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  Chapter 1

  


  


  "I can't believe I'm selling myself." FBI Special Agent Asher Hall straightened his tie. "Are you sure this isn't illegal?"


  Holly Clarke patted the electric blue kerchief in his breast pocket. "Yep. And it's moral, too. All for a worthy cause. Think of it as that classic win-win-win scenario."


  Okay... "Win-win-win?" Sometimes following his teammates required a translator.


  "Sure. Some nice lady wins a fabulous weekend with you in Italy, the local homeless shelter and food bank gets a huge boost to its funding, and you might--just might--meet someone interesting enough to take out for a second time. Maybe even date steady." Her grin dared him to argue. "I know it's a new sort of concept, but I think you could like having a girlfriend who lasted more than twenty-four hours."


  "Ha. Ha." Even his best sarcasm never worked on her. Asher didn't know why he bothered. "I dated Poppy McIntyre for two years." He managed to meet the gaze Holly gave him for all of ten seconds. "Okay, perhaps not the best example."


  "Yeah, that was more of an armed conflict than a relationship." She cocked her head, surveying him carefully from the toes of his polished dress shoes to his carefully combed hair. "I think you're ready to prove yourself worth of lightening someone's bank account."


  "Why did I let Scott talk me into this?"


  Holly grinned. "Uh, it was your idea to...what was it you said? Grace the female social set of the greater DelMarVa area with proper incentive to open their considerable pocketbooks?" She brushed a spot of lint from his lapel. "And when you pulled up that romance novel persona for your online video... I thought you'd be ecstatic to strut the runway for the final bidding."


  He could hardly say he currently suffered a raging case of stage fright. "I'm merely concerned with certain tawdry aspects I hadn't considered." Not entirely a lie. Even though the advertising all stressed the platonic aspects of the prizes, he had a very good idea some of the bidders had far from altruistic plans in mind. "Still, one must soldier on."


  "That's the spirit." The punch she delivered to his shoulder held a dose of sarcasm and he tossed withering glare in her direction as he headed for the stage and an over-crowded ballroom of people willing to look him over and see if he was a tempting enough entree to buy.


  


  
    * * * *
  


  God, let's just get this over with so I can meet my new...temporary owner...and go find a double Scotch on the rocks. Asher tried not to let the tremor in his knees show as the bachelors all stood up on stage, waiting to find out to whom and for how much they went. Maybe a double-double.


  He plastered a meaningless smile on his face and listened as some of his fellow bachelors faced the indignity of low bids.


  Oh, God, what if no one wants me?


  He hadn't really considered that possibility. After all, he had some physical assets--height, a trim muscular form, a pleasing face, and all his hair. And, as Holly had so winningly pointed out, an inability to keep a girlfriend for more than twenty-four hours, Poppy notwithstanding.


  Suppose my bids are lower than anyone else's?


  The teasing would go on for years. It would likely hound him until retirement. He felt decidedly faint when the mistress of ceremonies began his introduction.


  "And our next entry, I'm very glad to say, made this year's charity event a huge success. He took the highest bid in the history of this event. Special Agent Asher Hall."


  Oh, thank you! Relief blanked his mind enough he could step forward and not collapse on the stage. He even managed a smile for the emcee. "Good evening, Monica." The speech he'd practiced for hours took over. "It's my pleasure to help you help our community." He could nearly feel Holly rolling her eyes.


  Monica smiled and went back to her notes. "Agent Hall, along with the pleasure of his company, has offered his lucky bidder... Oh, my! A weekend on the Italian Riviera. Well, well." She glanced at him and that note card came awfully close to serving as a fan.


  "A memorable three days of culture and relaxation." He grinned out into the darkened room, grateful for the spotlight. He couldn't actually see who might or might not have purchased him.


  "And the winner of this memorable experience is..." An usher handed Monica a small envelope, which she opened. "Anonymous." Her brows drew together and she looked out over the audience. "Do we have the bidder here?"


  The audience rustled, but no one called out or stepped forward.


  Anonymous? No one else had an unknown bidder. All had been eager to cart away their temporary date. What sort of person spent huge amounts of cash and then...hid?


  "All I have here is an email address." Monica glanced out again, but to no avail. "Well, Agent Hall, I guess you'll just have to catch up with your lady afterward."


  He took the card she gave him and managed a smile that conveyed pleased anticipation. When need be, he could lie with the best of them. "I look forward to the pleasure."


  


  
    * * * *
  


  "So, are you going to email your new owner or not?" Holly's grin outshone the sequins on her dress as they danced under the lights of the banquet hall.


  "Not owner--date. This wasn't a slave auction." If anything, it was closer to prostitution than slavery. Neither appealed at the moment. Asher moved in easy time with Holly, years of friendship adding to their grace. "I suppose I should."


  She read his trepidation far too easily, rubbing her hand over his shoulder. "I was teasing, Asher. Look, just because your date chose to be mysterious for the moment doesn't mean there's anything to worry about. Just email her and get it over with." Her grin flashed again. "I didn't set up your phone email for my health, you know."


  The music faded into a more rock and roll tempo, and he led her from the floor to a white-draped table. "I suppose I should at least acknowledge the rather hefty donation she's made." He sank into an uncomfortable straight chair. "Shouldn't I?" The stage fright returned.


  "Yes, you should." She moved his now-refilled Scotch out of his reach. "And you don't need that to gear up. Just say hi, thanks for bidding, are you here tonight, and when would you like to make arrangements for our date. Nothing overly scary. I promise. And no, I can't hold your hand. You need both to hold the phone and type."


  "I remember now why I have absolutely no desire to date you. My life would be utterly under your control." Even so he pulled his cell from his pocket and retrieved the paper with the email address. Wanting2KnowU@yahoo.com. Even the email gave no hint of his soon-to-be travelling companion's identity. Unless she happened to be an expensive call girl.


  Under Holly's commanding gaze, he typed a very simple introduction--a more elegantly worded version of her dictation--and swallowed as he hit the send command.


  "See? Utterly painless." She moved his drink back. "You can have that now if you feel the need. Or you can come dance with me again."


  He lifted the Scotch as he stared around the room, hoping to see some fair lady reaching for her phone. While several people seemed to be emailing or texting, none looked his way. Well, one of his fellow agents did, and Asher immediately refocused on Holly. He didn't want to think of the ribbing he was going to receive at the hands of Scott Jamison and the other members of his unit. "Can we dance, too? I think I may need both the liquor and the comfort."


  Her laugh eased the knot in his stomach. A little. "Sure. Come on." She took his hand and let him pull her up before she smiled just off to his right. "Hey, Scott. You got Edna Lindsey eating out of your hand two years running. She bought you at the children's hospital charity function last year."


  Jamison grinned, all boyish charm and masculine beauty. Of course the lady was charmed. Asher wasn't sure if he felt better or worse at the sight of the octogenarian on Scott's arm. On the happier side of speculation, such a woman would make a lovely companion and not expect any tawdry sexual encounters. On the worrisome side of the equation, such a woman wouldn't lead him to want any tawdry sexual encounters.


  Perhaps he needed to be more vigorous in his pursuit of romance.


  "Aw, Holly, Eddy just loves me 'cause nobody else will take her to the batting cages." Scott smiled down at the plump lady who barely stood to his biceps. "She's good, too. Yankees need a good cleanup hitter this year. I'm thinking of calling the owners on her behalf." He looked down suddenly as his cell phone chirped. "Oops. Better get that. Hope it's not business. I hate having to skip out on a party." Dropping a kiss to the top of Ms. Lindsey's head, he grinned as she beamed up at him. "Be right back, darling. Duty calls." He stepped away, phone already to his ear.


  Asher tried to let himself be distracted by Edna's witty conversation and her impressive political and social connections. But he could think only of the cell phone in his pocket.


  "Nothing major." Scott rejoined them after only a few minutes, slipping his phone back into its belt case as he sat down. "Got a meeting with an informant in the morning. Maybe something we can finally get Gengo Morita for, and put his ass behind bars for good." He tipped an imaginary hat at his date. "Sorry, Eddy. This guy's been giving us headaches for years."


  Asher lost any interest in the capture of the noted mobster when his cell began vibrating. Courtesy warred with burning curiosity. When he realized he hadn't actually processed a word of Scott's last three sentences, he gave in to the curiosity. Excusing himself, he moved a few steps away, retrieving his phone from his pocket. The notice of a reply to his email burned on the screen.


  He dropped into the nearest chair and opened the email. Relief came with each word. No gloating, no innuendo, just a charming acknowledgement of his note and a wish to spend some time getting to know him as they planned out the details of the trip. No pressure, no mention wanting anything in exchange for the exorbitant amount she'd bid, just a friendly message expressing her pleasure at their coming meeting.


  Only after he'd sent a reply did it occur that she hadn't signed her name.


  


  Chapter 2

  


  


  "So, did you ever find out who this mysterious Anonymous is who's meeting you in Italy?" Holly grinned at him over her computer screen. "I figured she'd have made you pay her plane fare, too."


  Asher put the last report of the day on the stack in his out box. "I rather expected that myself. Oddly, she made no such request. And I'll know who she is, or at least what she looks like, in about..." He checked his watch. "Thirteen hours. I have just time to get to the airport and meander through security when I clock out."


  "Well, this just isn't fair." Noah Wight's half-grin spoiled the pout that too frequently made up his expression. "You off to the Italian Riviera, Scott's already flown the coop on some secret assignment, and I'm stuck here in DC. I really need to appease the karma gods or something."


  "Yes." Asher didn't try to restrain the imp inside. "Do search your memory, find what horror you perpetrated on some poor colleague, and make amends." A smile bloomed. "I'm sure there's a long list of us who'd appreciate it."


  "He's still got his auction date to worry about. I don't know why he's whining." Holly smiled up at Asher as he neared the exit. "Can I talk you into bringing me back a handsome young gondolier? Or at least a Tower of Pisa coffee mug?"


  "I'll opt for the coffee mug." Asher gathered his coat and scarf from the rack. Time to head for the airport. "The other won't fit in my suitcase."


  


  
    * * * *
  


  Thank God he'd splurged on an e-reader. Transatlantic flights, even in business class, seemed to last ten times longer than the actual flight time. Asher grabbed his carry-on and headed for the Genoa terminal, eager to find the shuttle to Portofino and his hotel. An hour's trip with a spectacular view of the Italian coastline.


  Ah, Portofino. He looked forward to the city, even if he didn't look forward to the expense incurred on his credit card. At least he knew he had a companion who held him in considerable worth. A few thousand dollars worth at least. That alone made this a unique experience. Vague daydreams of wandering the quieter streets while adoring eyes gazed up at him made the wait for customs and then the shuttle far less onerous than usual.


  The Hotel San Giorgio certainly held up to its website image, from the outside at least. Beautiful in its white simplicity, it gleamed in the evening lights of Portofino. There really was just something about Italy that called to the romantic in him.


  The lovely young woman at the reservation desk told him his guest had already arrived. A strange gleam lit her dark eyes as she looked him over while he signed the register, the lilt of her accent pleasing enough but...amused, somehow. He took it as simply the joy of life that seemed to resonate throughout Europe--often in rather sensual form--and headed for his suite, his mind now full of his unknown date.


  If only Noah's karma gods hadn't decided to screw with him. He had to admit some trepidation and concerns, now he'd actually been purchased. The antique mirror gracing the hallway wall begged him to stop and check his appearance. He ran a hand through the wave of wheat-colored hair perpetually falling over one eye, smoothing it back. It immediately tumbled forward. Perhaps she'd find it endearing. The grey-blue eyes staring back at him didn't seem too convinced of it. He could only hope she'd find his tall, lean form worthy of the price she'd paid.


  Forget butterflies; that thought set a regiment of great big luna moths whirling about his stomach. The highest bid in the history of the charity foundation! But why continue to keep herself anonymous? Was she...old? Portly? Ugly? All of the above? And was he actually so shallow it really mattered? He shoved such thoughts away. Even if she were...less than physically appealing, it was still Italy and she still valued him and they could certainly have an enjoyable weekend as friends. God knew most of his dates ended up so anyway.


  If only he knew more! So little conversation, via email under a completely unhelpful screen name, but so...intriguing. I'll be wearing a yellow rose just for you. Yes, she knew of his love for roses and praised it, saying it showed him to be a caring, nurturing man. Lord, those few notes had been full of little comments like that, all aimed at making him feel unbelievably wanted, understood, and still...masculine. All right. Even if she was older and less than beautiful, he was interested.


  The clean lines and white marble felt serene, comforting...and it had been a very long time since anything had made him feel so, especially combined with the prospect of a new potential relationship. He'd found dating to cause far more tension headaches than work. But not this weekend. He turned his key in the brass doorknob and decided that, no matter how things worked out, he'd not go home less relaxed than he'd arrived.


  Ah, the room proved as attractive as the lobby and hall. Just as the brochure depicted. All clean lines and European elegance. His eyes widened. The curtains around the bed were drawn on one side. She was there already then. Waiting for him? His breathing sped a bit. Waiting in bed?


  A frown caught his lips, and a sudden understanding of Noah's comment about feeling like a piece of meat knotted a ball in his gut. Surely... Then again, he supposed he hadn't conveyed a cultural experience in his video. But the emails... His secret admirer had seemed so sincere about wanting to get to know him better, to enjoy his company in this lovely setting. Could he have read her so wrong?


  He clenched his hand for a moment to quell any hint of a tremble and reached for the curtain. "Excuse me. I forgot the desk clerk told me you were already here, or I'd have knocked. After all, I-- Jamison!"


  Coherent thought fled before boiling lava. Anger greater than any he'd ever known surged up. No! Even his thoughtless colleague couldn't be this cruel. Unless...Poppy. Poppy--his ex--and one of her numerous cohorts. How many were involved in this horrendous ploy to make him a fool? Again.


  Scott Jamison glanced up and set his book aside. "Wondered when you'd get in." Blue eyes held no twinkle, just wary concern. "I'm thinking you might want a belt before I explain this."


  "Oh, I want a belt. I want to belt you!" Asher drew back a fist and plunged it straight for Scott's face. "I'm going to kill you." He wanted to. He hadn't felt this murderous since an intelligence leak nearly got him killed.


  But Scott's reflexes were Bureau-trained as well, so the punch landed in the pile of pillows that had cradled the other man's back. A back, and front, covered in white jersey knit with a large yellow rose plastered across the chest. "Now just hold, up, Ash. It's not what it looks like; it's not a prank--"


  Asher swung again, a string of curses he didn't even need to think about falling from his lips.


  Scott dodged again. "Hey! That's impressive! I didn't even know you knew most of those words." He held his hands wide, not offering to fight back. "Now, if you'd just take the time to have that drink, you can call me that again and anything else you want, if you'll just give me time to explain."


  "Explain? Explain how you love making a fool out of me? How it's so easy to make me the butt of the whole damn building's continuing jokes? I've had enough!" This time Asher swung lower, knuckles burying themselves in the rose-emblazoned T-shirt.


  Scott's eyes widened, disbelief and a hurt that had nothing to do with physical evident there for a split second before they squeezed tightly closed, boyish face transformed by intense pain. "Oh!" A tiny groan squeezed past clenched teeth as the other agent sank to his knees, arms wrapped around his middle as he folded up on the pale carpet.


  That look stripped the most immediate of the anger away, leaving Asher lost and disoriented. He blinked down at his fallen teammate. "Scott?"


  The groan he got in response didn't help the rising guilt. He dropped down beside the kneeling agent.


  "Damn. I forgot how strong you are." Tight words whispered out through Scott's still-clenched teeth. Even so, a smile lurked in there somewhere. "Really would much rather you took that drink and let me explain." Eyes a deeper blue than his own turned up to meet Asher. "I promise it's not what you're thinking."


  "Well, then what the hell is it?" He couldn't bring himself to swing again, but betrayal rose up bright and bitter on his tongue. "You know, I'd expect something like this from Poppy. But you..." His own gut shriveled up quite nicely even without a physical blow. "I never thought you, of all people, really needed this grand a laugh at my expense."


  "I don't. But I do need you." Scott's hand gripped Asher's wrist before he could protest or form a rebuttal. "This is what you were thinking it was before you saw me. Or at least part of it. You know me, Asher. You know how much money I have. Or rather don't have. Well, I just spent every spare dime and then a bit to get you here alone. No one knows where I am. Well, no one that doesn't have a need-to-know for US security. And none of them know the real why."


  He paused to gulp air and groan. "Could you help me up on the bed before you try to kill me again? Damn, you have to be the strongest man I know." A faint twinkle did enter his eyes then. "And about the prettiest."


  Okay, Asher's hearing must have been affected by the force of his punch. Still, he offered a hand to pull Scott up. "I'm sorry? I believe I heard you wrong. I'm afraid I thought you just called me..." He raised a hand to ward off the answer just yet. "You mean to tell me you are the mysterious anonymous bidder who put up over a thousand dollars to purchase me? Sent all those..." His voice closed up for a moment at the thought of the precious sentiment he'd believed. "Those emails?"


  "Meant every last word in every one of them. And had to hold back from writing a great deal of pure mush that would have likely scared you off. You'd have taken me for a complete stalker." The twinkle definitely returned full force. "Yeah, all me. My own money, earned the hard way. And I don't doubt you're worth every penny."


  "For what?" Anger returned with a vengeance, pushing him out of arm's reach before he decided to punch again. "Oh, no prank. Just a play act directed to imply all manner of things about my character and my lifestyle. Even you don't have money to burn for that. Not by yourself. What'd you do, get Noah and every unit in the building to take up a fucking collection?"


  Years of ignoring all that went on around him, pretending the slurs and digs about his sexual orientation meant nothing, exploded in a flood of pain. "Get me here alone. And how many little cameras are peeking around, Jamison? Just what did you expect would happen? Evidence for all the snide little rumors floating around the whole damn Hoover Building no one thinks I hear? Roses, poetry, the opera...you really think I don't know what you Neanderthals think of me?"


  God, it hurt to admit, but it hurt more that Scott was a part of them. Asher gathered enough pride to swallow the tears burning behind his eyes and glare straight into that lying blue gaze. "I really thought I might, just might, have one real friend in the Bureau."


  "You do. I just want to be more." Scott's gaze never wavered. "And yeah, I know what they all say. Heard it. A hundred times over. They think you're gay. They think that makes you weaker or less a man. They're wrong, of course." That well-known smile blazed up. "You're not. You're bi. Just like I am." The faintest laugh punctuated that particular lie. "And I'll bet you half of what I spent on you, no one ever said that about me." The smile faded, but something more primal took its place. "I sit across from you every day of my life, and it's driving me crazy. I can't think half the time. Actually put me off food a time or two. You sitting there, looking so damn good I want crawl right across the desk and kiss you blind."


  The snort actually burned Asher's sinuses. He took another step back, pushing away the thought of getting his sidearm from his luggage with speed born of desperation. If he lingered on the thought even a moment, he'd follow through. "Bullshit. Scott Jamison--ex-rodeo hero and God's gift to women--bisexual. Right." He turned and walked to the suite's patio doors, needing some air not filled with lies and innuendo. "Get out. Just get your ass back on a plane. You can even use my return ticket if you need to. I'm seriously considering staying right here."


  Strong arms closed loosely over his waist. "I am God's gift to women. I'm His gift to men, too." Warm breath teased the back of Asher's neck. "I want to be your gift, Asher. Nobody but our supervisor and the Deputy Director even knows I'm in Portofino, and not a lot more than that know I'm even out of the States. I'm not joking, I'm not lying, I'm not playing you. I want you. Bad. Bad enough to risk it all to get you somewhere we could be completely alone, where you could have the safety of no one knowing us. I have this crazy idea, you see, that we could make a go of it. And I had to find out for sure. Before I completely lose my mind, keeping how I feel hidden."


  "And you're so sure I'm interested in men, why?" He was, but it was no one's damned business but his own. He'd seen too many careers toppled and lives ruined to go through that hell. He held himself motionless, still not believing, no matter how much that last brush felt like a kiss. "What the hell makes you think I won't turn around right now and plant my fist in your face for even suggesting such a thing?"


  "That's the chance I took. I'm a gambler. You know that. I'm willing to risk it all on the chance I'll win big. So I risk you knowing the truth about me, risk a broken nose, and risk losing a good friend on the odds I could gain the person I want to spend my life with." That definitely felt like the whisper of soft lips on the nape of Asher's neck. "I've watched you. I don't think it's any one thing that let me know you share my preference. It's sort of the whole package. That and the fact I've never been attracted to a straight guy yet." The arms around Asher's middle tightened. "I've known you for years. I see the way you understand way more than people give you credit for. You... Damn, I'm not good at this sort of explanation, Ash. I just know, all right?"


  "Mm-hm." Well, only one thing to do now. Asher eased out of that hold and turned to face his long-time teammate and supposed friend. "Come with me."


  Trepidation showed in those azure eyes. Still Scott followed easily enough. "Whatever you want, darlin'."


  "Good." Asher led the way into the suite's bathroom, pleased to see the large tiled shower with its frosted glass floor-to-ceiling door just as the brochure showed. "In. Clothed."


  "Well, that takes all the fun out of it." But Scott stepped in without further protest.


  "Yes, especially since there's no way to set up a pin-cam in this space without incurring damage bills. So messy in international situations." Asher stepped in behind him and closed the door. "Now, I believe you wanted me to confirm or refute a rather delicate assumption, yes?"


  "Yeah. Though if I'm wrong I'd actually rather you didn't dump me in a cold shower. I've tried them. They don't really work when I'm thinking about you." The joke didn't make it to Scott's eyes, but he didn't look away either.


  Time to see just how prepared the lying Neanderthal was to follow through on all his teasing. Really, the only thing more ludicrous would be to have Noah Wight standing here saying all this rubbish. Asher caught Scott's wrists with one hand, pinning them behind the other agent's back and pressing Scott against the cool tile. He pressed his shins against Scott's in the well-learned maneuver to prohibit attack or escape, and let his free hand slip into dark chestnut waves, fisting there. "Well, then, by all means let me give you something new to think about."


  He pressed his lips to the other man's--not a hard, demanding kiss but a slow, sensual one. Let Scott know just what Asher was capable of, a promise of long hours spent tangled together in bed. It would be interesting to see how much Scott could take before he bolted and ran.


  But the tall form didn't tense, didn't flee. Instead, it melted against Asher, leaning closer. Scott's lips opened under his, a deep groan welling up from deep in the man's chest. "God, babe, don't stop." The plea whispered against Asher's mouth as he paused to breathe.


  Okay, so Jamison could handle a kiss. Deep covers demanded unusual things now and again, and Asher hadn't actually seen Scott's full service record. Still... He fought the urge to melt in return and concentrated on plundering Scott's mouth with his tongue, while his hand slipped from that silky hair, down over the tee to the waistband of those worn jeans. No sense wasting words and giving Scott a chance to regroup.


