
        
            
                
            
        

    Happy holidays to all my readers who buy my books. Thank you. —Jan
 There are no unimportant acts of kindness. 
 —Anonymous 

Chapter One
 “FREAK!” Jeremy shoved Samuel into the gulley between the unpaved country road and a stand of birch trees. 
 Samuel didn’t know what else to do, so he got back on his feet, feeling something raw on one knee. He blinked at the other eight-year-old boys from Sylvan’s country school who had followed him.
 “Nothing to say, freak?” Jeremy asked him, raising dark brows. He’d asked the same thing when Samuel had brought Mrs. Henderson the basket of eggs to school this morning. 
 Samuel’s eyes went from one hostile gaze to another. He swallowed and then shook his head.
 “Can’t talk, can’t talk,” Andy, Jeremy’s friend chanted. “Freak can’t talk!”
 Jeremy pushed him again, but this time Samuel didn’t fall. He stood his ground.
 “Fucktard!” Jeremy and Andy and the rest pushed him into the trench, pounding and kicking him until he was on his knees, covering his head. “Eat this!” He smelled it before they smeared it on him, rotted droppings from the side of the road.
 “Hey, what the fuck!” The voice of a warrior. Samuel blinked up through the crud attached to his face to see the tall cowboy called Happy get down from his saddle. Samuel’s belly clenched and his face heated. He pulled into himself like a small sparrow.
 The other boys scattered, running down the road, looking back over their shoulders, high, excited voices, leaving Samuel alone with Happy, who took off his cowboy hat and swiped a hand over his sweat-damp brow. Above, the sky was a blue bowl over tall bleached grass, making Samuel feel even smaller.
 “Aw, they picked on you, huh?” Happy said, his eyes reminding Samuel of gray smoke, fixed on his face. Samuel dropped his head, not wanting to meet those eyes.
 Happy frightened him.
 He was loud. He laughed and smiled. He liked music. He danced sometimes, all on his own.
 Despite the stink of the stuff clinging to him, Happy didn’t hesitate in offering his hand to Samuel. Samuel stared at it, the stiff work glove loose along rangy bones, the dark hairs on the back of Happy’s forearms.
 When he didn’t take it, it didn’t fall aside—Happy’s hand still outstretched, waiting—

Samuel let Happy help him from the ground, avoiding his eyes as the big man knelt beside him, cocking his head. “Sam,” he murmured, and his voice wasn’t too loud this time, but sad and soft, like a quilt he wanted to wrap around Samuel. Hearing it, Samuel’s throat tightened. “Poor little soldier.”
 Samuel could smell himself. Smell the horseshit on his face, his clothes.  
 “Let’s get you back to the ranch,” Happy said. “Your Papa will worry if you’re late getting home.” 
 Samuel shook his head, not wanting…. Happy raised dark brows. “You don’t want him to see you like this?” Happy chewed his bottom lip. “Okay, kid. There’s a sun shower we can use on the way home at the doc’s place to get you cleaned up. Have you met Morgan yet? He has a girl just a little younger than you are called Jessica.”

Happy took off his glove and gripped Samuel’s dirty hand. He didn’t seem to care about the stink. “Sam,” he whispered. “Sam, kid, it’ll get better, you’ll see.”

S
AMUEL almost forgot about the shit stuck to his skin as he sat at the front of Happy’s saddle. Happy let the big Appaloosa walk, clip-clopping down a winding pebbled road to the homestead Samuel could make out ahead. There were patches of snow on the ground and the puddles were iced over, cracked where traffic had impacted them. Despite that, the day felt warm, dusty, with the Indian summer hanging on into early December. 

Samuel’s lips curved, and he let himself lean back against Happy. He liked being up on the horse. He liked the sun on his face and the way Happy wasn’t hurrying to get him home.

When they reached a brand-new-looking barn, a blond man came out. He was as tall as Happy with slender hips and bright blue eyes. He smiled, looking at Samuel, who hunched down, making himself small again.

“Luke,” Happy said, swinging down easily from the saddle. He reached out for Samuel, lifting him free and back to the hard-packed dirt. “This is Sam.”

Luke tipped his cowboy hat back on his head, his strawcolored hair matted by sweat to his face. “Sam.” He offered his hand. Didn’t he smell Samuel?

