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Chapter One

Sylvan, 1879
Mouse scrambled over the tailors roof, his head cocked as he felt the vibrations of a horse and…pack mule. Maybe a miner come to town? Saddlebags rattled with the sound of rock rubbing against rock. The rider was as skilled as one of the vaqueros and riding a spirited horse from the sound of it.

Mouse could feel the sun warm on his face, but he couldnt see nothing. That didnt stop him from climbing around town and sitting somewhere to listen. The general store was a hundred and twenty-nine steps from the Chinese laundry, and there were two nails and one wobbly plank that Mouse knew to avoid in the stretch between.

He swung down to the porch and crouched so his small body was braced by the rungs. It felt good, almost like he was leaning against someone.
 “Mouse!” He raised his head when he heard Doc Jude calling for him.
 “Yes, sir?”
 Doc Judes tired steps creaked closer. Clump, clump, clump…CLUMP. He felt the sun dim on his face and knew the doctor was standing over him, blocking some of the fierce warmth.
 Doc Jude had been out all night. Mouse hoped the baby had made it and hadnt been born with a small twin brother like Mouse had. Mouses twin had been dead inside his mother. If Doc Jude hadnt been around, Mouse figured he wouldnt have made it either.
 “What are you doing, Mouse?”
 “Listening.”
 “Listening, huh?” Doc Jude put a hand on Mouses skinny shoulder, and his voice softened. “Have you eaten?”
 Mouse shrugged. He could eat later—no matter how much he stuffed himself, he never seemed to grow taller and his eyes didnt work. Not that he really expected to be like everyone else, since Doc Jude had been honest with him; hed be blind all his days. But it would be nice to be big and strong. “Stranger just rode in.”
 “I see him. He is a large, impressive fellow.”
 “Whats he wearing?” Mouse only ever asked a handful of people he trusted to describe things. Most of the rough miners and cowhands and gunnies who went through Sylvan didnt want to be bothered with a blind little runt.
 But Doc Jude was different, of course.
 “Hes a colorful individual,” Doc Jude mused. “Poncho. Big Mexican spurs. He has a heavy brown beard and longish hair in need of a cut. Hes wearing a highcrowned hat that would be black if not for the dust.”
 Mouse smiled. “Wonder if hes somebody famous…like Wild Bill.”
 “Come for supper now, Mouse,” Doc Jude scolded. He and a few others in town tried to make sure Mouse always had a bed and a hot meal once a day, though Mouse liked to spend most of his time on his own.
 It was better to not get too close to anyone, but sometimes he didnt think he was the only misfit. People got quiet around Doc Jude. And even though there was nothing wrong with the doctors eyes, they didnt treat him quite like one of them. Hed heard Mrs. Baker tell the reverend that it was because Doc Jude was a reformer, always stirring things up.
 “Will you read to me from those dime novels?” Mouse asked wistfully. Doc Jude had a wonderful reading voice, the best in town, even better than the reverend. Probably it was because he spent so much time writing poetry in his study alone at night.
 Mouse didnt understand the doc doing that since the writing seemed to make him sad. Why, on a night recently, Mouse caught the scratch of his pen and then a muffled sound, like a suppressed sob.
 Now he caught the sound of a rattling cough.
 “The stranger who just rode in; hes sick.”
 He heard the creak of the railing spindles as Doc Jude leaned to take a closer look. “Yes, it sounds like more than the dust, poor man.”
 “Maybe hes in town to see you,” Mouse said. “Were you writing again?”
 Doc Jude cleared his throat. “I was memorizing poetry.”
 Mouse smiled. He liked the poems Doc Jude recited at Christmas and other fancy occasions. Sometimes Doc also read them to calm sick patients who couldnt rest. “Can I hear it?”
 He caught the sound of the doctor settling into the chair that faced the street and then Doc Judes voice, full of suppressed feeling.
 “„How do I love thee? Let me count the ways. I love thee to the level of every days most quiet need, by sun and candlelight. Elizabeth Barrett Browning.” Doc Jude finished softly.
 Mouse caught the sound of spurs ringing and thought maybe Doc Jude had grown quiet because the stranger had walked past them while he was reciting.
 “That was real nice,” Mouse praised.

* * *

“Excuse me, sir?” Gabriel Fontenot asked the gray-haired storekeeper politely. He read the mans face, sizing him up by experience and gut. Typical squint lines, pruned mouth, but creases in his cheeks that came from laughter. “Where might I find a shave and a bath?”

“Ming will see you right. Hes got the last storefront at the end of town. Hell also wash and mend your clothing,” the shopkeeper said.
 “Thank you. I believe I shall partake of both of his services.” Gabriel left the store and took the reins of his horse, heading for the public stables. A gentleman saw to the care of his animals before his own needs. Lancelots coat was stiff with dust, the stallion thirsty since all he and the mule had been drinking the past two days was a mouthful of water from Gabriels hat.

* * *

“Would you mind if I didnt read to you tonight, Mouse?” Doc Jude asked after Mrs. Stevenson had served them both some hot stew. Mouse heard the creak of his chair as the doctor leaned back.

“Did the baby live?” Mouse asked, though he had a feeling he already knew the answer.
 “No, Im afraid not.”
 “Im sorry, but maybe if it was gonna be a runt like me, it was better off,” Mouse said. He ate his stew quickly so he could have a serving of pie while it was still bubbling from sitting on top of the stove.
 Doc Judes voice frowned. “Never say that, Mouse. All life is precious, and I am so glad to have you.”
 Mouse felt his cheek cupped by the gentle touch of the doctor and ducked his head shyly. Doc Jude was about the only person who ever touched him other than his friend Shen Lei. It always made his throat tighten with a strange burning feeling. When he felt that way, he usually ran off to be by himself for a while.
 “Dont do any errands at the saloon tonight. I hear Smith is back in town,” the doctor warned. “Ive tried to talk to people about standing up to him but…”
 “Doc, do you think you should always be tellin folks whats right?”
 “Mouse?”
 “Its just…some people dont like it.” Mouse shifted, uneasy.
 “Its important for a man to speak his mind, Mouse, especially when he might be…apprehensive. How else can there be change?”
 Mouses shoulders twitched. “I dont think folks in town believe in change exactly. But dont worry about me. I can take care of myself, remember?”
 “Mouse, you set fire to David Smiths hat, and he is singularly lacking in a sense of humor. Hes said if he catches you, hell horsewhip you.”
 “Have to catch me first, dont he?” Mouse shoveled in more stew.

* * *

Gabriel leaned back in the big wooden basin as his attendant poured a bucket of water over his head. He sighed, remembering the large copper tub hed used as a boy, carried up to his room by his fathers servants.
 He didnt miss the South or his father, but he missed hot baths. “Where might I find something fine to drink?” he asked the Chinese man politely, meeting his amber brown, slanted eyes.
 “Lucky Dollar has some good bourbon. Just ask for it, sir.”
 “Do you have a room for the night?”
 “Yes, sir. My son, Shen Lei, he will show you the way.”
 Gabriel had noticed the boy with lowered eyes and a single fat braid bringing in more hot water. He looked part Indian and Chinese and had a voice like whispering leaves.
 Gabriel coughed, the steamy water making his lungs labor. He gripped the side of the tub and rode out the spasm. “I…would very much enjoy a smoke and a glass of good bourbon.” He leaned forward so the man could scrub his back.
 “I take your clothes now—” Shen Lei said.
 “Hold!” Gabriel reached out and clutched his gun belt and Peacemaker pistols, the only things hed come into town wearing that werent dusty, that were, in fact, freshly oiled, gleaming softly. “Now you can take the rest. I was told there was a doctor in this town?”
 “Yes, Doctor Jude.” He described the doctor while washing Gabriels back, and Gabriel closed his eyes, recognizing the man from his attendants description; hed seen the doctor standing next to a boy when hed ridden into town.
 Hed been reciting Elizabeth Barrett Browning.
 “I heard hes a good doctor,” Gabriel said.
 “Yes, sir. He sometimes asks me about Chinese remedies.” The man used a brush to scrub Gabriels hands, removing the ingrained dust. “He is not like the other men in this town. When Shen Lei got sick, he helped him, let him stay in his clinic.”

* * *

Mouse couldnt stay away from the Lucky Dollar, even knowing David Smith was in town. Not when the intriguing new stranger hed been shadowing from the roofs had gone in, spurs ringing softly. The boy sniffed, leaning his head against the staircase that led up to the rooms the ladies used for their customers, and he caught the scent of freshly applied bay rum and clean water coming from the man.

He wondered if the stranger had gotten a haircut, or if he was someone famous from the dime novels Mouse was addicted to. Wouldnt that be exciting? Maybe he could learn more so he could share it with Doc Jude. Even if dime novels were something he read only for Mouses sake, Mouse knew it lifted some of the doctors loneliness to read to him. Not that he had to be lonely, but he was always turning down the ladies who wanted to invite him to picnics and such.

Mrs. Stevenson said he was a dyed-in-the-wool bachelor, whatever that meant. Except that Mouse thought maybe it meant Doc Jude would be alone all his days and not marry anyone. That suited Mouse fine. He didnt figure hed marry up with anyone either, so he could stay at Docs place.

Joanna sat down next to him. “You shouldnt be here,” she scolded softly. “David might see you.”
 “So youll argue with him about me again?” Mouse shrugged, his throat tight. “What dyou care?”
 He heard the rustle of silk as she stood. She smelled like dark, burned honey: Joanna didnt wear the kind of scents like the other girls, nothing flowery on her. Probably why David Smith, son of Eli Smith, the richest man in these parts, liked her so much.
 “I do care, Mouse,” she said calmly. “Didnt Mr. Eli come by and see you recently?”
 “You asked him to,” Mouse dismissed. David Smiths father wasnt like his son. He seemed nice, and he had shown an interest in Mouse. Mouse had the feeling the older man wanted to spend more time with him, but like everyone in town, he was wary of setting David off.
 Unlike Joanna, who went down the stairs because he was in town. David.

* * *

“Why, hello there,” Gabriel said. His long legs were stretched out, and he was mellowing from the cigar hed indulged in when he spied the small boy hiding under one of the tables, the same boy that hed seen earlier with the doctor. “Should you be in here at this hour, young man?”

The boy tilted his head without meeting Gabriels eyes. Rather his gaze drifted in another direction. “Your voice is like candy,” he noted after a moment.
 Gabriel quirked his lips but then frowned as he saw the boys gaze didnt move. He obviously could not see the gesture. He scratched his skin, nearly revealed from the beard hed had removed. “Thank you. And who might you be?”
 “Im just Mouse.”
 “Hello, Mouse. Is it not a bit late in the evening for you to be visiting this establishment?”
 The boy shrugged.
 Gabriel puffed on his cigar, enjoying its taste to the hilt, in defiance of his cough. “You may join me if you like.”
 “Were you out looking for gold?” His eyes fixed on the ceiling, Mouse hopped onto the seat next to Gabriel.
 Gabriel waved a hand in front of the boys face.
 “I was prospecting, yes, though Im afraid like most men I did not find much color.”
 “I cant see nothing. Probably youre wondering.”
 “Yes, I did take note.”
 Mouse hung his head and Gabriel sensed the conflict in him, wanting to stay and learn more about the stranger, but also wanting to hide himself away.
 “During the War of Northern Aggression, I knew a man who lost his vision. He works his farm now.”
 “Even though he cant see?”
 “Well,” Gabriel said, pouring himself another careful measure of liquor, “Tennyson wrote, „Shall eagles not be eagles? Wrens be wrens? If all the world were falcons, what of that? The wonder of the eagle were the less, but he not less the eagle.”
 Mouses forehead crinkled.
 “It means that all men are not the same, but different, and yet possess their own gifts.”
 Mouse felt a spike of pride. “Yeah. I can find my way around town, and I know everyone in it by their sound.”
 Gabriel wiped the sweat from his cheeks, feeling dizzy. It was time he headed back to his rented room for the night. “I seek my bed, young sir, and surely it is past time for you to also seek yours. Do you have a place to stay?”
 Mouse nodded. “Doc Jude. He came all the way from Boston to be our doctor. He keeps a room for me.”
 Gabriel coughed and pulled out a handkerchief, wiping his lips. “I have heard he is a most unusual man. Well, you better go there now.”
 “Mister, are you a famous gunfighter?” The words burst from the boy. He reddened and looked self-conscious, and Gabriel felt a pang, remembering how when he was Mouses age, he had lost himself in reading about King Arthur and Lancelot.
 “Im a ruined man,” Gabriel answered.
 “But youre packing guns?” Mouse asked hopefully.
 Gabriel sighed, suddenly feeling ancient, as if the guns riding his hips weighed heavier than the gold hed dug out of a lonely mountain, with lonelier voices from his past seeming to haunt it. “I am. If you will excuse me, Mouse, I am off to get some rest.”
 “Yeah. Guess you bein sick an all.”
 Gabriel paused but didnt question how Mouse had guessed. The boy obviously used his working senses to the fullest.

* * *

Gabriel was lost in fever dreams until almost dawn. He woke with tears on his cheeks and, from old habit, brushed them away.
 He sat up and reached for the creased paper he kept next to his watch. It was falling apart now, but he could still make out Jacobs likeness.
 “Uhhh!”
 He stiffened when he caught a pained cry reaching his room. Hed thought hed dreamed the sound.
 He climbed slowly to his feet, body aching, and looked out the window that faced a cluster of trees next to a stream. He saw a circle of men, one holding a lantern aloft.
 As he studied the figures, trying to see what they were up to so late at night, a man raised a belt and struck the back of a small, hunched boy.
 It was Mouse.

* * *

“Told you Id get you back, you little bastard!” David Smith smirked. The runt wasnt making fun of him now. His face was wet with tears though he refused to cry out, no matter how hard David swung the belt, marking red lines into his back. But the brat wouldnt play any more of those goddamned practical jokes on him again. No, sir!

David also couldnt wait until that interfering do-good, Doc Jude, got word about his little friend. David had never liked the doctor, though hed taken care of David and his gang from time to time.

But the man was always talking to people, trying to change things, saying they needed real law in this town, that even the goddamn Chinaman had the same rights as a white man! Christ! But this was Davids town since not even his father Eli dared to take him on, and it was time the doctor learned his place.

He raised the belt to strike again when it was suddenly yanked free from his grip.
 “Wha—”
 David crashed headfirst into a willow tree. He shook his head, spat blood. Someone had shoved him! Licking the salty taste off his teeth, he glared at the tall, gaunt stranger.
 “Do you know who I am, Mister?” he prodded. No one in Sylvan messed with David Smith. No one.
 “Why yes, that would be a weakling who employs five men to help you beat a child.”
 “You bas—”
Slap!
 “Ow, goddamnit!” David covered his cheek. The stranger had slapped him.
 He was so dazed he didnt interfere when the man freed the runt, pushing the boy safe behind him. “What are you…?”
 Spurs jingled musically as the stranger crowded David, not standing back for clean gun play but striding close, too goddamn close, ignoring Davids friends as if they were nothing.
 He stared into Davidss eyes, and something about that look, that confidence, unnerved Smith. Who was this man? David wanted to attack him, tear out his throat. Slapping him! But…if the man was this sure of himself, maybe David should know who he was before—
 And then the stranger turned his back, hand protectively on the little runts shoulder as he guided him through the gauntlet of Davids friends.
 David listened to the sound of measured steps and softly chiming spurs, feeling an ember of rage eat his gut. This was his town.
 “I been too soft,” he whispered to himself. That saddle bum probably wouldnt have dared anything if word hadnt gotten out that David had been tolerant with the fine Boston doctor.

* * *

Gabriel leaned on a porch support, gripping it with a clenched hand. “You okay, Mister?”
 “Yes, its just…fatigue. How much farther to your friends home?” “Not far to Doc Judes place. He leaves the lantern on all night so his patients
 know hes home if they need him.” Gabriel nodded after he looked ahead and spotted it. He straightened and put a hand on Mouses shoulder, trying not to quake from a bout of sudden chill. “He does indeed sound like…a good doctor.”

“You should see him. He could make you feel better, I know it!” Mouse exclaimed. “Mister, are you…?”
 Gabriel fell, feeling his chest working like a trout pulled from a river.
 Mouses face blurred from pale white to gray to darkness.



Chapter Two

“Scarring,” Doc Jude said in an absent tone. He had to shove down the compassion that he felt as he examined the unconscious man who had rescued Mouse. “Very deep.”

“Looks like he was whipped,” Joanna noted. She held the lantern with a reflecting mirror affixed to it so he could examine his new patient. Joanna often filled in as a nurse when she wasnt working at the saloon, and Jude was grateful for her help and the way she never judged him. Shed never asked, but he wondered sometimes if shed guessed his secret.
 “Thank you, Joanna,” he said. “A little to the left…” Joanna raised the light, bending close to watch what Jude was doing. She would have made a fine doctor, and hed told her so more than once.
 “But hes not a blind runt, so why would anyone whip his back?” Mouse asked. Hed refused to leave the examining room until Jude had taken a look at his new friend.
 “Mouse! No one has the right to whip anyone, blind or not,” Joanna scolded in a raspy voice. She got upset when Mouse referred to himself as a runt, but then so did Jude. He wished there was some way they could reach the boy, show him that he was special, no matter how some unenlightened individuals in town treated him.
 “It looks like it might have happened to him when he was younger, Mouse, since the scarring is old, and I think the wounds were left untreated,” Jude said, sighing. “Someone wanted to hurt this man, to humiliate him.”
 Mouse patted the strangers limp arm no doubt catching his hoarse breathing. “But hes safe here with us now, isnt he, Doc Jude? We wont let anyone hurt him.”
 “No, we most certainly will not!” Judes jaw locked as he thought of David Smith and his men. Jude had to walk carefully around them, like everyone in town, but it was increasingly hard, especially with the way they endangered Mouse. “I want to move him on his side.” Gently he lifted and turned the limp body of the big man, heavy with muscle and yet so thin. Bones stuck out under the skin like sticks in a ladys Chinese fan. He adjusted the pillow and heard the laboring breaths of his patient ease.
 Acting on a strange impulse, Jude pushed the long brown hair, warm as fall chestnuts and shot with silver, back from the high forehead. “Youve lived some life, Mister,” he whispered. “But youre safe here under my roof.”
 Joanna gave him a steady look, and Jude flushed. What must she be thinking? He did not show such partiality with his patients, but there was something about this man. Besides, the stranger had saved Mouse. Surely he was only experiencing such a connection because of gratitude?
 “Doc!” Joanna pointed to where the white sheet placed to protect his patients modesty had fallen away, revealing a scar on the mans hip shaped like an O.
 Jude frowned, and he drew in a deep breath, reaching out to trace the scar. “My God. It looks like it was cut into his skin.”
 Mouses fingers dug into the patients arm. “Doc, whats wrong with him? Whys he having so much trouble breathing?”
 Seeing Mouse had become fond of the stranger, Jude led him away from the examining table and knelt beside him. “I believe he has a bad infection. He appears very run-down.”
 Mouse swallowed. “You mean hes dying, dont you?”
 “Not if we can help him, Mouse. Hes a very strong man, so with some rest and proper food and care, he has a good chance to recover. Hes unconscious now because hes suffering from fatigue, which has aggravated his condition.”
 “I want to help him,” Mouse said.
 Judes gaze went back to his patient, and again he felt the shameful tug, the old urges he tried to bury with helping others. Well, he would help this man, this beautiful man.
 “Come on; I want to check your back. Hes resting now,” Jude told Mouse.

* * *
 Gabriel swallowed, running his tongue over cracked lips. “Here.” A cup was placed against his mouth, and a hand raised his head gently so he could drink.
 Gabriels eyes flared wide, and he shoved the hand away, rolling off the high bed in a supple twist. He landed on his feet, and silver instruments went flying from a cart as he groped through them. Knife in hand, he glared at the slight, bespectacled young man with tangled brown curls.
 “Please put down the scalpel,” the stranger asked.
 Gabriel felt the chill of air on his naked body and snatched a sheet to cover himself, flushing with embarrassment.
 “I am a doctor. Youre sick, and I just want to help you,” the man continued in a soft voice.
 Gabriels dry throat prickled, and he coughed. It brought on a spell—
 The young man took him by the shoulders and guided him back to the bed. He went to a cabinet as Gabriel watched, heart pounding, opening it to pull out a bottle and cloth. He soaked the fabric with liquid from the bottle and then returned to Gabriels bedside. “Breathe into this; it will relax the spasms.”
 Gabriel snatched the other man close by his hair, staring into wide, shocked blue eyes. “Where are my guns?” he asked.
 “I…I left them in the hallway. I dont like weapons in my clinic.”
 “Take me to them!”
 The stranger looked afraid of him, but Gabriel quashed the shame he felt. He wouldnt be vulnerable again. Not ever.
 Leaving the bed, he shoved the slight young man forward, keeping a hand around his slender throat so hed know Gabriel meant business. He could easily break his neck with a sharp twist; hed done it before as a soldier during the war.
 In the hallway, Gabriel spotted his pistols.
 “You wont need them in my clinic,” the doctor insisted.
 Gabriel pushed the other man aside and snatched his guns up. His body relaxed as soon as he cradled them. He leaned against the doorway, struggling to breathe and hating that he was so goddamned weak.
 “May I have my knife back now that you have your weapons?” the doctor asked him coolly, raising light brown brows.
 “What is…your name?” Gabriels vision was blurring, and he was afraid. Afraid to fall asleep, to be helpless…
 “Dr. Jude Evans, but my patients call me Doc Jude.” The gentle voice was like a hand touching him.
 Gabriel returned the knife. What must the doctor think—that he was some wild, rabid wolf? “I…would not have cut you, sir,” he said.
 “I hope not! Im the only doctor, and that would inconvenience a lot of people here in town. Let me help you back to bed.”
 Gabriel was amazed that the slighter man was willing to get close to him after his behavior, but there was kindness in the blue eyes that held his own. He allowed himself to be led back into the room and sat on the bed, still laboring to breathe.
 “This will relax the air passages.” Doc Jude had the cloth in hand again. “Please, trust me.”
 Gabriel held his guns close to his chest, staring at the young doctor.
 “Why, youre trembling!” Doc Jude said as he touched Gabriels shoulder. He continued in a softer voice, “Sir, I will not harm you. I took an oath to put my patients welfare above my own.”
 “Who will keep me safe if I go to sleep?” Gabriel growled.
 A childs voice piped in, “I will!”
 “Mouse,” Gabriel said, recognizing the boy hed befriended. “Is your back—”
 Gabriel started coughing and hated that the boy was seeing him like this, weak, barely able to rise from the bed.
 “Im fine. They didnt cut me like what happened to you.”
 Gabriel closed his eyes. When he could speak again, he said, “Im very glad.” He looked at the doctor, seeing compassion burning in the blue eyes. “I will take your remedy, sir.”
 “My name is Jude.” The young man blushed under Gabriels steady gaze. “And Mouse and I will watch over you while you rest, never fear.”

* * *

Gabriel woke to bright sunlight pouring like honey through the windows. He stared blankly at the shifting lace curtains and at the beautiful woman leaning against the window, looking out into the street.

Her profile was as cold and pure as a goddess, but he remembered seeing her at the saloon. She was no lady, which meant she was a more comfortable kind of companion for a man like him.

Some instinct seemed to alert her to his gaze so that she turned to face him, sober blue eyes studying him. “Youre awake.”
 “Yes, maam,” Gabriel said. “You surely are Mouses mother.”
 The womans eyes widened. “He doesnt know.”
 “Oh, I think he suspects. The man who whipped him, he resembled Mouse also.”
 “Davids father is desperate for an heir, and he wants to claim Mouse, but David is ashamed of him, ashamed of me.”
 Gabriel nodded. “I understand. There is nothing so dangerous to a child as a father who is…disappointed in him.”
 “I am Joanna,” she said, regaining her poise. “Doc Jude had to go check on a patient, and he asked me to watch over you. Would you like a sponge bath? You have been running quite a fever.”
 Gabriel grimaced, feeling sticky. He really wanted another tub bath, but he was too weak to leave the clinic. “I shall manage if you could bring me what I need,” he said. He disliked being too dependent on anyone.
 Joanna nodded, and Gabriel found himself liking the way she looked at him. Straight up, with gunslingers eyes.

* * *

Jude heard the splash of water falling and knocked on his patients door, knowing the stranger must be awake. Hed left him sleeping previously, afraid even to wake him to eat, he seemed so worn down. Clearly he needed rest.

“Come,” a deep voice called, and Jude entered the room, rubbing his tired eyes. “You look a little more rested.” Judes concern for his patient propelled him to go over and feel the mans forehead. The sponge trickled water into a basin resting on the corner of the bed, and Judes eyes swept smooth muscled skin, slick with water. He cleared his throat. “Mouse will be glad youre a little better. May I ask your name?”

“Gabriel Fontenot,” Gabriel offered. He stiffened when the young doctor took his wrist, touching him seemingly without fear.
 Gabriel wasnt used to people being unafraid of him.
 Even less used to being touched.
 And then, while he stared at the other man, the doctor stroked Gabriels wrist absently. It was meant strictly to comfort, he knew that. He knew it wasnt… But his body responded because of tangled, soft brown hair and gentle eyes, and all Gabriel could think about was—
 He yanked his wrist away, dropping his gaze. “Dont touch me!” he growled.
 “Did I hurt you?” Bewildered blue eyes. Then, “Oh.”
 Gabriel lifted a knee so the erection he was sporting wasnt so obvious. Damnation, there was no way the man could mistake him.
 A hand returned to his line of sight, startling him so that he looked up and met Judes gaze. “I was checking your pulse. May I continue?”
 “But…” Gabriel let him take his wrist again, swallowing thickly. He was comfortable touching a man like Gabriel?
 “Its all right,” Jude whispered. He was blushing, Gabriel noted. “You helped Mouse, and Im very grateful to you.”
 “No child should have his back striped.” Gabriel shook his head, sickened.
 “You were whipped once. I…saw that when I examined you.” Curiosity and compassion were in the doctors eyes now.
 “I expected you to slap my face when you saw…” Gabriels throat closed. He couldnt speak of it, the moment when this man had touched him and Gabriels body betrayed him.
 Doc Judes voice was hushed. “I could not help but notice the scar on your hip; it resembled the letter o.”
 Gabriel gazed deeply into Judes eyes without hiding who he was anymore. Goddamnit, he couldnt help it. “O stands for the wordobscenity.”