  A new groan pushed up from Scott's middle and he pressed his hips forward, as if seeking Asher's touch. The hands safe in Asher's hold clenched tight.


  So. Good acting, but not good enough. Asher tightened his hold and let his voice rasp against that full mouth pretending so prettily. "All you've got to do is admit you lied to me, Jamison. Admit it's all a lie and I'll stop." He unbuttoned the jeans and slipped his hand against... Well, okay, the male physique was wired toward sexual response. A plausible enough explanation for the hard length cupped in his palm. But it wouldn't last against the straight psyche. Scott would fess up.


  "God's truth, Asher. I swear it to you. Every word. I fell for you years ago." Scott's breathless words accompanied another push from those lean hips. "Want you. Want you so bad there were days I couldn't see or think. Oh, God, baby, please!"


  He intended to test that little admission. In a minute. He had to admit, Scott made a rather pleasing handful. Asher let go of Scott's hands so he could push the jeans down farther, stroking long and tight over the other agent's arousal, keeping his kiss slow and thorough. Let Scott run if he wanted.


  Long arms wrapped Asher tight, lean hips pumping in time with his strokes. A velvet tongue danced with his, while hungry hands pulled his shirt from his pants, the touch of warm, broad fingers on his skin a touch frantic. "Need you." The phrase repeated whenever Asher paused for breath, Scott's lips moving against Asher's.


  Time for the next step in this little battle of wills. Since Scott was so eager. Asher undid his own pants and shoved them off his hips, silk boxers following suit. "Then demonstrate just how much. Or tell me the truth." He waited for the click of that glass door opening.


  Sun-touched brown hair danced across Scott's brow as he stared down.


  Yes, you want to play this game, that's what you'll get, you lying bastard.


  Amazement glowed from Scott's face just before he welded his lips to Asher's for a sharp, hard kiss. "You're beautiful, darlin'. Absolutely the sexiest man on the face of the planet. And I want you with every cell in my body." He dropped to his knees and ran his fingertips over Asher's hardening arousal.


  "Drop the flattery. You're not impressing me." Asher fisted that dark hair again and glared down into that false expression. "Make your mouth far more useful."


  "Beautiful." That generous mouth opened and engulfed Asher. A talented tongue massaged the length of him.


  Asher gasped and nearly choked when Scott swallowed him down, deep-throating him with expertise and ease. His hand shot out to grasp the wall so he could stay upright. Okay, whatever lies Jamison was telling, he obviously had done this to a man before. Asher's brain exploded with tiny flashes of neon when Scott's hand cupped him, playing with him while that glorious mouth worked at him with every appearance of true hunger.


  After a few exquisite moments, a brush of cool air washed over him, and Asher gasped again, opening his eyes to Scott's smoldering gaze. One long stroke twirled around Asher's tip before Scott brought the errant hand to those full lips and licked his fingers, slowly but without hesitation. "Now let's see... We've covered kissing, Frenching, fondling, feasting..." That bright grin held so much softness along with the gleam. "Definitely feasting. But I do believe there's still one hurdle you'll have in store for me before you'll believe me when I tell you this is for real."


  He bent to retrieve his jeans, fishing something from the back pocket and pressing it into Asher's hand. The T-shirt vanished over that dark head and Scott turned around to face the wall, grinning over his shoulder. A definite tremor slipped down that sculpted form. "Take me, darlin'. Please."


  Asher trembled at the fire at Scott's eyes, his fingers curling around the lubricated condom. Beauty. Pure masculinity from the broad sweep of tanned shoulders down to the trim waist and hard buttocks pressing back against Asher. Desire for something Asher had wanted, but never really quite dared to openly take, surged through him. Always anonymous, always so careful his partner never know his name or sometimes even his face. Never with someone he actually cared for. Not the way he cared for Scott. He'd always thought his friend was straight; Asher never allowed himself more than fleeting daydreams. Every one of them replayed now with expanded vigor. Remembered, unrequited want grabbed firm hold. It took but a moment to prepare himself before his fingers sank into Scott's heat.


  "God, yes!" Scott moved against his touch. "Honey, hurry. I'm not joking when I'm telling you I need you so bad I'm going pure crazy."


  Was it really possible? Deep covers were one thing, but this...abject pleading for something so alien to what Asher had been so sure was Scott's psyche? Something jerked in his heart as well. This wasn't just a fellow agent, a buddy. Asher didn't have "buddies" as such. He found his voice caught over the words this time. "Are you really telling me the truth?"


  Scott's breath panted in and out. "Every word. Every email. God! You have no idea how it felt to finally say a little bit of what I feel." A new tremor ran through his frame. "I...Asher, I'm not lying and I'm not playing. I want this to work so bad I don't honestly know what I'll do if I can't get you to believe me."


  Oh, what the hell. If this was being recorded somewhere, it wasn't only Asher's reputation on the line. At least he had a few rumors floating around the field office to ease the shock factor. Scott didn't. No one, as far as Asher knew, suspected the other agent was anything but wholly, happily straight. But things had progressed a little too far to stop now.


  Asher let his lips drift over Scott's shoulder, slipping his fingers around that lean hip to stroke again as he pressed tight. "All right. I believe you'll follow through with this at least. And if it's a game, we walk away friends and you destroy the media source. I won't let you screw up your standing in the Neanderthal club just to prove a stupid rumor. Anything else is going to take a bit more discussion. Fair enough?"


  "No cameras, darlin'. Promise." Scott couldn't seem to decide which he wanted more--to push hard need into Asher's hand or to rotate his firm ass against Asher. "Just you and me." His hand closed over Asher's, not stopping or guiding, just resting there. "This is what I want. You touching me, holding me." His breath caught. "Loving me. Oh God, please love me."


  Asher almost let himself go, to slip into the more-than-a-few fantasies he'd nursed over the years in the privacy of his own mind. Not quite. Just not enough trust. But maybe later he could. For now, just the feel of Scott undulating against him, those breathless pleas, left him aching for release. He eased into that rich heat, taking what had been so eagerly offered.


  The long sigh easing from Scott, the way that sculpted body relaxed for an instant, did more to convince Asher that whatever plot the man had concocted, Scott really did desire Asher and want this joining. And if photos did surface... Well, Scott was the one with his ass stuck out, not Asher.


  The movements of said ass felt glorious around Asher, all sugared hotness welcoming him without the least hint of hesitation or restraint.


  "Say something. Asher, say anything so I know this really is you and not one of my daydreams." Scott's fingers tightened.


  "Well, I highly doubt that in your daydreams you needed to convince me you were serious." He decided to see just how used to this his friend was, easing back a little before thrusting deep and hard into that tight heat. Then again. And again. Good Lord, it felt better than he'd ever imagined.


  "Dead serious." Scott met each thrust, taking Asher deep with a soft groan of pure bliss. "I fell hard for you, honey. Tried everything to get you out of my head and my heart. None of it worked. Dear God, I love you!"


  Asher's palm met that smooth spine and pushed himself clear to the other wall, his eyes so wide he thought they just might split open. "You w-what?"


  


  
    * * * *
  


  Scott fought for breath. Shit! That wasn't supposed to come out yet. Damn it! Had to get too deep into it, didn't you, Jamison? Fuck!


  He turned to face Asher, tiles cold against his back. Lord, those eyes were blue tonight. And huge, and fairly terrified. Scott swallowed. "I love you." In for a penny, might as well be in for the whole pound. "I didn't spend all my money and max out a credit card to get you to Italy for a one-night stand, Asher. I'm looking for the long-term here."


  "But...but...me?" That lovely fair complexion went a shade or two paler. "Scott, you...why?"


  Lord, the big lug was just adorable. "Didn't you read those emails I sent?" Scott tried to ease his breathing, a damned hard thing when Asher stood there with his pants down, looking like he needed to be kissed into oblivion more than anything else. "You're probably the most complicated man I've ever met, but you're also the simplest to understand. Once a person gets what makes you tick. And I have."


  He smiled at how easy it had been. "You have this huge heart full of caring you keep locked up tighter than we do national secrets. But if anyone can manage to get past all your security, you're one hundred percent invested in them. You'd do anything for someone you loved. There isn't a fire big enough to keep you from them or from helping them. I want that sort of love, Asher. And I want the passion that goes with it. You go on a rant, all I can see is how deep your feelings run, and I want it all channeled to me."


  He pushed away from the wall, unable to stand the scant feet separating him from Asher. "I want to be first in someone's life for a change. I need someone with fire and emotion and romance. I need someone who cares." He dared to spread his hand wide over the starched white cotton still covering Asher's chest. "Your heart beats full of so much love it snatches the breath right out of my lungs. I look at you and I think of stupid cliché romance crap. Long nights of lovemaking, walks on beaches and in woods, listening to you talk about things I don't understand in the least, but I just like hearing the passion and sound of your voice." He stopped to laugh. "Giving you roses. There are three dozen out in the other room because I couldn't decide what color you might like most."


  "You...bought me roses?" There, there was that lovely little break in the stage voice, turning the deep baritone from solid steel to brushed velvet.


  "Yeah. I sort of like doing romantic things. And I know you like them. Makes it better when you know the gift will be appreciated." Scott reached for Asher's hand. "Ash, give me a chance? It's all I'm really asking. This could be my one shot at the life I want. Let me romance you and show you I can be what you want, too."


  The snort didn't sound quite so painful this time. "How can you possibly know what I want? I don't even know what the hell I want." But Asher's fingers moved to twine with his. "You really weren't kidding. I'm sorry. For punching you out, for... God, for all those awful things I thought and the few I said."


  "Oh, it's all right, darlin'. I expected you to punch me. Or maybe try to strangle me. Or both. I knew it wouldn't be easy." Scott squeezed Asher's hand, joy at that bit of trust setting fireworks off inside him. "I figured it'd be worth it." The half-step separating them was too wide and he closed the gap, body against the rumpled white cotton of Asher's shirt. "Let's take a long weekend and figure out what you want." The curve of Asher's jaw fit Scott's lips so well he had to linger. "I just have to keep hoping it turns out to be me."


  


  
    * * * *
  


  The sensation of Scott's lips on Asher's jaw line somehow couldn't compete with the feel of strong fingers twining with his own. How was it possible for holding hands to feel far more intimate than the brush of soft lips on his skin? Asher's mind rocketed through his last few dates. Had he ever held hands with any of them? Or had them discuss wanting to take romantic walks? No, not a one. He'd bedded most of them, but it had been just sex, the empty "I'll call you tomorrow" left behind him.


  And now Scott Jamison held tight to his hand and swore he loved Asher!


  He supposed it hadn't been that surprising, if he considered it in the light of teammates, friends, family sorts of love and bonding that happened between agents. Especially when you'd been together so long. He knew, could feel it, when everyone else jumped wholeheartedly into the incessant digs and pranks--which he might actually deserve now and again, but the glee of it just twinged wrong. But Scott never really did more than hover about the edges, aside from their own personal comments of plotting each other's murder. If anything, Scott went out of his way to make sure it never got too rough, made sure Asher knew the teasing was more out of affectionate exasperation than actual cruelty.


  But never in his wildest dreams had Asher expected to be standing here, nude or nearly so, with Scott's hand in his and those full lips caressing his face. A whole other kettle of fish, his forebears would say. This love wasn't based on camaraderie, on brotherhood. Personal, deep, passionate...lasting. And had been firmly in place for years, if he dared believe Scott's words.


  Vistas of possibility ran through his imagination. Scott, a man he knew as intimately as he knew anyone, a person he respected even if he'd never said so, someone he already cared about. A tremor startled him when Scott nipped with the gentlest of bites at the tender skin behind Asher's ear. And someone he desired greatly, if the steely rod between his legs was any sort of indicator. Was it possible he could come to love Scott the way he'd dreamed of loving a spouse?


  "Let's go out to the bed, darlin'. Just relax and explore for a while if you want. Or you can finish what you started with me." Strong, broad hands caressed his biceps as Scott feathered a kiss over his lips. "I really, really want you to finish me, but we can slow down if that's what feels right."


  "What feels right?" Oddly, this all felt absurdly right. But a bed certainly appealed. "I think I'm beyond the ability to decide something so complex." Even so, he knew he wanted Scott's hand in his again. "Perhaps, for once, you have a good idea." And if he could get past the sex, ease some of this desire, he'd have a better idea if passion clouded his perceptions or not. At least he didn't need to worry about cameras.


  That warm little chuckle didn't hurt at all. "Do have my moments. Come on."


  The big bed cradled them, Scott's weight warm and solid over him. Softest whispers of perfection, completion, wandered over his skin. "Just gorgeous, honey. Inside and out." The tip of Scott's tongue slid over an especially nice spot on Asher's collarbone. "God, I love this mole. So many mornings I wanted to rip that tie off and lay open your shirt just so I could see it."


  Asher actually felt his eyes snap wide. "You noticed my mole? When?" He forced his shattered mind to function. "Some all-nighter, no doubt. And we have shared the shower room after a workout." That sent heat creeping into his face. "Wait. You love to shower opposite me and talk. You were checking me out that whole time!" The heat reversed direction. Truth then, that Scott had wanted him for years. He tipped his head back into the pillow as Scott sucked at his collarbone. Damn, that felt good!


  "Well, yeah." Scott's lips curved against Asher's skin. "But actually I first noticed it when we got into our recon gear for a raid your second week with the unit. Rest was sort of gravy." Scott pushed up for a minute and looked Asher straight in the eye. "Yes, I enjoyed watching you. But I enjoy talking with you every bit as much. You sort of forget about being Asher Hall and all the highbrow stuff that goes with it. You're just my friend. My teammate. And the man I fell for in the middle of some silly rant about half-eaten donuts."


  Asher searched back in his memory and couldn't recall the conversation. How odd. Something possibly so momentous and he couldn't remember it. "I am Asher Hall, though. And unfortunately a great deal goes with it. If you're sincere in this..." His voice locked up as his mind blanked at the sheer enormity of Scott's confession. He blinked up into sky-bright eyes. He'd long ago gained the ability to read his friend, to see what Scott kept tucked out of casual sight.


  The truth flared back at Asher and his body hummed with a heretofore unknown awareness. He was loved. Truly, deeply loved. It glowed there in Scott's eyes, in the soft, broad smile, in the gentle touch. A tremor gathered deep in Asher's core and worked its way outward.


  "I know there's a lot. And I know it's not going to be an easy choice for you." Scott rolled to his side and pulled Asher close. "But right now I just want to give us a chance to discover each other. If it can't work..." Fine white teeth fastened in a sensual bottom lip. "Well, I'll worry about that if it comes along."


  Asher had never imagined a male body could feel so comforting. Oh, he'd notice handsome men and recognized his own attraction to them, but he'd envisioned something different. "I think I might want it to work." Oh, Lord! He'd said that out loud!


  Scott's soft laugh washed over him. "Ash, I know you well enough to recognize a bit of panic in your eyes over that, and to not take it as a proposal yet. How about we just get used to each other for a start?" Solid muscles snuggled up to Asher, lazy fingers slipping into his hair, ruffling it a bit. "God, I always got breathless when a fair breeze caught your hair, or you came out of a raid looking like you'd just wrestled a wild stallion. Polished up suits you well enough, darlin', but rumpled just makes me want to take a bite out of you."


  The idea of just where Scott might take that bite drew a groan from Asher and set desire twitching against Scott's thigh. The remembered feel of Scott's mouth around him, tongue working, sent heat racing through him. "Kiss me." Asher wanted to see if the desire burned as bright now that anger didn't fuel it.


  "Thought you'd never ask." Satiny lips teased over his own, Scott's tongue exploring every millimeter with slow thoroughness. The fingers in his hair tightened, pulling him closer.


  Electric need blossomed, stronger than in the shower. Whatever hurdles faced this possible love affair, desire certainly wasn't one. Asher moaned against Scott, hands suddenly aching with the need to touch and explore. He found the hard ass he'd enjoyed so earlier and squeezed, half to feel Scott's reaction and half just because he could. Lord! He could fondle Scott without the bone-numbing fear of exposure or censure.


  The contented sigh he got in response merely fanned the flames. Scott's tongue tangled, danced, all but mated with his own, those large hands smoothing over Asher's skin, gripping his hips, rolling them until Asher pressed him into the...their bed.


  "Please, Ash."


  Never, ever, not even in deepest fantasy would Asher have imagined his ex-rodeo rider colleague as the one begging to be taken. But Scott's plea set thunder in Asher's chest. The storm grew when Scott fished a new condom from the bedside table with alacrity at Asher's request. Tight heat, the feel as good as he remembered from the shower. Long legs gripping his shoulders so Scott could meet his thrusts, head thrown back in pure ecstasy. Had Asher been able to see Scott's face in the shower stall, he never would have doubted the desire at the least.


  Oh, what a lovely whimper when he teased his fingers over Scott's sex again! Such a sound Asher had never expected to hear from his teammate's rugged, satiny column of throat muscle. Sudden flashes of any number of places they'd been together in their careers where this encounter could have happened sent his own arousal throbbing anew. "Scott..."


  Eyes gone dark with passion met his. "Babe...Asher." Pants shattered the words into the most musical shards Asher had ever heard. Lord, the unflappable Texan, who could stare down a ticking bomb, barely able to speak! All from Asher's touch. A curse shivered from Scott's lips.


  "I..." God, he wanted to say it! Countless hours across from each other, playful banter and tense comfort, boredom and sheer terror. If one person on the planet deserved to know of his love, it was Scott. And in many ways he already had it. Asher just never considered it in this light.


  And he'd never thought he'd see pure ecstasy bloom on that handsome face, not like this. Scott's wide gaze never wavered, even in bliss. Passion's cry took the form of Asher's name as Scott arched and tightened for long, glorious seconds before collapsing, limp and soft-eyed.


  The exquisite vision before him conquered his own control and he shattered, drawing Scott's name into his soul on a gasp.


  


  Chapter 3

  


  


  The soft chime of his cell phone roused Scott from boneless bliss. He eased his arm out from around Asher's shoulders and watched those still-blurry blue eyes widen.


  "Who's calling you here?" A soft tremor rippled defined muscles wrapped in satiny fair skin before Asher hid it behind that glorious smirk again. "Or are you just going to seduce me and then rush off to save the world again?"


  "God, I hope not. World might just have to go kablooey tonight. I'm too damned happy to care if it blows up." Scott grinned when the pretty accent of the equally pretty signorina at the front desk asked if he was ready to have his room service delivery. "Sure. Perfect timing." He closed the phone and relaxed for a moment. "Thought we might eat in tonight, darlin'." God, he adored that pet name. Saying it felt so good.


  "Mmm." Asher stretched a bit, that long lean form just hot-damn perfect. "Dinner and a chance to sleep off the inevitable jet lag...or work it off." The smirk went radioactive. "I can think of less brilliant ideas you've had."


  Scott laughed. And he wanted to tie himself to this overgrown brat for the rest of his life? Yeah. He did. "Why don't you start up that big Jacuzzi? We'll have a soak and a bit to eat."


  Gold brows nearly vanished under a wave of rumpled hair. "You...dinner in the bath? Roses? You keep this up, I'm going to have to tie you down and interrogate you to find out what you've done with my teammate."


  Still, there was a lot more than surprise going on behind those sky-blue eyes. Scott would bet his mediocre salary on it. And it made his heart squeeze all over again to think he was the cause. "Yeah, well, it's time you found out what I'm like as a boyfriend instead of just a teammate." The lure of those full lips took hold and Scott indulged a slow, deep kiss. "Go start that bath, baby. Food's on its way up. I just need to grab my shorts and my wallet."


  "Hey." Asher caught him as he turned to head for the pile of clothes they'd managed to kick out of the shower stall on their way to the bed. Broad hands, too smooth for the amount of physical damage they'd taken over the years, teased Scott's face. "I watched you with Darcy. I know you're a romantic at heart. I'm just not used to being on the receiving end of it, that's all. From anyone."


  And that was wrong on all sorts of levels. "Maybe you should be." Scott watched those changeable eyes widen again. "You will be used to it, if I have anything to say in the matter." Asher's thumb stilled, its caress freezing for an instant while Asher processed that idea. Poor darling. He really was more alone than anyone Scott had ever seen.


  A knock at the door stopped those parted lips from whatever Asher had been going to say next. He just nodded and a sweet smile curved over his mouth, almost shy. "I'll...go start that bath."


  Damn. If it wasn't for the food on the other side of the door and the need to romance Asher, Scott would have tossed the other man back onto the bed and found out if he was as up to another round as he felt. As it was, he made short work of skimming into his boxers, tipping the bellman, and sending the man on his way. Scott would take care of putting the food where he wanted it. And he had specific plans.


  "You know, you keep surprising me with more purchases and I won't see you for a year when we get back. You'll be working double shifts just to catch up." Asher's comment from the bathroom lost a bit of its spark on the tail end, probably from realizing what he'd just said.


  Scott grinned. It might be snark, but that voice remained velvet. "Oh, I can always come home to you after those shifts. That would make it completely worth it." He checked the arrangement on the little rolling table and grinned. Just the way he and that girl downstairs discussed. The pretty little thing had a huge romantic streak and entered into Scott's plan with gusto. All he needed to do was pluck a golden rose from the wide selection of blossoms he'd bought and gather the lighter he'd found. The candles waited, ready for him.


  "So darlin', are you starving from your flight? Airline food doesn't improve as time goes on."


  Asher didn't answer. Scott heard the unmistakable sound of a glass clinking against tile. "Honey?" He moved toward the door, bringing the cart with him, but leaving it just outside the bathroom door. "Hey, you okay?"


  Those broad hands that had stroked and caressed him into the greatest bliss of his entire life trembled as they clutched the edge of the Jacuzzi tub, those long legs being caressed by warm water. Gold hair swung down over Asher's face as the other agent fought for a bit of air.


  "Honey!" Scott rushed to wrap his arms about the shaking form. "Asher! What's wrong?"


  The soft gasp he got in response did nothing to ease his fears. Only after two more sounded did Scott realize they were no longer gasps at all, but silent laughter. It still took Asher the longest minute of Scott's life to stop shaking and look up through a wave of blond hair. "It just... Oh, I'm sorry, it just sort of hit me all at once. How...God, how utterly normal we sound."


  Scott considered the smiling face, eyes alight. Damn, Asher looked really good happy. That set a new thought in his head and his arms tightened. He couldn't recall the last time he'd seen Asher happy. "Well, darlin', what did you think would happen? Did you expect us to turn into something odd? Angst or a soap opera? What were you thinking it would be like?"


