottle.

Tuck scowled at the thing and held the foil square in front of Cades face before flicking it to the floor. No one but you. You get that?

Cades kiss told Tuck that he did and that it wouldnt need repeating either.

Still kissing him, Cade took the slick from Tuck and put it to damn good use. Too hard, too rough, too eager, but good. So good.

Cade lifted Tuck and eased him down. He butted his head beneath Tucks chin, straining to wait, to let Tuck get used to it.

Hell with that. Tuck took the reins, and he ran with them, rising. Whatever you can give, I can take.

You always could, Cade said, his own jaw clenched tight. He lifted Tuck and eased him halfway downlifted and thrust and slammed their bodies together, ass to thigh, again and again. Never the same twice, no rhythm from the beginning, but be damned if they needed that now. All that mattered was more.

Tuck bit Cade when he came with no time to warn the man, but that was okay. Cades nails dug into his back, sharp stings thatd leave half-moon marks to enjoy every day until they healed, and flooded Tuck, filling him with everything hed held back for far too long.

They stayed as they were, gasping uselessly for deeper breaths of the humid air that tasted of sex and each other. Here, Tuck said, sucking up one last love mark on Cades neck. And there. Just so you dont forget.

As if I could. Cades cum slicked his cock, making it easier and the most impossible thing ever to lift Tuck off. His arms wouldnt take Tucks weight and dropped him on the bed, but that was okay, because Cade himself came tumbling after, his head at rest over Tucks heart.

And that too was as it should be.

He smoothed Tucks hair where hed pulled too hard, not easing away the sting but reminding him of it. There was no pleasure without a little bit of pain.

After the past few monthsyearsTuck thought maybe he ought to get that tattooed somewhere. Probably on his ass. Hed make Cade do it too. Thinking about what hed have to do to convince Cade? Not a bad thing.

Tuck settled with a sigh. Some kind of wedding.

Some kind, Cade agreed, slow and sleepy.

Then there was nothing but the sound of the bed settling, sheets falling into folds, and breath slowing in time with the beat of noisy hearts. Tuck thought maybe that was it. That theyd fall asleep now, together; thatd suit him fine.

But Cade moved beneath him, shifting up. He turned his head on the pillow and nudged Tucks chin up to get a better look at him. A house? he asked. Is that still what you want?

Tuck propped his chin between Cades nipples, to the right of his heart. Damn right. Only Id do it different this time, that I promise. Well be in debt for the rest of our lives. Im up for it. You?

Cade nudged him down and lay still, stroking idly through Tucks hair, sifting the strands that dried into curls.

Me? he asked, taking in the comfort Tuck gave him and giving Tuck the strength hed learned to lean on. A home of our own, me and you, Cade said, rolling the words on his tongue with what sounded like hope. Like happiness. I think Id like that.

There was no answer for that but for Tuck to kiss him.

And when one kiss led to another and another still, well. Tuck wasnt complaining.


Epilogue



Cade tapped the folded newspaper against his leg. He bit his lip and looked up, through trees long since overgrown and at ivy curtaining brick walls. Tuck sat behind him on the edge of an old fountain fallen into disuse ages ago but still good. All it needed was some TLC and, failing that, a jackhammer.

Im not going to ask what you think is funny now, Cade said. He traced the bright red circle Tuck had drawn around the real estate ad thatd led them here. You really think this is the one?

Tuck propped his chin on his hand. Rosebushes prickled around them, plenty of thorns and still some late-autumn blooms showing. A fence bordered the property, old-fashioned pickets set sturdily enough in the ground to keep Suzie-Q safe. She sniffed at them, barking every now and then in approval in case her two men missed the point. Good thing dogs were color-blind, because the paint job? Well…interesting was the best that could be said of soft orange mixed with a few whites. Creamsicle.

Tuck was in love.

This is it, he said. Speak now, or forever

Cade laughed. Or forever wish I had? I know. He treated the property to a good hard once-over. Calling it a fixer-upper is casting shame on real fixer-uppers, he teased.

You see a disaster, I see a few weekends of DIY. Tuck waved that aside. Its all in the eye of the beholder.

So say you?

So say I. The one whos going to be doing all the work.

Not all of it. Cade had his stubborn face on. I taught you how to dance. You never got to finish teaching me how to hammer a nail without taking my thumb off. His lips quirked up at one corner. Oh wait. That was your thumb.

Barely a scratch, and everybodys still making a fuss. Tuck said. He rolled his eyes in pretended offense that he knew fooled absolutely no one, and why should it? He loved Cade in a jokey mood.

Hey. Cade held himself easier these days. Tuck loved that too. It doesnt mean you wont do it right this time.

Tuck eyed his lover. The devil, or maybe an angel with an odd sense of humor, made him ask a question unplanned. You trust me?

Cades return glance was sharpbefore it softened. Yes, he said.

And Tuck believed him now. Again. Like before. Better.

So were decided? This is the one? Cade tucked the newspaper under his arm and held the other one out, an open space for Tuck to fill if he liked.

Bet your life Tuck did. He leaned his head on Cades shoulder. This is it, he said. The end of the road. Halfway between Albany and New York, with roses and ivy and neighbors just close enough to annoy, a backyard more than big enough for Suzie-Q, and an extra room for Hannah and Megan if they wanted to visit.

Cade jostled him gently. Thats some kind of a thing for a driver to say.

Eh. Tuck shrugged. Whats the point in a road if you cant find your way home?

Cade wrinkled his nose. Cheese.

You love it, and you know it. Tuck craned his neck to look up at Cade. So? Agreed, disagreed?

I think… Cade took his time about it, tapping that paper, biting his lip. Making sure he was sure, thinking it through.

Tuck could wait. They were better, both of them. That didnt mean perfect, but hey. They were imperfect together and making it work.

Yes, Cade said finally. Its home.

Damn right.

Cade laughed quietly. You would put it that way. He kissed the top of Tucks head, then bent to pick up his knapsack and slung it over his shoulder. Grab that for sale sign on your way to the car, he called to Tuck. No one else gets a chance at this one.

That thing people always said? They had it backward and sideways. If a guy was luckylucky twice overthen two wrongs could make a right. Man, of anybody else out there, Tuck figured hed be the one to know.

Tuck closed his eyes and breathed deeply, tasting the peace and the smell of good honest soil, roses and sun-warmed stone, and let the rustle of leaves fill his ears. He let his eyelids drift open and looked up at the sun.

You know, he thought, I didnt even ask for one this time, but I think its going to be a good day today.
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Dedication



For the one Ill love with all my heart, to be kept in trust for you until the day we find each other.
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