Chapter Three

“Breathe deeply. Good! Now exhale.” Doc Jude had his stethoscope pressed against Gabriels bare, muscled chest. He was trying to concentrate on his patients welfare and not on the unsaid things humming between them since Gabriels explanation of the meaning behind the letter carved into his hip.

Gabriel had settled upstairs in the first empty bedroom of Judes clinic when it was clear hed need some time to recover. He was still being stubborn about that, though, seeming to think he could just continue to neglect his health.
 It made Jude grit his teeth. “Good enough for me to resume my journey, Doctor?” Gabriel cocked an eyebrow now, breaking into Judes thoughts. “I have business Id like to attend to.”
 “You only just arrived in town. Why would you want to go out and camp in the rough, a man in your condition—”
 Gabriel shoved the stethoscope away. “Im not dead yet.” He stared meaningfully into Judes eyes and added in a low tone, “Far from it.”
 Jude swallowed. He was trying to be professional and keep a proper distance with his prickly and mysterious new patient, but he couldnt help staring back into the dark eyes, watching Gabriels pupils widen and devour chocolate irises as if in primitive response to Judes proximity.
 Jude licked his lips, nervous, touched by Gabriel. “No, of course not! But if you rest and take care of yourself, Im sure you will recover. You are very run-down, but the dry air here is good for the lungs.”
 Gabriel stood up, the bedclothes falling away and revealing his slender body, dressed only in tight deerskin pants. There wasnt an ounce of fat on him, just lean muscle and hard times. Jude had to drag his gaze away from his patient.
 “Maybe I dont want to be cured,” Gabriel growled.
 “What?” Jude couldnt help but snag the larger mans arm. His belly twisted at the sensation of contact with Gabriels hot skin. When he breathed, he caught the faint scent of bay rum and leather emanating from the other man. He felt the tension between them, the moment suspended while Gabriel seemed to weigh whether or not to allow his familiarity. “Life is precious. You cant just—”
 Gabriel yanked his arm away. His face was still pale, sweating from his constant low-grade fever, but the deep rings under his eyes were gone and he wasnt rasping to breathe anymore. “I can do what I want, damn you.” His gaze dropped to Judes lips. “Damn you, Jude,” he repeated, his tone meaningful, intimate.
 Jude felt his own temper flare. He stabbed a finger in the center of Gabriels smooth chest. “I delivered a baby recently who struggled to live, and I tried—heaven knows I tried—but her heart was faulty and she was too small, too unformed, so she finally…succumbed.” Judes voice broke, remembering the cry of grief from the father when hed told him. The mother begging to hold her dying baby, knowing the little one would only live a short time. Sometimes being a doctor was hell. He continued in a whisper, “So dont you dare tell me that your life is just something you throw away!”
 Gabriels eyes softened. Jude started as Gabriel reached out and cupped his cheek. “Youre a sweet fellow.”
 “I…” Jude swallowed and stepped away, but Gabriel followed, his walk silken as he crowded Jude closer to the bedroom wall.
 “Jude?” Gabriel breathed. His face was close. Too close. In another moment, Jude might do something inappropriate.
 Jude straightened his sleeves, avoiding Gabriels steady gaze.
 “I frighten you. Why? Is it…this?” Gabriel gestured to where he was unapologetically hard, his member swollen, gloved by soft leather. He became aroused whenever Jude tended him; Jude was doing his best to ignore it.
 “No, its not that.” Jude blushed, but then he looked up, meeting Gabriels frank gaze. “Arent you ever afraid of what will happen if people find out what you are?”
 “People have found out.” Gabriels face hardened as he touched the scar on his hip. “But I found a satisfying solution to the dilemma.”
 Jude blinked. “What solution?”
 “I shoot any man who calls me out for being…obscenity.”
 Judes eyes widened. Somehow he didnt think Gabriel was exaggerating. He swallowed. “Im a healer; I could never do that.”
 Gabriel stepped back suddenly, giving him more room. His eyes had a seasoned kind of tenderness, the tenderness of a man who has been brutal on occasion, but from necessity and not because he enjoyed it. “I know you cant, Jude.”
 Jude avoided his gaze. “Ill see if the housekeeper can bring you something to eat.”
 “Jude.” Gabriels voice was gentle.
 Jude looked over his shoulder at his patient from the safety of the doorway.
 “I cant just stay here.”
 “I thought we agreed—” Judes mouth tightened as he dug up fresh arguments. He was not going to let this man die. For some reason, he felt fiercely protective of him, which was foolish considering that Gabriel seemed very much a formidable warrior.
 “No, I mean…” Gabriel ran a hand through his shaggy brown hair. “I must compensate you for your care.”
 “Oh. Well, people usually pay me what they can.” Jude shrugged.
 “In chickens and sides of beef, I imagine,” Gabriel observed, a smile lighting his dark eyes.
 “Yes,” Jude admitted, answering Gabriels smile with a shy one of his own before quitting the room.

* * *

“Doc Jude wont be happy you left the clinic!” Mouse said, following Gabriel as he strode slowly down the dusty road in Sylvan, the reins of his pack mule, Millie, clenched in one fist.

Gabriel touched the scabbard for his long knife that rode over his deerskin coat. He had an itchy spot between his shoulder blades, but his lips quirked as he tousled the boys hair. “Jude is a little bossy, just as you are curious.”

“I, uh, touched some of the stuff you left near your saddlebags in Doc Judes clinic.” Mouse paused, hanging his head a little as if afraid hed anger Gabriel with his inquisitiveness.

Gabriel shrugged. “I understand; its no different from a fellow merely looking at my possessions. You make use of your hands in place of your eyes.”
 Mouses face brightened. “I was careful not to handle your guns.”
 “That was wise.” Gabriel gripped Mouses slender shoulder. “I wish Id never touched them.”
 Mouse chewed his lip, obviously full of questions, but theyd arrived at Gabriels destination. The shingle outside the storefront had the words Sylvan Bank painted on it, and inside, through the window, Gabriel could see a clerk bent over sheets of paper, busy working.
 “Wait here,” he told Mouse, tying Millie and then removing the heavy saddlebag with which she was burdened.
 As he stepped inside the building, his gaze caught a man leaning against the wall of the barbershop, hand smoothing his chin. He was studying Gabriel with narrowed eyes.
 He was one of the men who had been with David Smith the night Smith used his belt on Mouse.
 Gabriel paused inside the room, dim after the bright sun.
 “Yessir?” the young clerk said, standing up to attend to Gabriel, his eyes running over him avidly, no doubt fueled by the gossip that Gabriel had stirred it up with Smith and his boys.
 Without speaking, Gabriel pulled out one heavy, irregular chunk of rock with spider veins of gold running through it.
 “Oh my!” the man exclaimed. “You struck gold?”
 Gabriel shook his head, face shuttered. “No, only found one rock. How much for it?”
 After studying the bounty, the clerk paid him sixty dollars.
 “Sign our register,” the man said, pushing a ledger toward Gabriel. “So youre staying with Doc Jude?”
 Gabriel took the offered pen, freshly wetted in ink, and scrawled his signature, still the elegant loops hed practiced as a young man. He remembered being told hed have to write beautiful letters to his mistresses. It was another life, one hed been supremely ill suited to live.
 “Yes,” Gabriel said, leveling a cool look at the clerk.
 “That might not be very healthy for Jude,” the man said, swallowing thickly under Gabriels gaze. “Once youre gone…well, he has to live in this town, and David Smith took your interference kind of personal.”
 Gabriel kept his expression calm, but he felt a chilly finger touch him. “The doctor has helped a lot of the people in this town.”
 “Yeah, but folks…” The clerk pushed back his haystack of blond, sweaty hair, staring at Gabriel through his spectacles. “They mostly go along with what Smith says. The doc… Hes a good man and all, but hes different.”
 Gabriel nodded curtly, understanding.
 “What did you do in there?” Mouse asked him when he returned to the street.
 Gabriel smiled and hefted the boy onto the back of his mule, steadying him, rewarded by an answering smile as Mouse adjusted. He had obviously ridden some before and enjoyed it.
 Gabriel took the reins, leading Millie back to the public stables. When he breathed, it felt like his ribs creaked, sore. He was worn-out just from this small errand.
 “I had to secure some funds to repay Jude,” he said, belatedly realizing hed left off the young doctors title.
 “Oh, you dont need to worry about that none. Doc Jude takes care of people all the time who cant pay.”
 Gabriel nodded. “But fortunately I am able to do so.”
 As he walked his mule bearing Mouse into the shadows of the livery, Gabriel saw the man whod been spying on him from the barbershop had followed and was standing outside the bank, watching him.

* * *

Mouse was sitting on the fence beside the general store, his face raised to bask briefly in the sunshine, when he heard someone new ride in, another stranger. He knew it was a stranger because hed just about memorized all the sounds of different horses and teamed them with the men who rode them.

“Excuse me, sir. I wonder if I might tie my horse here for a moment?” a deep voice asked the storekeeper.
 “Tie him wherever you want, stranger. Makes no nevermind to me,” answered the voice of Ralph Bellows, the storekeep. “Anything I can get for you today?”
 “No, sir, other than some coffee for my fire. I ran out and sure do miss it. And Im looking for someone and hope you might help me find him. I heard hes been drifting in this general direction.”
 “Whats his name?”
 “Gabriel. Gabriel Fontenot.”
 “Ohhh. He got into some kind of trouble with some of the boys here in town, but then he took sick and now Doc Jude is looking after him. Probably lucky for him since Smith and his men are swearing to get even.”
 The stranger sighed. “Sick. Yes, the way he pushes himself… I might as well get some of that coffee now. A man gets to wanting it when hes sitting in front of a campfire all by his lonesome.”
 Mouse followed the man into the store, curious and a little worried for his new friend. Gabriel Fontenot had spent the last four days since his errand at the bank back at the Docs clinic, recovering quietly.
 He didnt seem to mind when Mouse spent time with him, and was even teaching him to play chess, a game Doc Jude enjoyed and Mouse had always wanted to learn. Mouse would run his fingers over the pieces, some bearing a crude b for black, and Gabriel had carved little indentations into the chessboard itself so if Mouse touched it, he could picture it mapped out now, like the town, in his mind. Black had a carved X, white nothing.
 He was full of pride over his new accomplishment. He loved finding a way to live like most folk did. He knew Doc Jude wanted that for him, but that he also fretted over Mouse up on the roofs or going into the saloon. So Mouse tried not to do too much, though he wanted…more. He didnt know what exactly. Just more.

* * *

Gabriel counted out some gold coins and then, as hed done every day, left them on his bedside table.
 Seeing that, Jude sighed. “Too much.”
 “I disagree.” Gabriel glowered at him as if trying to force him into submission. As usual, it did not work. Jude glowered back.
 Gabriels lips quirked. “You have a stubborn nature for a Northerner doctor from Boston.”
 Jude hesitated, stethoscope ready and as if guessing what he needed, Gabriel pulled his deerskin shirt over his head, leaving his skin bare and accessible.
 Jude swallowed and placed the cool disk between Gabriels nipples. He had a strange picture pop into his mind of what it might be like to suck those tight copper nubs. He growled to himself.
 “What was that, Doc?” Gabriel sounded amused.
 “I need to listen to you breathe,” Jude said. He was conscious of his hand spanning hard muscle and smooth, warm skin. “Your heart is galloping.”
 Gabriels eyes sobered. “It does that when you touch me. Jude…”
 “Mr. Fontenot—”
 “Gabriel.” Gabriels voice was husky as his bleak gaze held Judes.
 Jude pulled his stethoscope clear of his ears, dropping his gaze.
 He wanted to rub his parted lips against Gabriels skin, taste…lick. He cleared his throat, his face burning a revealing scarlet. But he did not move away. His body felt heavy, weighted, as if it were impossible to leave Gabriels orbit. He was tonguetied, eyes on the wooden floor, the only sound his heart pounding.
 Gabriel cupped his cheek, and Jude made a soft sound, leaning into the touch. Oh, God. God, help him, he was aching for touch! Touch from the right person.
 “I like to look at you,” Gabriel rumbled. His dark eyes were heated, tender. Jude knew he could give Jude what he craved.
 “I came here to atone for not being the man my family would have wished for, to care for this town…” Judes voice had dropped to a whisper. He did not want Mouse to overhear by accident. The boy had sharp ears, and there was no telling where he lurked during the day. Jude couldnt bear for the child hed raised to see him differently.
 To see him as obscenity.



Chapter Four
 “Was there never anyone?” Gabriels voice was sympathetic. Jude allowed himself to be tugged close so he sat on the bed, wildly aware he was sitting with Gabriel, but not in the safe role of his doctor.
 “There was someone, a vaquero named Ramon. He was… He used to come visit me in town for medication for the man he worked for. Then we didnt see him back here for a long time and I knew…” Jude swallowed thickly. “I knew something had happened to him. Finally someone found the skeletons of a rider and horse just outside of town. He was such an accomplished horseman, but wed had a flood that spring.”
 Gabriel reached out, caressed the back of Judes hand.
 Steadied by Gabriels silent understanding, Jude continued softly, “From what I could make out, his horse must have fallen on him.”
 Gabriel whispered, “Im sorry, Jude.”
 Jude took a deep breath. “I have missed him all these years. I barely spoke to him. But he was…”
 “You dont have to be lonely,” Gabriel said. “Not as long as Im in town.”
 Judes lips parted. He stared into Gabriels eyes, his pulse racing.
 “I wont stay,” Gabriel warned him. “Im a wanderer, Jude. But while Im here, you could”—Gabriel swallowed, and perspiration broke out on his upper lip—“make use of me.”
 Jude felt ghost hands brush against his skin, almost as if he were in his bed with Gabriel, almost as if he was allowing the other man to touch him.
 “Id please you,” Gabriel said.
 “If I let you…how could I stay here, live in this town?” Jude asked, throat tight. “I am not a wanderer like you.”

* * *

“Im here to see Mr. Fontenot.” A tall, white-haired man spoke from the bottom of the stairs as Jude left Gabriels room. Jude took a deep breath, studying the stranger and relaxing as he spotted Mouse, obviously trailing the man, his head tilted as he listened.

So he could not have heard…what had transpired between Jude and Gabriel. Jude blew out a sigh of relief.
 “I shall have to tell him who you are,” Jude said, a little reluctant to face Gabriel again so soon, before he had some time to compose himself.
 “Seamus OReilly. Just tell him Im here,” the man said, rubbing the back of his neck wearily. He looked like he hadnt even paused to eat, shave, or bathe for a while. His mouth and eyes were ringed by dust. “Ill sit in your waiting room if you dont mind.”

* * *

“I dont want to see him.” Gabriel was smoking, seeming cool and composed after their encounter, except that on closer inspection his fingers were trembling.
 So he was not…unaffected by whatever was between them.
 “Why not?” Jude pressed. He wanted to understand this man. He was drawn to him, raw, aching to be pressed close to hard muscle, to come alive in Gabriels arms.
 The big man ran his hands over the sheet that covered him, revealing the smooth skin, perfect as a marble sculpture—except Gabriel was made human by the thin line of hair that arrowed from his belly down to where it met the pale sheet. “That is my affair. Tell him it is best that he returns home. There is nothing for him here; the man he seeks does not exist anymore, if he ever did.”
 “He looked determined to see you. Who is he?”
 Gabriel took a deep drag, face impassive as he studied Jude. “He was my fathers valet.” He didnt offer anything else. He stared at the smoke rising from his cheroot.
 Suddenly frustrated, Jude snatched it from Gabriel and ground it out angrily on the raw, unpainted floorboards. “That will aggravate your condition! Dont smoke one of those things under my roof.”
 “I suppose that means you wont bring me a bottle of whiskey?” Gabriel asked.

The door slammed, and Gabriel had his answer.
 “Feisty,” he whispered. He closed his eyes, his sex full and aching. He kept picturing pulling the prim doc onto the plain white bed in his clinic and spreading him open, putting his lips against Judes cock, his inner thigh.
 Gabriel groaned. “Damn.”

* * *

“Im sorry,” Jude said in soft defeat as he entered his waiting room. The old man leaned against the wall, fingering a dusty hat. “He wont…”

Seamus shrugged, looking not at all surprised by Gabriels rebuff. Jude reflected that must mean Seamus knew Gabriel well, since Gabriel refused to live by polite rules. “May I sit down, Doctor? Im a mite played out.”

“Of course!” Jude studied Seamuss face, seeing almost seventy years of hard living. “I was just about to eat. You are welcome to stay, dine with me and Mouse.”
 “Thats kind of you,” Seamus reflected. “Back East, I used to clean for men like you, fine mannered.”
 “When I became a doctor, I vowed to take care of all people in my clinic,” Jude said passionately. He took a deep breath since his idealism probably wasnt of much interest to this man. Still, he added wryly, “And sometimes I even care for the local pigs or cows.”
 “Wild Indians too?” Seamus smiled, following Jude into the small dining room, then sitting opposite his host.
 Mouse hovered at the door. Jude felt no need to invite him in. Mouse would join them when he was ready. He was shy around strangers.
 Seamus accepted a heaping plate of food from the housekeeper, smiling at her so she couldnt seem to help but smile back.
 “On occasion Ive helped Indians also, yes. Why wont Gabriel see you?” Jude prodded, still curious.
 “He doesnt want me doing for him,” Seamus said, chewing calmly on his potatoes. “Doesnt feel I owe him anything, that I should settle down in a town somewhere.” Seamus snorted at the last.
 Jude swallowed and took a chance. “Do you know how he got those scars?” he asked.
 Seamuss mouth flattened, and he paused in his meal to run a hand through his cap of white curls, his eyes deep set and brimming with the kind of kindness that only comes from seeing a lot of the opposite. “Yes, sir, I know.” He studied Jude. “You took a liking to him, didnt you?”
 “I…” Jude shook his head. “Im his doctor.”
 “Hm.” Seamus helped himself to some stewed vegetables, put up the year before.
 “Who cut that…letter into his hip?”
 “Why, it was his daddy.”
 “My God!”
 Dark eyes studied Jude, looking into him. “You say you dont mind servants. You uncomfortable about any…other kind of people?”
 Jude shook his head, licking his lips nervously. “No. I…know what he is.”
 “Then you know part of what happened to him. Me and my boy worked for his daddy. I was his valet, and my son”—Seamus put the plate aside, his appetite obviously gone for the moment—“my son was close to Gabriel.”
 Jude couldnt help his eyes widening at the implication. He leaned forward when the older man paused, sensing he was finished sharing. “Id like to know him,” he said.
 Seamus rolled his lips, looking from Jude to Mouse, who still lurked in the doorway. “One day Gabriels daddy found them together at the old watering hole. He took Gabriel out behind the house, tied him to a tree, and whipped him. I can still hear Gabriels sobs. He werent no more than fifteen.” Seamus swallowed. “He wouldnt tell his daddy where my boy was hiding, so he…cut him.”
 Mouse came into the room and moved close to Jude. He was trembling slightly. Jude put an arm around him while Seamus sized the boy up.
 “Cant see, son?”
 Mouse dropped his head. “No, sir.”
 “Well, you seem to move around all right despite that,” Seamus noted.
 Mouse chewed his lip. “What happened to your son, the boy Mr. Fontenot was friends with?”
 Seamuss closed his eyes. “Gabriels father wanted to teach his son a lesson. Wanted to show him what happened to men who made the wrong…choices.”
 Jude got up and walked over to the other man. He put a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. “Im sorry we were so curious about Mr. Fontenots past. We didnt mean to pry.”
 Seamus shook his head, tears brimming in his eyes. “Its all right, Doc. Ill never forget Gabriels eyes after he found out theyd hurt my Jacob—so cold, not like the boy Id known…” Seamus swallowed. “He shot my boy with his daddys pistol. Put him out of his pain. And then he shot every other man whod hurt him.
 “After—Gabriel, he had to leave, but I followed him; hes the only family I got now.” Seamus cleared his throat and picked up his plate of food after a moment. “So you see, I owe him, and when he gets bad off, sometimes I take care of him like he did my boy.”

* * *

Much later that evening, Gabriel still had the sheet wrapped around his waist as he leaned against the window. His body was so thin, making Jude itch to nag him to eat, to rest. He was looking across the road toward the saloon.

Jude thought he made a lonely figure.
 “Ive brought your dinner,” he said in a subdued tone. He hadnt been able to finish his, too wound up after hearing Seamuss story. Instead, hed had to walk the planks by the storefronts in town, back and forth, trying to leave behind the sickness in his gut over the revelation of Gabriels past.
 “That old man told you, didnt he?” Gabriel asked in a calm voice.
 “Yes. Im sorry. My God…”
 Gabriel shrugged. “It was a long time ago. Put the food on the table, Doctor. I do not have much of an appetite this evening.”
 Jude did as he was asked but then couldnt leave. He went to the window and looked to see what had caught Gabriels rapt attention. Jude tensed when he saw David Smith and two of the men in his gang had just arrived on horseback.
 “They mean to make trouble for you if you stay in town,” Jude said softly. “I own a cabin not far from here. I could bring you food, medicine. Youd be safe there, Gabriel.”
 Gabriel ran a weary hand over his unshaven jaw, shaking his head. “Nowhere you can run from men like that. You have to face them.” He gave Jude a sharp glance. “Besides, I have reason to believe its not just me theyll be gunning for.”
 “I am careful, very careful to…stay out of trouble. This will blow over, as it has in the past.” Jude avoided his eyes. “Besides, you arent in any shape to take them on,” Jude added primly, mouth hardening. “I know youre handy with a gun but surely…”
 Gabriels face softened as if he could clearly see the source of Judes distress. He leaned his forehead against Judes. “Sweet Jude,” he whispered. “Youre different, and some men cant tolerate that. They dont understand it, and it makes them angry and afraid.”
 Heart pounding, Jude stared as Gabriel pulled away, clearing his throat.
 “Someones going to die. Nothing can change that,” Gabriel said.



Chapter Five
 “Shhh!” Jude stopped struggling, recognizing the voice. Gabriels big, warm, calloused hand covered his lips, and for an insane moment, Jude wanted to throw his fears aside. He wanted to invite Gabriel into his bed, wanted him to cover Jude, press him into the mattress…
 “Dont make a sound. Can you do that?” Jude blinked before nodding. He took in Gabriels sober expression, and his heart quickened as he sat back on his lonely bed. “David Smith and his gang are nosing around outside your clinic, liquored up,” Gabriel whispered. “Jude, get dressed.”

“Ill talk to him—” Jude began, tossing aside the fine Irish linen sheets his mother had sent him last Christmas. He was conscious of Gabriels eyes on his barely clothed body.

“No.” Gabriel was an intimidating shadow in the sepia tones of Judes bedroom, a tarnished angel. “Theres no talking to men like that! If you show yourself, some fool may shoot you.”

Jude swallowed as he pulled on his suspenders. “What do you suggest then? I cant just ignore them. They are sure to get up to mischief, but they are just very young men…men Ive attended church with.”

“Grab your doctors bag,” Gabriel ordered. “Mouse is waiting just outside of town with my horse and pack mule and some fixings from the kitchen.”
 Jude gaped. “What? Gabriel, I cant leave town!”
 Gabriel was suddenly close, one big hand cupping Judes chin, lifting it firmly so Jude had no choice but to meet hard eyes, eyes full of sexual awareness. He swallowed thickly, knowing Gabriel experienced what was simmering between them and that it left Gabriel unashamed.
 But his self-appointed guardian only continued in a soft, flat voice, “Youll leave town tied up and slung over my horse unless you do exactly what I say, damn you, Jude.”
 Judes eyes widened in shock. “So Im your captive now? Gabriel…”
 “I have a bad feeling, and I learned to trust such premonitions during the war. You are…entirely too trusting, too good a man.” Gabriel swallowed, rubbing his chin. “But I am not a good man.”
 “I dont believe Im in any danger,” Jude scoffed. “I have lived in this town for years and—”
 “I disagree.” Gabriel pointed to Judes open wardrobe. “Finish getting dressed and get your bag. Do it now, or Ill do it for you.”
 Jude did as Gabriel demanded because this was not the sad, educated man who teased him gently, but the dangerous man whod once held a knife at Judes throat. He felt the impact of Gabriels words like pebbles striking his skin.
 “Im coming back here,” Jude vowed, flashing Gabriel a stubborn look. “I have patients to take care of, and David Smith and his gang are not going to run me out of town.”
 Gabriel grunted. “At least youll be alive to argue with me about that, Doc.”

* * *

As soon as Jude closed and locked his back door, his gut tightened. For one thing, it was very quiet. When Smiths gang had acted out in the past, theyd always been noisy, an annoyance that could be brushed off like the insects that bit into exposed skin on summer nights.