  "I don't know. Just...talking about you coming home and...it just sort of caught me is all. Scared the hell out of me for a minute, thinking how very easily I'm falling into this. How very little I seem to care about all the...all the crap we're going to have to navigate." The thought sent a new tremble through the lean form in Scott's arms.


  "But that's good. You see, I want you to feel being with me is worth the pain and aggravation we're going to have to put up with. At least Noah knows to keep his comments to a minimum. He knows I won't put up with too much about my sexuality." He pressed a kiss between Asher's broad shoulders, realizing just what a nice position this was.


  "Noah knows? And he still..." A far more healthy-sounding chuckle rippled his lover's lean torso. "I'd have thought our unit leader, who twitches at the sight of a pink shirt, would be too eeked out to have a best friend who's bi."


  "He's fairly eeked out. We were friends for a long time before I told him. And it's a subject we don't discuss. It's amusing when he twitches. For about ten minutes, then it's just annoying. So I don't ever mention a man I might find attractive if we're out. I stick with the ladies when I'm with him." Scott sighed and let his arms slip away from Asher. "Let's not talk about Noah. He's not going to be happy, and I don't really care."


  "I'm sorry." Asher turned and caught Scott's hand. "I'm not used to being...the one pursued, I suppose. And just to get it out of the way, it's not the fact you're seeing a man we're going to get crap about. From Noah or anyone else. And you know it. It will be the fact you're seeing me."


  Scott sighed and put his romantic preparations on hold so he could settle beside Asher for this talk. With his feet firm on the floor, they could face each other easily. "Ash, I know. And I'm ready to ignore them for the most part. If they cross the line, well, I'm ready to deal with that, too. I can be forceful when I want to exert myself, you know." He squeezed the hand still holding tight to his. "I love you. And nothing they say or do is going to change it."


  "As long as you know going in." A warm hand guided Scott's fingers against Asher's cheek, gorgeous changeling eyes drifting closed in more bliss than Scott had ever seen on those aristocratic features. "I have to admit, being pursued has an appeal all its own." Full lips curved and pure imp peeked out from under those long lashes. "Do forgive me for temporarily stopping your momentum."


  "No problem, baby. Gives me a chance to do this." Scott leaned in for a slow kiss, wanting to feel Asher go breathless again.


  Maybe not completely breathless this time, but the way Asher's solid body melted against his sure was nice. Fingers twined into his hair without hesitation, gentle and searching, pulling him closer to that talented mouth. Lord, Asher hadn't exaggerated at all, some years back, when he reported some woman told him his tongue wasn't silver just for his flattery skills.


  "I think we need to plan to spend lots of evenings home. I can see a real advantage to it." Yeah, Scott could definitely envision nights curled up watching TV and exchanging kisses. He couldn't think of a better way to decompress at the end of a long case, either. "I'll have to remember to do little things to keep you from thinking I'm boring."


  "Boring?" Oh, Scott knew that flash of imp in those blue eyes all too well. "Why on earth would you think I consider you boring? Keeping up with your cowboy lingo is more challenging than the Times crossword."


  "I see I'll have to beat you regularly, darlin'." God, Asher's smile held such warmth Scott could feel it on his skin. "So, let me feed you supper to build up your strength for that beating." He let his own imp free. "And a few other things I think you might need some energy for."


  Asher's grin nearly lit the candles all by itself, rich British tones suddenly rolling off his lips. "I say, old chap, that's a bloody brilliant idea. By all means, have at it." He laughed at Scott's expression. "Oxford, son. I can accent you right back."


  Damn. Visions of role-playing nearly left Scott a puddle on the marble floor. "Darlin', I can see boredom isn't going to be an issue at all." He managed to pull away. Barely. Only the idea of the crusty rolls he'd insisted be sent up piping hot kept him from taking Asher back to bed on the instant.


  "Not at all." That smug little smirk generated as much lust as it did the desire to swat his lover upside the head. "I'll warm the bath back up while you finish what you need to."


  "I'll just be a sec." More than that and Scott might have withdrawal. After the bit he'd already experienced, he found himself more than addicted to Asher's touch. He hurried to light the candles scattered about and dim the lights. God bless all Italians for being overly sensual creatures and setting up their hotels for romance. Though he worked in silence, the looks exchanged with his lover made it quite clear he'd managed to surprise Asher.


  He wheeled the cart into the bathroom and pulled the sparkling wine from the ice with one hand, while he gathered up a pair of flutes with the other. "Thought we'd go with an Italian vintage, being we're here and all. Michelob just didn't seem to fit."


  Oh, the expression on that handsome face! Scott knew it well from those moments when someone did something charitable for Asher. Usually after he more than didn't deserve it. Mouth open just a bit, eyes gone light gray in just...awe. No real indication of surprise; Asher held his emotions closer than a mama cougar held her cubs. The utter innocence of that expression...and it didn't vanish into courtesy the way it so often did. Scott thought his heart might just implode with joy.


  A soft break wrinkled that brushed velvet voice and Scott would never admit he saw the little gleam of tears in the corners of Asher's eyes. "You did all this...for me?"


  "Yeah, baby. I did. I told you; I know this is my one chance to show you I'm worth your time and effort." He set the flutes and wine on the edge of tub so he could trail his thumbs over the contours of Asher's beautiful face. "And I'll keep doing it just for you for the rest of our lives if you'll let me."


  "Scott, I..." Asher looked away, hands covering Scott's before easing them off his face. "Can you...could you give me just a minute? I know I shouldn't care if you see...but just a minute? Please?"


  "It's all right, darlin'. Take any time you need. I'll open the bubbly." His poor lover. Scott knew just how tight Asher held himself away from any sort of display of soft emotions. It just proved how much this all meant to Asher. Scott had to smile as he pulled the cork from a bottle of Asti Spumante with a soft pop before pouring the clear golden liquid into the glasses. "Want a sip of this to help?"


  "In a minute." Two deep breaths followed the soft plea, long and a bit shaky. Asher brushed his palm over his face once before shaking his head and huffing a bit. "Damn it, Jamison. I haven't let more than a stray tear loose in over five years, and you've got me..."


  "Wanting to feel it all the time?" Scott risked a grin, hoping Asher understood it held no amusement on his lover's depth of emotion. "I hope so. I can do that, darlin'. I can make you feel loved and wanted every day. Because you will be loved and wanted. I can promise because it's been that way for years now. I just never dared let you know it."


  "Come here." Asher took the wineglasses when Scott sat down next to him, placing them on the wide ledge at the head of the tub before cradling Scott's face in his hands and leaning close to claim a kiss.


  So perfect! Scott couldn't imagine anyone making his heart jump and run the way Asher did. God, he'd wanted this so long. And it proved to be all he'd dreamed it could.


  


  
    * * * *
  


  In all his days, he'd never imagined someone could...no, someone ever would know him so well, know the sorts of things he enjoyed and offer them with so much more emotion behind it. The fine wine, the roses, a veritable banquet sampling of Italy's cuisine, and not a spot of it meant as much as the fact Scott had used it simply to say "I love you." Scott's mere presence would have been enough, once they got past the whole practical joke misunderstanding.


  Or would it? Asher found himself a bit shamed that it probably would have taken all this and then some to convince him Scott really meant those words. But later. Later he'd analyze it--to death, no doubt. He knew his own psyche too well. But right now what he wanted to do most was return this incredible gift with one of his own. If they couldn't last, for whatever reason, at least he could give Scott this weekend with his whole heart.


  The light in Scott's eyes when they separated enough to allow breath warmed Asher in ways the balmy Mediterranean breeze never could. Just sheer happiness lancing through Asher's soul. He caused his lover's broad smile. He'd never been the source of such joy. He found the wish growing for this to last and swore he'd do all he could to see Scott understood how much this meant, for however long they had.


  Without looking away from that bright gaze, Asher reached over to where he'd set the wineglasses and dipped his finger into one of them, letting one clear drop fall to Scott's bare chest, watching it slide over tanned skin. Beautiful, like dewdrops on his roses in summer. He let the rest of it swirl from his fingertip to one dark copper nipple, loving the way Scott's eyes went a bit blurry at the sensation. "A rare vintage to be savored, I'm sure."


  A shiver traced the contours of Scott's body. "I think I like the idea of being savored." That well-known grin bloomed bright. "Keep this up and the hot food will be cold and the cold food will be warm before you get to it."


  "Oh, I won't linger too long here." Much as he'd like to. The rich headiness of the sparkling wine mingled with the delicate salt taste of that luxurious skin, making his tongue tingle. The sweetness of Scott's gasp as Asher suckled a bit...a truly glorious feast.


  "Ash, darlin'." A broad hand cradled Asher's head, fingers trembling just a bit. "You deciding to make all my daydreams real? Thought I was the one doing the seducing."


  "You've already managed that." Completely. "Scott, even if we find we can't make this permanent, I am yours for the space of this weekend." He really should stop tormenting Scott with slow firm caresses of his tongue before they forgot about dinner altogether. In a minute. Ah, in truth the finest appetizer ever created.


  "Did I ever tell you I really hate that pessimistic streak of yours?" Scott paused to moan and let his head tip back. "Good thing I'm a live-in-the-moment sort of guy. And God! I do want to live in this moment. Sweet Jesus! That's good."


  "You are indeed. Far beyond good. Intoxicating." The urge rose up and Asher couldn't push it aside. Dinner would be fine for a few more minutes. Retrieving his wineglass, he dipped his fingers again and let a crystal stream trickle its way down the very center of Scott's abdomen, the six-pack muscles there beautifully defined without being overdone. Then he followed that trail with his mouth, right to the edge of his lover's shorts.


  The tremble in Scott's hands now extended to his body. Deep breaths shivered in and out, breaking up a somewhat incoherent expression of appreciation. And showcasing a rather splendid evidence of deep arousal.


  Tempting. Oh, so tempting. Asher grinned and pressed a single kiss just below Scott's navel before straightening to claim his wide mouth again. "But I wouldn't want you to pass out from hunger. We'll get there eventually, I'm sure."


  Blank incomprehension and shock never looked so good. Ah, the need to tease and conquer Scott in their unending contest still felt strong. And winning felt so good. Or did until strong arms wrapped about Asher and dumped him into the tub.


  It was a good thing he'd taken their combined displacement into account when filling the deep tub--only a bit splashed over the edge. But he still caught a mouthful and had to cough it out before he could breathe properly, just in time to feel a shorts-free Scott catch him by the waist and pull him up against the side of the tub, pinning Asher's hips directly in line with one of the Jacuzzi jets. Scott's wide palm landed squarely on the power button before sliding back around Asher's ribs.


  Streams of jet-powered bubbles flowed over sensitive flesh; a hard body pressed tight to Asher's making it impossible to flee the sensation. A sharp profanity burst out at the end of sharp intake of breath. "Scott!"


  "You know better than to tease me without being ready to accept revenge, darlin'. It's no different here than at the office. The revenge here is just so much sweeter." Scott claimed the mole on Asher's collarbone again, hips pumping slowly against Asher's skin. "God, so sweet..."


  Sweet indeed. Honeyed and rich. And for once Asher didn't mind losing in the least. Only a bit over an hour ago he'd lain exhausted and blissed out, sure he was done for the night. Now he found his body more than awake and wanting the other man. He bit his lip to keep nonsense from flowing out and concentrated on the motion of Scott's hips.


  The jetted flow ceased as abruptly as it had started and Scott gazed at him with mischief-bright eyes as Asher fought for a proper breath. "There. I think I've had enough appetizer for the moment. I'll finish you for dessert." Gentle fingers dipped below the water and traced a path that left Asher somewhere between ecstasy and just a little trepidation. "And I really would like to finish you, if you're okay with it. But for now, let's relax and eat."


  Asher found the idea of a break for food welcome. Especially since a new tightness had settled around his chest. He hadn't had a chance to think of Scott "finishing" him. He hadn't had a chance to think at all. His body definitely seemed of two minds. His erection remained as firm as possible, but a hint of concern lodged in his chest. He wanted it more than he could express. But it was uncharted, terra incognita. He'd never been the bottom for anyone.


  Looking at Scott, watching him pop a ripe olive into his mouth before turning back to Asher with a second held out in offer, made that unknown appealing, though.


  As always, Scott read him far too well. Lean fingers slid into Asher's hair as Scott settled down next to him, warm water lapping at them both from the motion. "It's okay, baby. Not like I'm for rushing things. And if it's not your cup of tea, there's lots of other ways to show you how much I love you." He teased the olive across Asher's bottom lip. "Just all sorts of treats waiting for us."


  Part of Asher wanted Scott to slow down, to give him time to think. And part feared if he did so he'd chicken out and lose what could be the best thing he'd ever been offered. "I've no doubt the...ah...treats will be well worth it." And that thought, oddly, didn't supersede the image of Scott smiling across their desks at him each day with that love light as strong in his eyes as it glowed now. He'd bet even the worst of the office Neanderthals' icy glares couldn't douse that heat.


  A cool champagne glass pressed toward his fingers. "Here, darlin'. We're fine. Just the thought of curling up here with you for a while with those jets on low and a good meal sounds about perfect. We'll get back to setting the fire alarms off in a bit." The deep chuckle from Scott's chest reverberated a bit louder, as Asher's earlobe had been receiving some attention just then. "Or maybe melting the walls."


  "Right now, you're rather effective at melting me." And it didn't pinch Asher's ego to admit it. Another reason this felt so right. He could say things to Scott he'd dare not say to anyone else. He took a long sip of the sparkling wine, peachy tart on his tongue. "I approve of your idea. It sounds...heavenly."


  


  
    * * * *
  


  Fourteen hours on a plane and an hour's drive, combined with a six-hour change in time zones, an emotional roller coaster between rage and utter bliss, and the considerable exertion of loving a man like Scott... Asher supposed he could be forgiven for losing the battle to sleep for a few minutes, especially when cradled in that warm, perfect embrace.


  Scott's smile held no recriminations, only love. "Come on, baby. Let me dry you off and put you to bed. We could both use a bit of a rest." Water cascaded down perfect thighs as Scott rose from the bath and held out his hands to Asher.


  Tired he might be, but the view was both incredible and just too tempting to let pass. Asher let his gaze travel down that long form and a genuine smile curved his lips, wondering again at how perfect it all felt. "Now that's just evil. Presenting me with such exquisite an offering at the optimum angle when I haven't the energy to enjoy it."


  Scott's chuckle flowed over Asher, warm as the bath water. "I'll be happy to offer it any time you feel inclined, darlin'." Strong arms helped Asher to his feet and guided him from the tub. "After a bit of a nap, I'm sure we'll both feel like offering all sorts of things." A soft towel brushed over his skin. "But rest first."


  "You take such good care of me." And it felt so good to allow it to just happen, to leave himself open to a little human generosity, a little affection. What might he become, with years of such care?


  "That I do." Scott moved with ease, drying them both off. "I like doing it. Makes me feel...warm. Inside." A soft kiss kept Asher from replying. "Now, off to bed with us both." He tugged at Asher's hand, leading them from the bath and its now sputtering candlelight to the bedroom. "Just curl up with me and rest."


  "Good idea." The bed cradled them, Scott's arm warm over Asher's waist. The memory evoked by that sensation set Asher chuckling even as his eyes drooped. "Now see, if it had been you instead of the East German women's weight-lifting champion using me for a teddy bear on that blasted road trip, I wouldn't have protested."


  Scott's chest rumbled with his chuckle. "Wish I'd have known, darlin'. But better now than never. Looks like I got the jackpot I was hoping for." He spooned Asher close, forms fitting so well Asher couldn't decide if he were already asleep and dreaming or not.


  


  Chapter 4

  


  


  "Aw, now that's just not fair." Scott grinned as Asher walked out of the bathroom, straightening his polo shirt over his waist. "I was plotting revenge for getting shoved up against the shower yesterday. And you're done already."


  "Well, you did say you wanted to take me sightseeing first thing." Asher's smile lit up all the dim corners of Scott's heart. And stole his breath when Asher leaned close and delivered one of those mind-exploding kisses. Perfect. Just completely perfect. "And if memory serves, you weren't shoved against the wall; you put yourself there."


  "True. But you're the one who picked the locale in the first place." God, how good it felt to still have their banter along with everything else. Scott didn't think he could have taken losing the wit in the name of the romance. Just more jackpot. He reached for another of the little egg pastry things that had come with the finest room-service breakfast he'd ever laid eyes on. "So, what's best to see first? You've been here before."


  Blue eyes lit up as Asher stepped toward the open doors to the patio. "Oh, Portofino's steeped in history. There are some beautiful old cathedrals up on the hillsides, exquisite collections of tapestry and architecture. I know of at least three Renaissance art museums, and..." Asher turned, and the smirk Scott knew too well curved full lips. "Or we can just go for a walk and drink it all in. I'm sure there are plenty of cafes and shops to visit as well."


  For that particular tease Scott had the ideal response. He stood and moved to take one of those lean, elegant hands in his own. "Sounds good. Any of it. As long as it makes you smile."


  "Buonjourno!" A bright greeting echoed up from the street.


  They weren't standing far enough out on the patio to be seen, but Scott felt the flinch of his lover's hand and saw a flash of panic cross those fair features. He kept his own expression neutral. You knew it wouldn't be easy, cowboy. Last night was one-to-one. Today's a whole 'nother rodeo. "So what should I put on, Ash? Something fit for museums, or wandering the streets, or both?"


  He was just grateful how well it had all gone so far. He'd expected it to take most, if not all, the weekend to seduce Asher into bed. The sore spot in his gut was worth it all. He offered his best smile to his lover. "You look good enough for anything."


  "I, uh..." For the longest moment, it seemed Asher would bolt, head back into the room, declare it all a mistake and quite probably crawl under the bed for the rest of the weekend. Scott watched the battle play across his lover's dear face. A hard swallow worked its way down Asher's throat. "Uh, casual's fine. It's not like we have to impress anyone." His blue gaze would no longer quite meet Scott's.


  "Honey?" Scott squeezed the hand he held with extreme gentleness. "It's all right. We'll take it as slow as you want. This is Italy and no one knows us. We're...anonymous here. And no one has to know when we get back until you're ready." He'd thought about that long and hard and decided it could be a double-edged sword if he wasn't careful. "I'm so proud to say I'm yours, but I can be quiet about it until you feel the same.."


  Asher took a minute before he looked up again. "I...I don't even know why I'm afraid."


  Poor sweet man. "It's a big change in your life, baby. You aren't used to being with anyone. And now you have me. Probably not the way you ever thought life would turn out." Scott leaned in for a gentle kiss. "I love you enough to see us through while you get used to the idea."


  Damn, that blank expression said more than any raised brow or surprised gasp could. And the glow of shy gratitude lighting Asher's eyes warmed Scott all over again. He'd never get tired of how eloquent the nuances of his lover's face could be. Strong, lean fingers twined with his and Asher returned the kiss fully.


  Scott lost himself in their kiss, as luxurious as the room around them. He could envision a lifetime of kisses keeping him more than satisfied. When Asher finally pulled away, Scott felt ready to float around the town. "Come on, darlin', keep me company while I dress and I'll let you lead me all over town if you want."


  


  
    * * * *
  


  Strong fingers cradled Asher's as they strolled the sun-washed streets. The light didn't gleam any brighter than the twinkle in Scott's smile or the warmth in his eyes when he looked at Asher. That sent shafts of a new sort of brightness through Asher. Just as he'd daydreamed, an adoring gaze rested on him as he pointed out some favored place. Only these eyes didn't look up through shy lashes, but sparkled down at him from Scott's slightly superior height.


  Scott. That still set whirlwinds dancing through Asher's mind. Scott Jamison loved him. Deeply. Intensely. Maybe permanently. Asher's heart began to pound and he tried to focus on the bit of tourist interest he wanted to bring to Scott's attention.


  "I can picture it sometimes. Standing here, watching an enemy armada approaching, knowing..." A bit of heat rose in his cheeks. "Knowing I'm the only thing standing between safety and annihilation for the town. I know, it sounds hopelessly egotistical." The walls of the old castle stronghold felt close, but not suffocating. And Scott at his side only brought the historical daydream more vivid.


  "I don't know. I can see you in armor and chain mail with a sword in your hand. You'd make a great knight." Scott leaned a bit closer. "It's why you joined the Bureau, isn't it, babe? Modern day knights in shining armor. That's us."


  "Partly." Interesting. He'd thought of it that way, of course, but never considered it part of his own choices. "I guess the romance element had something to do with it. I always figured it was because stock-brokering ended up boring me to tears, and I felt at least this way I could protect the family coffers from outside invasion." And he'd never dream of having this conversation with a female, friend or otherwise. He just didn't open up to them, for whatever reason. But he could share it with Scott. His heart kicked up a notch in tempo. "Come on. Enough history. Let's go rent one of those sailboats and see the coastline from out there."


  Scott's arm slipped around his waist. "Sounds great. I like boats. I know enough I can help you." That smile could compete with the sun. "Got a bit of the sea captain in you, too, darlin'? Or do you want to play pirates?"


  The thought of what that might involve left Asher breathless...and grinning. Play. Actual, non-serious, what-the-hell play time. Whether it ended up in bed or not. At heart, Scott was still a kid in many ways, including that glorious, maddening freedom to be childlike. A thing Asher could barely remember and had strenuously envied about his teammate all these years. Oh, he could sink into a cover. Could allow himself a little glee now and again at a case closed with pure satisfaction. But to just let go for a while and not be so damn grown-up... God, he needed that in his life!


  "I don't know." More honesty. It felt...liberating. "I'm sure we'll figure it out." We. Us. The grin expanded. Not alone. Lord, it felt good. Asher wasn't sure he could remember what not alone felt like. Or if he'd ever even experienced it. Even in the arms of numerous women, even Poppy, he'd felt...separate. Not really part of them, or they of him. He led Scott down the steep hillside path.


  It took only twenty minutes to rent a boat, then send Scott back to the hotel for jackets and swim trunks while he ordered a very nice picnic lunch from one of the cafés in the piazzetta. Thankfully Scott's sprint times kept the new feeling of emptiness at his side to a minimum. Pressing a brief kiss to his lover's mouth right there in the town square just felt right.


  And the bliss on Scott's face felt even better. A new daydream rose up. Retirement, some place like this, with Scott at his side. A bit more than a decade and it could be so. His breathing backed up again and he had to have another fleeting kiss, just because he could. Perfection. Or as close as he'd come yet.


  They climbed into the rented boat and watched as the piazzetta receded, painting the bright warm stucco into watercolor blurs softened further by verdant foliage. The great castle they'd stood in earlier seemed to float, ever watchful. Asher guided the thirty-two-foot craft out into the bay, watching Scott's arm muscles ripple as the tall Texan prepared the sail for furling when they left the no-wake lane.


  So different from Asher, but so much they could share. So much to offer. The daydream grew stronger. Indeed, the current reality felt dreamlike. Blue water reflected in Scott's eyes; a promise there of so much, if Asher could only accept it.