Samuel rubbed his hand over his dark trousers and then took Luke’s big callused palm, shaking it. Luke looked straight into his eyes, not smiling. “Nice to meet a friend of Happy’s,” Luke said. When Samuel didn’t say anything his gaze lifted to Happy’s.
 “Kid doesn’t talk, Luke,” Happy said. “Not since he and his Papa showed up on the ranch, leastways.” “Okay,” Luke said, as if it didn’t matter. “Let me guess, you’re here to hog my sun shower? I swear, Happy, you never leave any water for me and Morgan.”

Happy coughed and Luke colored. “Uh. Well, it’s around back. Help yourself. If Sam needs anything, like bandaging or some clothes, bring him to the kitchen. Hell, do it anyway. Jessica made cupcakes.” Now Luke smiled, his eyes like pieces of the sky above.

“Cupcakes!” Happy tied his horse to the side of the corral and then put a hand on Samuel’s shoulder, guiding him toward the back of the barn. “We’ll be there, though I gotta get the boy home soon. Don’t want his Papa to worry.”

“See you then.” Luke strode away with a wave, smacking his work gloves against his thigh.
HAPPY handed him soap that smelled strong, like the herbs his Papa tended, and then stood back, pulling on a leather cord. Water fell, warm water, and Samuel lifted his head. 
 He was smiling when Happy handed him a towel. 
 “CUPCAKES,” Happy said as he lifted Samuel into the saddle again. “You sure you never had them before?” Samuel shook his head. He had one gripped in his hand, a perfect one with sprinkles. The little girl with blond hair and blue eyes had given it to him before she’d hidden behind one of her tall fathers.

“You’re going to love them,” Happy said. He spoke to the horse, and they set off at a trot. After a moment, Happy asked, “Want to go faster?”

Samuel nodded vehemently and Happy gave a little laugh, kicking the horse to greater speed. Somehow Samuel held carefully to his treat as they thundered down the road toward the Rocking M Ranch where Happy and his Papa worked. The wind feathered through his hair.
 “SAMUEL!” His Papa was standing outside the kitchen where he cooked for the hands. He walked over to Happy, still on horseback, and took Samuel from him, lifting him from the saddle.
 “Aaron, Sam had a little trouble. I hope you don’t mind, but there were cupcakes after I got him cleaned up.” “Trouble, Nathaniel?” Papa asked. He was the only one to call Happy by that name. Happy climbed down from the horse, standing with the reins in his hands, shifting his feet as he held Papa’s eyes. “Yessir, some kids from the school.”
 Papa lifted Samuel’s face gently. “You’re going to be colorful,” he said. 
 Samuel nodded. 
 “The kid is real brave,” Happy said. “I guess your people… I guess you grew up with the whole pacifism thing.” Papa stared at him a moment, like he did some mornings when Happy came by to eat. Happy was too restless to do it inside so Papa filled a plate for him and the cowboy stood under a tree, eating quietly.
 “Thank you for bringing him back to me, Nathaniel.” Happy pulled a face. “Nate. If you don’t want to call me the other name, that’s fine, hell, I don’t care, but I’m Nate, Aaron.” He held Papa’s dark eyes before taking a step back, bumping into his horse. “Ah, I better go.”

Papa nodded, pulling Samuel to him. Samuel felt himself calming, like a leaf settling into place when he felt his father’s broad strong hands on his shoulders.

A
ARON  KING pulled the quilt higher around his son as Samuel settled into the single bunk that had come with the cabin. He stroked a hand down Samuel’s swelling cheek before getting to his feet, stepping from the room, turning out the light, and leaving only Mickey Mouse to beam from near the floor, the night light that Aaron had bought for his son.

“Good night, Samuel,” he whispered. He knew his son wouldn’t answer. He bowed his head, feeling something seethe like dragon’s breath under his breast bone. He was supposed to have faith that Samuel would recover. Faith!

Alone in the great room, Aaron felt familiar restlessness rise. He was used to evenings spent with the company of his father, his brothers. Now there was only this empty cabin, where many people had lived. A yellowed plastic clock ticked from the stone mantle, counting the hours until Aaron would serve food to the cowboys again, until he’d see Nathaniel and maybe exchange a handful of words. So far, the young cowboy was the only one to talk to Aaron.