Gabriel had one of his pistols gripped in a steady hand, the long barrel gleaming silver in the moonlight.
 Jude opened his mouth, ready to put him in his place because he didnt want any of the men of the town accidentally shot, but the words died on his lips as he took in Gabriels face, tight and pale, when he handed Jude his instrument bag.
 And then Jude noticed a dark figure at the livery straighten as if hed spotted Jude and Gabriel leaving Judes clinic.
 Gabriels warm hand on the small of his back urged Jude forward. Suddenly Judes throat was as dry as the dust that blew through town during a summer drought, his heart pounding in his ears.
 Gabriel breathed, “Keep walking. No matter what happens, head for the well just outside of town.”
 “Gabriel…” Jude took a deep gulp of steadying air, holding Gabriels gaze, seeing concern for him…and the sternness of a former soldier, a warrior. He nodded, ghosting as quietly as he could to the next set of buildings, aware of Gabriel somewhere behind him.
 Glass shattered and Jude flinched.
 “Keep moving.” Gabriel urged him forward, but Jude froze, clinging to a post near the Chinese laundry, looking back at his clinic, watching his shingle sway in the night breeze, watching flames shoot up through a broken window in his examination room.
 “No!”
 It was like someone had struck him; his clinic was not just his home—it was part of who he was, how he helped people. Jude fought Gabriel, pain blossoming like a bruise.
 Gabriels hard, gaunt body shoved him back when Jude tried to retrace his steps. Shadows moved, a furtive ring around Judes clinic.
 Some Jude recognized. The tall red-haired man with a limp was Giles Lansdown, whom hed stitched up two months ago. He had a broken heart since Mary Harper had agreed to step out with Andrew Beathen. And there was Wally Steen, who ran the livery. Jude had loaned him the money to repair his business when part of it burned down two years ago. Hed managed to save the fingers of Wallys left hand, which had been badly burned, staying up nights, changing the light dressing, falling asleep by Wallys bedside.
 “No, Gabriel! I know those men!”
 “Come on, Doc.” Gabriels voice was gentle, pleading. “We cant stay.”
 The fire in his window had grown. Now he saw orange light writhing upstairs in the rooms he used as a hospital when the grippe ran through town. He remembered the patients hed lost there: Grace MacIntosh, Apple Johnson. He remembered the tears in the eyes of Amanda Covington when shed woken up free of the fever.
 “Why are they doing this?” This was his quiet life. This was his safe life. What had tipped it into darkness?
 “You stand out,” Gabriel whispered.
 “Ive held patients when they died in my clinic. Ive removed boils and splinters. Ive brought babies into the world. Ive…treated goats and pigs for infection.” This couldnt be happening. Hed made a place where he could bury his shame and help people.
 “Jude, youre the heart of this town. I was only here a short time, but I could see that,” Gabriel said, gripping his arm and trying to pull him into safer shadows. “Dont you understand? Smith cant let you alone if he wants to run it. You stood with Mouse, with me… It was inevitable.”
 “No!” A bottle filled with a burning rag sailed through the air, and then another and another, striking the wood, lighting up the roof. Tinder-dry shingles exploded. “No, Gabriel.”
 Jude didnt feel it when Gabriel hefted him, lifting him over his shoulder. Hot tears stung his eyes. He heard the other man coughing, knew he wasnt… He was still weak, still healing. Jude should…
 Behind him, his home, his place to heal, burned.

* * *
 “He hasnt said a word.” Mouses voice. Jude lay on his bedroll and stared up at the stars. He could still smell the smoke from his clinic. His cheeks were chilled from the cold night air, the skin tight like a mask. His eyes burned in the darkness.

Gabriel had carried him to where Mouse waited with his animals, and placed Jude, very carefully, in his horses saddle. Hed put Mouse up on the mule and then taken the reins, walking them deep into the brush, past old campfires and toward where the smudgy outline of the foothills hid the stars.

“Hes hurting too much,” Gabriel said, sounding exhausted. He coughed and then asked, “Do you want hot coffee?”
 “Yes, sir.” There was the clank of a metal pot against a tin cup. “He never did anything but help people. How could they…?”
 “Its complicated, Mouse. You of all people should understand shades of gray. And you are helping Jude. He knows youre here.”
 Jude closed his eyes, but he couldnt sleep. He just lay there, hearing his heart beating, his breath moving through his body. Why didnt Gabriel and Mouse leave him alone?
 He felt like something dead.

* * *
 He didnt remember he was barefoot until ashes stirred up under his feet. Judes eyes stung from the smoke. He walked through the middle of Sylvan toward the black walls of his clinic as the sun rose, red and swollen.
 He thought he saw a curtain twitch in the bakers. A door opened partway at the bank. But no one left their homes to speak to him.
 Debris spattered the boardwalk like charred leaves in front of what had been his home. He looked up, surprised the two-story walls still stood. Inside he could hear the fire still crackling. Wood groaned like a dying creature.
 Suddenly there was a sound like a broken breath, and then as he watched, frozen, the second floor showered down, picking up speed in an avalanche of sparks.
 “Get back!” Gabriel. Gabriels voice. Gabriels arms, yanking him off the boardwalk, rolling with him.
 Heat shot out like gunpowder, searing Judes skin. He was in the middle of the street, his face pressed into the dirt, Gabriels body covering him. The sound was like the end of the world. He screamed because it went on too long.
 And then it stopped and there were only things floating in the air as Jude panted. Gabriel shifted, and Jude turned onto his side, unable to lift himself to his feet.
 The walls had fallen. He could see the stubby black stove Mrs. Stevenson took pride in using, fallen to its side. He could see the painting his grandfather had left him, the canvas curled up into a blackened scroll, the gold Italian frame in bits. And his writing, all the journals hed filled in his study of poetry, of loneliness, fluttering lazily as browned sheets of paper fell to earth.
 Gabriel bent down and brushed aside dust, picking up the shards of something; it was his shingle: JUDE EVANS, DOCTOR OF MEDICINE. He handed it to Jude, and Jude took it numbly.
 Squeezing his shoulder, Mouse said softly, “Come on, Doc.”

* * *

Gabriel looked up at Seamus from where he knelt by a sleeping Jude, covering him with a thin blanket. “Seems like my luck hasnt changed; I always get someone hurt in my place.”

“Thats not how I see it, Mr. Gabriel,” Seamus said, scrubbing his unshaven jaw. The old man looked every one of his seventy years this morning. “Hed probably have died if not for you.”
 “Smith wouldnt have tried to burn him out if Jude hadnt cared for me.” “Seems to me a man like your doctor would have come up against that bully sooner or late,” Seamus disagreed.
 “Hes not my doctor, Seamus.”
 “Sure he is,” Seamus said, giving the scowling Gabriel a sunny smile.
 Gabriel growled something under his breath before saying, “I need you to do something for me.”

* * *

“Jude?” A gentle voice roused him a few hours later. “Doc, come on; Ive got hot coffee and some griddle cakes I mixed up.”
 Jude blinked. His feet were wrapped tightly in something…he sat up and saw it was rags cut from Gabriels shirt. So it hadnt been a dream; hed returned to his clinic.
 “Jude,” Gabriel prodded.
 “Im not…” Jude squeezed his eyes shut. Then he swallowed, looking at Gabriel, seeing he looked even more tired than the previous night. His skin was pale under his tan, and his eyes were full of warm concern. “All right.” His voice was hoarse. “Is there any water to wash?”
 Gabriel hesitated, and something like approval moved over his face. “Drink some first, Jude.” He nodded to the stream. “If you dont mind it being cold.”
 “I have camped out sometimes,” Jude huffed. “Im not a frail flower.”
 “No, youre tougher than you look,” Gabriel noted, turning back to the fire, where he poured coffee into a tin cup for Jude. He lowered his voice. “I know youre hurting, Doc.”
 Jude knelt by the brook and splashed water onto his face, washing away soot from the fire and the traces of last nights tears. It was bracing. “I dont know where to go,” he admitted. “I had a place, and I lost it.”
 “No, you didnt lose it; it was taken from you.” Gabriels jaw flexed. “And its partly my fault. You taking care of me tipped the balance.”
 “Gabriel…” Jude reached out but dropped his hand before he made contact with Gabriels arm. “Ill never regret caring for you. It was the right thing to do.”
 “Im glad you think so, Doc, since it is probably what got your clinic burned down.” Gabriel pulled out a small pouch and scattered spices onto the griddle cakes. “Your friend Ming sent along some fixings. He was worried about you.”
 “He took a risk,” Jude said. “Folks in town barely tolerate him and his son. Is your friend all right? I didnt see him.”
 “Seamus was camping outside of town when they set fire to your clinic,” Gabriel reassured him. “Dont worry; the old man is tough, like you. Hes gone into town for me to keep a watch on Smith and his gang.”
 Gabriel dished out some griddle cakes. There was wild sage cut up with the fried dough, the scent warm and spicy in the late morning air. As the sun rose higher, it promised another scorching day.
 “Where is Mouse?” Jude asked.
 “Sleeping.” Gabriel nodded to the lumpy form stretched out on the other side of the fire. “He stood watch once we got back to camp. I figured hed be good at it since he hears everything.”
 “I never would have thought of that,” Jude said, biting his lip, “giving him that responsibility.”
 “Hell be a man one day soon. Have to make his way, Doc,” Gabriel said mildly.
 “Do you think Ive been holding him back?” The cakes were tough, nothing like Mrs. Stevensons wonderful cooking, but they were hot and Jude was suddenly hungry. “That he might want…more from life?”
 “I think you love him,” Gabriel said.

* * *

Jude kept his eyes on the horizon as they moved farther away from his town. Sweat rolled down his back, and he wanted to simply sit; he didnt want to go anywhere.

Outcast.
 The word was caught in his throat as they passed scrubby pines and walked through tall brown grass, over dusty, flat boulders and the bits of prairie wood resembling the bones of some dead creature.
 Gabriel touched his back, guiding him forward.

* * *

Gabriel was coughing by the time they reached Judes rustic cabin in the foothills.
 Jude had insisted on guiding the animals while Gabriel rode the stallion and Mouse the old mule. Finally they passed through a cloud of purple asters, past the little waterfall and pool that Jude used for bathing, refreshing even in the heart of summer, to the stand of dried-out pines and the hushed sound of the prairie wind stirring through them.
 “This is a peaceful place,” Gabriel said. He climbed wearily down off his horse, and Jude noticed the big mans fingers shaking as he led the stallion to the brook for a deep drink.
 Gabriels face was shiny with fever sweat.
 “Yes, it is that.” Jude sighed in agreement even though lately hed also found it almost unbearably lonely to come here. “I use it as a retreat for my writing.”
 Gabriel nodded, flags of bright color in his cheeks. “Its a place for a man to rest, to think…to heal.” He looked at Jude.
 Judes lips tightened. “A good place for you to rest. Theres one bed in the loft, and I expect to find you in it after Mouse and I are through taking care of your horse and mule.”
 Gabriel shook his head, looking rueful as he obediently handed over the reins to Mouse. “You may have lost the clinic, but youre still a healer, Jude.”



Chapter Six

Gabriel was having a nightmare.
 Judes body tensed as he listened to him, rising instinctively from his chair by the fire when he caught a husky sound of pain. Gabriels fists were balled and he was hurting, but Jude felt impotent to help him.
 “His fever makes him have bad dreams, huh, Doc?” Mouse asked, looking as tired and subdued as Jude felt. One of the boys cheeks was grimy. Jude got up and went to the basin warming on the woodstove, dipped in a rag, and returned to place it in Mouses hand; Mouse could take it from there. It was hard sometimes not to merely do things for him, but Gabriel had been right. Mouse would be a young man someday before long, and hed need to make his way.
 “There is a school for the blind,” Jude said. He swallowed when Mouse stilled. “The Perkins School. Its located in south Boston.”
 “A school for people who cant see?” Mouse asked.
 “Yes. So that they may learn things…like how Gabriel taught you to play chess.”
 Mouse worked the rag in his fingers.
 “I thought of telling you about it many times, but I was afraid…” Jude let out a deep breath. “Afraid of not being around to take care of you.” Afraid of losing you.
 “I take care of myself,” Mouse pointed out.
 “I know you do. Indeed, you are so self-sufficient I told myself you didnt need to go to such a place. But Gabriel pointed out that one day soon youll be a man.”
 “It would be nice to be more like other folk,” Mouse admitted. “But Boston…”
 “I would go with you, of course. Make sure you were comfortable there. And…Id cover your education if youd allow me.” Of course, Eli Smith had once offered Jude money to care for Mouse, but Jude didnt mention that now. He knew David Smiths father wanted a closer bond with his grandson. But that would displease David, and Eli was no more willing to risk that possibility than anyone else in town was.
 Mouse shrugged, and Jude wasnt sure what he was thinking. “Id be far away from you and Ming and Shen Lei.”
 “Yes, you would.” Jude knew the Chinese man and his half-Cheyenne son had often given Mouse a place to sleep. When Shen Lei had fallen ill with the grippe, Mouse hadnt left his bedside, sponging him down and giving him quinine to help with his fever. “Your… Joanna would also miss you.”
 “She has David,” Mouse said.
 “Well, it might be that I also return to Boston…permanently.”
 Mouses face dropped. “Because of what happened?”
 “I thought Id made a place for myself.” But was there a place for a man like him? Gabriel didnt hide who he was, but he was a wanderer.
 “Theres no place in Sylvan for me either, Doc. So I just made myself one.”
 Jude blinked. “So you did, Mouse. Do you want more of Mrs. Stevensons stew? It might be a while before we ever taste it again,” he warned.
 “Yeah, if we go back to town, likely theyll just run us out again. Im going to sleep in the lean-to.” Mouse got up from the table. “Maybe you can talk to Gabriel and help him not dream. Read to him. It always makes me feel better.”
 “Mouse.” Jude touched the boys thin arm. His throat closed because he didnt know how to convey to his young friend what he meant to him, how grateful he was that Mouse hadnt been hurt when the mob had burned down the clinic.
 Mouse ducked his head as if hed heard the words Jude hadnt said. A moment later, cooler air entered the cabin as he unlatched the crude door and headed outside.
 Jude knew Mouse needed time alone. Gestures of affection always made the boy go off alone as if he had been wounded. One day Jude hoped someone would heal Mouses soul.

* * *

Jude hesitated on the brink of the loft, his hand gripping the thin branch that made up the stair rail. On the bed, Gabriel had shoved aside the sheets and lay naked, slick with perspiration, his head moving from side to side on the pillow, restless.

He flinched in his dream, his hand going to the letter cut into his hip. “No,” Jude whispered. “No, Gabriel, youre safe.” His body seemed to separate from his mind and his fear, simply took over and made him sit on the side of Gabriels bed.
 His hand covered Gabriels. “Shhh.”
 Gabriels eyes snapped open. Huffing, he stared into Judes eyes. “Doc…” he said in a weak voice. “Doc, Christ, please help me!”
 Jude nodded, holding still when the bigger man reached up and cupped his cheek.
 “Im a bad man, wanting you the way I do,” Gabriel rasped. “Its so hard not to touch you, but I know you dont want…that youre afraid.”
 Jude swallowed thickly. “I am afraid,” he admitted. “When Ramon would visit, wed have dinner, talk, share literature we enjoyed. He taught me some Spanish. But always there would come a time in the evening when hed leave, and Id see in his eyes how he hoped Id invite him to stay.”
 “Jude, thats no way to live,” Gabriel said. “Im damned because of the things Ive done, but I know thats no way to live your life.”
 “No, its not,” Jude admitted. He took a deep breath, tears stinging his eyes. He felt like hed been skinned, raw, exposed. There was no hiding what he needed from Gabriel, his self-appointed protector…any more than Gabriel hid how he wanted Jude, how he liked to look at him, touch him.
 “Youre so…” Gabriel closed his eyes for a moment as if fighting himself. “When I look at you, I burn. I want to bury my face between your legs.”
 Jude felt his eyes widen and his chest rose and fell rapidly at the idea of letting Gabriel do that to him. He was so moved, a dry pine branch exploding into flame under the fierce sun. “We are both very tired,” he said, swallowing thickly.
 Gabriel shook his head, sitting up so his muscled chest gleamed softly in the lamplight. Jude knew he was sweaty because he had a fever, but—with his tousled brown hair, rough-growing beard and heavy eyes, his golden skin dewy with moisture—Gabriel had the appearance of a man interrupted while making love.
 Unable to stop himself a moment longer, Jude bent close and did what hed dreamed of doing for days and for hot, tormented nights. His lips brushed one of Gabriels pointing nipples so that he felt it stab gently against his tongue.
 “Jude, Christ…” Gabriel gasped. His large body, supple as a mountain lion, arched on the bed, his cock heavy, bumping insistently against the back of Judes hand, unmistakably aroused.
 Aroused for him, for Jude.
 In the world hed lived in, locking himself away, there had been only the brief false intimacy of a doctor caring for his patients. But Jude could never be a part of the lives of the men and women he helped. He had no one. His life had been safe but barren of touch.
 This man wanted him, ached for him.
 “I want…” Jude closed his eyes and felt Gabriel stroke the hair off his forehead.
 “What do you want, Jude? My body…my life is yours.”
 Jude licked his lips. “I want to taste you. Taste a man just once…” Judes voice dropped to a shamed whisper as he confessed, “I want my face between your legs.”
 “Jude, God…”
 It felt like baked clay and rock crumbled and fell away from where Jude was locked inside his self-imposed prison. He rested his cheek against Gabriels thigh.
 “I shouldnt…What am I doing? As your doctor, I should let you get more rest.”
 “The fever broke for the moment.” Gabriel dismissed it. “I know you told me it would take a few weeks to recover but”—his gaze held Judes as he continued in a whisper—“we dont have weeks to be together, Jude.”
 “I lost Ramon, and Id never let him close,” Jude said. “I dont want to make that mistake with you.” He wanted to tell Gabriel that he didnt want him to leave. That he couldnt imagine his life now without his wanderer, but he had no right. The pain and violence of Gabriels past had made him drift. There was no reason to believe hed want to stay in one town. Besides, Jude didnt even have a roof to offer Gabriel now other than this rustic cabin in the foothills, and Jude couldnt stay here forever either. He was a healer. He needed to be where he could help people.
 “I want to touch you,” Jude said, his jaw tightening. He was tired of denying himself Gabriel. He allowed himself to stare his fill now at the other mans swollen cock. He was long, elegantly shaped, and so thick…That thickness made Judes belly twist as if he could feel it buried deep inside him in a forbidden act.
 He closed his eyes and drifted closer, hovering, letting his tongue shyly brush against the clear fluid brimming from the top of Gabriels penis.
 Gabriel jerked, almost as if Jude had hurt him, and Jude looked up, his hair tangled in the other mans calloused hand. “You look beautiful doing that,” Gabriel growled. “Almost as if you were made to do it. I could die now, seeing your mouth on me.”
 “Dont die,” Jude breathed, and then his lips opened and he took the tip of Gabriels shaft into his mouth. Hed dreamed of this, dreamed of sucking some man, but this was Gabriels hot silken skin, Gabriel who cried out hoarsely, reacting to his tentative exploration.
 “You make me want to live,” Gabriel confessed. “And it hurts, damn you.”
 Jude licked Gabriels cock. He couldnt get enough of how responsive Gabriel was to his awkward caresses. His own ass pulsed in sympathetic excitement, as if he could feel some echo of Gabriel thick inside him. He rubbed himself against Gabriels leg like a wanton, his manhood hidden behind layers of prim clothing but hungry to be released, fondled. His eyelashes dropped, shielding his eyes from Gabriels frank, open gaze. He couldnt ask the other man to touch him.
 But Gabriel seemed to know he needed more. He raised one knee as if understanding instinctively what timid Jude craved. “Rub yourself against me, Jude. I know youre not ready for more, but I want to give you some relief. Please let me offer that.”
 Embarrassed color stung his cheeks, but Jude couldnt help himself. When he thrust against Gabriel, sensation lit from the base of his body. A stifled sound escaped him. It felt so good.
 Jude stiffened when Gabriels hot palm grasped one ass cheek and squeezed gently. Gabriel held his gaze and repeated the movement, and Jude had to admit he loved his fullness held in Gabriels grip, loved when Gabriel shifted his hand so it rested in the heat of Judes open body, rubbing through cloth at Judes slowly clenching opening.
 “Jude, Christ!” Gabriel groaned. “I know youre not ready, but I want in you. I want to see you ride me, want to watch your face as you take a man for the first time.”
 Heat moved through Jude like rippling waves rising from a campfire. Deep in his spine, he felt the certainty that Gabriel would be not only his first, but his only.
 “I want to please you.” Panting, he forced himself to stop thrusting against Gabriel, trying to bury how close he was. He was afraid to spill, to be that vulnerable.
 “Dont you know?” Gabriels gunslingers gaze was soft on Judes face. “I want you to free yourself, Jude. Please…let go…”
 Jude stared into Gabriels eyes, drowning, but then the other man stroked his hair, creating what felt like a safe place. “Im ashamed.”
 “Dont be, please,” Gabriel whispered. “Youre beautiful.”
 Jude hid his face against a muscular shoulder, but then he felt again Gabriels gentle touch, smoothing over his ass, sliding forward to cup and appreciate Judes painfully engorged penis.
 “Oh…” He thrust against that broad, calloused palm, giving a choked cry as his body released at last, soaking through his modest clothing.
 Gabriel comforted him by rubbing small circles over his back and shoulders. “Thank you, Jude.”
 “Let me taste you.” Jude shifted, still pulsing with satisfaction. He felt wonderful despite the too-tight, sodden clothing. He kissed Gabriels open thigh— his hot, moist skin—then admitted one of his deepest desires. “I want you to fill my mouth.”
 “Jesus!” Gabriel didnt resist but thrust up into Judes giving mouth before he hesitated, trembling, obviously not wanting to use Jude ungently.
 Jude stroked Gabriels thighs, trying to reassure him as he had reassured Jude. He took his time, experimenting, taking the base of Gabriels cock in his hand because he was too long to fully swallow. He couldnt believe he was holding another mans erection.
 Gabriel moaned and twisted, trembling. Judes free hand caressed the straight black fluff of Gabriels luxuriant pubic hair, along with his sharp hip bones. He took as much of Gabriel as he could until abruptly, Gabriel gave a sharp cry and thrust deeper, filling Judes throat with liquid heat, his body rutting by reflex, his hands clenching around Judes skull.
 There was too much for Jude to swallow, so when he sat up, dazed, Gabriels cum ran down his chin and neck. He could imagine how he looked—hair untamed from Gabriels fingers, lips red and swollen from sucking another man for the first time.
 Gabriel rubbed Judes bottom lip, eyes sleepy and satisfied. “There are men who would pay anything for someone like you to take them in your mouth.”
 Judes eyes widened. “Are you saying Id make a good whore?” He colored with embarrassment, but a smile touched his lips until he sobered at a sudden thought. “Did you…partake of such services?”
 Gabriel cleared his throat. “I told you I was damned. Jude…stay with me. I want you to share my bed as long as were here at your cabin.”
 Judes mouth twisted. “Where else will I go? This is the only place I have left.”
 Gabriels eyelids lowered but he remained silent as if keeping some thought to himself.
 After a moment, Jude truly looked at him, brushing aside his fresh disillusionment and truly seeing Gabriel. Seeing his sex softening, the bones of his knees sticking out, the scar Gabriel was rubbing softly.
 He wanted to press his lips against it, but he was too timid. He played with the quilt. “Ill stay,” he promised.