  "Whoa. Ash, look." Scott pointed off the starboard side as they left the harbor. Asher looked over at a beautiful multi-level villa seeming to rise right from the sea, hugging the steep curve of the point, all pink and gold stone against a lush backdrop of lemon trees and bright flowers. The lower levels had been designed for tidal flooding, and the sight left visions of long-ago smuggling and pirate booty playing tag in his mind.


  "It's gorgeous." The dream overran reality. "I'd love a place like that for us."


  Scott snorted a little, something that felt out of place in this peaceful setting. "Yeah, pretty dream. If I manage to win the tri-state lotto without breaking my Gamblers Anon deal by buying a ticket."


  Asher considered his lover for a long moment, realization dawning. Scott never considered any wealth Asher might have hidden away. The monetary advantages of them as a couple just never occurred to the other man. "Or if my investments survive the current economy."


  "Hm?" Scott pulled out of his thoughts and came to stand behind Asher at the helm. Asher couldn't be sure Scott had even heard him. It didn't show in the warm embrace or the nuzzle of warm lips over the nape of Asher's neck. "It's okay, honey. I'm happy to dream a while here. It sure is a pretty setting for you, though. You need me to raise the sail yet, or can I just stand here and snack on you?"


  "Snack all you want." Asher leaned back a bit into strong arms. "I've never been an hors d'ouvre before." He chuckled, still half immersed in his fantasy. A boat of his own so he could take Scott sailing whenever he wished. A bit of a garden in a place where winter never came. He sighed in pure contentment at the feel of soft lips on his neck. "I like that."


  "Me, too. God, you're gorgeous." Scott nestled his chin against Asher's shoulder, silky hair caught in the brisk breeze and tangling with Asher's own. "I feel like I could stay here forever with you and never look back. It's too right."


  The most pleasant shiver Asher had ever experienced worked its way up from his toes. So Scott felt it, too. Lord, just how in sync were they? "It is exactly too right. It's perfect." To flee the world and stay here...God! "It's tempting." They could, perhaps...


  Scott's deep sigh tickled Asher's cheek. "Aw, darlin', we'd probably go nuts inside a month with nobody to chase. And you said you've got family stuff to uphold or...whatever. Don't know as I'm cut out to sell T-shirts and rent out boats." A fresh kiss teased his throat again before Scott let go of him. "Come on. Let's see what this little filly can do with a brisk wind and two daring seamen."


  The play of muscles across broad shoulders appealed more than the boat at the moment. And right now, the "family stuff" seemed impossibly distant and unappealing. He'd far rather sail the calm azure of the Mediterranean with Scott. "As you will..." A sweet endearment nearly slipped from his lips. He wanted to call Scott "sweetheart" and "dearest" and a dozen other things.


  The urge multiplied when Scott pulled up a wonderfully overdone salute and grinned from amidships. "Hoisting the sail, Cap'n!"


  "Sweetheart" got more appealing every second.


  


  
    * * * *
  


  The pretty desk clerk's eyes went wide as they came back from dinner, dressed to the nines. Scott grinned and just gripped Asher's hand tighter. "I love it when a plan comes together."


  His sweetheart's brow ruffled in a frown. "Why does she keep staring at me that way? It's rather...disconcerting."


  "Because she's the one who helped me seduce you last night, darlin'. I told her all about the man who has my heart hog-tied." He eased those frown lines with a kiss, then leaned close to Asher's ear. "So she's probably got all sorts of naughty little visions going on about what we did, and didn't invite her for."


  Asher blinked rapidly as color from more than their day sailing brightened his face. "I..." He closed his mouth and waited a moment before trying again. "You told her about me?"


  For a man known for lauding his effect on the fairer sex, it sure was cute to watch Asher blushing over it now. Scott smiled and led them over to the desk. "Yep. Told her all about the man I work with who knows art, fine food, and culture, and still gets weepy over courtside basketball tickets. I had to have her help to make the evening just right, didn't I?" He blew a kiss at her. "Perfect, sweetheart. Everything worked out perfect."


  "Belissimo!" Her smile would tempt if Scott didn't have everything he'd ever wanted holding his hand. "It is the grand romance you were hoping for, then?"


  "It is, signora." The look on Asher's face as he said it left Scott warm all over. "So much so that I must ask a favor. Please take whatever charges this wonderful seduction included and move them to my account." Firm fingers caught Scott's lips mid-protest. "Not a word. I'm not going to leave you broke because of this. It's worth every dime."


  The girl just grinned while Scott felt his heart would detonate. Worth every dime. Sweet Lord above, he couldn't breathe. Not when Asher's fingers felt so soft but strong and his face glowed with...love. Real love. The thing Scott had prayed for and never really expected to gain. His throat filled and blocked his ability to speak. He pressed his lips to Asher's fingers, his hand coming up to hold that precious touch close.


  Whatever paper shuffling was involved, it happened without him being conscious of it because the next thing he knew they were upstairs in the room and Asher was loosening Scott's tie, that same loving smile rivaling the gold of the setting sun lighting their room.


  Warm, precious hands cradled Scott's cheeks. "Ti amo."


  His ability to breathe fled again. "Asher!" Finally. Maybe not in the language he'd expected, but the words he wanted so badly at last. "God, I love you, too." Had done and always would.


  "Would you mind if we just sort of coasted tonight? For a while, at least?" Asher slipped his own jacket and tie off, unbuttoning a couple of shirt studs as well. "Today has been so incredible, I just... I just want to enjoy being with you without...melting the walls, as it were." A shy smile made that handsome face just glow. "I'm sure we'll get there eventually."


  "Yeah, I imagine we will, darlin'." Darling. Scott's mind went off on several tangents, all of them having to do with the true meaning of that word. And more than just any darling lover. "My darling." It sounded odd to his ears, but so accurate. "I think I need a bit of quiet time myself."


  "Well, then let's see if there's a soccer game on that plasma satellite television they advertised so proudly."


  It took only minutes to change from tuxes to pajamas, and Scott had to smile at the sight of Asher, hair askew and bare-chested, stretched out on the length of the bed with a TV remote in his hand. Just not an image you thought of, to see the upper-crust Philadelphian at work. But gorgeous all the same. Relaxed, happy...and all Scott's.


  The vision looked his way. "Are you joining me?" The teasing smile softened. "Are you all right, sweetheart?"


  Sweetheart! Scott's heart melted. So did his knees.


  "Come here, love."


  God, that voice! Beyond velvet...pure silk, soft and warm. He couldn't move fast enough, wrapping his arms around that solid torso, easing back onto the pillows and basking in the glow from Asher's eyes.


  A long breath eased from Asher. "I think I could become addicted to this." His arms wrapped about Scott in turn. "You're amazingly comfortable to hold."


  Well, that just fixed it. "Honey, let's skip the TV. Find some music and let's just be. I can watch soccer when I get home. I'd rather watch you right now."


  Asher turned off the TV and flipped the remote to the foot of the bed. "Really? Well, no accounting for taste. Though I have to say, I find you far more interesting than any football game."


  Just right, Scott thought later, just lying there and talking for a couple hours, soft kisses and so much warmth. He grinned and pressed his lips to Asher's hair. They never did get around to anything more. Asher drifted off with his arms around Scott, murmuring that Italian "I love you" again.


  Scott closed his eyes, reluctant to lose the vision of Asher so soft and open, but sleep making his limbs heavy. He'd dream of Asher. And that phrase. Maybe in English this time.


  


  Chapter 5

  


  


  Canyons of angel hair flowed beneath Asher's plane, reminding him of his last day in Italy. God, he loved that country so deeply now and always would. It had brought him so much.


  He smiled out at the landscape of deceptively solid-looking mist. "I believe I can see a dragon again." His fingers tightened around Scott's as they had yesterday, lying in dense grass on an Italian hillside. "And no, it doesn't look more like a bunny." His smile grew at the memory of that discussion. Watching clouds, speculating on what their shifting shapes most resembled. Freedom. The carefree liberty Scott had gifted Asher with. Asher swallowed the sudden accumulation of emotion clogging his throat. He had to find a way to hold this, keep it strong.


  Scott leaned across him to look out the window. "Nah, definitely a dragon. No big horns to get confused this time." A grin played across the Texan's lips as his voice dropped to a whisper. "I didn't wake you up too early, did I, darlin'?"


  "Not at all." How could sleep possibly compare to loving Scott with a depth of passion that still shocked Asher? "I...I'll miss waking up with you when we're back in DC." Back to separate beds in different parts of the city. The thought chilled him.


  Scott's grin froze. "Uh, yeah." He sat back in his seat, shifting a bit as if to get comfortable. "Hey, listen, thanks for upgrading my ticket. I've never flown business class before. Makes sense now why they charge so much for it."


  "I wanted you with me." The coming weeks would be hellish enough. "It's a long, long flight. We can have these hours together like we did in Italy. I'm completely yours until the plane touches down."


  Bright blue eyes clouded over, the light going out of them as if a switch had been tripped. "Yeah. Until the plane touches down." Strong fingers gripped Asher's tightly, Scott's throat working hard over a swallow.


  What? Ah, of course. "Yes. D.C. I'm afraid I don't relish returning in the least. I could quite happily remain in some small Italian village with you, and never worry about facing Noah or the team or anything else again." Asher sighed. "I hate the thought of what that will be like."


  "Don't imagine your folks will be all that happy, either." Scott shifted in the fine leather seat again. "Even if they can handle you being bi, I'm not exactly upper crust." He blinked several times in rapid succession, but the early sun caught a crystal drop in the corner of one eye.


  "Scott? Love?" Asher reached to capture liquid sorrow. "What? I don't care if you're a prince or a pauper. You know that. And I'm quite used to being a failure in my parents' eyes. What's one more?" He tried to be light, but a shudder forced its way up his frame. "They'll probably complete whatever plans they have for disowning me." At least he'd have the compensation of someone who truly loved him, faults and all.


  "Then..." Dark brows drew together over those beautiful eyes. "Darlin', what are you say-- Never mind." Scott drew in a breath and seemed to force himself back into the seat. "I promised myself I wouldn't push you, and I'll promise you the same now." He looked up as the flight attendant stopped to ask if they wanted something to drink. "Michelob, honey. Please."


  Asher raised an eyebrow at the tone. Scott sounded as though he needed the beer more than wanted it. "Look, I'm not worried about my parents. I don't see them often, and they aren't an immediate concern." He had a sudden wish he'd ordered a Scotch. Or two. "But the office is going to be a horror. Maybe we really should've just stayed in Italy."


  "I don't care about the office." Scott waited until the attendant finished with his drink and moved on to the next passenger before he said anything more, his voice rasping. "But I don't want you to feel like you have to hide. I never wanted that, Asher. I..."


  "I don't care. But you might find you do. Noah's still your best friend. And I'm used to the innuendos and hazing from the Neanderthals. They've accused me of being gay for years. They'll just pat themselves on the back and declare they knew so all along. But you'll be, pardon the expression, fresh meat." He sighed. "It's going to be miserable for you." And likely prove more than even the resilient Texan could take. Asher would deal with that ache when it came. At least he'd have this short time to know real love.


  "Miserable would be losing you." A quick sip of his beer and Scott pulled in a breath. "Sorry. Didn't mean that to come out. I'm not pushing, I swear. I just...I don't give a damn about the gossip. And if Noah can't handle it, I..." Scott stopped and one corner of his generous mouth quirked. "Darlin', are we sitting here arguing about who's going to get more shit about us being together? We're pathetic."


  Asher considered a moment, Scott's evaluation making perfect sense once he realized. A grin stole out, along with his rendition of Scott's twang. "We're in love for sure. So much so we're plumb terrified of what the other might face." His hand stole out to take Scott's again. He'd never had anyone begin to care for him in the least, and to have this sort of love set his heart galloping and drove him to assure his lover wasn't an illusion.


  "God, I love it when you pop up a Texas drawl. It's sexy as hell off your lips." Scott grinned and squeezed his hand. "And if we weren't thirty thousand feet up in the middle of business class, I'd show you just how much."


  Thirty thousand feet, on a plane where no one really knew them. Asher chuckled and leaned to capture smiling lips. "Maybe you can't show me the full depth of your appreciation, but I don't mind the Reader's Digest version, either. I think it might be a very good way to spend the next several hours."


  Scott's grin could have kept the plane aloft even if the engines gave out. "Beats the hell out of the in-flight movie."


  


  
    * * * *
  


  The hustle of rushing travelers chilled Asher. So disconnected from everyone around them. So alone. He shuddered. As he'd be in just a moment. "Scott?"


  The other man turned from his contemplation of various directional signs.


  "You took the train in, right? So you didn't have to pay parking?" He barely waited for a nod before rushing on, afraid if he slowed his courage would desert him. "Come home with me? We can make this weekend last another night."


  The snap of Scott's head should have dislocated at least one vertebra, those beautiful blue eyes wide. "You...you're serious? Really?"


  Lord, that smile could power Dulles International for at least a year.


  "Aw, darlin'. But I don't have anything I can wear into the office tomorrow. I need to stop at my place for a few minutes."


  "I don't mind taking you by there. As long as you're with me tonight." Asher truly couldn't face the idea of sleeping alone. Not after he knew what it felt like to be held in loving arms. "Or I could stay with you, if you don't feel comfortable coming to my place." God, pathetic. Inviting himself to Scott's. Heat surged up, burning his face.


  Strong fingers twined with his for just a moment before Scott clapped him on the shoulder instead of the embrace no doubt hovering just below the surface. "Your gorgeous house or my crackerbox. No contest. I'd love to crash with you. Come on. Let's find our bags and get to it."


  Asher nodded, some of the fear in his gut unknotting, even though he longed to take Scott's hand again. "Yes. The sooner we can be alone, the better."


  A short drive out of Dulles, then down to Foggy Bottom with its former-barracks apartment buildings. Asher gazed out the windshield as they drove, taking in the mind-numbingly identical tenements. Scott deserved so much better. Asher pushed away the niggling thought that his house would be perfect with Scott in it, and the wide spaces would suit Scott better than these grocery-shelved sardine cans.


  Too much too fast. He concentrated on the feel of Scott's hand on his thigh instead. That felt perfect, too.


  Parking was the usual nightmare, but he found a place at last. The walk to the little apartment felt incomplete without Scott touching him. Two flights of stairs behind that glorious ass felt worse than Hostage Training. He just couldn't make his hands reach out. Not here. Not home. Not yet.


  "Here we are." Scott fished the keys out of his pocket and turned the lock. "Closet, sweet closet. Come on in, honey. I'll just grab a suit, tie, and dress shirt out of the bedroom. Everything else is in my bags in your trunk."


  Asher nodded, arms aching to hold Scott, lips hungry for a kiss. "I... Maybe you can leave a few things at my place. In case." Lord, he felt breathless.


  "You sure about that?" Scott moved toward the bedroom, but Asher caught the stiff set of those broad shoulders. "I mean, I want you to be sure."


  Asher followed, unable to remain even a few extra feet from his lover. "I'm sure. If you are. I mean, if it doesn't make you uncomfortable." He clasped his hands to stop them trembling. Dear God, he wanted this to work so badly, but he couldn't risk making Scott uncomfortable.


  Scott stared at him for the longest moments of his life. Then that smile glowed again and a solid form pressed him against the door, nearly slamming it closed. "We're being noble again, baby. I think we ought to stop right now."


  Asher's body came alive, electricity flowing through every synapse, sparking in every cell. "Right. Stopping. God!" His hands gripped broad shoulders and he welded his mouth to Scott's. "I need you. I want you. I don't know how the hell we're going to make this work, but I want to try."


  "Music to my ears, darlin'." Scott's tongue tangled with his, fingers unbuttoning Asher's shirt in record time. "I thought for sure I was going to go stone loco before we got to your house. Want you right now, baby. We'll cuddle later."


  A moan surged up from Asher's core. "Yes! Oh, sweetheart, please." Silken hair tangled in his fingers. "Scott!" Nothing ever felt this intense or this right. He fought the soft cotton of Scott's T-shirt, pulling it free so he could touch bare skin.


  Italy had been tender, gentle...new. The core was still tender, but Asher found he needed the fire Scott kindled in his soul. Clothes vanished, dropped wherever they fell. The bed caught them as they fell together, bodies twined, skin against skin and all so perfect. Muscles bunched, stretched, vying to claim what they both craved.


  The very air hummed with the raw power of their passion. The force of it nearly sent Asher tumbling into bliss when Scott pressed him to the mattress, joining their bodies in an ecstasy Asher had never dreamed existed. Disjointed phrases of praise and adulation, bleeding want and need, tumbled from his lips, uncensored for probably the first time in his life.


  "Oh, God, darlin', you're so good!" Scott's hands explored without hesitation, hips moving in long, erotic thrusts. "So good." Fevered kisses trailed along Asher's calf, cradled in Scott's broad grip.


  Every slide of that exquisite body sent a jolt of unfiltered sensation through Asher, the kisses leaving scorch marks on his flesh. His body moved in time with Scott's, mind blank to anything but his lover and this impossible joy.


  Somewhere outside the universe of their loving, an electronic tone warbled once, twice... "Hey, it's Scott. Leave me a message and I'll get back to you when I can." Lord, even that voice set Asher gasping all over again.


  "Hey, Scott, it's Noah. Thought you might be back from wherever and want to grab a beer before you called it a night. Call me if you get home in the next hour or so. Talk to you later, man."


  "Not home." Scott grinned, leaning over to kiss Asher as he grasped hard want. "Oh, baby, yes. I want to watch you come unglued just for me."


  Unglued! "Incoherent, gasping, utterly...Oh!" Asher's body surged and spasmed under Scott's touch, pulling a faint profanity from his shattered thoughts. "Don't stop! Oh, please, love, don't ever stop!" The sensation of Scott gripping him, tugging in time with those unbelievable thrusts, sent neon flashes dancing across Asher's inner eye. Each shivering breath threatened to turn to screams of pure rapture.


  "That's it, darlin'. All for me. Just me. God, I love you so much. I've wanted to give this to you for so long." Scott claimed his mouth, sucking Asher's tongue in time with all that glorious sensation, air bellowing from the Texan's lungs, that firm body trembling in bliss. "Asher, I love you."


  Broken sobs rather than a scream heralded the release of a passion so strong Asher honestly thought it might bring unconsciousness. He shook from the force of it, back arching, hands clenched on Scott's shoulder. "Love...you." Words took so great an effort. "God! So much." He fought to stay aware. "Never dreamed I could...love someone so much."


  "Asher!" The Texan threw back his head, love's proof flooding Asher with warmth. Bliss ripped through Scott, snapping his spine taut, his grip spasming on Asher's hips.


  Glorious weight settled over Asher, Scott's heart pounding so hard Asher could feel it against his chest. He wrapped Scott in leaden arms, beyond contentment. If he could hold on to this, he could deal with whatever the world flung at him.


  "Wow." Deep gasps pressed to Asher's chest, Scott's cheek warm over his heart. "Oh, honey, so much better than my dreams." Trembling fingers traced a path up to his lips, caressing ultra-sensitive skin. "I...I'm sorry I didn't ask if you were ready for that, but... God, so perfect. You okay?"


  Asher had to think for a minute to decipher Scott's question. Oh, sweet Lord! The concern in those blue, blue eyes brought a grin to Asher's face. "I'm wonderful. I didn't even think about it being a first. I just wanted you so much." He pressed a kiss to sweetly shaking fingers. "I've never felt better, love." And if he ended up sore... Well, it had been far more than worth it.


  "Me, either." Scott eased to Asher's side, snuggling close. "I don't think we're going to be able to move for about an hour, though. You still want me to stay over later?"


  "God, yes." And forever. But Asher would save that invitation until Scott was ready for it.


  


  
    * * * *
  


  Scott jumped about a foot, finally clearing a bit of space in the master bathroom mirror so Asher could see to finish shaving. A blissful expression followed when Asher kept his hand in place, as beautiful as the glare on its heels. "What the hell are you doing?"


  Oh, too perfect to do anything but grin. "If you're going to hog the mirror, my dearest, I shall use any and all weapons at my disposal, including grabbing you by your exquisite ass, to get you to move."


  "If you keep your hand where it is, darlin', we won't have to worry about fighting for the mirror. The only place we'll be going is back to bed. And I don't mind if you're unshaven and rumpled there. In fact, I like you rumpled." Pure seduction deepened Scott's accent and brightened his eyes. "Especially if I'm the one rumpling you."


  "But you just spent ten minutes making sure every hair is in its proper place." Asher got the last path of stubble from his upper lip and rinsed the razor under the tap. "Heaven forbid I mess it up. At least now I understand why you're habitually late to work." He straightened and reached for a towel as he smiled at his lover. "Staying home does sound delightful. Far more so than facing...whatever we'll face."


  "Honey, they won't know anything until we tell them. And we'll do that when we're ready. I won't out you and I won't deliver any sort of ultimatum. I love you. I want you comfortable with loving me."


  Scott's fingers felt electric on Asher's newly shaved cheeks.


  "When you're ready, well... Like I said, Noah isn't going too far because I won't let him. Holly isn't malicious enough to keep anything going. And the others? Well, darlin', how would you tell the difference?" A smile appeared.


  Asher couldn't help but laugh. "You have a point." He pressed a kiss to Scott's lips, loving the simple fact of having someone to share the morning. "Come on. Let's finish up and find some coffee."


  


  
    * * * *
  


  Asher swept into the bullpen, face carefully blanked, even though the sight of Scott already at his desk tugged with near-irresistible force at the corners of his mouth. He'd dropped his lover off at the garage elevator before finding a place to park. Entering separately just seemed easier at the moment.


  "I see that spring in your step." Roxanne Brewer, called in to take up the slack of him and Scott both vacationing, nailed him with a grin that hit like an actual touch. "Someone had a very nice holiday. So...what was she like?"


  Asher paused in the act of removing his suit coat. "She?" He'd forgotten half the female population of the building had taken an intense interest in his tryst. "Anonymous was...perfection. I've never experienced anything like the last few days. It was truly heartbreak to leave Italy. I came within a hairsbreadth of just calling in my resignation and staying." He turned and allowed the full force of his grin on the other agent.


  "Did you at least get her name, or did she decide it best if you couldn't find her again?" Eva Kotai barely looked up from the reports she tossed into various in-boxes.


  "Oh, I know everything I need to know about my lover. But for that bit of nastiness on so beautiful a morning, Anonymous will remain...Anonymous to you." Asher found Scott's twinkling eyes gave him the courage to face even the resident Dragon Lady without qualms. He settled into his chair, fingers twined so his head could rest on them. Hoist on her own petard. How very appropriate. "Where's Holly? I have her souvenir."