Chapter Seven

Judes eyes snapped open hours later.
 Where was he? He looked around for the familiar landmarks of his bedroom at the clinic, sitting up, staring at the man hed shared a bed with, at Gabriels larger body. He grimaced as the movement made his clothing pull against his skin; he was still sticky from his release.
 Feeling shy, he pulled his knees up to his chest, wide eyes on the sleeping Gabriel, thinking, despite the fact it was a cliché, that the other man did indeed resemble a fallen angel. His too-thin body was slick with moisture. His hair was tousled, giving him a wanton look. Dark circles ringed his eyes, and Jude wondered how many nights he hadnt slept while keeping watch over the clinic.
 His lower body…
 Here, Jude had to swallow and force his gaze to stay on Gabriels hard cock. Not as a doctor but as a man. A man who wanted to look. God help him, he wanted to look, to touch, to suck again. He wanted Gabriels spend on his lips.
 “Jude…” A sleepy growl interrupted Judes inspection.
 Judes face flamed even warmer.
 “Jude, I like your eyes on me,” Gabriel reassured him. “It makes me feel a man.”
 “How can it? We… I had acquaintances in the medical profession who thought such desires could be cured, that it is a sickness.”
 Gabriels hand tugged him close, and Jude wanted to purr as he collided with hard muscle. He looked into Gabriels eyes, at the beard that outlined his soft, kissswollen lips.
 “Poor, innocent Jude. Perhaps I had an easier time of it. My first lover…” Gabriel cleared his throat. “It was so natural, like falling off a tree. And later I visited many establishments that cater to our kind.” He stroked Judes hair. “I will not debate with you the morality of wanting to suck your cock, Jude. I do not care. I care only to taste you.”
 “Gabriel!” Jude widened his legs when Gabriels warm palm found him, stroking him through his clothing. Like an eager whore, he thrust against that hand, tamed by it.
 “Take this off,” Gabriel said, looking impatient. “I want to touch all of you.”
 “I need to wash.” Jude gently pushed aside Gabriels hand and climbed from the bed. He walked to the window, looked out to see a lantern glowing from the lean-to. Mouse. Jude chewed his lip as he poured chilly water into the basin.
 “Hell know about us,” Gabriel said softly as if reading Judes concern. Moonlight touched him where he stood now behind Jude, his arms coming around him protectively. “We cant keep it a secret.”
 Jude swallowed. “I know. Ill…tell him.”
 “Jude…” Gabriels brow furrowed. “Its natural that he may find it hard to accept.”
 Jude flashed his new lover a look. “Hes my friend. You said I needed to treat him more like the man he is to become and…telling him the truth, even if he turns away from me… I need to do that.” Judes throat tightened. “Only I hope to God he doesnt…”
 “All right.” Gabriel sighed. He nuzzled Judes neck, making goose bumps rise. Jude shivered at the silken sensation of Gabriels warm breath against his skin.
 “Why did you get out of bed?” Jude asked, feeling guilt rise that he should enjoy such caresses. “You should rest.”
 “Dont use your doctoring to come between us, Jude,” Gabriel warned. “I wont allow it. You desire me; you like to look at me.”
 “Yes,” Jude breathed. His head fell back, and Gabriel cupped his neck like a collar. “I dont want to rest, Jude. I want to help you wash.” Gabriel kissed the side of his neck, and Jude trembled in reaction. Gabriels fingertips were rough, rasping against his skin, sensitizing it while heating Judes body, making him want to lie under Gabriel.
 Gabriels hands went around Judes slender waist, undoing the buttons on his breeches, pulling his suspenders down so his shirt billowed free. Jude stared at his and Gabriels reflection in the mirror over the washbasin, lit by starlight and the muted glow from the fire.
 “All right?” Gabriel asked him, gaze carefully examining Judes face.
 “I dont look like myself,” Jude noted, staring. His hair was wild around his head, his lips were reddened, and blond whiskers studded his cheeks. He never left his bedroom in the morning without shaving or combing his hair or being fully dressed.
 Gabriel peeled away his shirt, and Judes trousers and underwear dropped. His body was pale as a piece of prairie driftwood, warmed by Gabriels touch as he smoothed the thin blade of Judes hip.
 “Youre made like one of those early Greek figures of a boy,” Gabriel noted.
 “I am nearly thirty years old,” Jude countered, annoyed.
 Gabriel smiled. “Sorry to say so, but you look about nineteen, Doc.”
 “Humph.”
 “I like it,” Gabriel confessed, breathing against the loose ringlets of Judes hair as if wanting to take in his scent. It was such a primitive thing that it made Judes belly twist. His cock was hard, hot, when Gabriels cooler finger traced it.
 “Uh!” Jude couldnt help thrusting against Gabriels hand, and Gabriel laughed softly, dimples appearing in his reflection. Jude grinned back when he saw the dimples. “Now who looks young?”
 Gabriel appeared startled as if he couldnt believe hed caught a flash of himself smiling. “Damnation.”
 Jude turned around in Gabriels arms, unable to let his gaze fall too far, to see himself nude and pale in his lovers arms. As if understanding, Gabriel crushed him close. “Little one.”
 Jude grunted, not sure he liked that name, though it was true he felt as delicate as fine porcelain compared to Gabriel.
 “I like your body being smaller than mine. I like that I can almost span your waist with one of my hands. If you wore a corset…”
 “Sir, you are teasing me!” Jude groped behind him for the ewer and its remaining water and splashed Gabriel with it.
 Gabriel laughed again, the sound rusty, like a door creaking open. The dimples flashed as he snatched the ewer easily away from Jude and splashed him back.
 Jude gasped, sputtering. Gabriels large palms grasped his waist and lifted him so he looked down at the bigger man. “Gabriel!”
 Gabriels smile faltered. “Jude, youre beautiful…” He nuzzled Judes belly, just above his embarrassing and prominent hardness.
 Judes fingers dug into Gabriels shoulders. His head fell back. He felt dizzy, like he was flying. The room tilted, and then he was on Gabriels bed again, his lover crawling up his body like a lean cougar, crushing him, kissing him.
 “I never thought…”
 Gabriel seemed to read his mind. “You never thought thered be laughter?”
 Jude swallowed.
 “Oh, Jude, you havent had much of that.”
 “Mouse and the townspeople sometimes made me feel as if I had earned a place. I was wrong.”
 A muscle tightened in Gabriels cheek. “You werent wrong. Youll have that again, I swear it.”
 “But…”
 Gabriel kissed him. Gentle, like a leaf falling from a tree, a brush of lips. Judes heartbeat instantly picked up. One leg moved of its own volition and twined around one of Gabriels.
 “Sweet Jude,” Gabriel groaned. He nuzzled Judes neck so that his head fell back. Jude was conscious of his erection and Gabriels pressed together. He thought he might come just from their proximity, from the painful heat tightening his balls.
 “I dont—” He felt a wash of panic, something he hadnt experienced before, when hed been focused on pleasing Gabriel. Now he felt more vulnerable, his clothing gone, his body open for the larger Gabriel.
 “Shhh, little one,” Gabriel soothed, licking his bottom lip.
 But Jude could feel how Gabriel was shaking finely, feel how hard he was against Jude.
 “Jude, I need you,”
 When Gabriels penis bumped lower, against the divide of Judes rear, Jude gasped in shock, hands clenching into Gabriels lean, wiry arms.
 With a grunt of discomfort, Gabriel yanked himself away from Jude, panting. He wrapped his arms around himself, rocking, his erection prodding the cool night air, sweat making his shaggy hair cling to his neck. He looked primitive, like a wild man.
 Jude crawled behind him and timidly put his arms around Gabriel. “Im sorry.”
 “Youre afraid, and I almost…” Gabriel raked a hand through his hair. “I want to fuck you. I want that, Jude. I cant help it! From the first moment I saw you, I wanted to lay you down on one of your beds and take you. I wanted your legs wrapped around my hips…”
 Judes heart gave a giant thud at what Gabriel was describing. He licked his lips and then brushed them gently against Gabriels neck, hoping to reassure him.
 But Gabriel got up, striding nude and unashamed for the steps down from the loft. He didnt look at Jude. “I need a moment,” he rasped.
 Pulse pounding and mouth dry, Jude fretted as he remained on the bed theyd shared. Jude could see Gabriel was afraid of hurting him, of doing something he didnt like, and Jude knew he was so innocent about being with another man, he had no idea what to expect… Except, given Gabriels size…he thought it might be uncomfortable.
 He chewed on his lip, wondering what to do, and then his gaze fell on the old chest that had been left with the property when hed purchased the cabin.

* * *

“You said…” Jude whispered, then cleared his throat and continued in a stronger voice, “that there could be laughter if we… But Gabriel, I find I dont want you to laugh.”

Gabriel stared at Jude, his mouth dropping open as he knelt by the fire, stirring the coals restlessly. “God Almighty,” he swore, climbing to his feet in one lithe motion.

Jude almost took a step back. His fingers twisted in the half-done black satin ties. “I found it in the hope chest. When you mentioned a womans corset… but I couldnt do it all the way up.”

Gabriel circled him, and Jude was conscious of his naked body under the feminine black lace and dark blue material that framed his waist and ran up almost to his nipples. His round ass and his hanging cock were left exposed. He wanted to cover himself.

“You are a fantasy creature,” Gabriel praised. He brushed calloused fingers against the fine cloth, down until he also brushed the curve of Judes bottom. Gabriel lifted him up, both hands kneading deep into his rear end so that Jude gasped at the sensation, so his cock began to stiffen like the bones that ran down the sides of the corset.

Gabriels hands moved up, warm against Judes chilled skin as he took the loose lacings from the back and slowly tightened them. He leaned close, and when Jude turned his head, his lips touched Judes. “Wanton,” he growled. “You dont know what you invite.”

“I dont care. My life is, to all intents and purposes, over now the clinic is gone,” Jude said. “At least let me have what I want.”
 “You take me only because your wholesome life is gone?” Gabriels jaw ticked. “Never mind. I dont care why…”
 “Gabriel…”
 Gabriels palm slapped the high curve of Judes ass, just below the black lace. Jude gasped, and his erection flexed in response.
 “You know I cant leave you virgin, Jude,” Gabriel warned, leaning until their foreheads touched. “Not when you come to me wearing that.”



Chapter Eight

The floor and ceiling abruptly changed places. Jude gasped as Gabriel slung him over one broad shoulder. Gabriels hot palm against the cool moons of his rear end, stroking him, made color heat his face.

“Lets take this back upstairs, shall we?” Gabriels voice was honey, a tone Jude had never heard from him before: the tone of a man who knows he will sate himself upon the body of another.

Heart pounding with anticipation and nerves, Jude felt the corset bite into him slightly as he clung to Gabriel with his arms and legs. Gabriel took the stairs up to the loft slowly as if savoring holding Judes near-naked body, the feel of Judes fingers digging into him, the sweaty shift of skin against skin.

When the top stair creaked under their combined weight, Gabriel carefully put Jude down on the floor. Jude knelt there, panting. “Oh, my goodness,” he said.
 Gabriel stood over him like a tarnished angel ready for an illicit night. His cock was erect, pointing out from his body to one side, framed by luxuriant pubic hair. “Oh,” Jude repeated himself, staring at it. Again he found himself considering…well, the mechanics of the joining with Gabriel. Oh, dear.
 Gabriel abruptly looked slightly abashed. He rubbed his unshaven jaw, and the rasp was very loud in the stillness of the loft. “Its on the large size.”
 “Yes. If I were to measure it, I believe it would be exactly twelve inches in length, and it also possesses a respectable girth.”
 “Respectable?” Gabriel covered his mouth as if hiding a smile. “Ah, yes.” His face sobered. “Jude, when you take it, youll be ready for it.”
 “I believe you have been blessed by the god Priapus.”
 Gabriels hand went to his penis, and he stroked himself…slowly.
 Watching him, Jude held his breath.
 “Havent you ever done this, Jude?” Again the dark honey in Gabriels voice, as if he sought to seduce Jude into spreading himself for his lover.
 “I have never been so bold.”
 “Never touched yourself and thought of a man you wished would touch you?”
 Jude licked his lips, gaze stuck on the stroking movements of Gabriels hand as if he were hypnotized. “I have…resisted.”
 “Oh, Jude.” Gabriels tone was genuinely sorrowful. “I am sorry for that.”
 “Sometimes my feeling escaped me,” Jude whispered. “A dream…”
 “A man, perhaps a man who lives with a woman, but you still—”
 “Yes, damn you,” Jude flashed. “Yes, I am full of lust. There is not a handsome man I do not evaluate, speculate how he would…would taste and smell, how he would feel over me, crushing me into the bed.”
 Gabriels movement ceased as he stared at Jude, who was sweating now, panting.
 Jude turned away.
 “No, Jude.” Gabriels hands on his shoulders.
 “I am ridiculous.”
 “No, you are familiar somehow, as if it was you I have thought about in the mountains, searching for gold, or while I stared into a campfire…or when an attractive man smiled at me.”
 Jude looked back at Gabriel. “You have had congress with men, even out west?” His voice was hushed.
 Gabriel nuzzled him. “Of course.”
 “But how?”
 “It is not such a difficult thing. If a man is like me, he makes it known.”
 “When…was the last time?”
 Now Jude didnt resist when Gabriel turned him around so they faced each other. He forgot about his inexperience and the corset. He was curious. Indeed he was avid.
 “A cowboy I rode the line with about seven months ago,” Gabriel admitted. “Its been a dry summer. Lucky for you I didnt tumble you days ago, I was so randy.”
 Jude blinked. At the clinic, a good part of him had wanted just that—for dangerous and unpredictable Gabriel to take away his choice and give him what he craved. It shamed him since it would be the abandonment of responsibility, and knowing Gabriels hidden gentle side as he did, like a vein of gold shining within the granite of the man, he knew his fantasy was not fair to Gabriel. “How did you come to be with him?”
 “He looked over his shoulder at me one night when I was unrolling my bedroll. We were alone, of course.” Gabriels eyelashes dropped, and his color was high as if he was slightly embarrassed to relate this story.
 “Of course.”
 “We exchanged a long glance.”
 “And?” Jude was as hungry for this story as he was to touch and taste.
 “He turned his back on me. I strode to him and removed his gun belt. I raised his hands above his head, resting them against a willow tree, and then I opened his trousers and dropped them. In the morning, I saw the imprints of my fingers on his hips smudged into his skin, I took him that hard.” Gabriel paused, a smile suddenly blooming. “Oh, Jude, your eyes are as big as that old moon outside.”
 “Heavens.” Judes hand dropped to his cock and then skittered away like a frightened rabbit when he realized what he was doing.
 “Stop,” Gabriel growled.
 “What did I do wrong?” Jude whispered.
 “Doc…” Gabriel lifted Jude to his feet and leaned their foreheads together. “Its that you continue to think of pleasure as wrong, as something you do not deserve.”
 “It is.”
 “It doesnt feel wrong between us.”
 Jude swallowed. “No.”
 “You have grown to hate and fear your own body.” Gabriel massaged Judes tense shoulders. “That is not what I want for you.” His expression eased into scolding, with tenderness lighting his dark eyes. “In fact, I offer my body, my cock to your service.”
 “You are a strange kind of knight.” Jude couldnt help smiling at the idea. Then he worried his lip and asked what he burned to know. “How did you know that man…that cowboy wanted…”
 “I knew because he offered me his ass.”
 “Do you always…?”
 “I havent let anyone…” Gabriel took a deep breath. “No one since Jacob.”
 “The boy you loved.”
 Gabriel cleared his throat. “Yes.”
 “What was he like?”
 For an answer, Gabriel went to the table by the bed. He lifted a tattered piece of paper from under his gold watch and handed it to Jude.
 Very carefully, Jude opened it. He saw the faint outline of a boy. “He was Black Irish.” Jude looked at Gabriel. “I can still see the faint blue of his eyes.” Gabriel sighed. “The truth is…without that drawing, I would barely remember what he looked like.”
 “Only him?”
 Gabriel nodded.
 “What was it like?”
 “It was…” Gabriel rubbed his stubbled jaw. “It was beautiful. It was innocence.”
 Holding Gabriels gaze, Jude felt perspiration break out on his forehead.
 “Id let you,” Gabriel whispered.
 “Gabriel!”
 “Dont faint, Jude.” The laughter was back in Gabriels voice, and there was a flash of his dimples as he put his arms around Jude, holding him close to warm, bare skin and his steady heartbeat.
 Jude rested his head against Gabriels chest, his body slowly relaxing so that he barely cared when Gabriel undid the ties to the corset and it fell away. Gabriel swept him off his feet and into the bed, and only then did Jude tense.
 “Shhh. Itll keep for a little while.”
 Feeling Gabriel hard against him, Jude opened his mouth.
 “Little one, I want to show you…how I see you. Sleep a spell.”
 Frowning, telling himself he was not disappointed though his body ached, Jude didnt resist when Gabriel brought their unclothed bodies together.
 “I am…randy,” Jude admitted.
 Gabriel smiled. “Yes, you sure are, Doc. Just feel that. Feel how it is to want me.” Gabriels fingertips grazed through the divide of Judes ass, and Jude gave a shocked little shiver, but his cock remained swollen, prodding Gabriels muscled belly. “Mmm.”

* * *

Jude surprised himself by falling easily asleep in Gabriels arms. But when he opened drowsy eyes hours later to see Gabriel lighting the lantern by the bed, he could almost feel his bones aching. As a doctor, his schedule in town had been busy, and then when the clinic burned… Perhaps like his patients, Jude needed to heal.
 Gabriel pulled the quilt off his body. “Cold.” Judes leg instinctively came up to hide his morning erection. It was dawn, he saw now, the light just gilding the wooden eaves outside the window.
 “I want you to see something,” Gabriel said. Dimples flashed. He looked mischievous and…happy. Jude wasnt used to seeing the other man without that hard mask he normally donned in town.
 Was this what he was like alone with a lover?
 “Come on.” Gabriel held out his hand.
 “I thought when I came out here, I wouldnt have any early mornings,” Jude said ruefully.
 “This is your morning, Doc.” Gabriel guided him back to the washbasin and silvered mirror sitting on top of the chest of drawers by the window.
 “What…?”
 “Look. What do you see?” Gabriel stood behind him so that Jude felt the prod of the other mans cock against his body, so he could watch Gabriels tanned hands run over the pale ivory of his skin.
 “Brown blond hair that looks like a rabbits tail, thin, pale body…”
 Gabriel shook Jude gently.
 Jude bit his lip, finding it hard to look at his own reflection. For years hed avoided it, only looking to shave and to complete his toilet.
 “Ill tell you what I see…” Gabriels voice was throaty, and color flagged his weathered cheeks. “I see a man with hair the color of ancient gold coins.”
 “Gabriel—”
 “Doc…”
 Judes shoulders slumped. “Old coins. Nonsense.”
 Gabriels answer was a smack to Judes posterior.
 “Ouch!”
 Gabriel soothed the heated bloom of Judes skin with his hand, stroking as if he liked it warmed.
 “Your skin is like driftwood lit when the sun comes up and touches it that warm color. You ever see that sitting alone at your campfire, drinking your coffee?”
 “No.” Jude looked at his skin. Hm. “It is healthy. My body is serviceable.”
 “Your body is delicious.” Gabriel nipped Judes neck to demonstrate, and Jude gasped out a laugh. “Mmm. I could eat you.” Gabriels voice was deep with meaning. Jude wasnt exactly sure what he meant, but he flushed, and Gabriel laughed again.
 “This is especially attractive to my eyes…” Gabriel was touching Judes pubic hair. He tried to pull out of Gabriels arms, but they were iron around him, forcing him to watch as Gabriels large hand caressed. “Like lace, like seaweed.”
 Judes cock flexed in reaction, but Gabriel didnt touch him, though he gave a slight smile as he watched it happen. “Your nipples are the color of mesa rock.” Gabriels fingers rose to touch. “I used to lie in my bed when you examined me and imagine suckling on them, imagine your bare ass against me, your body quivering as I held you captive.”
 Now Gabriels hands were tangled in Judes hair and Jude was no longer resisting him. His body was slumped into the larger form behind him, cradled in sinewy arms as Gabriels gaze flicked over his body and Jude chewed his bottom lip.
 “You have a very respectable cock yourself, Doc,” Gabriel murmured, sparks of humor and appreciation lighting his dark eyes. He ran the tip of one finger over Judes length.
 “Uhhh.” Jude thrust into the touch.
 “Easy, pet,” Gabriel comforted. “Were almost done, and then Ill give you what you need.”
 Jude met Gabriels eyes in the mirror. “Promise?” he whispered.
 “Oh, yes. I want to make you come.”
 Jude squirmed, wanting that too.
 “Turn around, and Ill show you one of my favorite things to do.”
 Jude thought he could guess, but he turned and then watched over his shoulder as Gabriel cupped his rear end, fingers digging deep into his white flesh. “When I see this, I am primeval man. I want to fuck.” Gabriel pulled Judes cheeks open gently, and Jude hid his face. “Jude, look. Look at where I want to put my cock.”
 Jude peeked and saw Gabriels finger rub against his opening. His opening contracted, and he could almost feel something thick and hard penetrating him for the first time.
 “Last of all, I point out your lips, your eyes, and the shape of your face. Your nose is a little crooked. I saw that the first day when I was imagining what it would feel like buried between my legs. Would you smell me? I love to smell a man, especially when hes panting on my bed, his cum drying on his stomach.”
 “Gabriel.” Judes arms curled urgently around Gabriels neck. “Will you consider…? That is…”
 “Jude, talk to me.” Gabriel rocked him gently.
 “You said you went to…to illicit places where you could purchase the affections you desired.”
 “Yes,” Gabriel rumbled. “And youre curious about such a place, arent you, Doc?”
 Jude figured he was as red as the tomatoes in Mrs. Downs vegetable garden. “I am…curious. Can we pretend to be in such a place?” Jude asked.
 “You want me to play the role of the experienced client?”
 Jude nodded. Gabriel reached down and stroked him, and he whimpered. All the talk and touch…he would disgrace himself any moment.
 “And youll be my boy, then, Jude.” Gabriels voice dropped to a lower octave. “My boy to pleasure me.”



Chapter Nine

“Gabriel, I am undone,” Jude whispered. He was quivering like taut guitar strings played by his tarnished angel.
 “You need to come,” Gabriel said calmly.
 Judes eyes widened. “Here? In the light?”
 “Did you expect it in the bed, hidden under the wedding ring quilt?” Gabriel asked. “Jude, I want to see it, splash my own come on you.”
 Jude leaned against Gabriel, letting him stroke his cock, feeling Gabriel thrusting against the pillow of his ass cheek. Their reflected eyes were heavy, dazed.
 Jude licked his lips, and Gabriel pushed him against the dresser so Jude was bent over, his ass high. Gabriel raised him higher with two strong hands on his waist, lifting him up on his toes so he could drag his penis in the upper divide of Judes rear end.
 “Jude…Jude,” Gabriel chanted. “Doc, Im going to come on you. Mark you.” He kissed Judes sweaty neck. “My wanton.” His hand moved down so his fist could tighten around Judes cock, and Jude gasped, his body arching, clawing at the neatly laid items on the dresser so that a comb fell to the floor.
 Then he was staring into Gabriels dark eyes in the mirror as he felt hot liquid hit his back and ass, as he spilled into Gabriels hand, helpless, needy.
 Puffing, Jude whispered, “You gave me no choice but to come.”
 “Yes.” Gabriels jaw flexed.

* * *
 “Doc Jude!” Jude wrenched away from Gabriels trembling body, from the cock he could feel, wet and softening, against his back.
 “Mouse!” Gabriel muttered. He grabbed a linen towel beside the basin, gave himself a couple of brisk swipes, and then snatched his denim trousers and gun belt.
 Cheeks flaming, Jude used another cloth on himself, flinching because he was very sensitive. He dropped it and looked around for his discarded clothes, picked up a wrinkled shirt.
 Gabriel was already dressed. He picked up his Winchester rifle and gripped Judes shoulder, whispering, “Ill find out whats wrong. Stay here.”
 “Stay here…” Jude fumed.
 Some of his clothing had fallen onto the loft stairs, so Jude grabbed his pants while Gabriel reached the cabin door. Clothing balled in his hand, Jude hesitated a moment and held Gabriels gaze, seeing reflected regret that their moment had been interrupted. He swallowed, his bare feet on the midnight blue lace of the corset, wondering what had got into him that he should ever wear such a thing.
 “Jude,” Gabriel called softly.
 “Im…decent.” Jude began doing up the buttons of his shirt.
 “For that Im sorry,” Gabriel said.
 Jude couldnt help but smile at the sorrow seasoning Gabriels tone, but then he heard the door creak open, and his heart sped up again.
 Why had Mouse summoned him so early in the morning? It could only be trouble.

“Jude, you should stay inside,” Gabriel ordered, and Jude caught the groan of the cabins porch under the big mans weight. Jude grabbed his duster and boots.
 “No, please, Gabriel,” Mouse called from outdoors. “She needs Doc Jude!”
 Unwilling to wait another moment once his boots were on, Jude grabbed his medical bag off the wobbly table and pushed cautiously through the door. He blinked as his eyes adjusted to the soft glow of starlight melding with the golden light of dawn, the tall trees beyond the meadow still in deep shadow. He could hear the hush of the running water from the stream.
 Gabriels horse whinnied sharply.
 And then Jude made out a small silhouette in the ruined corral. His breath caught in his throat. A black bear cub standing on two feet.
 “Mouse, what are you doing?” Jude whispered. The blind boy was within attack range of the wild animal!
 “Mouse, step away from the bear,” Gabriel ordered calmly. He had the rifle raised, one eye closed as he sighted from the porch.
 “No!” Mouse growled. “Somethin had been sleeping in the lean-to. I could smell it. And shes hurt.”
 Oh, God. “Mouse, please,” Jude pleaded. “If shes hurt, she might be very dangerous.”
 “Mouse, let me put the bear out of its misery,” Gabriel said. “Its the kindest thing.”
 Mouse shook his head, moving his thin body between the sound of Gabriels voice and the bear. “I can hear its not breathing right, and it smells sick. When I woke up, it was in the lean-to with me, but it didnt hurt me none. I had to take your horse and mule out though. They didnt like the bear.”
 “Jude,” Gabriel prodded, clearly expecting Jude to reason with Mouse. He looked over his shoulder, his hair still stuck up like sweaty haystacks from Judes hands.
 Jude swallowed, one hand wrapped around a porch pillar. Mouses face was pale and twisted with anguish under the bit of sun coming out from behind a cloud.
 “All right, Mouse, Ill see what I can do, but in exchange, you must move to safety.”
 “Jude!” Gabriel barked, glaring at him.

* * *

“Jude, we have to have a plan,” Gabriel said, tapping his hat against his thigh as he came to stand in front of Jude as he dug through his medical bag. The bear cub was lying in the center of the corral, panting. “I dont think its wise to approach a bear without one, even if it is on the small side.”
 Jude cleared his throat. His fingers were shaking. “Youre right.” Gabriel looked surprised, and Jude gave a weak smile. “You didnt think Id see common sense?”
 “You havent shown it, Doc. I wish youd take Mouse somewhere and then—”
 “No. Mouse deserves to be a part of the decision making. We cant protect him, because youre right; hes becoming a man,” Jude said. “If the cub needs to be…euthanized, then we will discuss the gentlest way to go about it.” The boy was sitting stubbornly at one end of the corral, still a little too close to the bear for Judes peace of mind. “I have treated pigs, sheep, horses in my practice, but a coyote with a damaged paw is the only predator other than peoples cats and dogs.”
 Gabriel reached out and gripped Judes arm. “Ill be right beside you. If I have to, Ill shoot the bear to protect you.” His dark eyes burned, and Jude swallowed, remembering this man had shot the boy he loved to put him out of unspeakable pain.
 “I understand,” he said quietly. He couldnt resist reaching up and cupping Gabriels cheek. “Thank you, Gabriel.”
 Gabriel nodded, his eyes shimmering with tears.
 “All right,” Jude said when Mouse and Gabriel were squatted beside him in the dirt next to the corral. “I cannot help an animal unless it is sedated, and that will be a challenge.”
 “The Cherokee used blow guns to knock animals out,” Gabriel noted.
 “And some natives in South America used curare, I know,” Jude said. “But we dont have a blow gun and…all I have is some chloroform.”
 Gabriel looked at the cub and raised his brows.
 “I have used chloroform to some success before with smaller animals in treating cataracts. And I read an article some time ago inHarper’s about using it to sedate bears in zoological parks for medical treatment. Typically they used a saturated sponge…” Jude held up a sea sponge he had rummaged from his medical bag.
 “I can help.” Mouse spoke up.
 Jude squeezed his shoulder. “It would be better if you let Gabriel and me handle the cub. If we are able to help her, you can play a part.”
 Mouse chewed his lip. “If I could see…”
 “Yes, that is a factor, Mouse,” Jude admitted. “But also Gabriel and I could not see you in danger. Do you understand?”
 “I wouldnt be…” Mouse grumbled, but Jude knew he was listening.
 He had saved the hardest for last. “From walking around her, I think your bear is in very poor condition. Her lungs sound congested. She has infected wounds on her back; thats the bad smell, Mouse.”
 “You think youll have to kill her,” Mouse said. “Doc, I slept against her. Her fur was so soft, and I didnt know she was even there till I woke up properly.”
 “Well do what we can for her, but sometimes thats a hard thing,” Jude warned.
 Mouse swallowed. “I know. Like when you had to decide which baby to save, my brother or me…”
 Jude felt his eyes round. Mouse knew that story? It must have come from Mrs. Wilson, the midwife who had assisted during the difficult birth. “Your brother was already blue,” he said. “It was unlikely I could have helped him.”
 “Shen Lei says part of me walks in the spirit world because my brother was my other half.”
 Jude was amazed Shen Lei had confided such an idea in anyone. Mings halfbreed son was extremely shy. But he and Mouse had always had a special friendship, both unwanted by the town.
 “Im sorry I couldnt save him for you,” Jude said.
 Mouse shrugged.
 “So how exactly are you going to put that bear to sleep, Doc?” Gabriel intervened.
 “I have to get fairly close to her…”
 “Ill do it.”
 “Gabriel, you cant. Ive tried to estimate her weight, and Im the only one with the experience to administer the drug.”
 Gabriel lifted his tall-crowned hat off and shoved his hair back. “Well, shit,” he said.

* * *

“Have you ever heard of how sheep shearing is done, Doc?” Gabriel asked as they circled closer to the cub. She was watching them through slitted eyes, still panting. Jude was concerned about dehydration. The sun was coming up, and it would be another scorcher.

“I know very little about the process.”
 “You have to wrestle the sheep in running water, rinsing out their wool. They kick some, and the coat floats.” Gabriel gave a grim smile. “I worked as a shepherd for a season.”

Jude thought about those aristocrats sensitive hands on his flesh. And yet Gabriel had made his way however he had to. “You are a man of many talents.”
 Gabriels eyes glinted. “Yes.” He cleared his throat. “The cub, if I get hold of her, can you—-”
 “Gabriel, she is armed with claws and teeth. She might be reduced in strength, but she is not a sheep.”
 “No, sir, she is not, but I dont see what other choice we have since you and Mouse wont let me do the sensible thing. Ill hold her and you drug her. Just be damned quick about it!”
 Jude gulped.
 “You ready, Doc?”
 Jude nodded, inching closer to the animal. The bears pupils were dark pinpricks staring into his eyes. The face almost looked human in that moment, like a heavily bearded old man. “I want to help you,” Jude whispered, as if voicing his intention would somehow make this easy.
 “On three…” Gabriel rasped. He was directly behind the black bear now, his booted feet braced, his arms stretched out. There was a wet gleam to his upper lip and forehead.
 Jude took a deep breath.
 “One. Two. Now!”
 Gabriel grabbed the cub. She straightened and bellowed a challenge. “D-Doc!”
 Jude tried to evade the flailing paws as he shoved the sponge soaked in chloroform against her large black nostrils.
 “Hold her! Ouch—”
 “Jude!”
 “Hold her, damn it!” Jude struggled to keep the sponge up. The cub was stronger than hed ever dreamed. Another body flew through the air, grabbing one of her paws. Mouse.
 Choking dust rose in a plume. The bear struck Jude with her full weight, and he went down.

* * *

Panting, Jude sat up. He looked over at Gabriel and then at Mouse. All three of them were tangled around the felled mound of fur.
 “How long will that keep her out?” Gabriel demanded, huffing. He was touching his left eye gingerly. It was already swelling.
 “I cant be absolutely sure,” Jude said. “I must see to her immediately, and you and Mouse have to construct some kind of stable pen for her recuperation.”
 “Uh-huh,” Gabriel said. He staggered to his feet, looked around, and found his hat, which was mashed flat. “Mouse.” He touched the boys shoulder and then helped him to his feet. “Youre all right?”
 “Yeah. Told ya she wouldnt hurt me.”
 Gabriels lips quirked, and Jude knew he was thinking that hadnt exactly held true for him and Jude.
 “Theres wood to repair the corral next to the lean-to,” Mouse said.
 Jude was digging through the blood and pus oozing from a wound on the bears back, absorbed. He didnt look up when he heard Mouse and Gabriel walk away.

* * *

Mouse refilled a chipped bread-making bowl with water from the stream for the cub. Jude saw how he used his finger in the bowl to ascertain it was full.
 “Careful giving that to her,” Jude warned. “Weve tied her, but she could still be unpredictable.”
 “She drank all the water I brung her before,” Mouse said.
 “Thats good.”
 Gabriel was stripping off his shirt and underwear by the stream. Judes gaze was caught, held. “Youre bruised.” He climbed to his feet, his body a poor, weary thing, but when dark eyes caught his shy look, he felt different…desirable.
 “You should take a closer look.” Gabriels eyelids were sleepy. His lips curved, outlined by stubble. “I am, after all, the victim of your prank.”
 “It was an adventure.” Judes fingers skimmed the lump of a bruise on Gabriels muscled shoulder. Giving in to impulse, he pressed his lips against it in a stolen kiss. “I was inadequately supplied.”
 Gabriels eyes shut, and he breathed out a sigh. A large, trembling hand cupped the back of Judes head. “Christ, Jude.”
 “Shes drinking more water, Doc Jude!” Mouses excited voice interrupted the moment.
 Jude stepped back hastily, and Gabriels eyes narrowed. He turned back to the stream and, without so much as a warning, shed the rest of his clothing and stepped into the water. “Someone used your cub for bearbaiting,” Gabriel said, sitting down in the center of the channel and falling back to let rivulets funnel through his long brown hair. Some of it webbed over his skin, one lock in particular curling around a pebbled brown nipple.
 Jude wet his lips, trying to calm his body after the flash of Gabriels pale, hard ass, his long back and broad shoulders. He was still gaunt, but Jude wanted to put his mouth against that tanned skin. Kiss and taste him, suckle on the tip of his erection.
 He brought his mind back to their conversation, a little shamed at how he wanted to revel in his lust. “She had been prodded by something…a sharpened stick. I had to remove some of her teeth because her gums had rotted.”
 “How will you keep her from rubbing off all those salves you made with moldy bread?” Gabriel was scrubbing his shoulders with a handful of sand. Jude knelt beside him and assumed the duty of his devoted attendant.
 Jude sighed. “I will have to stay with her and keep her dosed for a while. The tricky part will be her recovery since healing skin itches like the devil.”
 “It worked, Doc,” Gabriel said. He gave a long satisfied sigh as Jude began to massage his powerful shoulders. “It wasnt pretty, and it sure as hell wasnt a good idea, but it did the job.”
 “If Id had access to all the supplies in my clinic…” Jude shrugged. “I hope Ming is able to pick up my shipment on the next stage. I was running low.”
 Gabriel twisted around. “You still cater to that town? Even after they burned your home, ran you out?”
 Jude gaped. “Its my home.”
 “Its your prison,” Gabriel countered. He took a deep breath. “You can be with me out here…” His voice had softened to a whisper.
 Aching, Jude brushed his lips against Gabriels. He couldnt speak since his words would hurt and he didnt want that.
 “Damn you, Ill take what I can get,” Gabriel said. His arm around Jude pulled him closer so that Judes shirt was saturated by cool water. He shivered, his stiff nipples stimulated by the wet fabric and Gabriels hard chest rubbing against his own.
 His lover was another man. His lovers body wrapped around his own as soft lips and beard touched against his lips, his chin and cheeks. He felt a thrill like standing in an electrical storm, wild, wanton, free.
 He moaned when Gabriels warm tongue invaded his mouth, exploring the ridges of his teeth, giving him silken caresses that made him shiver and cling closer.
 “Take off your clothes, Doc,” Gabriel ordered hoarsely.
 Panting, Jude stared when they parted.
 “You need to get cleaned up. Youre…dirty.” Gabriels hand was cupping Judes heavy, aching erection, so his words had another dimension.
 Jude moaned. He wanted to come in that hand as he had earlier in the loft. Never mind his responsibility to his strange new patient or Mouses proximity. He wanted to come. He wanted to lie on the warm, damp, tall grass and let Gabriel do whatever he wanted to him.
 “Mouse…”
 “Cant see us,” Gabriel said, ruthlessly practical. “Hes busy watching your cub.” His open mouth worked over Judes neck so that Judes head fell back while his lower body thrust into Gabriels grip. He was fast getting to the point where he would come and nothing could stop the building, forbidden heat.
 “Gabriel…” he whispered, reaching with his palm to ruffle Gabriels slick hair as he turned in the other mans arms, leaning back against him. His pants were open, his body almost obscenely displayed, his cock in Gabriels hand as he pumped up and down, and Jude could feel the imprint of Gabriels need against his ass.
 “Come on; lets go into the woods.” Gabriel pulled away and climbed to his feet, his palm held out. “Your bear is sleeping, and Mouse is preoccupied. I want to touch you, Doc.”
 Jude stared at the offered hand, heart pounding.
 Gabriels face was hard and flushed with passion. “Do you have anything in that bag of yours thats…slick. Like cream?”
 Jude swallowed thickly. “Yes.”
 “Bring it,” Gabriel said flatly.
 Once in the trees, Gabriel wasted no time in stripping Judes pants completely off, kicking them aside, and then unbuttoning his shirt. Judes face warmed, and he couldnt meet Gabriels eyes. His erection was between them, unsubtle, unmistakable.
 Once Jude was naked, Gabriel reached down and gripped it gently. “I wish you could always be this way. Youre beautiful.”
 “Beautiful…” Jude had a hard time thinking of himself that way.
 “Will you take my cock, Jude?” Gabriel asked. He reached out and grasped Judes chin, forcing him to look into Gabriels dark, warm eyes. Gabriels hands then smoothed over Judes slender shoulders, as if he knew he had to soothe him as much as seduce him. “I cant wait. I need to fuck.”
 “Will it be…uncomfortable?”
 “Ill try not to hurt you.” Gabriels forehead rested against Judes. “I want you to let me in whenever I want.”
 Jude flushed at the idea. He would be Gabriels wanton.
 “I want you to be my…lover,” Jude admitted softly. “If that is how it can be between men.”
 “Jude, for a doctor, you are lacking a classical education. Have you not ever looked at illustrations on marble urns? Centaurs having their way with fallen Greeks?” Gabriel scolded. He walked behind Jude, taking the pot of hand cream Jude had provided and opening it. Jude looked over his shoulder at him. Gabriel laughed. “You should see your eyes. Relax, darling.”
 Jude couldnt help jumping a little when warm, calloused fingers stroked through the divide between his ass, moving back and forth over his opening as he let out a long breath. Details hit him. Like how his nipples were larger and rounder than Gabriels. Like the way the pine branches lifted and fell gracefully in the wind off the foothills. Like Gabriels grunt of primal satisfaction as one thick digit penetrated Jude.
 “Ohhh.” Judes head fell forward. Gabriel moved closer and kissed his neck, licking under his ear as his finger rubbed gently, back and forth. It felt good, shamefully good, so that Jude wanted it in him.
 When he squirmed, Gabriel gripped his hip with his free hand, keeping him in place as another finger pushed inside. “You cant get enough, can you?” Gabriel whispered. “You really could be a brothel boy.”
 Jude whimpered as the fingers thrust deeper, past the defenses of his body to a place he could see in his mind, like a map of the anatomy, but—
 “Oh!”
 “Thats something only another man can give you,” Gabriel said. “Well, unless you are a man who likes a woman to—” Judes eyes were wide as he absorbed this, and Gabriel smiled. “Never mind.”
 Gabriel maneuvered them so that Jude was leaning against a willow tree. “Hold on to it,” Gabriel ordered. “Dig your fingers into the bark because this might be a little rough.”
 Gabriel slathered cream freely on his cock as Jude watched, heart pounding. He was…oh, he was long and thick and there was no way that—
 Gabriel gripped Judes hip again, and Jude took a gulp of air as he felt something hard and broad broaching him.
 “Push out. Push out with your body, Jude,” Gabriel coached. “Thats it…take it. Take it all…”



Chapter Ten

It hurt.
 Somehow Jude hadnt been expecting that, even with the warning his body had given him. But he was slender, almost boylike in form, while despite how thin he was, Gabriel was big. Everywhere.
 He whimpered again, and Gabriels thumb moved against his lips, pressing in. Instinctively Jude opened, sucking him.
 Gabriel made a rough sound. His forehead pressed against Judes sweaty neck. “Jude…please…”
 Gabriel was shaking finely. Jude could feel that, could feel how his hand stroking Judes hip was gentle even though he sensed Gabriel had something feral inside him that needed to be loose.
 Gabriels hand weighed Judes balls, still hard, though his cock had softened from the pain. “I love to hold these,” Gabriel whispered. “I love to suck them.”
 Jude gasped at the thought of it, lying on the bed in the loft and Gabriels mouth…
 Oh my.
 “You like them in my hand, dont you, Jude? A mans hand.”
 With Gabriel, there was no safe ground, no hiding. Jude wondered if Gabriel had visited him the way his vaquero had, if hed have contented himself with merely sharing poetry.
 No. He almost laughed at the thought as Gabriel pushed in another half inch. His hand covered Gabriels on his hip, his fingers digging in. He forced himself to keep silent. He was a doctor, for Gods sake, and what was a little discomfort? Gabriel had promised hed like this…if he lived through it.
 “Jude, itll…” Gabriel huffed. “Itll get easier. Youre just tighter than I… Christ.”
 “When?” Jude demanded. He was embarrassed by his own disgruntled tone. He sounded like a brat, but Gabriel was so thick. It only made it worse somehow that Gabriels fingers had felt so good, sent sparks through his body. He needed Gabriel inside him.
 “Doc Jude?”
 “Shit,” Gabriel swore. “Shit.”
 Jude stiffened at Mouses voice calling for him. He tried to pull away, but Gabriel growled and…bit his neck! As if he were a smaller animal he had to subdue. Panting, Gabriel whispered, “Please, Jude. Youre killing me.”
 Jude wasnt enjoying the sex. So far it had been disappointing and uncomfortable and he was…he was angry. And now they couldnt even finish it because…
 Gabriels hand returned to his balls, which had tightened up higher to his body. He squeezed them gently, and Jude began to experience something, something that made him want to push himself deeper into Gabriels touch.
 “Doc Jude?”
 Gabriel cursed and pulled out.
 Jude gasped, wilting against the tree. His ass pulsed.
 Gabriel grabbed his hips and rutted back and forth in his cleft, spilling warm against his skin. He leaned close to Jude, his breath hot against the back of his neck. He was shaking. Then his teeth closed again on the mark hed made. “You wont refuse me. When I want in again, even though… You won’t, Jude.”
 And then Jude felt a ripple of movement behind him, and he knew Gabriel was returning to Mouse, unselfconscious of his nudity.
 Judes fingers tightened on the willow tree. This will get rough. His ass hurt, and yet when he reached back and touched himself, he needed. His finger pushed just past the soreness and his legs locked and then he cried out, coming, his seed splashing the tree.
 As his legs gave out and he collapsed on the ground, he could feel the small wound in his neck throbbing where Gabriel had marked him like a mating animal.

* * *

Judes legs were still shaky when he returned to the meadow. Gabriel was dressing, and Mouse was sitting on a rock. His head lifted as if he had caught Judes footfalls.

“Where were you, Doc?”
 “Im sorry; I was…” Judes mind went blank. His gaze was caught by Gabriel, who only lifted his brows, singularly unhelpful. Damn him. Judes rear end was still dripping from Gabriels spill.
 Jude stepped into the stream and briskly began to wash himself. He thought he caught a gleam in Gabriels eyes as he looked Jude over. Surely he couldnt know that Jude had found relief on his own.
 Jude still didnt understand it. Hed been angry and hed been hurting, but hed needed something and when Gabriel had left…
 He blew out a breath, muttering to himself.
 “What was that, Doc?” Gabriel looked amused now. Fully dressed, arms crossed. The smug bastard.
 “I said Ill take the next watch for the bear…late into the night.” Jude felt some satisfaction when Gabriels eyes narrowed. He didnt look happy.
 Well, that was unfortunate. But Jude hadnt liked their congress, and he hoped Gabriel got the message. He wouldnt be letting him do that again. He wouldnt stand still like an accepting mare and let Gabriel mount him.
 What had he been thinking all these years, feeling an ache in his body as if he needed a man to fill it? Hed clearly been misguided.
 Gabriels jaw bunched. “Ill stay up with you, Doc,” he said softly. “Wouldnt want you to fall asleep.”
 Jude growled something, and Gabriel smirked.
 But Jude also saw Mouse cock his head. “Are you all right, Doc? You sound funny.”
 Judes gaze was caught by Gabriels. His lips parted. “Yes, I, uh, was merely lost in the woods.”
 Gabriel turned away.

* * *

It was cooler in the lean-to than hed expected so Gabriel made a fire in the ring of stones just beyond, and he poured hot coffee into a tin cup and brought it to Jude.

Jude gave him a wary look that made Gabriel want to laugh…and bite him. He rubbed his unshaven jaw. He was feeling a little primal, and for some reason Judes skittishness only made him want the smaller man more.
 “Take the coffee, Jude.” Jude wrapped his hands around the mug, his gaze going over to Mouse, who was a lumpy form in his bedroll, deep asleep. He sipped and then leaned back against one wooden pillar.

The cub was also sleeping. She only woke for brief periods to eat and drink. “Its just as well shes weaker than we thought, Jude; easier to care for her right now,” Gabriel said.

“Did you see the initials carved into her side where the fur was missing?” Jude asked softly. He had been watching Gabriel all evening out of the corner of his eye.
 “DS for David Smith,” Gabriel said. He paused in drinking his own coffee.
 “That he could torment this innocent creature…”
 “He burned down your clinic.”
 Jude swallowed, rubbing his eyes.
 Gabriel couldnt help but shift closer, even when Jude stiffened. He reached out and stroked Judes arm. “No, Jude, you cant take it back.” He lowered his voice to a whisper. “You let me in.”
 Jude took a deep breath. “I know.”
 “Im sorry you lost your home. If I hadnt come to town, tipped the balance…” He couldnt help but sift his fingers through Judes hair, and Jude looked at him, eyes reddened and tired, still full of grief. “Oh, Doc…”
 He put aside his own coffee and reached for Judes, leaving the cups to stay warm in the ring of stones before he knelt next to Jude and pulled him into his arms.
 Jude thumped his arm. “Im angry with you.”
 “Im sorry it hurt.” Gabriels voice was a thread of sound.
 “It was…not what I expected. I felt fully possessed by you.”
 “I know, little one.” Gabriel kissed Judes ear and then licked it, feeling him shudder as his tongue swirled delicately inside. “Jude, I couldnt help myself. I needed you so much, and then we couldnt finish it. I know it was hasty and…disappointing.” Gabriel gave a wry smile. “At least you were able to finish.”
 Judes eyes saucered. “You knew I…?”
 “I am glad I excited you enough to seek relief. I just wish Id been there to see you.”
 Judes pupils were blown, his eyelids heavy lidded as Gabriel ran fingers down the side of his face. He rubbed a thumb over Judes lips, flushed with color. “I liked it that you were still covered in me when you washed in the stream.”
 “Gabriel…” Judes fingers went to the mark just under his collar.
 “I like that I did that to you. I want to put another one on you, on your inner thigh.”
 The bear stirred, and Jude closed his eyes. He was trembling in Gabriels arms.
 “In the morning, Mouse can watch our unusual patient. And youll sleep in my arms, Jude.”
 “Sleep?”
 “Well, Im exhausted, and youre sore, I imagine. I want to take some time.” He paused to let it sink in, and finally saw in Judes eyes a sense of inevitability. He knew then it would be all right; Jude would give him another chance because even though hed disappointed him, Jude wanted to experience pleasure.
 “I feel a bit like the Lady of Shalott.”
 “„The sun came dazzling thro the leaves, and flamed upon the brazen greaves of bold Sir Lancelot,” Gabriel murmured.
 Judes fingers timidly wedded to Gabriels. “„She left the web, she left the loom, she made three paces through the room…” Jude quoted Tennyson. He studied Gabriel, gaze roaming over his hair and eyes and face. “When I saw you ride into town, I felt just like that. I couldnt look away from this tall stranger, dusty…sick. A lonely figure.”
 “You were quoting poetry that day also.”
 “You heard me?”
 “I heard you, Doc. You could say you fixed my attention upon you.”
 Jude cleared his throat. “David Smith will wonder what happened to his pet bear. I removed the remains of a tether from one of her nostrils.”
 Gabriels face hardened. “She has likely lived around people all her life. It will not be easy. As for Smith…”
 “I would like to try to heal her and then set her free,” Jude said. “If she can gain enough weight for the winter, we could perhaps find her a den.” He reached out and brushed Gabriels hair, and Gabriel closed his eyes as he enjoyed Judes touch. “I believe some creatures are better off free. They cannot stay in one place, even if you ache to keep them.”



Chapter Eleven

Gabriel gathered willow branches and berries and acorns and a half-rotted log crawling with insects, growling under his breath as beetles scrambled over his fingers. His gentle doctor was very dictatorial about caring for his patient, so here Gabriel was first thing in the morning, gathering food for their bear.

But in the week that had passed since theyd first found her with Mouse, Gabriel had to admit shed improved.
 And there was another reason he liked to be the one to forage for food away from Judes cabin.
 He hadnt wanted to mention it to Jude and Mouse, but he was concerned about David Smith. The man was no fool. He probably knew about Judes cabin and figured hed be living here. He might also send someone to check. What if they spotted his pet bear? Smith was not a man to be crossed, and Jude had already lost so much.
 Gabriel put down his collection as his throat tightened. He knew Jude was only with him because hed lost everything. Probably he would never have given in to Gabriels silent offer if theyd stayed in town. Jude would have stood to lose too much if word ever got out about the two of them, and why risk that for a man who couldnt stay?
 Not that theyd done much since the abbreviated debacle of Judes first time. Jude had been apprehensive, and hed spent most of his nights in a bedroll in the lean-to.
 Aching for him, Gabriel nevertheless let it pass.
 He had a plan.
 Judes curiosity and desire meant that sooner or later, hed come to Gabriel again, and when he did…
 Gabriel frowned, pulling out a small telescope hed used as a soldier on scouting missions during the war. He looked through it and caught the flutter of something bright and red on the next ridge.
 It was best that he took a look.

* * *

Gabriel let Lancelot find his footing as his stallion forded the first part of the river that bisected Judes land. He kept his hands easy on the reins and eyes sharp as they passed an islet of driftwood and rock. Above them, the canyon was sand and scrub, the loose ground making it bad land to run cattle or plant anything, which is probably why Jude had gotten it for such a good price.

Lancelot stepped carefully, sloshing water running icy despite the baking heat, hooves tapping against river rock. Gabriel was able to look his fill at the scenery. He spotted another flash of red in a crack in the wall above him.

He dismounted once they were safely across and opened his saddlebag, pulling out the little telescope and taking a closer look.
 “Huh.” Out of habit, Gabriel ran a finger over one dark brow as he considered. “What do you think, Lance? Stay here, boy…”
 Lancelot lifted his head, ears twitching, catching Gabriels attention. He patted his horse, picking up on the animals uneasiness. It struck him that hed spent years alone with Lance. Maybe it wasnt just Jude who lived a lonely life, though Gabriel had no choice.
 He removed his spurs and headed up the canyon, making his footfalls as soft as possible on the cracked ground.

* * *

On a rise with a clear view of the cabin where he and Jude were staying, he found a bit of red shirt fabric caught in a pine tree.
 So hed been right; someone was watching them.
 Gabriel was careful not to leave any visible tracks as he inched back down the path.
 Somehow he had to make sure Mouse and Jude would take precautions without worrying them. His jaw bunched as he climbed back into Lancelots saddle. Hed retrieve the food hed gathered for their bear while keeping a sharp lookout.
 If anyone wanted to hurt Jude and Mouse, theyd have to come through him first.

* * *

“You were awhile,” Jude said as Gabriel removed Lancelots saddle and blanket and then slapped the horse, setting him free in the ring hed repaired over the past week with Mouses enthusiastic participation. Gabriel had the feeling Mouse would be happy if they could remain out here forever, except he missed his friends Ming and Shen Lei.

Gabriel sighed, thinking he felt the same way. He liked being here with Jude. Although his young doctor was still painfully shy, his gaze was often on Gabriel, and Gabriel could feel his growing need.
 He wanted more of what Gabriel had given him.
 “Had to range far enough to find a good fallen log for your bear.” Gabriel

handed it to Jude and smiled at the doctors slight grimace. There were all kinds of things crawling in it, but the bear would delight in tearing it apart, getting to those treats.

“Thanks. Along with the fish you caught yesterday, she should be set for the day.”
 “Shes gaining weight. Doesnt seem inclined to leave her pen,” Gabriel said, following Jude.
 Jude opened the door, and Gabriel went over to the basin and rinsed his hands as Jude put the log and other gifts into the enclosure theyd made.
 “Other than she wants to scratch off the sutures I put in her back, shes content. Do you think shell want to stay with us?” A faint frown appeared between Judes pale brows.
 Gabriel shook his head. “We cant offer real freedom, and once she gets a taste of that, I think shell like it. Bears are solitary creatures. Ill take her up to the mountains late this fall.”
 Jude swallowed, blue eyes fixed on Gabriels face. “You mean…when you leave.”
 Gabriel looked away. “Yes.”
 Jude surprised him then. He came up behind Gabriel so silently that Gabriel almost jumped. His hand went to his hip automatically, and he flushed at the telltale move to his gun. Those footprints hed discovered on the ridge had him jumpy, but it was like hed told Jude once upon a time: someone was going to die. He could feel a confrontation building like thunderheads crowding over the prairie.
 “Youre tense.” Jude studied him. “Somethings wrong.”
 “Yes.”
 “What is it?”
 “I miss you, Doc,” Gabriel admitted very simply. He waited, unsure he could keep waiting when it felt more and more like Jude wore half his skin or their bones were melding or some goddamned thing hed never experienced.
 “Oh, Gabriel.” Jude cupped his cheek. “My fallen angel.”
 Gabriel raised a brow, trying to ride herd on the tender feeling that wanted to open and flower in his chest. “I was never.”
 “I think you were.” Judes eyes were open, honest. “Youd give your life for me, for Mouse. Do you think I dont know that?”
 “Im no hero, Doc.”
 “No…” Jude brushed his lips against Gabriels. “Youre a man.”
 That was it! He was supposed to stand there like Galatea and remain marble? He grabbed Jude close, crushing his lips, knowing he was bruising, taking…but Jude didnt refuse him. One slender leg wrapped around Gabriels.
 “Oh, shit!” Gabriel cursed, pulling away. His chest was rising and falling rapidly.
 “What is it?”
 “You didnt hear that sound, Doc?” Gabriel asked, searching Judes eyes while his lips quirked. “That was the sound of my will snapping.”
 “Oh!” Jude gasped as Gabriel suddenly swung the slender man over one muscled shoulder. But Jude didnt fight him, didnt refuse. Instead he gripped Gabriel like some eager creature, his body swaying as Gabriel walked out of the lean-to.
 He passed Mouse, who was brushing the mule. “Watch the bear tonight, Mouse?” His voice was breathless, and he found himself blushing. Good thing the boy couldnt see it.
 Mouse paused, an expression running over his face that Gabriel couldnt read. He nodded.