  Scott leaned back in his chair. "Our resident cyber-goddess is currently interrogating a geek perp who thinks he has the right to hack his way into the IRS and change the tax laws. By the time she gets done, he'll probably have a hard drive shoved up his ass. Or he'll wish she'd just done that."


  "Thanks a lot, Eva. Now I'll have to wait until Holly drags it out of him over lunch." Roxanne moved to lean against the post by their desks. Never let it be said the FBI hired women who weren't relentless. "Did you at least remember my souvenir, or were you too blissed-out by your mystery lady?"


  Asher grinned. "You didn't ask for one. And I was completely, utterly, and am still blissed-out. We wandered about the city, hand in hand, exploring the shops." He lifted the little bag he'd brought in with him. "I trust Holly's coffee will taste exquisite when she drinks from that. Just as I remember the espresso I had each morning."


  "Well, let's see it. I can drool vicariously, if nothing else." Roxanne took the bag with some care and peeked inside. "Oh, Asher!" She lifted the white mug with its print of the villa they'd seen from the sailboat. "It's gorgeous! If the whole city looks like this, I can see why you were tempted to stay." Her smile landed on Scott. "So where were you all weekend, that I had to cover for you both? Off on another of your secret missions for Homeland Security?"


  Scott's grin lit the bullpen and spilled out to the surrounding floor. "I had my own tryst going on, darlin'. Absolutely the most perfect weekend of my life. A lover who's pure sex appeal, kisses that are nothing but heaven, and enough passion to light Houston. Yeah." He mirrored Asher's stance, leaning back in his chair and going further to prop his feet up on the edge of his desk. "Better than a perfect eight-second ride at the Astrodome."


  "God, I hate you both." Roxanne's smile belied any truth to the statement. "Nice to know somebody's got a decent social life."


  "Oh darlin', this ain't a social life; it's a love life. An everything life!"


  Asher blinked again the glow radiating from Scott.


  "What's an everything life?" Noah strode into the room and paused to do a bit of blinking of his own. "Okay, what's with the grin, Scott? Even for you, that's huge."


  "Just a right perfect weekend, bud. Sorry I missed your call." Scott's lightning glance nearly burned Asher's eyebrows right off. "Was busy making the down time last as long as possible."


  Dark eyebrows rose and Noah's lips quirked a bit. "Hey, far be it from me to interrupt that!" His gaze slid to Asher. "Okay, you look as insufferable as he does. Don't tell me your blind date worked out."


  "Oh, I'd definitely call it a work-out, yes." He ignored the very poorly-covered snort from Eva, who regularly gave him hell about his revolving bedroom door."I haven't felt this...renewed in my entire life."


  Noah's gaze swung between the two for a moment and he gave the tiniest head shake. "Great. I'm going to get nothing useful out of either of you today. You're both going to be too busy daydreaming of your girlfriends."


  "Aw, ease up, Noah." Scott stood, straightening his tie. "We're the FBI. The white knights. And we got work to do. Come on, Asher. Let's go make the rounds on our snitches. Gotta be something stewing out there." He snapped a salute at Warren Forbes, the unit supervisor, who had just come in the door. "Back on duty, never better, sir."


  Warren's brows drew together. "What are you on? If it's not legal, I don't want to know." The knitted brows unraveled and flew apart, climbing high as Asher followed in Scott's wake.


  "Oh, definitely never better. As close to Nirvana as I've ever been." Asher couldn't resist clapping Noah on the back so hard the other man stumbled. "As Wyatt Earp here says, perfect. Just perfect."


  


  Chapter 6

  


  


  Scott couldn't help but grin, watching Asher with one of his snitches. Pure poetry. Straight to the point, every time. Asher probably spent less on information gathering than any other agent Scott knew.


  "Danny, I'm only going to say this once."


  Man, those gorgeous blue eyes could go ice-cold when the situation came up.


  "Your job is to be my eyes and ears out here. If you can't handle that, I know a lovely little fifteen-by-ten cell with a roomie named Big Moe just waiting for you."


  The snitch tried to look tough--for maybe five seconds--before he wilted under that freezing gaze. "All right. All right. I'll do better. I promise." A world of impotent anger sparked in his drug-reddened eyes, but defeat slumped his shoulders. "Whatever you want."


  "Now see, that wasn't so hard, was it?" Asher brushed a bit of imaginary lint off the snitch's coat, ignoring the flinch his gesture caused. "I got you a second chance. Don't waste it. Now, what's the latest going on with the 'Cudas? Are they just lying low after we busted their top brass for weapons dealing or are they hiding because they're into something new?"


  Scott barely hid his chuckle as information spilled from Danny's lips. His baby really was the best at this. The bloom of pride that so glorious a creature belonged to him sweetened the very air Scott breathed.


  "Hey." The sharp tone of Asher's voice brought Scott out of his thoughts. Asher had one hand firmly on Danny's shoulder and the other holding a small packet of dark...something. "Take a night off from Miss Emma. You stay alive far better if you're coherent."


  The snitch took the packet and nodded. "Yeah, that bitch is getting to me." The grin looked tired.


  Scott raised his brows in question as Danny wandered down the street and Asher returned to his side.


  "Kratom. A plant from Southeast Asia, perfectly legal and available in any herbal shop." Asher's broad shoulders lifted under his suit coat. "It's been used for years as an opiate substitute, but I only give him enough at any one time to ease his morphine withdrawal. The medical community is actually starting to view it as a viable remedy."


  "God! You're..." The words to describe something that glorious wouldn't make it past Scott's throat and he settled for a brief squeeze of Asher's hand. "Just about everything you do makes me love you more. When I think there's no way I could feel it any deeper, you come up with something new."


  Another shrug, along with a bit of color rising across high cheekbones. "It seems...a waste to trust intel to a man who's strung out. Just protecting the network." Asher glanced away for only a moment, then a shy smile curved his lips. "I can't stand to see him strung out when the remedy's so simple."


  "Like I said, babe, you just make me love you more every minute." Scott grinned and opened the car door. "So, was this our last call of the day? We have just enough time to check in at the office and head home if it is."


  "That sounds perfect." Asher settled into the driver's seat and reached for Scott's hand. "We survived our first day back, love."


  Pure contentment eased through Scott as he twined his fingers with Asher's. "Yeah, we did. I think we can do this, baby. I think we can make it work." He tilted his head back and grinned up at the roof of the car. "Damn, this all feels so good. Us together, like this. I swear it's a dream I don't want to wake up from."


  "Well, then let's dream a little longer." Asher pulled out his cell phone and hit a speed dial. "How does Italian under candlelight on my very private patio sound for tonight?"


  "Like my dream is just continuing, darlin'. Walkin' in high cotton."


  


  
    * * * *
  


  Whoa. Candlelight, dinner on the terrace, Asher's fingers caressing his hand across the table...and an errant foot teasing over his calf. If Scott hadn't died and gone to heaven, he'd found the closest damned thing to it on planet Earth. His smile felt atomic. "You don't miss a trick, do you, babe?"


  "Well, you did an excellent job in Italy of proving you're stellar boyfriend material. I decided I should do the same. My methods are a bit less flamboyant, but I believe you'll get the gist of the matter." Asher offered a smile of pure seduction if ever Scott had seen one. "I thought a simple romantic evening at home might show your efforts weren't wasted."


  "Aw, darlin', I never thought so. I've watched you for years, planning any number of dates. You just never put this much of yourself into it before." Scott raised those elegant fingers to his lips. "Thinking dessert can wait. You're heaps sweeter on my tongue."


  "Now that's one of the best plans you've ever come up with." Asher rose, all lithe grace, setting fire low in Scott's belly. Lord, Asher was just purest sex when he moved so easy and smooth. And then circling the little table to lean over Scott, those lips more luscious than any dessert could be. They settled warm and firm over Scott's. "The tiramisu will keep for an hour or so, I'm sure."


  Clearing the dishes together, setting the kitchen to rights...simple house chores never seemed so blessedly hot. Scott wrapped his arms around Asher's waist from behind as his lover rinsed the last of the recyclables. "I could get used to this. Actual dishes instead of takeout. I might even have to learn to use a stove." He unbuttoned the suspenders from pleat-perfect trousers, easing them off Asher's shoulders, grinning against the warm hollow of his lover's ear. "I bet you look damn pretty in a frilly apron."


  Even the "f-off and die" glare he got for his sass looked sexy.


  "No joke, honey. I think I've found heaven." He molded his form a bit tighter to Asher. "Can I stay the night again? I really don't want to leave and go sleep in my bed alone." He grinned against dark gold hair. "Not that I'd get any sleep, thinking of how you feel like this."


  "Well, I can't very well beat you for your smartass quip from two counties over, can I?" Asher turned, slipping broad hands beneath Scott's waistband and squeezing his ass until Scott's knees shook. His lover's too-talented tongue teased across Scott's lips, pulling back when Scott tried to respond. A killer smirk curved full lips. "Uh-uh. You don't deserve a taste in return."


  "You're just being evil." Scott answered with a grin and a hand sliding firmly over Asher's fly. "And adorable."


  "Now that's more like it." Agile fingers worked the buttons on Scott's shirt, pulling it from his waistband, smoothing the cotton of his tank shirt. "Do redeem yourself, sweetheart. I find the thought of loving you upstairs so tempting, but the notion of just cuddling with you on the sofa for a while appeals, too. We have all evening."


  Scott felt something deep in the middle of his chest melt. "Oh, darlin', I may give up going out altogether. What's the point, when I have this much at home?" He tilted his head back so perfect lips could press a lingering kiss to the hollow of his throat. "God, babe!"


  "Oh, I could never deprive the world of your handsome form. We'll black-tie for the symphony and go casual for the Wizards. All the DC movers and shakers will wonder who the two magnificent men are who've graced their presence." Asher gasped and his hands caressed over Scott's ass again. "Or we can just stay home where I can strip you naked and kiss every millimeter of you until you sob."


  Scott's breath caught and he pressed need gone rock-hard and hungry against Asher's hip. "Oh, God, darlin', keep me home. Every night. And every blessed other minute you can think of. You, naked in that big bed of yours, sends me straight to heaven. Nothing's better than making love with you, I swear." He moaned and ground his pelvis against his lover.


  "I see Europe hasn't lost its touch." A voice from behind them startled him, and Asher's hands froze on his back. "I'd be eeked, if the two of you didn't look so damn cute together."


  Scott's mind went blank for an instant, then settled into numbing terror. He couldn't turn, didn't dare. Asher's shocked face told him everything. So did the tremor beginning to shiver through his lover. A vile curse shot through his head. Just when his life attained the completion he'd dreamed of, something had to happen to destroy it. He swallowed and managed to get his vocal chords to work. "Holly. Didn't expect you to just walk in."


  "I know. I'm sorry." Her musical voice shook with apology. "Asher asked me to water the plants while he was gone, and I forgot you were back because you were out of the office again by the time I got done with Calderon. I just didn't think..." She trailed off and he could almost picture her fidgeting her feet, her gaze down for a moment. "Guys, please, I'm sorry. Don't look like the world just exploded. It's okay."


  Scott seriously doubted that, especially when Asher shook like a storm-lashed leaf in his arms. All right then, he'd manage it and do whatever he could to keep this at some level his love could handle. He turned, dislodging Asher's hold on his ass, one hand seeking Asher's cold fingers before facing Holly. "A lot of people won't feel that way."


  "Not one of them. And I didn't plan on calling the Examiner when I get home." Her pretty mouth curved just a little. "Have to admit, this explains a few things. So you were the mysterious Italian Anonymous, huh? And no black eye. I'm impressed." The smile faded at the same time Asher's fingers twitched around Scott's. "Asher, it's really okay. You don't want it to get around at the moment, I get that. Please draw a real breath."


  The gasped half-breath from Asher shivered with a dread. "It's..." His free hand fluttered, circling in empty air before settling over his heart. Scott gave a reassuring squeeze to the one he held. "I'm sure you... That is, this has to be..." He paused to take the other half of the breath. "This must be a shock for you."


  "Walking in on you? Yeah, a little." Her cheeks colored. "Embarrassing that I wasn't paying attention. But overall...it really isn't. Not really."


  Scott's mind went at tad dim again before flashing back on. But Asher managed to comment before Scott could. "What? How could you possibly... I didn't even suspect I could feel this way until this weekend!"


  "I don't know. I mean, it just all sort of came together when I...interrupted." She tried a smile again, soft and apologetic. "Would it be okay if we sat down for a minute? You look ready to keel over. And Scott might be deciding whether to shoot me. He's a little harder to read."


  "Sort of depends on how Asher is doing." Scott might not shoot her, but he might very well take his Glock to himself if this destroyed what he'd just managed to build. "But, yeah, sitting might be good." In truth, his own knees didn't feel too steady. He led his love to the sofa, sinking down beside him. "Okay, we're sitting."


  Holly took the leather armchair to their left, her dark eyes solemn as she gazed at them. "It's not that obvious, Asher, if you're really worried. And it's got nothing to do with the whispers around the building I'd like to punch back down a few throats. It's just I sit where I can see your face most of the time. I've watched the two of you over the past two years. There was always a lot beneath the surface. Caring. A caring you'd have denied to your last breath. So while I didn't expect this, it's not that big a surprise."


  She paused and her gaze settled on Scott. "You were a little harder to figure out. Just too many instances of Noah giving you the weird-eye, I guess. I know eeked when I see it. He's lousy at hiding it completely. But I know you like girls, too, so I didn't think much about it until now."


  Scott nodded. He'd figured Noah for this conversation, albeit at a rather higher decibel level and laced with a great deal of profanity. "Yeah, well, Noah's fairly eeked at my...preferences. He'll live. And no offense to you, Holly. You're a fine woman, but there's just something about Asher. Been building for years."


  Now her smile blossomed. "You think I haven't noticed 'something about Asher'? More than one occasion I've wished I was about ten years older and could actually stand opera. Poppy was an idiot to go back to New York alone."


  Oh, the rapid blinks and blank face of his love pulled a huge smile from Scott. "Yeah, the woman didn't have a single brain cell. Or any sense." He drew their linked hands up and pressed a kiss to Asher's knuckles. "Thank God. I'd have been left broken-hearted if she stayed." He squeezed with a reassuring touch. "It's all right, darlin'. I think we're safe with Holly."


  She slid over to the large footstool that turned the sofa into a lounge, holding her hand toward Asher. "Not a word. I promise. Your personal life is just that--personal. I'm just glad you found someone you can open your heart to." She grinned. "Really, you guys are just too cute together. Italy was worth every cent, wasn't it?"


  A tiny smile played on Asher's face. "Yes, every one, and I'd say we got a bargain."


  Lord! Scott thought he might just disintegrate at how utterly lovable Asher was when he turned shy and dropped his gaze.


  "A complete bargain." He had to agree.


  "I'd pester you for all the romantic details, but I think I'll just head home. I'll see you both tomorrow at work." She grinned and ruffled Asher's hair. "You're adorable in love, you know that?"


  Scott's laughter rolled through the wide open spaces of the great room. "That's one way to shut him up!" He drew a breath, still chuckling. "But, yeah, he's beyond adorable."


  "So are you." She patted his shoulder. "Stay put. I'll show myself out."


  Scott waited for the door to close behind her before shifting so his body faced Asher. "Darlin', it really is all right. And you are adorable. At least I adore you." He tried for a smile, even though his insides quivered. Asher had been too quiet through it all.


  A long, deep breath lifted Asher's chest at last. "I...suppose if we had to have a first encounter of being outed this soon, it's good it was Holly."


  Outed. Every closeted guy's worst fear. Scott swallowed down sudden trepidation. "Yeah. Holly's a good friend. She won't do anything to hurt us."


  "I know." So simple. Scott felt his heart start beating again as Asher squeezed his hand. "I don't know how I know, but Holly was never a true worry." Asher pulled the big footstool over against the couch and stretched out, long legs crossed at his ankles, a slow smile lighting that dear face. "Feel like recapturing the mood over a movie, love? I'm still a bit...tuckered out, I believe is your native phrase, from the shock."


  Scott settled close, one leg thrown over Asher's hard thighs. "Sounds like a winner, darlin'. I'm all for recapturing the mood. I think we should do that, just hold onto it for a while." He wrapped an arm about his lover. "I'm thinking forever might be about the right amount of time."


  


  
    * * * *
  


  So right. Nothing in his existence had ever felt so right as Scott lying next to him, one arm draped over Asher's stomach, curled up and contentedly asleep. Not even their lovemaking, fulfilling as it was, felt like this. Complete.


  His lover's soft breathing comforted Asher's ears. Last night he'd drifted off to that sweet sound, lulled by the gentle music of having someone to love. Tonight, though, less comforting thoughts intruded, keeping him awake. How well would Scott sleep if Holly inadvertently let slip he now shared a bed with Asher? How would his darling handle that?


  Stop avoiding the real issue. How will you handle it? Damn his conscience, anyway. It was right, of course. Rumor and innuendo from the Neanderthals at work was one thing; actually facing the world with the fact he'd taken a man as lover was something else entirely. You nearly stopped breathing when it was just Holly. What happens when it's Warren? Or, God forbid, Eva?


  A shudder ran through him at the thought of Eva's cold, deadly glare. Her tongue would fillet him into bite-sized sushi. He twined his fingers with Scott's, careful not to wake his lover, but needing that contact and warmth to stave off the chill of his thoughts.


  Equally disturbing--more so, in fact--was the thought of walking away, playing it safe, breaking Scott's heart. Running back behind well-built walls of sarcasm and aloof...nonsense. Grown-up playacting so far removed from his soul it evoked that shiver in spite of his best efforts. No. No, he wouldn't hurt Scott. Not after his dearest went to so much trouble, took so much emotional risk, to plow through those walls in the first place.


  And, since his conscience insisted on complete honesty, Asher wasn't sure he could face an empty house after it had been so full of Scott's laughter. How would he ever sleep again if the big Texan's frame didn't fill half the bed and keep the worst of Asher's demons at bay? Shocked, he found the thought of being alone again more chilling than Eva's evil glare.


  Guess that settles that. It felt better, shock aside, to at least feel determined about something. He wouldn't walk away from this. It was far too precious. The silky texture of Scott's hair between his fingers warmed his soul, chasing away the tremors. On impulse, he eased his lips to the curve of Scott's ear. "I love you, Scott Jamison. With all my heart."


  The arm draping his middle tightened. "I've been waiting years to hear you say those words, Asher Hall." The whisper blended with the soft sigh of the wind in the oak outside Asher's window. A long, slow breath of purest contentment eased from gently smiling lips. "It's all I've ever really wanted. Someone like you to love me as much as I love him. My heart's yours."


  "I'm sorry if I woke you." Though the sight of those blue eyes softened by moonlight made the apology a little less sincere.


  "Darlin', it's worth waking up to hear. I wasn't really asleep anyway. Just dozing a bit." Scott snuggled a bit closer. "You're an amazingly comfortable pillow. Besides, I figured you'd be awake and I thought I'd be here if you wanted to talk."


  "Not talk so much. Kisses sound good, though." Asher settled his lips against Scott's temple. "But I think it's time I had a quiet talk with Warren about a transfer. We can't stay in the same unit much longer if we're a couple."


  Scott nodded even as he pulled Asher closer for those requested kisses. "Can't say I like the thought of not sitting across from you, but I know you're right." Strong lips settled over Asher's, a mobile tongue seeking a slow waltz.


  Asher savored the depth of emotion in so simple a thing as a kiss and warm body close against his. He'd made the right decision. Whatever crap he had to put up with, having Scott's love would more than compensate.


  


  Chapter 7

  


  


  "Warren, got a minute?" Asher let out the breath he'd been holding for the last twenty seconds as smoothly as he could. It's the right decision.


  His supervisor looked up, faint inquiry tainted with heavy disinterest. "Sure. Anything to distract me from reports is a blessing." He set his pen down with obvious reluctance and motioned to the chair in from of his desk. "Make yourself comfortable."


  As expected, dark brows rose when Asher closed the door. They climbed more as Warren took in the form Asher held out to him. Warren's expression said, God, what now, with HD clarity. Exasperation lived in the way his fingers snatched the sheets from Asher's hand.


  "I have an important matter to discuss with you."


  "Well, that explains the door. What's up?" A hint of trepidation warred with weariness in Warren's eyes.


  Not unexpected. He had never really found a way to mesh with the squad, not like a lot of units did. Whether it was the highbrow aura in general or some personality quirk, he just couldn't seem to relax with them. With Scott's affections so evident in Asher's heart now, even so mild a show of his lack of place in his team's life just cemented his resolve. A new start in a new unit where he might be a better fit didn't seem as onerous as he knew Scott feared it would.


  "Nothing as earth-shattering as your expression would indicate." He took one of the tweed-covered chairs in front of Warren's desk, letting the process of settling his long frame cover the mental rehearsal of his words. "It's just time for a change. Nothing big, I'm not looking to leave town, but I've been getting...a restless vibe, I suppose." A lot less sleep because of making love to Scott counted as "rest-less," so it wasn't a lie of any sort. And wouldn't leave Warren twitching.


  "Restless?" A frown appeared, gears visibly grinding behind dark, intelligent eyes. "You're asking for a transfer, Asher? Just because you feel restless?" Warren sighed. "Fine. You have your ten years and I can't make you stay." He checked the form. "Yeah, you might like Benson's unit." He signed his approval. "I'll miss your expertise."


  "Thank you." Asher heard the ream of unspoken questions and decided to give Warren at least a little comfort. "I swear, it's got nothing to do with anyone else. It's just about me."


  Warren considered him for a long moment. "All right. I hope you find what you're looking for, Asher. It won't be easy to replace your experience."


  Asher noticed Warren didn't say it wouldn't be easy to replace a friend, and that the other man didn't try to talk him out of the decision to relocate.


  Warren settled back with a quizzical look. "I'll tell the unit you're leaving, but you get to explain the reason to Scott."


  "Scott?" What does he mean? Surely it can't have been so obvious. I've sat directly across a desk from Scott for years and had no idea it showed. A new little flutter started in his stomach. "Why would I need to explain my transfer to Scott?" Aside from the fact that Scott constituted the real reason for the transfer, so he already knew anyway.


  "He's not going to like the idea of breaking in a new partner in crime." Warren grinned. "He's pretty possessive about his friends." The grin grew. "Just a warning."


  "Ah." Asher returned the grin, his stomach settling again. "Well, we'll just plot mischief from opposite ends of the building and let whoever happens to be in between take the crossfire. Hopefully it'll be the cretin who runs Office Services." He stood, offering Warren his hand. "Thank you, Warren. I've learned a lot from you."


  "It's been a pleasure, Asher. Most of the time." Warren took the offered hand, his grip warm and firm. "Don't get into too much trouble in the new unit; people will think I taught you bad habits."


  "But if I never get into trouble, they'll think you taught me too many good ones." Warren's chuckle warmed Asher through. "Back to work, then. Criminals to catch. I'll talk to you later."


  Okay. One step down. The gold walls of the hallway seemed a little brighter with the first weight off his mind. Holly would know the reason for the transfer. Asher suspected whatever token protests Eva voiced, at heart she'd be more than happy to see him go regardless of the reason. Noah...not sure yet. That could go either way.


  "Good timing, Asher." Noah's voice greeted him the instant he stepped into the more or less imaginary confines of the bullpen. "I was about to outline surveillance for our new case. I'm glad I won't have to repeat myself."


  Asher nodded, ready to settle into work mode as soon as he sent a quick, surreptitious look to Scott assuring him all was well.


  "Meet Ryan Turnbull." Noah tapped a photo on the case board. "High-end antiques dealer, or so it says on his resume and his website. What we've uncovered is Mr. Turnbull deals in a bit more than Victorian sofas and Tiffany lamps. He does a rather lucrative offline business in Sidewinders and AK-47s."


  "Lovely to see someone making a profitable transition in these economic times." Asher refilled his coffee cup, enjoying Scott's snicker with new appreciation.


  "Yes, well, here's where life gets interesting." Oh, that gleam in Noah's eye was one Asher knew all too well and had little to do with the adrenalin rush to catch a criminal. "Seems our antiques dealer likes to do his side business out of a bar down in DuPont Circle." The gleam landed directly on Asher. "Namely, Remington's."


  Asher answered the look with a raised eyebrow. "And the significance of that?" He really hated Noah's attempts at humor. More so all the time.


  "Remington's? Isn't that the country-western gay bar down on--" Holly smiled suddenly, her eyes going to Asher and then to Scott. "Ooh, black hats and tight jeans. Definitely. I think I'm going to enjoy being in the van for this one."


  Scott grinned, broad and impish. "Honey, I think you might have to fight for viewing space." He winked at Eva. "You joining Holly in the drooling?" But Asher knew exactly what Scott meant.


  Oddly, the thought of his lover transfixed by the sight of Asher in western wear had a certain appeal. Still... "I'm sure Noah will look quite fetching."


  Oh, Noah's twitch just made all the innuendo bearable. "At any rate, we've got intel from one of Holly's snitches that Turnbull has a meeting with a potential buyer tonight at Remington's. We're going to be there to catch all the details so we can slam the lid on this guy once and for all."


  "So we're hoping to take him down the minute he completes the sale then? No waiting for Surveillance to record it all and send it off the Assistant US Attorney." Asher cracked his knuckles softly. "Works for me. I'm bored with reports and knocking on doors for arrests."


  "Well, there's no guarantee this is the actual trade-off." Scott crossed his arms over his chest, leaning back just enough for his arm to brush Asher's. "Not exactly a great place to haul a vanload of weapons. But we'll get the place and time for the actual deal." The brush turned into a nudge. "Better brush up on our Boot-Scoot Boogie, buddy. It's been years since I line danced."


  "I fear I don't have that particular step in my repertoire. Perhaps Noah remembers the moves." Asher grinned across at other agent. "I'm sure he'd cut quite the dash at a place like Remington's."


  Noah's twitch this time could have been termed a full-blown flinch. Scott snorted. "Please. It's got to be you. I'm sure as hell not sitting in a gay bar trying to look inconspicuous with Noah in a half-seizure every time somebody walks by and gives him a once-over." Strong fingers suddenly twined with his, and Asher tried to keep his gasp to himself as Scott raised their hands for a brief kiss across Asher's knuckles. "You at least can manage to sit still and smile. I'll teach you the dance this afternoon."


  Noah's flinch couldn't be described any other way as Asher's convulsive swallow did nothing to aid his ability to speak.


  "Oh, you've got that right." Eva snorted. "Asher isn't much better, though. Right now he looks more like one of those bug-eyed Japanese carp than a willing lover." Her laser glare fastened on Asher.


  How incredibly tempting to throw all caution to the wind and show her just exactly how willing he could be with the right partner. The urge to just take Scott's face in his hands and kiss his lover senseless had to be quashed into a squeeze over the Texan's hand. Scott's eyes held perfect understanding, a gift he'd never had with anyone. "As we're not in the club at this moment, I believe I can manage to sink into character before it's needed. I simply assumed Noah wished a front row seat."


  The other man shivered ever so slightly as Eva rolled her eyes in an amazingly unladylike fashion. "I think I might be more useful behind the bar." Noah turned back to the plasma. "So Scott and Asher are our couple, I'm pouring drinks. Holly, I need you in the van keeping an eye on our perp. Henderson and Knotts from Demoine's unit are joining us for backup as a second couple. Surveillance is also backing us up." He glowered at their still clasped hands. "You have until eight tonight to get ready."


  "Let's go have a dance lesson." Scott grinned and tugged at Asher's hand. "Then we need to go find a Western shop. I love it when the Bureau picks up the tab."


  "Scott, I need a minute before you go." Noah's tone indicated far more than business. "Conference A."


  Scott rolled his eyes, but grinned and gave Asher's knuckles another kiss before releasing Asher's hand. "Until later then, baby." He sauntered off, while Noah followed with a full glower ruining his pretty face.


  Oh, no. Asher wasn't about to let this conversation go unheard. He waited until Noah and Scott disappeared into Conference A, then ducked into Conference B, making use of a tried-and-true method of surveillance: a thick, short glass vase someone thought would look good as a pencil cup placed against the smooth cherry surface of the adjoining door. Never let it be said the Bureau couldn't improvise.


  The voices came through miraculously clear. "You are just a piece of work, you know?" It didn't hurt Noah was a tad louder than usual. "I can't believe you did that, even to Asher."


  "What? Kissed his hand? Good God, Noah, to hear you half the time I'd expect you to figure he'd love it. Make up your mind already." Scott's voice wasn't exactly subdued.


  "It doesn't matter! If Asher is gay, fine! But he deserves to know you are before you go hitting on him." Asher could nearly hear the frown on Noah's face. He knew the tone too well not to know the expression that went with it. "And you don't make a pass at a guy in the middle of the office even if he is gay. Especially since it's pretty clear he isn't out. Jeez!"


  "I wasn't making a pass."


  Uh-oh. Asher knew Scott's tone as well. Far softer, filled with real anger. "I was goofing around over a cover, like I usually do. Like he does. Believe me, if I was serious about making a pass, I wouldn't do it in the office, and I sure as hell wouldn't do it in front of you." Asher could almost picture blue eyes bright with fire. "He gets enough grief from Eva. And plenty from you in all those little snide digs. Lay off."


  The silence stretched long enough concern blossomed in Asher.


  "Oh, my God, you have the hots for Asher!" Sheer disbelief colored Noah's tone. "You want him. You'd never turn all protective unless you wanted into those hand-tailored pants of his. God! That is just..." Silence again, though Asher could envision the shudder working its way up Noah's frame. "You really need to lay off then. Office romances are forbidden around here and you know it. Don't go seducing him. Don't seduce anyone around here, but especially him."


  More silence, only this time Scott would be taking one or more deep breaths, just to keep from ripping his best friend's head off in a very literal sense. The tension in Scott's jaw carried through in the tone of voice. "You listen to me, Noah. You don't have a damn thing to say to me about office romances. At least if I have a thing for Asher, I don't spend half my day mooning over him like some teenager on his first crush. I can work with him, I can carry on a grownup conversation, and I can let him breathe somewhere besides under my almighty shadow. You might think about how you act around Holly before you give me a lecture, old son. Now I've got a cover to make sure I don't get killed on. Why don't you let me do that and you do the same? While I pretend this load of horse shit never took place."


  The force of the door closing hurt Asher's ear and he rubbed it as he returned the pencils to the little vase, broad smile in place. His love really could be spectacular at times. And it didn't hurt that Scott voiced annoyance at Noah's endless waffling where his feelings for Holly were concerned. Asher suspected most of the unit had wanted to say as much for some time.


  Bravo, my fearless sweetheart. He grinned as he checked that Noah wouldn't see him exiting the conference room and strode off in search of his love.


  


  
    * * * *
  


  Scott pulled him off the dance floor, settling an arm around Asher's waist. "See? It wasn't so hard. You're a quick study, baby. Not usually my thing, but it's fun." The big agent turned just as they got to their booth, slipping his hands into the back pockets of Asher's Wranglers. "And I can't complain about the view of these jeans." Satin lips nuzzled the hollow of Asher's throat. "God, I'm glad you went with the rose shirt. It's gorgeous on you."


  "You didn't know it was rose until I told you. You thought it was red, even though it's not nearly vibrant enough to be so." Asher didn't even try to control his grin and leaned in when Scott pulled him close. The noise of the club made mics useless. Noah would give an old-fashioned hand signal when the time came to move in. But their mark's customer hadn't shown up yet, so there was some time to play and just fit in with the natives. "But I'm thrilled you like it. I have pajamas in the same shade." Lord it felt good to be an imp, to be free.


  "Yeah, but your PJs never last long when I'm around." Scott pushed him down into the booth, that talented mouth wandering up for a real kiss. "Don't look now, but I think our arms dealer likes watching us. He just ordered a fresh drink and moved to the other end of the booth where he can see us. Good thing we stuck the camera under the saddle before we went out to dance."


  "Maybe he thinks you're cute." God knows Asher did. He wanted to say so, but couldn't quite manage it. His walls and ramparts still existed; they just had great holes in them. "I gather, from the light in your eyes, you feel that gives you all sorts of reasons to be outrageous."


  "Well, within a bit of reason." Scott grinned against his lips. "Can't have Noah leaping the bar to haul us out and lecture us." Errant fingers strayed high up Asher's thigh under the table. "Can't help it if playing cowboys makes me hot as hell. And we are gonna play later, darling. Count on it."


  Asher threw his head back and laughed. When had he ever been propositioned so forcefully? Never! "I have no objection at all, my dear. I just had no idea you had this sort of fascination with cowboys. You missing life out on the range?" He shifted his leg, giving Scott better access to whatever he wanted, though he did have sense enough to issue a warning. "Don't give me too big a hard-on, sweetheart. I still need to be able to leap tables and chase down a bad guy."


  "Only if the deal goes down tonight. I'm betting it won't." Scott slowed both his kisses and his touch, quite likely working his hardest to torment Ryan Turnbull with a floor show the man wouldn't soon forget. Nor suspect it was a cover for surveillance. "He's been doing this too long to get sloppy. Your snitch Danny called while you were trying on shirts at the shop. Turnbull's a bigger player than we'd thought." Two of the pearl snaps on Asher's shirt surrendered to Scott's teeth. "But we'll keep him distracted enough he'll have a hard-on by the time his buyer gets here. He won't be thinking straight." A wicked chuckle vibrated against Asher's throat. "He won't be thinking straight anything, trust me."


  "I'm barely thinking straight." Asher bit his lip to keep from pushing Scott back against the booth and really giving Turnbull a show. "I'm constantly amazed that you feel better every time I touch you."


  "So do you, darlin'. God, you're gorgeous." Scott's tongue circled the mole on Asher's collarbone just once before the Texan pulled back, eyes bright and chest heaving. "I gotta stop and breathe, or I won't stop. And I really don't want us to end up on the front page of the Post for creating a public scandal."


  Asher nodded, breath stolen the instant Scott's tongue touched that mole. He'd never realized it was an erogenous zone. Or maybe it became one with Scott's fascination over it. He managed to force oxygen in and out of his lungs, snug jeans far too tight for the desire racing through him. "I doubt I'd have the least inclination to stop you."


  "Noah looking murderous yet? He's convinced I'm either going to corrupt you, or out you before you're ready." Scott grinned, pure mischief. "Go ahead and play it up, honey. Pretend he's my ex and was a real prick about dumping me."


  "Part of that won't take pretending. Noah is a prick. At least ninety-five percent of the time. And yes, I can see him being stupid enough to dump you. He's your best friend, but he's a moron where relationships are concerned." A week ago he'd never have said that to Scott. But now... Well, now he felt he could say just about anything to the other man. "And yes, he looks mad enough to beat us both. His face is about the color you accused this shirt of being."


  "Well, time to cement our cover a little more then." Scott picked up their drinks and raised his voice a little. "I'll go freshen our drinks, darlin'. Let him see what he's missing." A high-wattage grin settled into place as Scott tipped his hat and headed for the bar.


  Asher laughed and settled back in the booth, legs stretched out to ease some of the pressure on the hardness between his legs. Though watching Scott's ass as the Texan sauntered to the bar didn't help that. He sighed, happiness easing through him. Damn. That glory belonged to him. He grinned into Noah's glower before letting his gaze slide to Turnbull.


  He met the mark's eyes straight on, not at all surprised when the other man gave a tentative quirk of his head toward Scott.


  "Bad breakup with the bartender. Guy treated him like shit. He's having a great time reminding the ex of what he threw away." Asher raised his voice to a shout so Turnbull would hear.


  "Revenge is always sweet that way." Turnbull looked up suddenly, focused on someone near the entrance. "Looks like my treat just walked in. Enjoy your evening."


  Asher found himself summarily dismissed from the man's thoughts, though perhaps not completely from his hormones. That would no doubt take some time. Perfect.


  Even more so when Scott sauntered back and Turnbull paused in greeting his customer to follow the sway of narrow hips as Scott draped himself over Asher. "Miss me? God knows I missed you. Damn, baby, you look good enough to eat. And I intend to do just that when I get you home." Perfect timing, too, a lull in the music letting Scott's raised voice carry clearly.


  Asher didn't even bother hiding his smirk. "I do believe you've caught his eye. Too bad you're all mine." He tipped Scott's chin up slightly, capturing satin lips again. "And you are, most definitely, all mine." He kept it slow and sensual this time, not wanting to distract their mark too much from his deal. "Are the cameras working well enough we can go find that dance floor again? I find a slow ballad far more to my taste."


  A delicious shiver ran though the hard body pressed to Asher. "God, yeah! Love it." Scott pushed up and held out a hand, arm going about Asher's waist immediately when Asher stood. "You want to lead?"


  "Very much so." In all manner of things, just as soon as they got what they needed and could get home. Asher took his lover's hand and pulled Scott close. Yes, for now it was a cover, and no one knew any different. But it felt right, dancing here with Scott, just like he'd danced with countless women in similar surroundings. In fact, it felt more right because Scott loved him.


  And one day, he'd shout it from the rooftops. He knew it without fear now. Asher let his smile out and leaned against his lover's cheek. Perfect.


  


  
    * * * *
  


  "God, I thought we'd never get out of there." Scott tossed his jacket onto a hook in Asher's entry and tipped his Stetson back off his forehead. "At least Noah was too busy debriefing everyone to give us any more grief." He glanced back over his shoulder and stopped, a shiver working its way up his spine at the sight. "What are you up to, darlin'?"


  Scott's ability to think coherently dwindled to how good his lover looked with that pearl-snap shirt open and pulled from the confines of tight jeans. His gaze strayed down that incredible expanse of muscle, skin glowing against the rose of the shirt, the generous sprinkling of pale gold hair glinting in the soft light. He swallowed when he reached the fine bulge filling out those jeans. God! If Asher wore jeans to work every day, Scott would never get anything done.


  "You said at the bar you wanted to play cowboy when we got home, my dearest. I'm merely obliging." Asher grinned, suddenly flexing long fingers inside the most decadent-looking leather work gloves Scott had ever seen. The thought of that butter-soft leather touching him... Oh, sweet Lord!


  "So, I'm letting you know there's only one way this spread's going to be big enough for you and me both, aside from the whole I'm-the-foreman-you're-the-ranch-hand pecking order." Scott's heart pounded at the light warming Asher's eyes. "I'm gonna take you up those stairs and prove my gun's better than any you've ever seen." Asher tugged him toward the stairs leading to their bedroom. "You man enough, or do you want to settle this right here on the rim of the south forty?"


  Lord, that voice! All velvet. And that chest! Scott's gaze locked on Asher's denim-covered crotch. Sweet Jesus. He tried to swallow again, but his mouth had gone drier than the vast prairie they were fantasizing over.


  And that imp grin said Asher knew he'd rendered Scott speechless and damn near paralyzed. The warm hand settling on Scott's hip, pulling him close to the treasured hardness he craved, sent a jolt of desire through him so strong his head tipped back and he gasped.


  Asher chuckled. "What's it going to be, cowpoke? Want to find out why I'm ramrod on this spread?"


  Scott tried, felt his lips move, but no sound came out and his body just wouldn't do anything except pant madly over the whole situation. He managed to nod once and gesture up the stairs. God, between those blue eyes peeking out from under that brown Stetson and the warm soft appeal of those leather gloves caressing up under his own shirt, Scott felt rather impressed he'd managed that much.


  "Fine. We'll mosey on up there in a minute." Lush lips settled over his throat.


  Shit! He'd never make it up the stairs; he'd come in about five seconds just from this. He trembled from the twang Asher managed. Lord! For a moment, his brain completely obliged and he could almost feel the sun-warmed wall of a log bunkhouse against his back, Asher holding him there with strong, lean thighs pressed against his. Thank God he'd chosen the snaps, too. Otherwise Asher would have had to take those gloves off to unbutton Scott's shirt, and that leather felt too right sliding over his chest.


  "As nice as the thought of swallowing you down right here sounds, I think we'd best not risk it." Still, Asher ground his pelvis against Scott's so slowly Scott's eyes rolled back. A sound somewhere between a whimper and a sigh managed to make it over his vocal cords. And the answering deep chuckle left him aching for release. Asher let him go enough to turn him toward the stairs and settle one gloved hand...God!...so very low on the center of Scott's ass. The sensation got even better as Asher eased him up the stairs. "Go on. Let me teach you just where you stand on this spread."


  It took three tries before words would form. "I'm more than willing to learn." Jelly legs managed to get him up the stairs, only the knowledge Asher wouldn't sling him over a broad shoulder and carry him up if he collapsed keeping him moving. Besides, if he stopped, Asher might move that hand pressed to his ass in such a glorious way. He couldn't help pushing back against it.


  "Do you recall when we spent two weeks chasing a serial across Wyoming?" Asher opened the door to their bedroom and eased Scott inside, pinning him gently face to the wall near the dresser, all that warmth pressed against Scott's butt and back. "I didn't realize it then, but I spent a fair amount of time watching you sit a horse. Gorgeous." Leather-clad fingers slid Scott's shirt off his shoulders. "Tell me, cowboy, have you ever been daydreaming out on the range and noticed just how perfect the roll of your family jewels over that leather saddle feels? The ebb and flow of a nice slow lope, creating its own thrust of your hips against the saddle horn?"


  The ability to speak fled again and at best Scott managed a nod. His mind tried to figure what Asher had planned, but the feel of rock-solid desire grinding against his ass made any sort of coherency impossible. He pulled up his greatest efforts and managed Asher's name.


  That velvet baritone showed no mercy, rich murmurs bringing memories of the trip into vivid replay. "How many nights did we make camp and your little bow-legged strut had nothing to do with eight hours on a horse?" Broad hands caressed his ribs, his chest, butter-soft leather sliding over his nipples. "Were you just trying to make it to your bedroll so you could ease an exquisite pain?"


  Scott's teeth chattered from the force of his shallow pants. "Didn't even dare that. Couldn't..." He caught his lip in his teeth, fighting for a bit of control. "God, it nearly killed me...seeing you on a horse." He tilted his head back and moaned. "Jeans." A string of profanity escaped. "You in jeans is torture. Coming and going! And freaking boots! You wore those damned riding boots that came halfway up to your knees! I nearly came when I saw you walk out of the motel room the first day."


  "Why, thank you." Asher's hands slipped down to Scott's fly, freeing buttons in rapid succession. "You weren't so bad yourself, as I recall. Deep red shirt with a silver bolo tie--nice touch--and your hat! Lord, that black Stetson had me breathless, and I only half-understood why."


  Scott understood. Asher's tan hat did the same to him then and now. "Well, at least you k-know now." Oh, Jesus above! The feel of those leather gloves as Asher pushed Scott's jeans down over his hips until they hung low on his thighs set off a series of electric shocks. Scott's hips moved of their own volition as Asher turned him to face those gorgeous eyes.


  "Are you ready to melt at my feet yet, love?" Asher's chuckled again at the quick nod Scott managed. "Well, why don't I get you over to the bed so you can shed your boots and I can show you just what I've got to offer." Full lips caressed Scott's ear, a fevered whisper holding the first touch of a rasp. "Then I'm going to show you just how good it'll feel when I taste you."


  The whimper came out high-pitched and Scott's knees buckled. He wasn't sure how he made it to the bed, but he did, barely, collapsing into the pillows, jeans half down and sex so hard he couldn't think. Asher's laugh should have annoyed instead of sending new waves of electric shock through him. God! Of all the things he'd daydreamed and fantasized, none of it came even close to this.


  "Now, let me demonstrate why I'm top hand around this spread." Blue eyes smoldered with passion, locking with Scott's, pulling him into a sensual storm. Gloved hands slid up that rose-colored open shirt, baring satin skin, showcasing well-defined abs and wheat-pale hair dusting a broad chest. The shirt dropped to the floor, leaving Scott's mouth dry and desire screaming for release. He tried to swallow, tried to regain a measure of control, but it wasn't working this time...


  "No." Soft leather clamped over him, pressure exerted on his shaft to let him breathe. "Not yet, Scott. Not until I have you completely." Far more plea than command, but those clear blue eyes still burned. "You need a minute?"


  Much as Scott wanted this feeling, he knew he'd lose it if not for Asher's tight grip. He managed a frantic nod. "So close, honey. Damn!" His lungs bellowed, so sharp and hard his chest hurt. "This may be just be the best I've ever had."


  "See what you get for teaching me the joy of just playing?" Now that was Asher, not the top hand. That smile glowed. "Heaven forbid we ever get to playing pirates. I fear the sight of you in one of those flowing white shirts would destroy every last brain cell in the sweetest breakdown in history."


  Scott's breathless laugh eased some of the tension coiling his body so tight. "Looking forward to causing that breakdown, darlin'." He paused to take a few slower, deeper breaths. "Think we can rent a boat again?" Or maybe a quick trip to the Caribbean once Italy was paid off. A long breath escaped, almost a sigh. "Dear Lord, you're just beyond perfect. You make me feel like I never have before." And blessed God, if the light on Asher face didn't make Scott want to do everything in his power to keep it there. "It's pure mush, but I think I love you more every day."


  "I know I love you more every passing hour. So I guess maybe I'm the top hand when it comes to pure mush, too." Asher grinned and pressed a soft kiss over Scott's lips. "Can you breathe yet, sweetheart? Nice as you feel in my hand, I'd planned to finish stripping for you before we got to this part."