* * *

In the cabin, he lowered Jude to his feet, cupping his cheek.
 “Yes,” Jude said.
 “Youre sure this time. You didnt enjoy—”
 “Well, it was like being gored by my own minotaur.”
 “You see me as half man, half bull?”
 Jude timidly touched Gabriel where he was huge and throbbing. He closed his

eyes and gritted his teeth. “You have heroic dimensions.”
 Gabriel grinned.
 “And dimples.” Jude swallowed. “No wonder I…”
 “Jude. Me too, Doc,” Gabriel whispered. “I want you to know that if things

were different…” He cleared his throat, trying to say this. “If I were a different man—”
 Jude covered his lips. “I know who you are.”
 “I dont frighten you?”
 “Yes,” Jude admitted. “No, dont look like that. Its not that youd ever hurt me, its…its what youre capable of.”
 Gabriel knew his face was stony, but Jude didnt back down. He surprised Gabriel by kneeling at his feet. “Jude?”
 Jude pressed his lips against Gabriels hip where his guns hung low. Where the scar stretched silvery across his skin.
 Gabriel made some kind of sound.
 Hearing it, Jude kissed him again.
 Sound broke from his body again as Jude kissed him, tugging Gabriels denim free,openmouthed against the brand.
 “I love you, Doc,” Gabriel whispered. “God, I love you, alone of all the men Ive been with…”
 Jude said, “I wish I could take this away.”
 “You just did.”
 Jude came to his feet and kissed him, and Gabriel felt pain bubble in his chest. He buried his face against Judes neck, not wanting him to see…
 “Its all right,” Jude whispered. “Sometimes you have to lance a wound.”
 Gabriel held him, breathing deeply, struggling for control. He felt Judes fingers on his gun belt, freeing it. He pulled away and unbuttoned Gabriels shirt.
 Gabriels gaze fell. He rubbed his eyes against the back of his arm. “Huhhh,” he exhaled.
 Jude rubbed his chest. “Dont hurt,” he whispered. He touched Gabriels fading shiner, earned when they had helped the cub.
 Gabriel crushed him close. “Youre worth a hundred men like me, Doc.”
 “I disagree,” Jude said, sounded annoyed.
 Gabriel laughed. “Of course you do. If I said the sky was blue, youd—”
 Jude adjusted his glasses. “We dont disagree on everything.”
 “No.”
 “Will Mouse be all right?”
 “Ill check on him later,” Gabriel said, pulling Judes suspenders off his arms. They shared breath and then a kiss, sustained, going on until Gabriel shuddered as Jude delicately licked his tongue. “You… Ha. You were going to talk to him about us.”
 Jude shook his head. “I have no idea how to introduce the subject.”
 “Jude…”
 “I thought I could find something in my reading.”
 “Jude, I doubt hed—”
 Jude shrugged, coloring. “I am hopeless. I am frank with my patients, but… Gabriel, I cant lose him.”
 “You wont.”
 “I cant. Im sorry if it makes me a coward.”
 “You want to tell him, and you understand the consequences. That makes you a realist.”
 Jude didnt resist as Gabriel dragged down his trousers. He stepped out of them, and his cock, slim and long and elegant like his body, bumped against Gabriels lips so that Gabriel had to take the tip into his mouth, moaning.
 “Oh, my…”
 “You will love what Im going to do to you, Doc,” Gabriel promised.
 “Will you…?” Judes chest was flushed, his nipples pointing so that Gabriel had to take them in his fingers and torment them as he nuzzled Judes heavy cock.
 “Will I what, Doc?”
 “Suck my balls?”
 “There isnt a part of you that wont feel my tongue,” Gabriel promised.



Chapter Twelve

In the shadowy loft, Jude faced Gabriel. Theyd both removed their clothing, though Gabriel had insisted on bringing his guns and rifle up to their bedroom. Hed wanted to ask Gabriel about that, but the larger man had cupped his cheek and kissed him, distracting him magnificently.

Maybe his warrior was just feeling protective. It was his nature, Jude had learned.
 “Do you want to resume our play?” Gabriel asked somewhat breathlessly. He rubbed his lips against one of Judes slim shoulders, and Jude shuddered, his fingers digging into Gabriels back before they rose up to tangle in his dark hair. Gabriel hadnt shaved this morning, so Jude appreciated his care when he kissed Judes smoother face. Jude had teased him recently that he could scrub the cabin floor with his stubble and wind up sanding the wood.
 “You mean…where Im the brothel boy and youre my client?” Jude asked. He was afraid of taking Gabriel inside again, but he also needed it. “I admit I have difficulty sometimes picturing such places.”
 “There are such places in Boston, Doc. You could have sought them out.”
 “I would have been terrified. And what if my family…? It was bad enough when my mother guessed why I would not ask Mary Durrant to be my wife.”
 “Is that when you left to come out west?”
 Jude nodded. “Mother said it would make no difference to doing my duty for the family, but I decided it was best to leave it all to my younger brother, Jeffrey.”
 “Must have been hard, coming out here all alone.” Gabriel rubbed Judes silken back, and they nuzzled, their bodies bare everywhere so that Jude could feel Gabriels erection brush affectionately against his own. Oh, what a sensation.
 “Just as you did when you came out west.” He wanted to push Gabriel for more about his past but was afraid of resurrecting too many ghosts. This was their time.
 “The war had ended and wed lost, but I found I did not care,” Gabriel said. “Id spent some time in a Northern prison camp and was glad to quit their hospitality.”
 “My first day in Sylvan, Mouse was born.”
 Gabriels eyes widened, and Jude nodded. “Nine years ago. I was always grateful I came when I did because I dont believe he would have survived without a doctor.”
 “You treat him like your son,” Gabriel whispered.
 “It is how I feel about him. A man like me… Hes the only chance I have to care for someone.”
 Gabriel gave a little smile. “There is another chance to care for someone.” He took Judes smaller hand and placed it on Gabriels cock. Judes breathing picked up as he stared wide-eyed into Gabriels dark eyes and explored the generous stem in his grip.
 “It feels a bit like a thick tree root. The top is so soft.” Jude squeezed it very gently, and Gabriel inhaled sharply. His hand covered Judes in warning. “If you do that again, I may embarrass myself.”
 “I would like to taste your…embarrassment,” Jude admitted, mischievous.
 “Jude! You are not helping!” Gabriel shook him gently, but Jude stood on his tiptoes and let his tongue taste the skin of Gabriels forehead, his cheeks…
 “Tell me what it would be like if we were to meet in a brothel for men like us?” Likely he would never experience such a place himself.
 For an answer, Gabriel let go of Jude. Jude wanted to pout when he lost the sheltering warmth of his body. However, he did delight in watching his lover walk over to the hope chest in the corner of the loft, the muscles in his lean rear end rippling under the skin. Jude wanted to kiss him there. The thought of being so daring made his face heat. Would Gabriel like that?
 Gabriel pulled out a familiar black and dark blue lace item and tossed it to Jude. “Put it on,” he ordered in a rough voice.
 Jude gripped the corset. “So Im to be your boy?” he asked softly, licking his lips.
 “Oh, yes,” Gabriel said. “My boy especially hired for my tastes. My boy Im going to pound my body into.” His eyes lightened a little at Judes expression. “All right?”
 “Yes.” Jude didnt care if it hurt again. He needed Gabriel inside him, big and solid. He wanted to feel a man. “Set the scene?” he asked as he slid whalebone and lace over his back. It was a little annoying how easily the womans garment fit over his slight body. Gabriel could span his waist with both hands, even without the device.
 Gabriel prowled around him and kissed the top of his shoulder as he took the ties, tightening them. Jude gasped, mastered. He felt more and more like the boy who would give his client pleasure. “The lights would be on low in the parlor when I arrived. It would be late, after the theater had closed for the evening. There is a place in NOrleans…” Gabriel slurred the words together. “You and the rest of the offerings would be waiting, dressed much as you are now. You might take up a pose that is suggestive of your specialty. You would lean over a chair wearing your corset so that your pert bottom would be raised, ready for me.”
 Heart thudding, Jude blew out a breath. “Oh, my.”
 Gabriel cupped his ass. His eyes were heavy lidded, his lips soft when they brushed against Judes lifted mouth, though the stubble was rough. The contrast screamed man to Jude, who did not have as much reason to shave daily.
 “On the bed, boy,” Gabriel ordered in that silken voice.
 His cock wobbling between his legs in an embarrassing fashion, Jude nevertheless went, urged on by a sharp slap of his rear end from Gabriel. His lover was very much in control now, and Jude knew soon hed lie open and spread, taking his hard thrusts.
 Once he lay on his back, Gabriel spent a moment considering him. Jude felt the heat of his blush on his chest and neck. He moaned and widened his legs and saw fire in Gabriels eyes.
 Gabriel reached for the loose ends on Judes corset, one knee on the bed between Judes wanton legs. Jude felt the hard round shape of that knee against his balls and it made him whimper, so he closed his thighs around the shape.
 “Youre in need of it, a good fucking,” Gabriel noted. He tugged on the corset ties, pulling Jude up so that he leaned against Gabriels muscular body. “Do you want me to use you the way I do the whores I visit?”
 Judes throat was too tight to speak. He couldnt meet Gabriels gaze, but he nodded.
 “Over my knee, boy.” Gabriel pointed. “You offered me that ass, and I want to warm it.”
 Judes eyes saucered, but he didnt resist. He climbed onto Gabriels lap so that his posterior was high, and he waited, his hands clenched in the wedding ring quilt, his penis a hard log against Gabriels body.
 “A man likes to spank his boy,” Gabriel said. “And you are my boy, arent you? As I am your man.”
 “Yes, Gabriel. I am your boy,” Jude said.
 Gabriel proceeded to spank him. It was not like something he might have suffered in school or from one of his nannies as a child. This spanking was sensual. Gabriel started off almost gently, and between each swat, he rubbed Judes skin as if he liked to feel the hot, satiny flesh.
 “I can see my handprint now,” Gabriel said. “Get up and go look in the mirror. I want you to see it on you.”
 Jude swallowed, his body warmed and his cock aching painfully. More and more, he needed Gabriel to shove inside him, to fuck him. Obediently he got off the bed and walked to where the mirror reflected him and turned around slowly. His bottom was reddened in patches. He could see the outline of Gabriels large hand.
 Dazed, Jude rubbed the pattern and whimpered when Gabriels arms surrounded him and his palm covered Judes. Gabriel stared at the marks hed made, looking satisfied. “Now youre my whore,” he whispered. “Arent you?”
 Jude looked up at Gabriel and nodded. “I am yours.”
 “I almost wish I could put some permanent mark upon you. Something youd wear willingly, perhaps between your legs, so whenever I spread you, Id see it.”
 Jude worried his lip, liking the idea but too timid to admit it.
 “Do you want me to bite you there, little one?” Gabriel asked, his hands turning Jude so that he faced the mirror with his back to Gabriel. Gabriel pushed his legs farther apart and massaged Judes inner thigh, ignoring the impudent cock that was needy for his attentions.
 “Yes, Gabriel.”
 “My boy wants to wear the mark of his man,” Gabriel said. He squeezed Judes balls gently, and Jude had to stifle the sound that rose. His bottom was tender and warm, and all the blood the spanking had brought to his lower body had made him one heavy ache, craving relief.
 “Back to the bed. If its not too uncomfortable, lie on your back for me with your arms above your head.”
 As Jude returned, he felt another caress of his ass. Gabriel seemed to particularly appreciate it, squeezing where his handprint burned.
 When he lay down, lips parted, his hair tangled in his eyes and damp against his sweaty neck, Jude separated his legs instinctively. He wanted to invite Gabriel inside him. If it was rough, he didnt care. Hed come from having that thickness driven into him previously, and he needed so badly to come now.
 Gabriel knelt beside him and took the long, loose ties of the corset. Quickly he used them around Judes upturned wrists, binding his hands together. “You will lie there, boy,” Gabriel directed. “You will keep your legs nice and open for me.”
 Jude took a deep breath. “Yes, sir,” he said. All week he had wanted Gabriel to cover him, even as hed been a little afraid of it.
 “Good boy.” Gabriels hand cupped his balls, and then his lips were against them.
 Jude shouted, his body lifting up, his wrists pulling against their confinement, Gabriels warm mouth against him. “Oh, sir…please.”
 Gabriel smacked his thigh. Hard.
 Judes cock flexed in reaction. He could feel moisture beading and dripping from it onto his stomach as he felt the brush and wet smear of Gabriels cock against his leg.
 “Hold still, boy,” Gabriel growled.
 His bottom was tender, but still Jude couldnt keep from writhing against the quilt as Gabriel sucked one ball deep into his mouth. It felt so good it was painful. “Sir…”
 Gabriels calloused hands opened him wider, and then Jude felt his mouth…and teeth against his inner thigh. It stung, so Jude quivered, but he remained rigid, still throbbing from Gabriels authoritarian slap. He was his boy.
 Gabriels mouth slid down from the mark hed given Jude. He lifted him in his palms and then put his lips to a part of Jude hed never imagined another man would touch with his tongue.
 “Like this, boy?” Gabriels warm wetness thrust inside him, and Jude fought his bonds again. He was so excited now he thought he might climax without a touch on his manhood.
 “Yes, sir,” Jude gasped. “Please, sir, please.”
 Fingers probed him, going deep and teasing him in slow, maddening circles. Jude wanted more of the pressure; he wanted to be crushed under Gabriel.
 “Sir, Im going to… Oh!” Judes body arched. “Please, sir—”
 “What do you want, Jude?” Gabriel moved up his body, taking his thick, meaty cock and rubbing it against Judes opening. He was slick with his own excitement so when he broached him this time, it didnt hurt as much as previously. Indeed, it felt good, perfect, and Jude pushed up to take more of the broad tip.
 “Fuck your boy.” Jude barely breathed.



Chapter Thirteen

Gabriel leaned his head against Judes throat, groaning. He was stretching him wide, the head of his cock buried in Judes entrance.
 Jude was huffing out breaths, trying not to tense up. He wanted this, but Gabriel was… Oh.
 Suddenly Gabriel rolled off him and reached for a bottle on the bedside table. “Something else from NOrleans,” he said, opening it. “You made me forget myself.” The scent was strong, flowery, and Jude wrinkled his nose. “Sorry if it is a bit on the feminine side. I got it from a brothel featuring ladies when my supply ran low.”
 “An emollient of some kind?”
 Gabriels eyes were sleepy as they held Judes. “I figure the Greeks used olive oil. Itll make it easier for you to take me.” His oily fingers moved up into Jude, and Jude gasped.
 Somehow the preparations made the act seem even more forbidden. “As a doctor…uhn…I use a lubricant for, ah…”
 “Yes?” Gabriel fingers stroked in and out, and he smiled when Jude pushed himself up to take more, whimpering. “Youre not a doctor now; youre a brothel boy, arent you?”
 Jude nodded. “Yes, sir.” Gabriel slathered more of the rose-scented oil on his cock as Jude watched, biting his lip and hoping it would make it easier to take him.
 Gabriel replaced the oil on the table and mounted him. Jude spread himself open wider and closed his eyes as Gabriels fleshy head pushed against him, stretching his resisting body.
 “Breathe out,” Gabriel coached, his lips touching Judes as he ministered to him. Jude was sweating. It was so thick, and it hurt more the way it slid in faster…and would it ever fit?
 Gabriels hips rocked in and out. “My virgin.”
 Despite the sting, Jude wrapped his legs around Gabriels hips. “It hurts, Gabriel,” he whispered.
 “I know… Shhh.” The pressure increased, and Jude grunted, impaled, his wrists tied… He was completely helpless—and why did he like that?
 Suddenly Gabriels fleshy head popped through Judes tight ring, and Gabriel shuddered. “Thank Christ! I thought Id never get it up you!”
 “Well, it wasnt a day picking daisies for me either,” Jude growled back. His rear end was still throbbing, but now Gabriel was fully embedded. He stared into his dark eyes, tasting a droplet of sweat on his lips that had fallen from Gabriels hair. The big mans body was strung tight.
 “Oh, Jude.” Gabriel wiped away the moisture pooled in Judes eyes. “Im sorry it wasnt easy for you to take me.”
 Jude breathed in and out, letting himself adjust. He guessed it wasnt so unpleasant a thing, though he felt as if Gabriel had pushed the end of a broom up his ass. His body contracted around him, and Gabriels face tightened. He reached down and took Judes penis in his hand, cupping Judes bottom in the other.
 “What…?”
 “Let your man see to you,” Gabriel demanded. His cock nudged at Jude at an oblique angle. It didnt hurt, so Jude just stared at him curiously, wondering at this strange ritual.
 “Damnation!” Gabriels pupils had swallowed most of the surrounding dark brown color. “You are heaven, sweet, small, tight…”
 Jude couldnt say he enjoyed it as much, but the fullness was what he needed. If his hands were free, hed touch himself, but he knew if Gabriel continued thrusting inside him, hed come. Just the thought of how hed let another man into his body excited him.
 Gabriel fiddled with his hands and cock again, and Jude wanted to sigh impatiently. Why was he—
 “Oh, Gabriel!”
 Gabriel smirked at him, shifting his knees and pounding into Jude again in that place, that magical place hed brushed with his fingers, but Gabriels thick head struck it like a hammer. “Thats sir to you, boy.”
 Judes heels dug into Gabriels back. “Sir. Please, sir.”
 “Youve had your bottom warmed up, and now Im going to use it.” Gabriel kissed him, his cock shoved in and out now, and Jude loved it, needed it. “Im going to spill inside you, and when you get off this bed, youll have me leaking out of your ass.”
 Jude writhed in his bonds, but all he could do was lie there and take Gabriels cock. The place Gabriel touched, the sparks that rose, taking his breath… “I never want you to leave my body, sir,” he whispered.
 “I wont leave you. Whenever I want you now, youre going to offer this sweet ass.”
 Their joining was a miracle to Jude. Gabriel had him fixed in position so that he could rut in and out of Judes body freely. At the same time, his calloused fingers ran over Judes swollen cock, which had softened during the pain of entry but now ached painfully, engorged and needy.
 “Please, sir! Please, harder…” Jude mumbled, his head tossing and turning on the pillow. He needed Gabriel to touch him. He was teasing Jude, too gentle, while in counterpoint his cock slammed into Judes body.
 “If we were back at your clinic, Id give you a certain look and youd close the curtains and youd lock the door…” Gabriel narrated.
 “Yes!” Jude tried to push his sex deeper into Gabriels touch. “Yes, I would do that.”
 “Youd lean over your desk or a chair in the bedroom and let me admire you and then Id sit down and what would you do?”
 Gabriel gave him what he needed. His cock. His hand. His words. Jude trembled, on the verge. “Id climb over y-your knee so you could spank me, sir,” he groaned. “And then Id lie on the bed and let you have me.”
 “I might have to gag you if you made too much noise, boy,” Gabriel said in his ear. He had slowed down his movement in Judes body, and his face was contorted. Jude could feel how he trembled. He still felt like he had a broom up him, but it touched him like lightning, making his body shudder. “Youre loud when Im in you, pleasuring you.”
 “Yes, sir.” Jude couldnt deny it. “I need my man inside me.”
 Gabriel leaned close to Judes neck, where the mark hed left the last time was fading. Jude felt his teeth, and then he was…oh, he was. His toes curled and his nipples and cock and balls went off like Chinese fireworks and he roared his satisfaction as wetness hit his stomach and chest and Gabriel filled him, shouting.

* * *

He lay there, lax, as Gabriel untied his wrists and gently rubbed them where there were red rings; Jude had fought his bonds even as he embraced them.
 Hed bitten his lower lip until it bled, so Gabriel got up and brought back a wet cloth and pressed it to Judes mouth. He watched with heavy eyes as Gabriel took his softening penis and then he…
 “Oh!” Gabriel was licking him, taking his spend as if he wanted to eat it. The sight made Judes heartbeat drum again, and his cock stiffened a little—which hurt because he was unused to such congress and he felt raw and exposed and skinned alive.
 “Hold onto the bedding, Jude,” Gabriel warned him, and then he lifted Judes slender lower body in his big hands and put his mouth to where Jude was stretched and raw and…leaking. Gabriel was sucking his seed from Judes body.
 Jude groaned as his cock flexed, his hands fisted in the quilt. “Gabriel…”
 “You taste of me. I want it all, Jude!” Gabriel growled. His tongue soothed Jude, even as his actions forced him to arousal again. It hurt, but he couldnt deny Gabriel or himself. Maybe pain was always part of it. He didnt care because he needed it.
 When Gabriels mouth moved again to Judes cock, his eyes rolled back and he shot his spend, feet thrown wantonly over Gabriels shoulders.
 Gabriel climbed him on the bed and rubbed his wet penis against Judes lips. His body arched, and he splashed Judes mouth. He was warm and salty and there was too much so that he dripped from Judes lips, but then Gabriel collapsed over him, a heavy blanket, and he kissed Jude, tasting himself, sharing and then rubbing his cum into Judes skin like another mark.

* * *

“Im surprised you dont piss on me to mark your territory,” Jude rasped a thousand years later. He was stroking Gabriels back, and they were both damp and wrecked and sticking together.

“Id rather brand you.”
 “Gabriel!”
 “Sorry, Im a little primitive about my boy,” he said, sitting up to stroke Judes 
 hair from his eyes. Jude gripped him with his hands and legs. “I cant believe that was… I always imagined it would be—”
 “Youve helped bring babies into the world, so you should know better, Doc,” Gabriel said gently. “Fucking isnt pretty. It hurts sometimes and its raw, but you need it and you dont care.”
 “I didnt. Im sore now, but if you wanted me…”
 Gabriel groaned. “Dont tempt me, Doc. Im an old man.”
 “Says who? You have recovered from the illness you suffered from when we first met.”
 “I am almost forty years of age.”
 “Pish.”
 “And I believe knowing you will give me more gray hair.”
 Jude tugged some of it, and Gabriel slapped his hip. “Naughty.”
 “For you, yes,” Jude said in Gabriels ear. “I want you to use me again.”
 “Jude, youre too sore,” Gabriel said, and Jude knew by the tone of his voice that he would not win this battle. Gabriel nuzzled him. “I will give you what you need, but what you could use now is some time. Your lip is still bleeding. Besides, I have to check on your bear and Mouse.”
 Jude straightened. “Oh, yes.” He blinked and groped for his spectacles. “I try to look in on our patient once every two hours.”
 Gabriel climbed from the bed, and Judes breath eased out as he watched him, lean and tall, his muscles moving under silken skin, his beard shadow, his rumpled hair and damp pubic hair and sleeping sex that rested long against his thigh. He picked up a washcloth and rubbed it beneath his arms, and giving in to a primitive impulse, Jude left the bed and put his mouth to the damp tuft of exposed hair.
 “Jude…” Gabriel raised a brow.
 “Smells of you.” Jude licked through the thicket to warm skin.
 Gabriels breathing had picked up, and bronzed color touched his cheeks. Against his hip, he felt the rise of Gabriels body.
 He fell to his knees and mouthed Gabriel, worshipping him. He was big and hard, and Jude prodded his foreskin with his tongue, teasing the leaking slit. “I love this part of you,” Jude whispered. “I love that I had it inside me. I love to touch it and dream about it.”
 “I love you with my cock,” Gabriel said. He nudged in, lazily fucking Judes mouth. “My boy seeing to me the way he should.” His hands dug into Judes hair, holding him as he thrust in and out.
 Judes body hardened, and he whimpered when Gabriel rubbed at the open V of his legs with his knee. They continued, everything forgotten now but the way he needed Gabriel, who touched Jude back with a kind of insulting casualness that Jude loved.
 “Pull back,” Gabriel finally ordered, and when Jude did, hot cum hit his face, his chin and lips, dripping… But Gabriel wasnt done with him. He shoved him onto his back on the floor, and Jude gave like a pack wolf giving way for his leader.
 With the sole of his foot, Gabriel stroked Judes penis as Jude twisted and begged. “Sir, please.”
 “Come for me, Jude. Youre hot and wanton, and I want to see it. I want you on the floor at my feet with your legs open. If we were outside…” Gabriels voice lowered. “Id rub your face in the dirt.”
 “Sir,” Jude gasped, spurting on Gabriels foot, his arms above his head. He did not resist when Gabriel made him lick the spend from his foot, and after he was done, he licked his cock clean while Gabriel cradled his head and murmured softly to him.