  Another long, deep dose of oxygen assured Scott control had returned, though that admission of love didn't aid it. Scott knew just how deep trust had to run for Asher to admit to love, much less do it in so romantic a fashion. The pure ease of his words settled a fire other than sexual deep in Scott's core. He smoothed his fingertips over Asher's cheek, the hint of stubble alluring. "Yeah, I think I'm good for a few minutes, baby. Though you get me just by smiling sometimes."


  The smolder didn't quite make it back into those blue eyes. Asher's fingers brushed the brim of his hat, a bit of a salute, before he stood and hitched up his jeans. Wow, bare-chested in worn denim and speechless made a beautiful combination, Scott decided. But then everything about Asher did.


  "Now, where were we?" Asher looked him over once and the grin hardened back into character. "Oh, yes. Teaching a smartass cowhand who's in charge." He nodded to something just off to Scott's right. "I'd almost hoped I'd have to use that on you tonight. So many possibilities."


  Scott turned his head, blinked, and went granite-hard again. A lasso. When the hell had Asher managed to set this up? "Sorry, darlin'. I'm far too willing for you to need to tie me up." Though that thought sent more than a few hot--if disturbing--visuals racing past Scott's inner movie screen. He ran his tongue over dry lips. "Of course, needing and wanting are two different things."


  "Another night. I find I want your attention focused on me." Those slender fingers in their leather gloves toyed at the top button of Asher's fly. "Very much focused."


  "Oh, you have my full attention, baby. I promise." Scott's breathing turned shallow and fast again.


  God, every move, every twitch of those lean hips was so graceful. Nobody else on the planet could make toeing off a pair of cowboy boots look so hot. Five silver buttons down that fly, stonewashed denim sliding over...shit. Silk. Blue silk, the same color as those pretty eyes. High-cut, form-fitting bikini briefs. So utterly un-Asher and so perfect.


  Scott informed his love of his appreciation in the most honest and profane way he knew how. And almost drowned in the wash of love setting those pale features aglow. Asher really could tie him up and beat him if he wanted...anything to keep that look on his lover's face. Scott had never understood how some people stood by their spouses and lovers when they committed horrors, but now he did. Lord, Asher could do anything and Scott wouldn't stop loving and wanting him. He knew exactly how the rest of the world viewed Asher and it hadn't mattered much. Now it didn't matter at all. "Darlin', I surrender. You're top hand and top anything else you want to be." And top in Scott's life.


  "Oh." Lord, that little pout left Scott breathless all over again. Asher paused, thumbs still hooked under the sides of those briefs. "And I was so looking forward to proving myself to you." A dramatic sigh followed. "But, if you're surrendering now, I suppose I'll just have to..."


  "To what, darlin'? You know, you might want to make sure I don't forget you're number one." Scott grinned. "I might relapse to my old ways, otherwise."


  "Very true." The smolder flared back full bore, the jeans and briefs dropped to the floor in record time and Asher's glorious form filled Scott's immediate vision, those leather gloves still in place and cupping Scott's jaw. "Worth the wait?"


  "Hell, yeah." Smooth skin under Scott's hand and fiery eyes set lava racing through his veins. "Purely the best ever. God, you look so good. And you feel better." And Scott didn't have the least problem with another man taking the lead. He pressed up, wanting that strong body against his. "Please, honey."


  "Mmm." That deep rumble of voice melted him right back onto the bed by itself. The sight of Asher straddled over his hips, hat and gloves still in place, just finished the job. Smooth leather stroked over Scott's thighs. "Beautiful. Truly, a work of art."


  "Yeah, you are that." Scott grinned up, pure joy flooding him. "Never seen better. Everything I could ever want." His hips surged up, wanting. "And I want you bad."


  Asher tipped his hat back with a thumb, bright smile lighting the whole room. "Well, then, let's get to it." A mobile tongue claimed Scott's arousal, that talented mouth taking him deep.


  Scott's physical instinct was to tip his head back and just howl, but then he wouldn't be able to see how freaking incredible Asher looked. He couldn't wrap his fingers in that rich golden hair, but he could beg Asher to keep sucking and inform him in the rawest of terms how good it felt as he gripped the coverlet tight and gave over to the sensations of exquisite suction and a broad tongue.


  "God, honey!" He shattered and half-shattered again as that glorious pressure on his sex continued well past his climax. Even as he tried to breathe again, Asher caressed the skin around Scott's hips with long sensuous kisses, leather-clad hands running over Scott's chest and legs. "Please."


  "Please what, dearest?" Smooth, deep vibration from that voice ran through Scott's bones. Full of self-satisfaction, too. It should be annoying; instead, it sounded sexy as hell. "What are you begging for?"


  "You already know." Scott managed a half-grin as he struggled for breath. Overrated, oxygen. Especially with such a vision straddling him still. "You know what I want. Prove to me why you're top hand, remember? Please."


  Asher's laugh shot through Scott's bones all over again. "And here I thought I'd proven that already. I figured you were used up. Just goes to show some cowhands are more stubborn than others." That sweet Western twang returned. "Fine. I see I have to get serious." He lifted one hand. "Time for the gloves to come off, in all forms of that phrase."


  He grasped the loose cuff of the glove, peeling it slowly from his palm before he brought his leather-covered thumb up and grasped the tip in his teeth. As sharp tug on tanned leather made Scott jump when he'd have sworn his body couldn't move. A grin that could only be categorized as evil graced Asher's beautiful face before he moved to his index finger and repeated the action, sending a new jolt through Scott.


  Scott wouldn't have thought he had any desire left in certain parts of his anatomy, but by the time both hands were free, there sure seemed to be life still there. Especially when Asher gripped both gloves in one hand and slapped them into his opposite palm, the snap of leather on skin enough to bring every nerve ending to attention. When Asher slid the gloves over Scott's thigh, a few more hot but disturbing visuals popped to mind. And he didn't give a damn right now; if Asher wanted to play a bit of rough rider, Scott was all game.


  The slightest pop of those butter gloves against his flank nearly made Scott levitate off the bed. He cursed. "Babe!" Had Asher done that before he reduced Scott to a rather sticky puddle on the bed, Scott would have come just from that. He cursed again from the thought.


  The heat in Asher's eyes sent a shiver working from where those elegant fair fingers gripped Scott's leg clear up to his scalp. "Side table drawer, my love. Very fast, or I'll lay that leather on your ass this time." Evil grin came back, lighting Asher's face all over again. "Unless, of course, that's what you want."


  Scott did. But more so when he wasn't nearly used up. Still, he shuddered for Asher and took his time following Asher's order. A bit of a sting would feel glorious.


  How Asher could aim that well, just the barest tip of those gloves snapping against Scott's ass, Scott didn't know or much care. He grinned and made a show of fishing in the drawer for a condom and got rewarded with a broader swat, gentled enough to only sting, but covering more very awake nerve cells. Never had a bit of spanking felt so damn good!


  "I'm hurrying." Even Scott's voice sounded lazy as he took the time to look back at Asher. Damn, but imp suited Asher well. An arched eyebrow just before another well-aimed and calculated swat had Scott moving against that perfectly toned ass sitting atop him. "Really, I am."


  The rather vivid and profane threat if Scott didn't get his ass in gear instilled far more laughter than fear.


  "You're right adorable when you curse at me, darlin'." He held out the condom. "And regardless of what you say, I'm better than anything you could ride." Heat overflowed as the implications of that hit Scott. His voice turned breathy and soft. "Ride me, honey. Let me feel the way you want me so much."


  God, the sight of Asher sliding the condom over rampant desire was just too gorgeous. Everything about his lover left Scott reeling. Especially when that brown felt hat still tipped low over one eye, the same one always half-hidden by that fall of gold hair. Just hot damn!


  Or so he thought until Asher's hard desire eased into him. His vision blurred from the intensity of being joined to Asher again, of that look on his lover's face. Dear God! He sent up a prayer of thankfulness that he'd already come once so he could experience Asher with a relatively clear head. Shit! Gripped by desire and love, his darling seemed illuminated from within.


  "Lord, you feel good! Scott..."


  Never again would Scott see a horse and rider without picturing this grace and fluid motion, purest freedom, as Asher took them both over the edge in measured thrusts. Utter bliss closed those eyes and Scott's own name shuddered over Asher's lips, a shiver working up over that beloved form. The brown Stetson dislodged and landed on the floor as Asher sank into Scott's arms, sated and boneless. "I love you, my sweetheart."


  "I know. If I didn't already believe it, you just proved it." Scott held Asher tight. That urge for pure mush overcame the smart-ass remark he could have made. "Top man in my heart, darlin'. Always."


  "Always." Asher nestled up against his shoulder, soft lips still tracing a lazy path over Scott's skin. "God, Scott, I don't know how I'm ever going to thank you for teaching me to play. That was the most fun I think I've ever had in my entire life."


  Scott laughed, exhausted now, but too happy to give in to it just yet. "I'm just getting started, darlin'. You got a whole 'nother part of that entire life ahead of you. I intend to see it's full of fun and laughter and all the stuff you've been missing." Come hell or Al Qaeda. Scott would see to that.


  


  
    * * * *
  


  An early morning stakeout. Not exactly his first choice, since the night before he and Scott talked for two hours and then ended up loving each other senseless again before they fell asleep in each other's arms. But one got used to Bureau hours. Asher downed the last of his coffee, squeezed Scott's hand once, and got out of his car to head over to where the team waited for them, praying more coffee waited for him.


  Holly grinned, her bright face telling him she really did approve his choice in lovers. He managed a gentle smile for her before facing their unit lead. "What's the plan for this exceptionally early hour?" The touch of dawn in the sky only pained him and he reached for his sunglasses.


  "Standard surveil at the cafe. One car, one van, one agent outside with a pen-cam." Noah passed him a Styrofoam cup, then gave one to Scott. "Holly, I want you in the van. Scott, the old guy at the newsstand is more than happy to let you hang out nearby. Asher, in the car with me." Not a flicker of emotion crossed Noah's face at the statements. Then again, Noah only had five facial expressions anyway, so Poker Face--Expression Two-point-One--didn't surprise Asher at all. The startled concern in Scott's did, however.


  "Fine." He sent the acknowledgment more for Scott than Noah. He managed to catch Scott's eye as Noah outlined who they were looking for and what they expected would happen. It's all right, lover. I'm quite capable of handling Noah being a prick. It's rather standard for my relationship with him. He could imagine the grin if he found a way to say it out loud.


  "Okay, let's do it. Surveillance says they're on their way. If they pick a different spot for breakfast, we wait for Surveillance to tell us." Noah headed for his car.


  Scott caught Asher by the arm as he moved to follow. "Whatever Noah says, don't let him get to you. We'll hash it out later because I want every detail. This has gone far enough."


  Asher turned his head so the others couldn't see, only Scott. "It's all right, dearest. I love you, and he can't do anything to change that. And I promise to injure him only a little if he gets too out of line."


  Lord, he hated Noah's car. Bureau-issued, that little weasel in charge of disbursement had decided that "inconspicuous sedan" in Noah's case meant "compact." So they were stuck in a Honda Civic barely fitting Noah's six-foot-nothing standards for head and leg-room. At six-three, Asher felt like he'd been exiled to a damn sardine can. He could only hope the marks decided to eat fast and conduct brief business.


  The minutes dragged as he tried to find some position for his legs that didn't make him feel like a contortionist. The tension radiating from Noah didn't help. Luckily it took only five minutes for Noah to work himself up to the point of speaking, saving Asher from prolonged anticipation.


  "Ahm, Asher? We've been teammates a long time and I know what the job means to you. You're a damned good agent and you shouldn't let Scott mess it up for you."


  "I'm sorry?" It didn't come as a surprise, but Asher had expected a far harder opening line of conversation than this. And expected the focus of it to be himself, not Scott. He kept his voice even. "And what is it you think Scott's done or doing to jeopardize my career?"


  Noah's hands gripped the wheel so tightly his knuckles were white. "He has no self-control; you know that. Last night made it more than obvious. I've seen him get like this, all jazzed on adrenaline and emotion. He just doesn't think." Noah's lips thinned, settling into a hard line. "He's going to say something stupid or do something stupid and out both of you." Dark eyes swung to face Asher. "And I know we're all supposed to be protectors of rights for everyone, but you know as well as I do being gay will hit your career hard."


  "Excuse me?" God, Asher hated to brush it under the rug. It felt like betraying Scott. But his personal life was none of Noah's business, and he already knew the risks involved, so the subject was off-limits here as well. "Are you implying something, Noah? If so, skip the implication and just spit it out. I assume this has something to do with last night's cover." Just say it and get it over with so I can endure the rest of this stakeout in mere discomfort instead of agony.


  "I'm not implying anything. I'm telling you straight. You need to get a handle on Scott before he outs you both." Noah drew another long breath. "He doesn't care about advancing in the Bureau. In fact, he'd rather not. But I know you'd love to have my job. Hell, you'd love to be director. Neither's going to happen if..." He couldn't seem to make the rest of the sentence come. "I mean, last night was bad enough. He was one blink away from undressing you in front of everyone."


  Aside from the fact Noah didn't have a clue about what Asher had in mind for the rest of his life, in or out of the Bureau, the whole conversation was ludicrous. He managed to contain his laugh to a single huff. "It was a cover, Noah. We were playing a couple in a gay bar. I saw at least three other couples in far more states of passion than we managed. I hardly think we were in danger of being arrested."


  Accusation danced in Noah's eyes. "Please, Asher. I'm not blind. And I've known you and Scott for a long time. I know how he looks when he's...hot for someone. And you didn't back off even a little bit. I've never seen you so...okay with being touched. Your laser glare didn't show up once. Not once, Asher. If you aren't into Scott, is there a particular reason you've gone all mellow on us? I'd bet my next paycheck if it had been me doing that to you, you'd have had me by the chest hair inside of two minutes, telling me to back off."


  Asher raised a brow at such audacity. "First of all, had it been you, we'd have been made inside of thirty seconds. As for 'going mellow,' might it simply be I'm an excellent actor, which is one reason the Bureau hired me in the first place?" The thought settled a tight band around his chest. Guilt beckoned, even though he and Scott had already discussed how they'd handle these early confrontations. Play it very cool until Asher's transfer went through, then they'd worry about the rest. "We were less than ten feet from the mark, Noah. Those situations generally call for the better quality acting."


  "You aren't that good." Noah turned his attention back to the surveillance. "Look, I'm not going to say anything to anyone else. I've never said a word about Scott, have I? I just... Be careful, okay? Tell him to tone it down. I'll do what I can to keep assignments like last night from happening again. There's no sense in putting temptation in his way."


  "And who the hell else would you have pick up an assignment like that, Noah? You?" He pointedly ignored the revelation. He'd have ignored it before Italy. Honestly... "Just because your gaydar meter is stuck on overload doesn't mean the rest of us can't handle a little affection in the name of a cover. And you've already made your opinion of me perfectly clear on those matters, on a number of occasions, so I think you've said all you need to."


  Noah rolled his eyes. "Whatever. Just put a leash on Scott before he starts kissing you in the bullpen."


  "Oh, good Lord." Asher understood now why Scott kept his bisexual preferences to himself around Noah. "We're both adults, Noah. We can manage a little decorum and restraint."


  Another eye roll greeted him. "Well, shoot for it, why don't you? Because Scott didn't manage it on the stakeout last night."


  It took a considerable effort not to laugh out loud and give away their position. "We were playing a gay couple in a gay bar, Noah. Are you trying to tell me we were..." He had to swallow over the laugh again. "Too gay? How the hell would you know, anyway?"


  "I'm saying you were too authentic!" Exasperation tinted Noah's voice now. "God! Look, it's bad enough my best friend has gay spells, but now he's decided to date you. And yeah, the whole of Hoover pretty much knows you like guys as much as girls, so no shock there, but rumor is one thing and having it confirmed is something else. So if you want to keep moving up the ladder, tell him to knock it the hell off in public." He pulled up Expression Number Three--Wounded Puppy. "I'm just trying to help, for Christ's sake!"


  Okay, playing it cool was one thing. Allowing this jackass to spout off innuendo about Asher as fact and make such sweeping insults was something else. It didn't matter they were true; Noah didn't know that. Asher felt his temper start to simmer. Best say what he was thinking now before it hit boil. "First: I'm ever so glad the lot of you knew something so deeply personal about me, when I only truly discovered it myself during my weekend in Italy. Second: you haven't got a clue what my career ambitions are, so stay the hell out of it. And third..." He paused, clenching his fist to keep from slapping the man upside the head. "Considering how long you've been friends with Scott, I find it rather disturbing you can discuss his intimate life with such alacrity. It's under control, we're capable of discretion, and your assistance is not required. Do I make myself clear?"


  "Perfectly." Expression Number Five surfaced--Pissed Off. Sulky silence accompanied it. Really, Noah was far too old to pout. Especially when he had no reason. Asher felt no urge to make nice at the moment, and if Noah was sulking, at least he'd shut up. Asher focused on waiting for their mark rather than giving in to the itch in his palm.


  


  
    * * * *
  


  Scott had hung around the van as long as he could, waiting for Asher to pull in to the parking garage at Hoover. The fact his cell phone hadn't rung on the way back from the sting had his nerves strung tight. Why didn't you call me, darlin'? What did he say to you? Something I'd want to belt him for, most likely. A smile quirked the corner of Scott's lips. So very protective, his love. Asher didn't want a scene. Logical, sensible...but it just made Scott want to hit something. The something likely being named Noah Wight.


  He glanced at his darling's desk. If Noah upset Asher too much, Scott really would haul him out of the field office and pound on him. It had been hard enough to watch the snipes and digs when he had no right to stand up for Asher, but now that he did... Well, he wasn't about to tolerate it anymore.


  Noah's glower from across the room didn't help. Whatever the convo, it looked like maybe Asher hadn't taken all the blows. It had been a year, easy, since Noah made it that much of a point not to look at Scott--since the last time Scott'd been stupid enough to bring up a hot guy at the Wizards-Lakers game. 'Phobe-Boy didn't stop twitching the whole rest of the game.


  Well, all right, darlin'! He grinned at the thought of how sharp-tongued his lover could be. He hoped Asher carved a good layer of skin off Noah's thick, annoying hide. Now if Asher would just call. Or walk in the door. What the hell had Noah said? The grin turned to a glower.


  "Nice work, people." Instead of Asher, Warren walked into the bullpen. "We got exactly what we needed. Surveillance is staking out the deal site and will clean up from there. In the meantime, a little FYI. Asher has put in for a transfer. He'll be moving to Benson's unit as soon as the paperwork is processed, probably a month."


  Holly's soft smile brushed Scott for just an instant before she put her head down and busied herself with something on the computer. Scott always knew she was a good one. She made him warm in the nicest sort of way.


  Noah's lips compressed into a tight line and he looked ready to draw his gun and use it. Now what about Asher's transferring could piss Prince Wight off that much?


  Warren held up a hand before Eva could even get her mouth open. "He made it very clear it had nothing to do with anyone in this unit; it was simply something he felt he needed."


  Noah snorted and glowered at nothing in particular. "Yeah, right." Accusation lasered in Scott's direction for an instant. Scott just glared back.


  "I've posted the opening, so hopefully we'll have a smooth transition and a new teammate ready to join us once Asher leaves for his new unit." Warren frowned at them both, but didn't ask.


  "He's leaving?" Eva's wide eyes said far more than her slack lips. "But why?"


  "My reasons are personal and benign. That's really all anyone need know." Asher strode in, pausing to drop a file in Eva's box before moving to his desk. "I wasn't aware it would cause such drama. It's only across the building."


  Eva just blinked at him, speechless for once. Noah's scowl reached new heights, rose coating his cheeks and forehead. "Yeah, personal." Dark eyes bored into Asher. "Takes care of that, I guess."


  Blue flame met Noah's glare evenly. "Yes, it does. Now kindly take your own advice and shut up."


  Holy... What the hell had Noah said to Asher? Scott pushed up to his feet. It looked more and more like his old friend was going to get the beating he so richly deserved. First he wanted to know how badly he should injure Noah. "Let me buy you a coffee, Asher." His glare dared Noah to say one thing more.


  "Wait a minute." Damn Eva's radar for all the wrong things where Asher was concerned. "You know the reason he's leaving, Noah? What about all that need-to-know crap?" She swung to where Holly still rearranged her fuzzy pen collection. "You know, too, don't you? So why are you all so special?"


  "Holly's my friend." Asher's voice would cut steel. "And Noah butts in where it's none of his business." The stare could, too.


  "Enough!" Warren could pull up a decent roar when he needed to. "Look, I don't know what's going on, but unless it's going to affect the approval of the transfer, I don't see a need for an interrogation. You all have reports to fill out from this morning's stakeout, so get to it!"


  Noah grabbed a file and slammed it on his desk, but Eva's look promised further prying as soon as she got the chance. Holly looked from one to the other with a surprised and troubled expression blanking her face.


  "Come on. I can still get you that cup of coffee." Scott took Asher by the arm in a grip that would appear forceful to the world, but in truth offered as much comfort at he could pull up as he dropped his voice to a whisper. "How badly do I need to hurt him?"


  Asher poured a cup from the coffeemaker and took his time stirring a sugar into it. "Don't. He's not stupid enough to blab it to Eva, and it'll just make things worse if you go all Road Warrior in the middle of the office. I'll tell you tonight when we can both decompress."


  Much as Scott wanted to argue, he knew Asher was right. "Okay. But say the word and I'll remind him I really can kick his ass." He sighed. "Home with you sounds really good about now. How long till quitting time?"


  Asher glanced in Eva's direction and winced. "Too long."


  


  
    * * * *
  


  Four-thirty. God, the day had crawled by, every minute scuttling over his skin, worse than the crossfire of Eva's glances at Asher all day. Scott thought he might well strangle his lover for not making up some very plausible lie for the transfer. But Asher felt there'd be enough gossip going around without a fabrication to boot. Though now, watching the twitch that had settled in the corner of Asher's left eye about an hour ago, Scott wasn't so sure his lover might not have wished the same.


  He glanced over his shoulder at Eva, standing at Holly's desk going over some report or form. God, just let us get through the next thirty minutes. Asher's had enough grief today. And Scott's lover didn't need to be covertly stared at, either.


  A folded sticky note scraped almost silently over the surface of his desk lamp. Scott moved only his eyes to glance at Asher, who managed to smile without actually moving a muscle on his face.


  Damn, I have to get him to teach me how to do that. Just incredible. Since his own body blocked the note from everyone else's sightlines, he retrieved it and had to grin at the bold writing.


  Dinner--Takeout?


  Now how could he refuse such an offer? Takeout meant a quiet evening at home...alone. Which sounded exactly like what they both needed. He wrote a large YES and drew a smiley face on the note before turning it around on his desk so Asher could see it. The glow in his lover's eyes said more than any other expression could.


  Something thumped and he looked up to meet Eva's wide-eyed stare, one of Holly's monitor pets rolling about on the floor at her feet. Horror glowed there, growing by the instant.


  "What?" He checked to make sure everything was zipped and tucked away. And no larger than it should be, considering the thoughts he'd been having about Asher. His gaze flicked to his lover and then back to Eva. The horror reached a new high. "What?"


  "Oh. My. God."


  Holly's eyes flicked wide and she took hold of Eva's arm. "Hey, did you ever find the Ferdenetti file? Remember, it got misplaced in the shuffle we had with DEA. You said you'd narrowed it down to..." She trailed off as she realized her diversion attempt wasn't working.


  "Oh. My. GOD!"


  Scott's stomach dropped. He knew the next words even before they fell from her full lips, crashing onto his desk before ricocheting to bound from the walls with a cosmic echo.


  "You're sleeping with Asher!"


  Heads turned; people in the hallway stopped. Noah became very interested in his reports.


  Asher just looked at her, one more tolerant glance in the longest line of them Scott had ever seen from anyone. After a moment, three soft, calm words crossed those dear lips. "Yes, he is."


  Dear God. It took every ounce of control Scott had not to climb across the desk and kiss Asher blind. He felt the involuntary grin spreading his lips wide. "Yes, I am." Eva didn't matter. Only that glow on Asher's face had any meaning. The smile grew. "Yes." He took a deep breath, cleansing and refreshing. "I am." Proudly, freely. Screw what anyone else thought.


  "But..." At least Eva finally realized her decibel level and lowered her voice from shriek. "But..."


  Holly blew out a breath. "Lord, I never thought you'd actually prove it beyond any shadow of doubt, but it's official. You are the least tactful woman on the planet. Remind me never to tell you anything ever again." She glared out into the hallway. "Beat it."


  The three agents staring wide-eyed into the bullpen started and scurried away. Scott turned the grin on Holly. "I love you. Not as much as I love him, but a really close second."


  "That's Asher." Eva's eyes didn't plan on contracting any time soon, it seemed. "I mean...that's Asher."


  "Yeah, it's Asher." He didn't attempt to lessen the smile. He didn't want to. "I knew that when I asked him out."


  "You...you asked..."


  Holly rolled her eyes and steered Eva back to her own desk. "Noah, you got a problem with the support staff knocking off a few minutes early?" She nodded toward the dozen or so sets of curious eyes on the far side of the bullpen. "Seems to me there'll be enough chatter going around."


  Noah sighed and looked as long-suffering as a man possibly could. "No problem at all. In fact, I insist." A dark gaze fixed on Eva. "Administrative assistants can go home, too."


  At least Noah tried, Scott'd give him that. Not that it worked for a blessed minute on Eva. The other analysts and support people grabbed their stuff and cleared out, but she stayed right in her chair, dark eyes flashing with a bit more than shock now. "I'm not going anywhere."


  This time the sigh came from Asher. "No, I've no doubt you aren't. I, however, am going home. We were out very late last night and up very early this morning, and I've far better things to do than sit here indulging prurient curiosity." He pushed to his feet. "To keep you from staking out my house, I'll say this once and only once. Scott has chosen to grace me with his..." That steel-coated voice caught and lake-blue eyes fixed on Scott, stealing his breath. "Love." The steel morphed to velvet. "As such, I consider myself the luckiest of men."


  The gaze swung to Eva and the knife edge returned to his tones. "And I will not have him harassed in any way. So, yes, we're lovers. Yes, it's why I'm transferring. And yes, if my luck continues, it's a permanent arrangement." Scott didn't think he'd ever seen Asher go quite so cold. "I believe that should satisfy the worst of your inquisitive nature."


  She sank back in her chair a bit, still staring at him. "You're..."


  Asher gathered up his briefcase. "Well, I think everything's been covered." His gaze flicked to Scott, unspoken question plain for a fleeting instant.


  Really not wanting to hang around at the moment. Scott picked up his suit coat. "Works for me." He stopped on his way out the door, catching Holly by the arm and giving her a kiss on the cheek. "We so owe you roses, darling."


  


  
    * * * *
  


  "Well, that went better than I expected."


  Asher blinked and his head swung to his lover. Outed in the loudest, most obnoxious way possible and it went better than expected? "You joking? It was a horror."


  "Actually, yeah." Scott smiled and tipped an imaginary hat to the pair of rotors staring at them as they walked toward the elevators. "Eva said her piece all at once, not like we had any surprises there. Beats the hell out of constantly wondering what she's saying out of earshot." He reached out and took Asher's hand. "Told you, I'm proud to be yours. I'm just sorry you didn't have a bit more time. I know you weren't ready for the world to know about me yet." His fingers tightened on Asher's, offering additional apology.


  "She won't stop at one tirade." He should be able to shrug it off now. Scott had a point. "I just hope this one doesn't cost us our jobs."


  "Well, I doubt being together can get us fired. We could fight that." Those strong fingers squeezed Asher's again. "At least the wait is over. No more wondering when we'll get outed." He winked at a passing agent, the other man's gaze locked on their clasped hands. "Like you said, covered."


  "It's not getting flat-out fired that concerns me." Asher couldn't quite manage the easy bravado, but he did succeed in nodding a good-evening to Howard Jarvis at the elevator. The agent raised but a single brow and shrugged before heading up the hall. Asher found himself smiling. At this point, he'd take it as a rousing endorsement. He stepped into the elevator after Scott, grateful they had it to themselves for the moment. "It's the gradual...filing away, I suppose. Just a quiet shuffling to the back lines."


  "It's possible. But we're so flaming good at what we do, they'll have to think twice on that, honey." Scott grinned. "And weren't you just telling me you wanted to retire in ten years anyway?"


  "I-- What?" He wasn't sure he'd heard right. Until Scott's eyes lit with mischief. Asher drew himself up straight and pulled out his best glare. "I beg your pardon. I may be considered in many lights around here, but never 'flaming.'" The banter felt so good. "And you're so blessed Texan you've kept it secret for years. But hey, I can deal with the ruffled apron at home, if you really need it."


  Asher found himself pushed into the corner of the elevator. "If it makes you happy, darlin', I'm all for the ruffles." A hard kiss blanked his mind for an instant before Scott pulled away. "Somehow, though, I don't see you as being into that." The smile nearly blinded Asher. "Honey, it's going to be all right. Whatever comes, we have each other."


  Driving out of the parking garage together, leaving the day behind, felt even better. Asher did raise a brow, though, when Scott asked to stop at his apartment.


  "I haven't been back here since we got back from Italy. I ought to at least check the mail." Scott's broad shoulders lifted. "Long as we're here, I just wondered if maybe it was time I packed a bigger bag. Up to you, of course."


  A very large semi slammed into Asher's chest. A bigger bag. "I..." His mind skipped and skidded over a dozen slippery surfaces he really didn't want to deal with, focusing on a future where Scott slept each night in Asher's arms. "I think a bigger suitcase is definitely in order." He swallowed. "Maybe...two suitcases?" He wished he dared say more, but with Eva just outing them, perhaps he should wait. Let Scott have time to realize what life as a couple was going to be like.


  "You sure, babe?" Scott's fingers wrapped his again as they stopped. "I mean, you've got your place just so and I dunno as the Elvis prints and basketball jerseys are going to work. I'm not pushing... Well, okay, maybe a little, but I just want us to be together, in whatever way you're comfortable."


  Asher laughed. "We're trying to protect each other again, I think. I'd love to have you and your assorted paraphernalia in my house, Scott. If I'd found a woman to live with me, don't you think she'd have had her own collection of items? I suspect she'd want to rearrange everything I own." He luxuriated in the feel of Scott's hand for a moment. "I don't mind your sports jerseys or your Elvis prints. We'll turn one of the guest bedrooms into a den just for you. And we'll shop for things we both like for the rest of the house. I...I want my home to be your home." He drew a deep breath. There, he'd said it. Not pushing as Scott said, but definitely making it clear how much he wanted this relationship to survive.


  "Aw, darlin'. C'mere, quick." Scott opened the passenger door and sprinted for the entrance to his building.


  Asher blinked again and followed, a bit slower perhaps. Scott hadn't said he approved. Just ran for the building.


  Of course, being pulled into the apartment, pressed against the nearest vertical surface and kissed senseless might count as approval. Asher gasped and allowed his lover to lead. Heated words flowed over him when Scott pulled back for an instant.


  "God, you're pure amazing, baby."


  Asher's ability to think fled under an onslaught of fervent kisses. A hand grasping him tight and squeezing didn't aid his reason at all.


  "And every inch of you feels great."


  To have this always... Asher let a new thought solidify in his mind, or at least as soon as he caught Scott's hand and brought it to his lips. "Later, sweetheart. Let's get the start of your stuff and go home. We'll come back this weekend and get the rest. I find the urge to romance you properly has risen up and demands satisfaction." There were preparations to make.


  Scott's grin made it hard to concentrate on leaving and delaying the gratification Asher knew he'd find in his lover's arms. "Well, all right then! I like your romantic urges." A quick kiss and final grope before Scott stepped back. "So, you have a spot for my favorite black velvet Elvis?"


  "Uh..." Lord. Black velvet. It's an art form. It is. Isn't it? He hoped his diplomatic mask managed to cover the panic. "I'm sure we can find..." It's his. Panic melted. "I'm sure there's a perfect spot for it among my art collection." I'll learn to love it. Okay, I'll pretend to love it. I love him. It's enough.


  A twinkle blossomed in Scott's eyes, a glow so full of love and joy Asher could feel it caressing his skin. "Would you, baby? Would you truly let me hang black velvet Elvis on your living room wall?"


  "I..." The living room? He had to take a breath. "It might go better in the space off the dining room. That's where my more...modern...paintings are displayed." Scott's grin melted the last of his walls. "Oh, hell, love, hang it wherever you want."


  The twinkle spread to that broad smile. "Asher Hall, I do love you. And one day, I'll go out and buy a black velvet painting just to watch your expression." Strong hands cradled his face an instant before warm lips settled over his. "I don't own any right now, you see." The soft breath of the statement played over his mouth.


  "God, you're a brat." A soft swat over the curve of Scott's ass felt so right about now. "Come on, let's get your stuff and go home."


  


  
    * * * *
  


  It felt strange, listening while Scott dumped his bags in the guest room and shuffled the closet space for his suits. They'd mesh everything soon enough, but it just seemed... Asher smiled. It seemed like home, really home for the first time in his life. The quiet he'd been so used to would no doubt drive him insane now.


  Stranger still, but just as good...the small box he caressed between his fingertips. Pure impulse, bought in a little Portofino shop while Scott had been checking out the market next door. Asher stared at it, watching the sunset light catch the velvet in exquisite ways, making the box almost glow.


  He smiled at the thought. Rather how his heart felt at the moment, glowing. Scott's noise only increased that luminescence. Asher had never realized how very silent his house could be until it was no longer so. Scott filled it with sound, sometimes loud with his television sports fixation, but more often soft, just the faint movements of another living being. At night his gentle breathing played out the most exquisite lullaby Asher ever heard. How had Asher ever existed in that silent, empty world? And more importantly, how could he ever go back?


  The velvet box teased his fingers, seducing him to complete the act he began when he purchased its contents.


  Dinner. Hmm. It seemed only proper it be Italian, as that was how this all started in the first place. He felt reasonably sure he could pull together a very nice dinner from the contents of his fridge and pantry... Oh, hell, who am I kidding? I'll cook another evening. He had other things to take care of. And he knew Carino's would deliver, for the right price.


  A rose--a yellow one, from his garden--and a few legalities taken care of, and with luck, this would be a night he could remember with the greatest fondness for the rest of his days. He grinned as he plucked the clippers from their drawer and headed for the garden.


  With the overseas weekend and the complete distraction since, he hadn't taken the time to come out to his garden. A new hybrid was just blossoming. Hopefully in the exact manner he'd intended.


  Oh, my God. No, really... Thank you, Lord. Nothing could have prepared him for so perfect a sign that he'd chosen his path right. Gold...an incredible dark yellow rose, edged with the slightest touch of red. More perfect than he'd dreamed. And perfect for Scott. Two beautiful flowers, just open. One to stay in the garden, but the other for his love. Unique and exquisite. Just like Scott.


  He cut it with all care, carrying it inside without delay and setting it in his best bud vase. Its subtle perfume eased through the room. Now for the food. He could do his paperwork while he waited for it. He paused to listen to Scott, humming now as the tall Texan went about unpacking. He liked listening to the music Scott made--singing in the shower or as he did small chores, unconscious humming the rest of the time. Asher could envision enjoying that talent in the life they'd build together.


  "Gonna grab a shower, honey." Scott's voice filtered down from the upstairs hall. "You fancy joining me?"


  Damn, that tempted. But if he did, he wouldn't finish the one bit he needed to make this evening all he wanted it to be. "I'd love to, but I've already ordered dinner. I need to be dressed and coherent when it arrives." He moved to the foot of the stairs. "Can I convince you to take a second one with me later?"


  His lover's grin brightened the hallway. "Could be persuaded, I'm sure. Be out in a few, then."


  Yes, definitely the right decision. Asher had seldom felt so very certain about anything. It took but a moment for his computer to boot up and little longer than that to make the changes he wanted. So simple. And just as easy to email the new edits to his lawyer. Sometimes Holly was right; technology made all the difference.


  He chose a bottle of wine from his pantry-sized "cellar" and opened it to let it breathe. Now to set the table in the dining room, a rare occasion indeed. Candlelight and a chance to finally use the good china and crystal he'd bought in...well, in hopes of something one day. Nothing frilly or overly ornate, just elegant. And it felt so good to set it all up, fuss a bit with the linens and silverware. He finished and headed back out to the kitchen.


  "What's all this, darlin'?" Bright eyes gleamed as Scott paused at the foot of the stairs, taking in the wine and the stack of china serving dishes. "I thought we were having take-out." A smile joined the twinkle in those blue eyes. "Or can you not stand those little cardboard boxes?"


  "Cardboard is hardly befitting such an evening." Asher stepped over to wrap his arms around that solid form and press a kiss to silky lips. "Did you find a place for everything?"


  "God, yeah. Your closets are bigger than my apartment's bathroom." The minty scent of freshly brushed teeth tickled Asher's nose. "You always do Wednesdays up fancy?"


  Just having someone to talk to, some other voice in his home, made all the chaos they'd face worthwhile. That he also loved that same voice with all his heart... Asher found himself chuckling for the sheer joy of it. "Not Wednesdays. Tonight. Your first night here...well, officially." The doorbell rang just as Scott started to no doubt toss another quip. Asher grinned. "Hold that thought. Dinner's here."


  Already paid for over the phone, Asher had only to take the food and send the delivery boy on his way. Scott wandered into the kitchen area, T-shirt and cotton pants clinging to a form that appealed in so many ways now that Asher had set his desires free. "Need a hand, babe?" Like the body, that pleasing voice with its adorable drawl warmed Asher.


  "I'd love some help." All the better to surprise Scott when they walked into the other room. "I could get used to this. This house seemed so big some nights, with only me here."


  A broad and gentle hand settled over his for a moment. "I'll fill up any space you'll let me, honey. I just want to be part of your life."


  It took little time to transfer a fine Italian dinner onto the china, then take it in to the table. Asher savored the rather stunned expression on his lover's face. "How's this for telling you how much I want you here?"


  Scott's lips moved without sound and for once the impish smile faded to blank surprise. After a firm swallow and several blinks, words came. "You did all this while I was in the shower? Darlin'!" The look on his face made all Asher's efforts far more than worth it.


  "Actually, that's not all I did, but the rest will wait a bit." He motioned Scott to a chair. "The rose is unique, by the way. My newest hybrid worked out perfectly. I'm rather tempted to name it Lovers' Dream now."


  Scott considered it a moment, and Asher could actually see when the significance of it hit. "A yellow rose. Like my email." The grin blossomed, but pleased rather than impish. "Like my shirt in Italy. As for the name, well, I feel I've been living my dream the last week."


  "I feel the same." Asher took his seat. "Shall we? No sense letting the hot food get cold and the cold food warm." The answering grin he got nearly had him floating out of his chair.


  Casual conversation, current events, the latest sports standings...but absolutely nothing about what happened at the office. They'd run those rapids as they came. Asher sipped at his wine and wondered how he'd ever considered himself happy alone in this house.


  Scott's food vanished in slow bites, for once the notorious appetite seemingly put on hold. His clear gaze only left Asher rarely and then just to flick to the rose and the table setting. Eventually he noticed the final piece of Asher's carefully laid-out surprise. "What's that, darlin'? You afraid I'd bore you, so you brought some reading to the table?"


  "Actually, no." Asher wiped his mouth and set the linen napkin aside, picking up the leather portfolio and reaching into his pocket at the same time. He handed the portfolio to Scott. "I have something you might want to take a look at. Two somethings, actually, but that one first."


  All color fled Scott's face as he looked at the top page. "Your will! Honey, you're not sick, are you?" Absolute terror filled each word.


  "Good God, no!" Asher reached over and gripped Scott's hand tight. "No, sweetheart. I swear. Maybe you should look at the second document first." He indicated a blue sticky note halfway down the stack of paper. "Then the top one will make more sense. And save you a heart attack."


  Scott's fingers closed around his, the grip so firm it nearly hurt. Scott didn't let go to turn to the domestic partnership form Asher had already filled out and marked. For a moment, Asher feared he really had given his love that heart attack he joked about. Scott's color flamed only to flee again. "You...you want us to be...permanent? Legally permanent?"


  Any more endearments died on his lips. "Isn't that what you'd hoped for?" Panic welled up. Surely, after all the trouble Scott'd gone to, all he'd said... Asher felt his hand spasm over the last part of his surprise. Well, shit. May as well make a total ass of myself and get it over with. He brought his hand up on the table and laid his offering on top of the legal documents. "I'm sorry, Scott. I guess maybe I jumped the gun a little. I just thought, since you wanted to move in here..." His throat dried up and he fought to keep his emotions in check.


  A wide-eyed gaze settled on the box. Scott reached for it and had to release Asher's hand to open it. The black platinum band with its gold inlay said so much. Or at least Asher thought it had. But then, he'd never been as good at reading people outside of criminal investigations.


  Scott lifted his gaze from the box and straight to Asher. "You bought me a ring?" Breathy words pushed out, obviously difficult. "A wedding ring?"


  "Well, I..." Damn it all. What the hell game was this, anyway? His temper struggled to get past the calm facade. "Yes. I'm sorry. It's all right if you don't want it..." God, he needed to move before he threw another punch. He stood and gathered their plates. "Never mind. Just forget I said anything."


  Now the kitchen felt too small. Hell, the whole planet felt like a vise squeezing his lungs. I don't understand. Why the hell would he put us both through all that crap if...


  Crystal rattled with the violence of Scott pushing back from the table, rushing around it, big body hurtling into Asher's. "God, I love you!" Long arms folded around Asher, nearly crushing him as a frantic kiss nearly consumed him. The velvet box was pressed into his hand. "Put it on me. Like they do at weddings and on TV. Put it on me."


  "What?" Lord, if this was what living with Scott would be like, Asher figured his therapist would be working overtime.


  Heated kisses covered his face. "You're the most wonderful man ever born. Here I was thinking I'd have to wait months, maybe a couple of years, before I dared say anything about us being forever. Terrified I'd go too fast and push you away." The sentences broke, kisses setting off the sections. "Terrified you couldn't love me as much as I love you. Not this fast and this hard. And then you do this. God, baby!"


  "Wait." Asher finally took Scott by the shoulders and eased him back a bit. "You're saying yes? But...at the table...I thought..." He closed his eyes before burning tears escaped. "Oh, love...I hate to admit it, but I wondered if maybe...after all..."


  Gentle thumbs caressed his cheeks, his temples. "What? What did you think? That I'd say no? That I wasn't ready? Yes, I'm saying yes. I'm damn near singing it." The atomic joy in Scott's smile half-blinded Asher. "I know it's been fast, darlin'. Fast and hard, like I said. We haven't taken a minute of it slow. You're allowed to not be sure. That's why I couldn't get my tongue to work. I couldn't believe something this good was really happening. I wasn't teasing, baby, just in shock."


  "For a minute I thought it really was all just a game." He had to lean against the counter before his knees gave out. "I thought you really had the whole damn building in on the joke, though how even you could mastermind that..." Tears won the battle as he felt them warm his cheeks. "Scott, I'm sorry I ever doubted you. We can wait on the paperwork if you want. I don't need a certificate. I just need you."


  "Darling." Hurt appeared for an instant before understanding settled in place. "I would never screw with your heart so cruelly. But when all the others did--stuff I didn't stop them from doing--I can get where you'd feel that way." Scott's breath shivered out in a long exhale. "It's all right, honey. I do understand. And I should've stood up to them and told them to leave you alone years ago. I didn't. And I'm sorry." Satin lips pressed to Asher's forehead. "I think we're both going to need some time. Me to earn your forgiveness and you to learn to trust. And it looks like we're going to have our whole lives to take care of that." The velvet box settled into Asher's palm again. "Put your ring on me, Asher. Make it so everyone knows I'm yours."


  "Are you absolutely sure?" His hands shook as he opened the small box, the titanium ring cool against his fingers. "I just-- Are you sure?"


  "Darlin', I was sure before I spent every dime I had to lure you to Italy. You just make me more certain every day I did exactly the right thing for a change."


  Some of the panic dissipated, though he couldn't seem to get his hands to stop trembling. "In that case..." He held the ring up so Scott could see it, the black band inlaid with yellow gold. "I saw it in a shop in Portofino and thought of you. Friend, colleague, lover, you've always been the golden light in my darkness." He felt his face warm at the bright glow in his lover's eyes. "Be mine, Scott. In every way we can, always."


  The band slid on, a perfect fit to Scott's finger. "Always." Scott's fingers clenched, as if holding the ring safe on his hand for an instant before he reached to cradle Asher's face. "Never had anything that felt better than this." That big form pressed close, warm bone and muscle against Asher. "I want to sign that paper. I want to spend my days with you here in this house or any other place you want to be. I don't give a shit about your will, honey. I hope I never have to know what's in it because losing you will kill me. I know that now. I can't go through my life without you. Not now I know what it's like to have you."


  "Well, I certainly don't plan on going anywhere, sweetheart." Asher found his hands warm and steady against Scott's waist. "Not after you went to so much trouble to catch me in the first place. But I do want you to know...when we retire, there's a villa in Italy just waiting for us to find it. And a sailboat." He smiled over sweet satin lips. "Not a bad outcome of that auction, after all."
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