Chapter Fourteen

Gabriel stirred under the double wedding ring quilt. Something had woken him. Some slight sound?
 Heart thudding, he looked up to see the soft starlight of early morning make the windows oblongs of softer dove gray. He sat up, eyes wide in the dark, feeling a prickling down his spine, like a rattlesnake had slithered over one of his boots.
 He glanced at Jude, sleeping with one limp hand over Gabriels waist, and immediately felt tenderness grip his throat.
 His lover.
 Gabriel was thirty-nine years of age, and no one, not even Jacob, the boy hed once loved—who by now might have married and had children had he lived; who knew?—had ever been Gabriels lover.
 Not the kind of lover a man took with his eyes wide open, aware of consequence, aware he would not sleep next to that slight body, feel that palm rest against his stomach, for more than a handful of days.
 He was no good for Jude. He could give him pleasure, but beyond that… Gabriel had lost his home so long ago hed also lost the habit of living in one place, of having roots, while Jude was still connected to Sylvan. The lives, the health of its inhabitants still weighed on him. But Gabriel was going to do something about that. Soon.
 He got out of bed and, nude, picked up one of his Colt Peacemakers and walked to the window, looked out through the rippling lace. The light was on in the lean-to, and again he felt that cold feather down his back.
 Some instinct pushed him down the stairs of the loft to the cabins porch, where he stood with the wind touching his hair, his bare body. His pulse raced as he hesitated, then finally moved forward.
 A slight sound. A whispering voice?
 Gun up, sweating, Gabriel reached the door for the lean-to, easing it open.
 “Mouse?” he whispered.
 A voice like waves rippling from a breeze. He saw the boy sitting in the corner, holding his throat.
 Gabriel frowned, prodded by spurs of unease. He reached for the lantern resting behind old feed sacks and hefted it, looking at Mouse, at the blood running through his webbed fingers, throat cut, eyes bulging…

* * *

Gabriel shot up in the bed. He leaned over the side, tears, sweat running down his face.
 Shit!
 Just like in his nightmare, Jude was sleeping, his face so young. He had cupped his body around Gabriels all night as if he craved his warmth.
 Gabriel scrubbed his upper lip and reached for his gun, headed down the stairs and out onto the porch, exactly as he had in the dream. When he looked over at the lean-to, he saw the amber red glow of the lantern.
 His chest knotted with dread, but his jaw tightened and he ran across the yard, throwing open the shed door to look inside.
 Mouse was in the same corner, but like Jude, he was asleep, curled up in his bedroll. The bear raised her head but didnt look alarmed at Gabriels sudden appearance. Instead she made a rumbling sound, and he knew she was already hungry.
 “Oh, Christ,” Gabriel whispered.
 He jumped when a slight hand touched his bare back. He looked over his shoulder to meet Judes worried eyes.
 Not wanting to disturb Mouse, he pushed back outside and then crushed Jude into his arms.
 “Gabriel.”
 Gabriel couldnt speak. His eyes burned with tears. Jude. Mouse. They were… He couldnt let anything happen to them. If it ever did, someone might as well just shoot him.
 “Bad dream?” Jude asked, cupping his cheek.
 Gabriel nodded, scrubbing his eyes with the back of his hand.
 Jude reached up and caught some of the moisture. “Gabriel, you have a gentle heart.”
 Gabriel made a rough sound of disagreement.
 “As you like, but I know the truth.” Jude took his hand. “Somethings been worrying you.”
 Gabriel huffed out a breath, letting Jude lead him back to the cabin now that he knew Mouse was safe. It had only been a couple of hours since he and Jude had checked on the boy, but…
 “I found tracks up on the bald ridge to the north.” Gabriel nodded in the direction of the setting moon.
 Judes face tightened, and Gabriel thought he might have paled, his freckles, the same color as the hair that curled down to his shoulders, stark against his skin. “You think Smith is watching us?”
 “He wants you out of Sylvan,” Gabriel said. “Hell kill you if you go back.”
 Judes jaw bunched. He was bare chested but wearing his pants. He was so delicately built compared to Gabriel, his skin chilly under Gabriels arm. “I know but…”
 “But you intend to go back anyway,” Gabriel said.
 Judes eyes widened.
 “I know you, Doc. I knew it was only a matter of time.” Gabriel sighed.
 “I cant stop thinking about Mr. Holliss healing ribs or the cough the Harrison baby developed over the spring.” Jude gave Gabriel an earnest look as if asking for his understanding.
 Gabriel tugged him closer just outside their cabin, running a palm over Judes silken hair, over the enticing, round shape of one shoulder. He wasnt much bigger than Mouse. Gabriels chest tightened when he thought of a bullet slamming into Jude. “All right.”
 Jude blinked and raised his chin, and Gabriel made an exasperated sound. “You cant go back without me.”
 “I beg your pardon, but I—”
 “You are a healer, not a gunman.”
 Jude shook his head. “You are not—”
 “Ive killed a man, Jude. Its something Id never want for you.”
 “I…” Judes shoulders slumped. “I dont know what to do, but I must return to town.”
 “The cabin isnt enough for you?” I’m not enough for you? Gabriel hadnt been this happy ever. When he took the bear up into the mountains in a few weeks, hed leave this place and go back to catching what work he could, resume his solitary life. He shook his head when Judes eyes darkened and his new lover reached out to stroke Gabriels arm. “No, I know. You have to be the man you are, Jude, just as I…” He lowered his head. “I know.”
 “Gabriel.” Jude squeezed his hand. “Come inside. You havent got a stitch on, and its chilly. Ive only just nagged you back to health.”
 Gabriel forced a smile. “You want me to warm you up in bed.” His voice deepened on the last word.
 Color bloomed in Judes cheeks, and his eyes were heavy. “Yes.”
 Gabriels hand rode low on Judes back as they walked up the loft steps, his footfalls heavier than Judes, his heart pounding now for a very different reason than his nightmare.
 Judes hand caressed his unshaven cheek with a rasping sound as they stood in their shared bedroom again.
 “Jude, take off your pants,” Gabriel ordered.

* * *

“Why do you want to know about the other men Smith rides with?” Mouse probed the next afternoon. “Theyre just like him. Besides, I thought you had that man Seamus watching him.”

Jude was ranging the woods gathering supplies for their bear, leaving Mouse alone with Gabriel, though Gabriel had made him promise to stay within sight of the cabin. He was cleaning his Winchester .44-40, smoothing a rag over it. Every now and then, he lifted his telescope and scanned the surrounding countryside.

Now Gabriel looked at Mouse. The boy was no fool. In some ways, he was sharper than Jude, who wanted to believe the best of people. “You know why.”
 Mouse huffed out a breath. “Yes. Doc Jude wont like it. He doesnt believe in violence.”
 “Sometimes you have to stand up.”
 “He does that now.” A strained expression moved over Mouses face. “For all the good it does!”
 “Mouse”—Gabriel rested the rifle beside him and studied the boy—“whats on your mind?”
 Mouses face was stony.
 “Judes not here. We can share, one man to another.”
 Mouse suddenly was on his feet, pacing. Color flagged his cheeks, and he wrapped his arms around his thin body. “What happened to Doc Jude was because hes different. Always prodding at folks. I kept watch over him for years, trying to talk to him so he wouldnt—”
 Gabriel sighed. “Partially it was Judes reformer impulses, but it was also me, Mouse. I set off a powder keg.”
 “I guess.”
 “Doc Jude isnt going to change,” Gabriel said gently. Reminding the boy. Reminding himself.
 “Now hes gone and done something else that makes him different!” Mouse burst out, tears standing in his eyes. “And theyll kill him for it! Theyll drag his body behind a horse and—”
 “Mouse!” Gabriel got to his feet, reaching for the boy.
 “No, dont you touch me!” Mouse growled. “Its all your fault!” He turned away before kicking his foot against a rung on the corral. “I wish youd never come to Sylvan! I wish you hadnt met Doc Jude.”
 For a second, Gabriel marveled at how the boy had mapped out the cabin and land around it in his head so precisely he knew the shape of the corral. He cleared his throat, giving himself a moment and then shrugging.
 “You mean how Jude is with me.”
 “Why cant you leave him alone?” Mouse went for Gabriel, small fists striking him. “Im not a child; I know if Smith ever found out—”
 “Damnation!” Gabriels eyes widened as he suddenly figured something out. “That vaquero who used to visit Doc Jude; he didnt die when his horse fell on him, did he?”
 Mouse shook his head. “Joanna told me,” he whispered. “Doc Jude doesnt know. She said it would only hurt him, that nothing could be done now.”
 Gabriel gripped Mouses shoulder. “She was right, Mouse. It would hurt Jude, and he couldnt change the past.”
 “I didnt know why they killed him,” Mouse said. “He was always nice to me. Gave me peppermint sticks from the general store.”
 “You didnt know until we all came out here.” Gabriel sighed. “Until you realized that Jude and I…”
 “You sleep in the same bed.”
 “Yes,” Gabriel admitted softly. “Mouse, Jude loves you. Hes still the same man—”
 “Theyll kill him for it. Sooner or later, itll happen,” Mouse said bitterly. “Your fault.”
 Gabriel swallowed. “It wont happen.”
 “You dont know. You wont be here!”
 “Before I leave, Ill make Sylvan safe for you and Jude.” Gabriel sat on the corral next to Mouse. “I swear it.”
 Mouse dashed the tears from his eyes. His gaze drifted from the foothills to the mountains beyond, but Gabriel knew he was listening. “Doc Jude… Id kill anyone who hurt him,” Mouse vowed.
 Gabriel said, “I know.”
 “You arent going to tell me I shouldnt feel that way?”
 “Why would I when I feel the same way?”
 Mouse dug his hands into his pockets. “So what do you want to know about Smiths men? Whos fastest on the draw?”
 “Yes. You being so observant, I figure you know a lot about Smiths gang.”
 “Youre planning to do something like in one of them dime novels. Bring law to the town?”
 “Not law, just order,” Gabriel said. “You game to help me out?”
 Mouse nodded. “You going to tell Doc Jude that I know, um…” Color heated his cheeks again.
 “I think Ill leave it for you to share with him,” Gabriel said. “Hes the man he always has been, Mouse. And he…” Gabriels voice softened. “You know hes a father to you.”
 “I know it. We have to take care of him because hes an idealist. That dont work out so good for some folks.”
 Gabriel thought of his nightmare, of the man who watched them from the ridge, of Judes gutted clinic and his vaquero, dragged behind a horse and left to rot in the prairie grass because someone had guessed his secret…and Judes?
 “Well make him safe. Lets shake on it.”
 When Mouse shook his hand, Gabriel felt something strange moving in his chest. It might have been hope.



Chapter Fifteen

The rain was pouring down, soaking Mouses clothing against his skin. He shivered, wrapping his arms around himself, straining to hear Gabriel digging around for more treats for Mouses bear, as Gabriel and Jude were given to calling her.

“Mouse.” Gabriels tone was chiding, his voice suddenly close. “Why didnt you say anything? Jude will have my a—Uh, hell be displeased if you come down with something.”

Mouse opened his mouth to ask what Gabriel meant when a heavy piece of clothing suddenly shielded him from the storm. He touched it, recognizing it as Gabriels slicker.

“But now youll get wet,” he said.
 “Ive been wet before.” Gabriels footfalls moved away.
 Mouse wanted to argue with Gabriel that he didnt need taking care of, but he 

knew it was part of the gunman to watch over him and Jude, the same way Jude couldnt let anyone hurt without offering to help or the same way his mother, Joanna, always went back to David Smith.

He caught the crack of something—lightning? It was hard to make out sounds in the rain. He could hear the faint rasp of Gabriel rooting around the ground, probably for another log. Every now and then he paused, and Mouse knew he was also listening.
 “Whats it like? I mean, you and Doc Jude?” Gabriel stilled at his question, and all Mouse could hear were the heavy drops spattering the earth as they fell from the branches.
 “I dont mean…” Mouse felt color heat his cheeks.
 “Its like from the Bible, when it talks about Eve being made from Adams rib,” Gabriel said. “I feel like he was made from my body.”
 “Oh.” Mouse couldnt imagine that. It was…
 “One day you might feel that way about someone.”
 “But youre leaving, so its not a good thing.”
 “I dont think of it as good or bad, Mouse. Its a part of me. Youll look out for him when Im gone, wont you? Like you did before.”
 Mouse nodded even as his shoulders slumped. “That stuff I said about wishing youd never come to town…”
 “I know, Mouse.”
 “I didnt mean it.”
 “You just want to keep him safe.”
 Mouse caught another sound and frowned, turning. “Gabriel…?” Bang.
 The sound was the loudest Mouse had ever heard in all his years. It was somehow inside him. He grabbed his neck, slick with rain…with blood. He could smell his own blood.
 “Oh, God no!” Gabriels voice, not like hed ever heard it. Mouse wanted to ask him what was wrong, but he couldnt speak.

* * *

Jude scrubbed his eyes as he heard Gabriels stallion gallop back to the corral. He must have fallen asleep, doing his portion of watching over Mouses bear. He was tired because lately he and Gabriel were loathe to waste the nights they had together, so they spent them playing out the drama in their imaginary brothel. He couldnt get enough of his man, his taste, his hard kisses, crushed under him where he belonged.

“Jude!”
 Jude was on his feet, shoving open the lean-to door. Gabriels voice— “Oh, God. No. No, Gabriel!”
 “Steady, Doc.” Gabriels face was streaked with blood. Mouse shifted in his
 arms, groaning. “Someone shot him.” Jude snatched his bag from the lean-to floor, pushing Gabriel from the darkened space. “I need light. Just… God. Put him down. Ill see to him now.”
 “Here in the dirt?” Very gently, Gabriel lowered his burden. Mouse made another pain noise, and Jude felt it lodge in his chest.
 “Doc”—Gabriel gripped his hand—“the bullets in the side of his throat. Can you help him?”
 “Yes, but I—” Jude couldnt take the time to explain. He opened his bag and dug out alcohol and a small scalpel. “Into the cabin. My desk. Theres a fountain pen there.”
 “Fountain pen?” Gabriel was already on his feet, running.
 Jude stroked back Mouses hair with trembling fingers. “Youre going to be just fine. You hear me? Its like that time you fell off the tailors roof and I had to set your leg.”
 “G-griar…” The word gurgled in Mouses throat.
 Jude gave a choked laugh. His hands were shaking. “Im not a liar.”
 A hundred years later, Gabriel was back with the pen. “Strip it apart. I need the hollow tube,” Jude ordered. He closed his eyes and said a prayer, and then his hands were moving as they had so often and they made the slice. Blood welled.
 “Jude, what…?”
 “Give it to me.” Jude took the shell of his fountain pen and smeared it with alcohol before inserting it into Mouses throat. “He was having trouble breathing. Nnow I can work on the bullet.”
 “I wish theyd shot me,” Gabriel whispered. His gun was out in his bloody hand. He rested his forehead against it.
 “I wish they had too.” He looked up and tears were in his eyes and his hands were trembling and he couldnt do this. Mouse. “Im sorry. Im sorry.”
 Gabriel shook his head. “You dont have to be sorry, Jude. I know you. You can do this.”
 Jude gave a jerky nod and reached for the chloroform.

* * *

Gabriels eyes were bloodshot, and he looked exhausted when he got down from the saddle hours later and led his stallion into the corral.
 Jude left the lean-to, shading his eyes to see Ming and Shen Lei and Gabriels friend and old servant, Seamus OReilly, following in a cart.
 “How is he?” Gabriel asked in a hushed voice, and Jude immediately noticed Gabriel avoided his gaze, running his hand instead over a wooden post.
 “Resting,” Jude croaked. He cleared his throat. “Gabriel, it is not ideal for a doctor to treat family. What I said… Im sorry. Id never want you hurt.”
 Gabriels dark eyes lifted, boring into Judes, and Jude felt that look, that possession. I know you, Gabriel; you’re a part of me now.
 “How soon can he be moved?”
 “Not for a day at least. The stitches I made need to heal.”
 Gabriel rubbed the back of his neck. “Ill be back for you soon. Be ready.”
 Jude strode after him, catching his coat, his hand sliding up to grip Gabriels rigid arm. “What are you going to do?”
 Gabriel nodded to Ming. “He owns an empty storefront on the main street.”
 Jude blinked, then looked to his friend, who bowed, his almond-shaped eyes full of compassion as he pulled a box of supplies off the cart. “I brought some of my herbs, Doc Jude, for the boy.”
 Judes throat tightened. He cleared it. “Thank you. Im glad youre here, Ming.” He looked back at his man, his stubborn man. His pulse was racing. “What do you mean to do, Gabriel?”
 “Ming couldnt use the land since no one wants a Chinese man in the middle of town, but he figured to sell it if the railroad comes through.”
 Jude had a feeling he knew where this was going, but he needed confirmation. “Yes?”
 “Your new clinic, Jude. Pack up what you need. When Mouse can be moved, well head back into town.”
 “But one of Smiths men shot Mouse. And they burned my clinic. I cant—”
 “Dont you worry about that.”
 “Gabriel!” Jude wanted to kick something as the larger man pulled away and returned to his horse. “You cant. I dont want you to put yourself at risk.”
 From the saddle, Gabriel looked down at Jude, the brim of his hat shading his eyes, his hair blowing in the light summer wind.
 Jude caught his breath and took a step back.
 “They meant to kill me. They made a mistake shooting that boy.”

* * *

Gabriel rode through the center of town, his rifle cradled in his arms, his coat pushed back so his guns were clear. He studied the windows and rooftops, pausing twice while nervous citizens stared at him and whispered to each other. Passing the general store, he nodded at the proprietor, Ralph Bellows, who looked uncomfortable. He sorted through potatoes and carrots outside his storefront but nevertheless held Gabriels gaze.

Finally he arrived at the livery and his first challenge. He dismounted, catching the owners reluctant eye. “Wally Steen,” Gabriel called. “You still have lumber and nails from when you rebuilt your stable.”

Steen swallowed. His gray eyes were huge. “What business it is of yours—” Gabriels spurs jingled as he crowded Steen. “When the livery burned down, Jude fronted you the money to rebuild,” he said very softly. “He helped you recuperate when you couldnt use your hand temporarily. If not for him, you would have lost it.”
 “I dont want to get mixed up in anything.”
 “You chose a side already.”
 “Look, I had to—”
 “Now youll choose another,” Gabriel said. “The right one.” He gripped Steens shoulder. “Doc Jude believes in the people of this town.”
 Steen rubbed his jaw, finally meeting Gabriels eyes. “Does he know—”
 “That you helped the men who burned down his clinic?” Gabriel knew what he wanted to say. “No,” he lied.
 Steen looked relieved. “Hes a good man, even if I dont always understand the things he talks about.”
 “Bring what you have left of those building supplies to the empty house next to the millinery.” Gabriel unsaddled Lancelot and made sure the stallion had water and some feed. “It needs some work. I want shelves lined up in the first bedroom.”
 Steen gaped at him. “But Smith…” He let out a breath. “Yessir. What will you be doing?”
 “Going through the ashes of Judes first clinic for anything that can be salvaged.”
 “His first clinic. Mister…” Wally scratched his head.
 But Gabriel wasnt listening anymore. He saw two men leave the Lucky Dollar and lounge against the porch pillars, waiting, watching him.
 That could keep. He headed for the general store next.

* * *

“Hell need a cabinet he can lock…” Gabriel continued giving his list to Ralph Bellows.
 The barber was fingering some cotton bolts. He looked over at Gabriel and Ralph and then quickly away when he met Gabriels eyes.
 “And Ill need fresh paint.”
 “Whos going to do the painting?” Ralph asked, scribbling on paper.
 “I will,” Gabriel said, ignoring Ralphs look of surprise. In an undertone, he asked. “Is there another way out of here?”
 “Through the back…” Bellows followed him, staring as Gabriel removed his boots so he was in his stocking feet.
 Gabriel put his finger to his lips. “Shhh.”

* * *

Gabriel cocked his gun. “Theres a rumor going around that the men who work for Smith have no problem shooting a child in the back.”
 “The hell you say!” Brown eyes, gray hair, stringy build. His hand went to his gun, but he didnt draw. Not with Gabriel nudging his skull with the barrel of his Colt Peacemaker.
 “The hell I say,” Gabriel repeated.
 Creased lines around the brown eyes. Worried. Sweat on the upper lip.
 The other man, younger, just went along. Gabriel knew his type. He had his hands up already, eyeing the door of the saloon as if he wished he could dive through it.
 Gabriel gave him a friendly nod. “Youll be happy to know I have found jobs for both of you to disprove this rumor.”
 “J-jobs?” Gray Hairs fingers flexed above his gun.
 Gabriel hit him. He fell into the street, shaking his head, groggy. Gabriel swung around and grabbed the mans partner by his dusty lapels, smashing him against the saloon wall. He put an elbow against his windpipe.
 He caught a glimpse of Joannas huge eyes. She was holding a rifle in steady hands, watching the street. Watching his back.
 He smacked the youngster so that he crumpled to the plank porch, and then Gabriel touched the brim of his hat in her direction. “Maam,” he said before returning his attention to the two men. “Leave the gun belts here. You wont need them.”
 Gray Hair offered his with a shaking hand from where he sat bleeding in the dirt, but Gabriel shook his head. “In the water trough, if you please.”
 “Damn you.” But he climbed to his feet and, with his young partner, dropped their guns obediently.
 “Too late for that, Im afraid,” Gabriel quipped. “Now, about that job I have for you? Have you ever searched for bones in the rocks? No?” He nodded toward the pile of charred debris two storefronts down. “I worked for a man from a museum once who excavated fantastical creatures out of the dirt. This will not be unlike that experience, except we are going to resurrect something for the living.”
 Joanna took his arm, whispering, “I hope you know what youre doing. This will stir up more trouble.”
 Gabriel looked at her.
 “Oh, my God! Mouse?”
 “They shot him,” Gabriel said. “But hes recovering. Doc Jude—”
 Tears stood in Joannas eyes before she turned her gaze on the two gunmen Gabriel had disarmed. “If I see you in this saloon again, Ill kill you,” she said. “Gabriel, theyll be bringing Mouse back here?”
 “Yes, maam. Jude has a clinic here in town.”
 “Yes, he does,” Joanna agreed.



Chapter Sixteen

Jude stared at what had been an empty storefront in Sylvan. He got out of Mings cart slowly, dazed, giving Joanna a look as she finished sweeping one corner of the boardwalk. Beside her, kneeling under a brand new window with a fancy stained-glass pattern hed obviously just fitted, was Ralph Bellows. When Judes clinic had burned, there had been no sign of his old friend, but fortunately he had not been with the men who had thrown the torches.

Ralph cleared his throat. “Had this window in stock for a dogs age, but no one ever bought it. Figured it would do to replace the broken one here.”
 An apology. Jude shook his head, unable to take it in.
 Next to Ralph, Mrs. Stevenson was also on her hands and knees, leftover soil mounded in a circle around the second of two Grecian urns he remembered having in storage. Shed planted purple asters in both pots. She wiped her hands on her apron and shaded her eyes when she saw him. “Doc Jude.” She nodded. “About time you got back here.”
 Judes wondering gaze moved to faded bunting from the last town celebration that had been adapted to read NEW CLINIC as it hung in an arc above an inverted lucky horseshoe, and there was Judes old rug with faded cabbage roses, somehow also salvaged, the burned ends cut off and rebound at an angle for his patients to wipe their feet.
 The diamond-paned windows sparkled from a fresh application of vinegar and water that stung Judes nose. Through them he could make out the front room, lined with shelves and the supplies that must have come in on the last stage. He recognized a secretaire from the general store, there to serve as a medicine cabinet, with a lock and key.
 “Oh…” He felt tears sting his eyes. His home.
 “Welcome back to town, Doc.” Gabriel leaned against the freshly whitewashed front door, hat low over his eyes, his duster blowing in the wind, his guns prominent. Jude couldnt hold his look, so he turned his attention to his newly rehung shingle.
 “Slightly burned but still serviceable,” Gabriel said in his ear, having moved close while Jude was distracted. His voice was amused, as if he attributed— correctly—such thinking to Jude.
 Jude took an instinctive step back, flushing, and Gabriel stilled; he studied Judes face for a lightning moment and then turned his back, spurs ringing as he strode in the direction of the saloon.
 Jude stood frozen outside his new clinic, with the smell of fresh paint evaporating in the warm air, and watched him.
 Leaning on her broom, Joanna shook her head. “Hes been working on this place night and day for you, Doc. He even did the painting himself.” She put the broom aside and, after a glance at Judes housekeeper and the store owner, continued in an undertone, “You got close to him, didnt you? But now youre back in town…”
 Jude swallowed. “I have to be circumspect, Joanna, or people wont come to me for treatment.” But he couldnt help gazing toward the swinging door of the saloon.
 Gabriel. His man.
 She sighed and looked toward the cart. “How is my son?”
 Grateful for the change in topic, Jude gestured toward where Shen Lei was helping Mouse carefully climb onto the boardwalk. “The swelling has gone down, but Ive asked him not to try talking.”
 “Well, Shen Lei barely says anything himself,” Joanna noted dryly. “So he is an ideal companion.”
 Mouse stumbled, and before he could take another step, Shen Lei swept him into his arms, dark braid swinging an arc over his high damask collar. Jude reached for the door. “Through here,” he said, dazed.
 After hed settled Mouse in a small bedroom with the silent and watchful Shen Lei, Jude found a solitary meal waiting of Mrs. Stevensons stew. The kitchen was strangely like the old one, even the same woodstove and a homespun table made by Charlie Morgan, the town carpenter.
 There was no sound in his new clinic but the scrape of his fork on his plate.

* * *

Early that evening, Jude stood outside, looking up at the stars. It was quiet except for distant piano music coming from the saloon. He pushed down his sleeves, having taken care of a boil for Martin Webster, his first patient since hed returned to town.

Beyond the edge of the boardwalk, there was dust and waving grass and the foothills where Seamus had ridden back to care for the bear until she was ready to be taken up into the mountains.

Jude looked over at the Lucky Dollar. He hardly ever went to the saloon, preferring to read or write in what free time he had. Now…now he put his hands in his pockets and walked toward it.

* * *
 “Much Ado About Nothing,” a familiar voice said. Jude stared at the tall figure in dusty black, his heart thudding as Gabriel lit a cheroot and held his gaze. He was reading a leaflet that had been posted outside the saloon. “Theyll be performing on the second floor of the Lucky Dollar tomorrow evening,” Gabriel continued. “Most cosmopolitan.”

Jude managed a nod. He wanted to go to Gabriel and bury his face against the taller mans neck, feel his arms crush him close, hear him say, “Boy, my boy…”
 He cleared his throat. “We dont have an opera house, so the saloon does double duty on occasion.”
 “And does the towns young doctor ever attend a performance?” Gabriel raised dark brows, considering Jude.
 “Yes. Its not Boston or New Orleans, but it is”—Jude shrugged—“an opportunity to be transported somewhere else, away from dust and harsh winters and losing patients.”
 Gabriel looked at his cheroot. “I sometimes took a companion when I attended a performance in NOrleans.”
 Judes heart gave a solid bang against his throat. “You attended the opera with a…male companion?”
 “Yes,” Gabriel said, taking a deep drag. He stared at Jude, and the moments beat like the tick of Judes heavy gold pocket watch.
 Judes gaze fell to Gabriels lips, and he imagined kissing them, could almost feel it. Something wild and angry flared inside him, like one of the tornadoes that could chew up trees for miles. He moved closer to Gabriel, so that they stood a foot apart. He could smell the other mans bay rum, could see himself reflected in dark eyes. “I would like to see it with you, Gabriel.”
 Gabriel gave a nod and then turned away, walking down the street toward the livery, no doubt to check on his stallion and mule. Seeing that, Judes throat tightened. In the wintertime he would be here in town like always, ensconced in a clinic very like the old one. Perhaps he would coach the boys choir again for the reverend. The holidays would come, and there would be the tree lighting. Hed help some folks and lose others.
 And Gabriel would be gone.

* * *

Jude lay awake in his bed, staring up at the gray shadows moving on the ceiling. Patterns of leaves and trees and endlessly moving grass.
 He rubbed his chest, turned over, reached for his pocket watch.
 Not even four in the morning. He sighed, closing his eyes. Mouse was resting comfortably, and Shen Lei had volunteered to watch over him, leaving Jude with little to do. It was also a remarkably light time for medical cases, although possibly some of his patients were leery of seeing him and displeasing Smith.
 Finally Jude got up, his body aching so that he skimmed a hand over his sex, feeling it hard and pulsing. He was used to turning to Gabriel now, to feeling his lovers lips or hands on him when he was in need. If Gabriel were here, hed be moving between Judes spread legs.
 Jude opened the window, letting in the endless prairie wind. It dried some of the perspiration on his skin, and he leaned out on his elbows, looking at the heavy, hanging moon.
 On the corner of the boardwalk, he made out a dark silhouette. He didnt need the glow of a cheroot to recognize Gabriel sitting on the steps.

* * *

That afternoon, Ming dipped the razor in alcohol after wrapping Judes face in a hot towel. He closed his eyes, savoring the care and holding his anticipation to himself.

Tonight. Tonight hed see the play with Gabriel. Hed sit beside him. It wasnt wise. He didnt care. He couldnt seem to care.
 Hed sit beside him and hed be able to look into his dark eyes and hed smell his bay rum.
 Sighing, Jude watched as Shen Lei put hot irons on his best suit, straightening out the wrinkles. One sleeve looked a little charred from the fire, but it was the best he had for this evening.
 Equally strange was looking across the big washtub and seeing Gabriel dabbing aside soapsuds from his clean-shaven jaw. His shirt had been brushed of dust and a hole in his duster repaired.
 The big man said nothing, but his dimples flashed.

* * *

“What is this?” Freddie Right, one of David Smiths men, stepped onto the boardwalk outside the Lucky Dollar, staring at Jude…and Gabriel.
 “Two men who are here for Shakespeare,” Gabriel said, holding Rights pale gaze. He pushed in front of Jude, and his hand tapped against one of his guns. “„He that hath a beard is more than a youth, and he that hath no beard is less than a man.”
 Jude gripped Gabriels arm. “Dont,” he whispered.
 “What the hell is that?” Right growled. “We dont want the Doc in Sylvan. He meddles too much, and folks like things the way they are.”
 “That is not entirely true,” a soft voice interrupted. Joanna stepped from the saloon, wearing a dress the color of violets and thunderclouds. Jude politely touched the brim of the hat hed brought all the way from Boston as she continued, “Jude is wanted here. This town is growing, and we need a good doctor.”
 “What Smith says goes.” Right turned his back, untying the reins of his horse. “Youll see.”
 “Joanna.” Jude touched his friends arm, hoping to reach her as he had clearly not Gabriel. “You have to stay out of this.”
 Joanna shook her head, her profile cold and fixed like a chilly goddess. “No, Doc, I wont.” She swallowed. “I wanted to help you the night they burned your clinic, but…I am in love with David Smith.” She held his gaze. “But they shot Mouse. They shot my son.”
 Jude watched her return to the saloon. He jumped when a hand touched his shoulder.
 “Gabriel.” He looked at his gunman. Gabriel had cut his hair. His face was smooth for the moment, though he was given to heavy beard growth. He was freshly bathed.
 Gabriels gaze dropped, and color touched his bronzed cheekbones before he looked up again. “Jude, dont worry,” he said, his dark eyes like a touch on Judes face. “Come on; I reserved a table on the second floor.”
 Jude said, “And I ordered champagne.”
 Gabriels eyes widened. “Jude…”
 “Do you…?” Jude swallowed. “That is, you look… You dressed very nicely this evening.”
 Gabriel leaned close so his lips actually brushed Judes ear. “Dont lose that hat in the prairie wind, little one. Id have a hell of a time chasing it down the street.”

* * *

Top hat resting on their table, Jude leaned forward, lips parted, staring toward the opposite balcony where heavy scarlet velvet curtains outlined the makeshift stage. A dusty chandelier partially blocked his view of the players. The saloon was packed; men and even respectable women had come to see the players who had arrived two nights ago by stage.

The piano music tapered off, and the voices hushed when Leonato, Hero, and Beatrice stepped onto the stage, setting the scene in Messina.
 The champagne had gone to Judes head, or maybe it was that sitting next to Gabriel had. He was conscious of the glances from the townspeople in his and Gabriels direction. He sat a good foot from the other man, his heart pounding. He wanted to reach out and touch the back of Gabriels hand.

* * *

“„And when I livd I was your other wife.” Jude repeated the words of the actress softly. Somehow he had moved closer to Gabriel, though they still werent touching, of course.

Gabriel splashed a little more champagne into Judes glass, his dark eyes on his face. “„And when you lovd, you were my other husband.” His voice was deep, the voice he used when he caressed Judes upper back above his midnight blue and black lace corset.

* * *

Gabriel walked him back to the clinic. It was late now and Jude was tired, but he had to fight off the urge to push himself into Gabriels arms. Why did it seem so natural?

“Good night, Jude,” Gabriel said, touching the brim of his hat. “Ill remember sharing tonights performance with you.”
 Jude could picture it: Gabriel sitting at a campfire at the end of a long day of prospecting or herding cattle, whatever he had to do to make his way. And hed be thinking of this night the same as Jude, who would probably capture the memory with his pen. This night, like a rose pressed for remembrance between the pages of one of his poetry books.
 His lips quirked since, as educated as Gabriel was, he was not poetry or roses when they touched. When they touched…
 “Come inside,” Jude whispered, heart pounding.
 Gabriel paused, studying Jude.
 “I know you intend to stay out here all night, watching over the clinic.” Watching over him and Mouse. Jude cleared his throat. “Surely you would enjoy a more…comfortable location along with an amiable companion?”
 “How amiable?” Gabriel challenged.
 The same recklessness that had made him attend tonights performance with Gabriel rose in his blood. He shifted so he stood close to Gabriel, their clothing brushing, his slight body in Gabriels large shadow. “I will be at your service, sir,” Jude said.
 “You are inviting me into your bed?” Gabriel pressed, and Jude swallowed thickly. Soon Gabriel would be gone and there would be no big man to crawl over him, to pound between his open legs.
 “Yes, Gabriel,” Jude said. “My bed and my body.”



Chapter Seventeen

“I shouldnt let you do this,” Gabriel fretted from where he was lying on Judes new bed.
 Poking his head out from behind his dressing screen, Jude raised his brows.
 “Your reputation, Jude. It has to be spotless.” Gabriels face was shadowed from the lamp, moody.
 “And you dont like that because I choose to be with you, Im considered…soiled?” Jude folded his arms.
 “I want to be the one to soil you,” Gabriel said.
 Jude blushed. “Do you think were damned?”
 Gabriel sat up abruptly.
 Jude widened his eyes. “So Im not ruined because of what I let you do to me?”
 “You want it.”
 “Why, yes.” Jude nodded and went back to his preparations. He thought hed headed Gabriel off. When theyd first met, yes, hed thought it was wrong, but that was before hed experienced Gabriels thickness inside him. Sex wasnt easy or pretty, but he wanted it. The splash of Gabriels cum on his lips as he peeled back his lovers foreskin and milked his taste, listening to his breath stutter, feeling his hands in his hair, encouraging his little cocksucker, his boy who was so good to him.
 “I dont know how Im going to live without him,” Jude whispered to himself. He took a deep breath, fighting off the leaden feeling that suddenly weighed on him.
 “Jude?” Gabriel was right behind the screen. “What are you doing?”
 Jude reached for his last accessory. “I want you to remember me.” He squeezed his eyes shut, part of him wanting to remain hidden.
 “Jude, how could I—” Gabriel had walked around the screen, and he stilled, staring.
 Jude ran a nervous hand over his lips, freshly rouged. The color had looked stark in the mirror, but then hed pictured how hed look sucking Gabriels cock.
 “Damnation!”
 Jude swallowed hard but forced himself to turn in a circle, knowing Gabriel liked to look at him.
 A warm, calloused hand cupped his rear end, and Jude wilted against Gabriel, staring at the mirror hed deliberately hung so he could watch himself with his lover.
 Gabriel pulled him close so his back rested against Gabriels chest. He reached up and flicked a single jet ear bob Jude had attached to his left earlobe on impulse.
 “Pretty,” Gabriel whispered. “Delicate.” He kissed the side of Judes neck, his jaw still clean shaven. Jude shivered. He was used to wearing pink marks on his body from Gabriels whiskers.
 Judes breathing picked up as Gabriel explored him, stroking up to his nipples, pinching them so they were hard stars, pointing needily toward Gabriels fingers.
 His cock jutted out now, hard and slender. Gabriel touched him there, and he whimpered.
 “Hmmm, well have to do something about that.” Gabriel let him go and returned to the bed, opening a leather bag full of his necessities. He pulled out some silk cording, along with the oil hed used previously when theyd had congress.
 “Come here, boy,” he ordered.
 Jude complied, almost feeling the crack of Gabriels hand on his ass.
 Gabriel cocked his head at Judes impudent erection. “We need to fix this. Push it closer so I can see to it.”
 Judes sex brushed the back of Gabriels hand. Gabriel took it firmly and wrapped it and his balls in the silk twine.
 “Uh…” Jude looked down, seeing that his body was constricted somehow.
 Gabriel slapped his hip. “So you dont come too soon.”

* * *

A little while later, Jude opened the back door of his new clinic and the endless wind caught in his hair, touched his face. Gabriel brushed him aside and walked outside first. He looked over his shoulder at Jude, and his face was almost stern in the sepia light. Jude felt his silent question.

He licked his lips and reached for his lovers hand. Behind them on the second floor, a lamp was burning in Mouses room as Shen Lei watched over him.
 Jude looked back a moment, feeling a tug, but then he followed Gabriel into the night.

* * *

A mile out of town, the moon was half concealed by silver clouds. The air was cool against Judes face and legs where they were bare of covering. He looked around, seeing the empty landscape through new eyes. This was not the familiar tall grass, but a midnight garden to share with his lover.

“Let the coat drop now,” Gabriel directed, and Jude let Gabriels slicker fall, revealing his nude body to Gabriels dark eyes. He was conscious of his aching sex. Gabriel reached for it, stroking Judes confined cock and balls.

Jude took his hand and kissed the back of it, the wiggly veins that stood out, the battered and scarred flesh, the sunburned moles.
 Gabriel made an approving sound and then tugged Judes wrist, leading him as he would his horse. Navigating carefully in his boots over the white, cratered ground, Jude followed silently until they arrived at a small stream surrounded by willow trees.
 Jude recognized it as a favorite picnic place among the townspeople. He remembered coming here, throwing out a blanket. Now he was led here by desire, his hard cock wobbling between his legs.
 Gabriel turned his back on Jude, ignoring him as he made a fire. He produced a tin cup and coffee from his coat pocket, filling it with water and heating it on the coals as Jude waited and watched.
 As the coffee was heating, Gabriel stood, removed his gun belt, and opened his denim trousers. His cock fell out, thick as a hefty tree branch. He walked over to Jude and pressed him down to the ground.
 “Wear this for me,” Gabriel rasped. He uncoiled a slender rope from around his belt, forming a loose loop that he lifted over Judes neck.
 Jude stared at him.
 Tugging gently on the rope, Gabriel pulled him closer. His warm, dry lips brushed against Judes, and Jude whimpered.
 “Now, Jude…”
 Knowing what Gabriel needed, Jude licked Gabriels tongue one last time and then shifted to his hands and knees. The tether around his neck excited him. He looked back over his shoulder to see it held in Gabriels fist. Jude moaned when Gabriel inserted oily fingers into his opening. He was brisk, businesslike, but Jude felt his excitement.
 Without further delay, he mounted Jude and thrust heavily inside, and Jude huffed out a breath, his back arching.
 “Jude, what are you imagining?” Gabriel whispered, upright behind Judes raised ass. He ran playful fingers down his spine even as he thrust in and out.
 “This time I am a young Saxon noble of some sort,” Jude said. “And you are a Norman warrior who has taken me captive for your use.”
 “Yes.” Gabriel hand ran over his back as if enjoying his subservience. “I knew as soon as I rode you down on my horse, put my rope around you, that Id have you. I dragged you into the woods and opened you, and when you took my cock, you wanted it.”
 “I shouldnt; youre my enemy.” Jude groaned when Gabriel lifted him so he was sitting on the edge of his lap. His sex went deep, splitting Jude wider than ever before. He breathed around the pain-pleasure of it.
 Gabriel tugged the rope. “Do you want to come?” His other hand moved down to play with Judes confined cock, and Jude shuddered.
 “Please, sir.”
 “Ill consider it.” Gabriel pressed up on a slow beat, their bodies wet where they crushed together. “Do you feel a whore, full of me?”
 “Yes,” Jude hissed, needing this. His body was stretched, receiving. He was Gabriels vessel, filled with him, used by him.
 Gabriel lifted Jude off him, and Jude groaned. The rope fell to the ground as he caught the rustle of Gabriels clothing and felt his lovers warm thighs between the back of his legs. He looked over his shoulder to see Gabriel was nude, his cock heavy and glistening between his legs. Jude shifted, making another needy sound. “Gabriel.”
 As if knowing what he wanted, Gabriel tugged his leather belt free of his clothing. “Jude?”
 Jude lifted his ass, and Gabriel smacked it with his belt. “You accept this from me?” Gabriel was panting now that Judes ass was striped.
 “Yes.”
 Very deliberately, Gabriel pushed Judes face into the dirt, rubbing it in. Jude held his position, listening to the slick sounds of Gabriel touching himself, and then hot cum splashed his ass and back.

* * *

Much later, Jude was tethered to the tree with his legs spread wide, still wearing the little silk cords around his sex.
 Gabriel was lying between his thighs, licking and sucking softly at his cock.
 “Please, oh, please, sir.”
 Gabriel thrust two fingers into Jude. He swallowed his cock deep, pulling on it hard.
 Jude screamed, his hands clenching into the dirt. His balls were rock hard against his body.
 Gabriel used his teeth to worry at the ties that bound Jude.
 “Please, sir, God.”
 Biting delicately, licking where he was most sensitive, spearing his well-used opening, and then the binding was gone and Gabriel took him in his mouth, deep, and Jude shouted again, hands in Gabriels long hair, wild, coming, coming so long, filling Gabriels mouth.
 He collapsed against the willow tree, panting, smiling, as Gabriel freed him from the rope. “I do enjoy our games, Mr. Fontenot,” he said.
 Gabriel pillowed his head against Judes open thigh. “Little one.”
 Jude stroked the old whip scars on Gabriels upper back. After a moment, he moved his body down so he could put his lips against the carved O on Gabriels hip. He mouthed it, sleepy, and Gabriel allowed it.



Chapter Eighteen

Mouse woke, sweaty, panting. After a moment, the new paint smell, the soft breathing coming from Shen Lei coalesced into his world. He was in Doc Judes new clinic. The air was still cool, so it was night.

The bedroom contained only the bed and one dresser that Shen Lei had taken the time to let him examine with his hands, as well as the chair where Shen Lei was sitting. Remembering his map of the room, Mouse got out of bed and went to the window. It was open, and the breeze made him shiver in his nightshirt.

“William?” Shen Lei called. He was the only one who ever used Mouses real name. “What is it?”
 Mouse shook his head. “Something.”

* * *

Joanna knew the look and feel of trouble. Once trouble had excited her. Trouble meant men. Trouble meant danger. Shed run away from her affluent and safe Boston life rather than be married to some old man. The irony, of course, was how many old men shed gone on to service in a hundred dusty towns.

But it had always been on her terms.
 She would have moved on from Sylvan except for one thing: she had a child here, Mouse. She stayed even though Doc Jude took much better care of him than she ever could.
 David Smith yanked her from the floor of her bedroom. Her silk gown fell off one shoulder, and she remembered how it used to arouse him, that hint of flesh. He put a gentle hand on the lump of a bruise. “You chose the wrong side.”
 “David…” Usually she could reason with him, but hed come to her fresh from the opium tent.

* * *

Back in his bedroom at the clinic, Jude took a deep breath. If he could find his courage, he could ask Gabriel. His fingers shook as he closed the door softly behind them. “In medical school, I was infatuated with a male patient. It was completely inappropriate.”
 “Oh?” Gabriel nuzzled him, sexually sated, rubbing his forehead against Judes. “We have established that under that prim exterior, you are a lusty fellow.” “He let other men possess him, and I told myself it was wrong.” Jude rubbed
 the back of his neck until Gabriels hand took over the action, easing the tension. “I
 wanted him.”
 “Did you ever tell him?”
 Jude shook his head. “Im not as brave as you are.” He looked into Gabriels
 eyes. Licked his lips. “Gabriel…”
 “Not brave?” Gabriel raised a brow. He cupped Judes cheek, his fingers
 stuttering over skin, the slight rasp of beard, the sad shape of Judes mouth. “If you
 could do anything right now, what would that be, Doc?” he invited gently. Ask you to stay. Jude shook his head, slowly unbuttoning Gabriels shirt,
 pushing it from broad shoulders. “Still too thin.”
 Olive skin. Small brown nipples. The shadows of lean muscle, pliable,
 vulnerable flesh. Gabriel cupped Judes head gently in his calloused hands, bringing
 him to his chest.
 Jude opened his lips against that warm skin. “You are beautiful.” Gabriels head fell back as Jude plied him with his lips. Touching, tasting
 Gabriels nipples until they were sharp points of need.
 Gabriel was on his back now on Judes bed. Jude dug his fingers into his
 shoulders, kneading the flesh. “I wonder if youd consider…” He cleared his throat, 
 heart pounding. “That is, there is always work in Sylvan. Carpentry and…and
 painting. You have demonstrated an aptitude for it.”
 A sudden smile bloomed on Gabriels lips. “Painting? Doc…”
 “Doc Jude!” Mouse, pounding on Judes bedroom door.

* * *

Gabriel fitted shells into his shotgun as he stepped out of the clinic. His black coat swirled around him in the dust. He saw that even the stars were obscured.
 “Where?” he asked.
 “They got her behind the saloon. I think…they hurt her,” Mouse said.
 Gabriel nodded. His jaw tightened when the door was flung open behind him and Jude came out, shrugging into a coat.
 “I told you Id handle it,” Gabriel said, turning to glare.
 “Mouse said there were four of them, including Smith. Four.”
 “Who else in this town will stand up for a whore?” Gabriel asked. He rested the shotgun on his shoulder. “You know I have to go, Jude.”
 “Yes,” Jude said. “Im going with you.”
 Gabriel held his gaze and then pushed open his coat, revealing one of his polished Colts. He handed it butt first to Jude. “Dont take it if you arent willing to use it,” he warned.

* * *

Mouse and Shen Lei and Seamus trailed behind them as they walked down the boardwalk.
 Judes heart was beating in his throat. What was he doing? But there was no choice. Joanna. Shed been one of his first friends in Sylvan, along with Ming.
 He glanced at Gabriel, seeing perspiration sparkling on his cheeks and forehead, but his eyes were calm, his hands holding the shotgun purposefully.
 “Doc Jude!” Ming ran out into the street, his hair down his back and not in a neat braid. “What are you doing?”
 “Smith has Joanna,” Jude said. He gripped the gun tighter. It felt unfamiliar and heavy.
 “I will come with you.”
 “Of course you will,” Gabriel said, looking over his shoulder at Shen Lei and Mouse, at his old servant, Seamus, who held his gaze defiantly, at Wally Steen and Ralph Bellows and Marcia Anderson, the town baker now her husband had passed on, and Hamilton Knowles, the telegraph operator. “Maybe we should have posted leaflets.”

* * *

“Keep a few feet from me so they dont get us both if they open up. And let me do the talking,” Gabriel instructed Jude. “If you have to shoot, do it more than once. It takes more than one bullet to put a man down unless you know what you are aiming at. Hitting him once is just apt to make him angry.”

Jude nodded, listening carefully. His hands were still shaking.
 “Jude…” Gabriel paused, looking at him. Very gently, “Ill never be a painter.” Jude swallowed. “No.”
 “If it goes to shit, get clear.”

* * *

Jude followed on Gabriels heels as they rounded the last building. Time seemed to stretch like heated molasses as they stepped off the boardwalk and into the street. The wind swirled past, and the first light of dawn was bleeding into the horizon.

Smith and two other men were standing over Joannas prone body. Only her hair moved in the breeze.
 “Oh, its you,” Freddie Right crowed, recognizing Gabriel. “Good idea bringing the doc to patch you up, huh?”
 Gabriel raised the shotgun and shot Right in the leg. The gunman went down with a cry of pain, holding his thigh.
 The sound echoed like the thunder of God through the narrow street. Mack Swanson, Rights partner, went for his gun but never cleared leather.
 Gabriel shot his hand.
 He howled. “Goddamn you.”
 Jude stood frozen, as shocked as Smiths men by Gabriels ruthlessness and speed.
 “You didnt even warn us.” Smith spit. “What the hell is that?”
 Gabriel tossed the shotgun aside. He strode right up to Smith, whose gun wavered and then dropped as he held Gabriels eyes. “This fair?”
 “Jesus Christ.” Smith swore.
 “Drop your gun belt. Hands up,” Gabriel ordered.
 Smith obeyed, and only then did Gabriel seem to relax slightly. Ming and Shen Lei and Mouse ran to Joanna, who was sitting up, shaking her head. “Shes all right,” Ming called.
 “Look out!” Mouse yelled.
 Jude caught the whine of a shot, and then dust and rock exploded at Gabriels feet. On the rooftop opposite, a man was firing his rifle.
 Gabriel rolled, reaching desperately for the fallen shotgun.
 Jude watched as he grabbed it and lifted it smoothly. It spit fire, and the rifleman fell. In the same instant, David Smith dived for his gun belt and yanked out his Colt, leveling it at Gabriel.
 Another shot rang out, and Smith clutched his arm, but he still gripped his gun, face twisted.
 Judes hand shook. He couldnt do it again. He couldnt shoot Smith.
 Gabriel snatched his pistol and fired, holding Smiths gaze.
 “Damn you!” Smith yelled. But he didnt drop his gun. Why didnt he drop his gun? It wavered, but he raised it…
 Gabriel fired again, and a black hole erupted in Smiths forehead. He looked surprised as he collapsed, hand still twitching on his gun belt.
 Jude could hear the wind in the grass again.
 Gabriel looked down expressionlessly at the man hed killed and then at Jude.
 Judes gaze locked with Gabriels.
 Gabriel walked to him, saying gently, “Itll be all right now, Jude.”
 Unable to speak, Jude nodded.
 In a daze, he saw Ming carrying Joanna toward him. “Its just a bruise, Doc,” Joanna whispered. She reached for Mouses hand. He examined the lump on her cheek with exploring fingers.
 Ralph was kneeling beside Smith. “Nice shot to his arm. Shoulda stopped him. Guess the only one who will feel bad is Eli, but who knows. Even his old man didnt seem to like him.” He looked at Jude. “Never knew you could shoot so well, Doc.”
 Jude grimaced, deciding not to mention hed been firing a warning shot. He didnt want to take a closer look.
 “None of the rest of them are dead, cept the man who fell off the roof and Smith,” Wally Steen said with disgust. “Guess we better fix them up and wire the marshal.”

* * *

The sun was high and burning on the street later that morning. Jude had seen to everyone, and now he was contemplating a hot bath and sleep when he saw Gabriel leading his stallion and mule, coat stirring in the wind in a familiar way, hat pulled down low over his dark eyes.
 Jude stared, a foot between them. “God bless you,” Gabriel whispered. He mounted his horse, dark eyes clinging to Judes face.
 “Doc…” Mouse gripped his arm as he watched Gabriel riding away. “You love him.”
 “Yes,” Jude said. A few townspeople looked in his direction at his word, but they didnt seem surprised.
 Jude looked at Mouse, face working. “Mouse, oh, Mouse.”
 Mouse was in his arms, and Jude squeezed his eyes shut.
 “Dont worry, Doc. Seamus said Gabriel told him to stay in the clinic and watch over us, so I wont be alone. And Ming can handle the injured men until the judge and marshal arrive.”
 Jude swallowed thickly. “I hope to visit you at that special school.” Jude guessed Eli Smith would pay for it if he wasnt in town to make the arrangements for Mouse.
 Ming appeared from the dark shadows of the livery, leading Judes horse, and Judes chest constricted. His friends. His friends and family who knew him so well, better even than himself. Jude took the reins. “Ill try to come back once a month to see my patients.”
 Ming nodded, stepping back as Jude mounted his horse. His doctors bag hung on its familiar perch, and his saddlebags were full. Ming had probably included his famous corn bread. He looked at Joanna and Seamus and Ralph and Ming, Shen Lei…and Mouse.

* * *

“Is Doc Jude gone?” Mouse finally asked. “I cant hear him no more.” “Yes, Mouse,” Joanna answered, putting an arm around him.
 Mouses head fell. He caught Shen Leis familiar scent of freshly crushed sage.

The older boy squeezed Mouses shoulder, saying, “Hell be back in a month; you know that Doc Jude always keeps his word. Will you go to that school back East like he wanted?”

“Yeah, I know hell be back.” Mouse shook his head. “I dont know about the school.”
 “Theres no rush, Mouse,” Joanna said. “But if you go, I want to go with you.”
 “Me too,” Shen Lei said.
 “The whole town cant come,” Mouse said. He could smile after all.
 “Why not?” Shen Lei asked.

* * *

The sun was lower now, hitting the tall grass and creating a burnished yellow glow as if lighting his way. He knew where to find Gabriel, where he would be going. Theyd stay at the cabin until it was time to take the bear up to the mountains. Then…then he had no idea, but the wind against his face stirred something wild inside him, just like always. Judes horse knew the familiar path, and the beast splashed water as they forded a stream and crossed the meadow to the cabin.

The door flung open and Gabriel stood there, bare-chested, hair tousled, as if hed been washing at the basin when Jude rode up.
 “Jude.” He looked like he couldnt believe what he was seeing, like hed never imagined hed be enough to make Jude take this path.
 Jude climbed down from his horse, closed his eyes as Gabriel caught him up and crushed him close. “It will be all right,” Jude said. Gabriel knew how to wash sheep and paint houses and prospect, and Jude could make some money doctoring— and theyd be together.
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