Needing to breathe fresh air and stand under the stars, Aaron left the cottage, leaving the door open behind him. It was crisp outside, the water that had melted during the heat of the day freezing into icicles that clung to the edge of the roof like silvered teeth. Aaron reached up and broke one off, holding it in his palm. 
 “When I was a kid, I used to like to break those off and chew on them,” said a familiar voice. Nathaniel. He stood in the dark of the bending trees, holding a tin cup in one hand.
 Aaron’s heart picked up. “Me too,” he said.
 Nathaniel stepped into the light from the porch, slim hips swaying, boots clomping. He took his hat off and placed it on the bench, his dark hair mussed around his face, stubble on his jaw. His smoky quartz eyes latched onto Aaron’s.
 “Some nights seem longer than others.”
 Aaron grunted an agreement. He nodded to Nathaniel’s cup. “Coffee so late will make it hard for you to sleep.”

Nathaniel shrugged. “I had a date. I’m just winding down.” He sat on the bench and let the air out of his lungs in a long sigh, as if it was the first time he’d sat down all day. Aaron could believe that since Nathaniel Jefferson seemed always to be in motion, smiling, joking, even dancing, swinging those hips from side to side. He was like an unbroken colt, free-spirited. He attracted the eye so that sometimes Aaron would catch himself watching him, fascinated.

“Is she someone who lives nearby?” Aaron asked. This was something he could navigate in the strange outside world he’d been forced to embrace, talk of courting. He would never marry again,  never,  but Nathaniel was so remarkable that it made Aaron wonder what kind of woman would appeal to him. Would she be quiet and content to let him sparkle the way he did, or was she like him?
 “He’s a guy I met at a rodeo a while back named Sean. He’s a really good rider,” Nathaniel said. Aaron’s breath caught in his chest. He didn’t look at Nathaniel, heat rising in his face.
 Nathaniel finally made a soft sound, as if disgusted with himself. “Night, Aaron,” he said, retrieving his hat and getting up to leave.
 Heart thudding, Aaron listened to Nathaniel’s boots crunch on the gravel. He parted his lips, trying to think of something to say.
Nate, he ached to call him that. The name sounded simple, clean, like the man. 
 Instead he walked out from the cabin onto the middle of the darkened path as Nate returned to the bunkhouse, never once looking back to where Aaron watched him.



Chapter Two

O
N MONDAY, Nathaniel danced in the dust outside Aaron’s cabin, his boots kicking up little tufts of dirty air that hung suspended, as if lazy in the morning heat.

It all began as Aaron dished out pancakes, something that he’d learned to make from a mix to which he added only water. He still wasn’t sure just what was in this mix. Everything seemed like a chemical, making him uncomfortable with the result. He couldn’t help but think what his wife, Anna, would have thought of it, but then if she were still alive, he wouldn’t be here.

The hands he fed thanked him, their eyes touching on his face, his shaggy beard and suspenders and homespun clothing and then darting away. Aaron didn’t know what to say to them; they were like Happy Nathaniel, speedy hand gestures, laughter. He knew they thought he was strange, quaint. He should not feel pride, but pride locked up his words.

Only Nathaniel had ever treated him as if he were just like anyone else on the Rocking M Ranch, his eyes alight like the water in nearby Sylvan Lake sparkling under sunlight. But now he barely looked at Aaron, and Aaron felt like a closed-up house, truly stuck inside now, his fault. “How was your date, playboy?” Albert asked Nathaniel when they stood next in line. Aaron’s hand jerked as he handed a plate of bacon and pancakes to Nathaniel’s friend. Albert’s and Nathaniel’s eyes flashed to him, and Aaron reddened, dropping his gaze.
 “Fine,” Nathaniel snapped off, but his tone said more. It said, not here, not in front of him; he doesn’t get it.
Nathaniel had never sounded like that before. Always before he included Aaron, even taking the time to explain things like movies Aaron had never seen. Aaron’s throat tightened, but he silently poured out coffee, remembering who liked it with sugar, who with cream, who plain.

The work was a comfort at least. He had the work still, the rhythm of being useful. He thought of that when he handed out Albert’s cup and his hand somehow collided with Nathaniel’s. 
 Coffee spilled all over Nathaniel, and he gave a soft cry of pain. “No!” Aaron said, grabbing a cloth, standing there with it in his hand. He stood frozen. Should he hand it to Nathaniel rather than touch him? What was proper? “No, I didn’t mean to—”

“Save it,” Nathaniel said, eyes heavy with some kind of cynicism Aaron could not begin to understand or relate to. 
 “Ouch, you okay?” Albert asked, ignoring Aaron, who stood there like a stupid, big mountain, watching, wanting to say… wanting to—
 Nathaniel took the cloth, giving a wry twist of his lips. “Fine. Good thing I’m wearing blue today; stains won’t show up as much, huh?”
 Albert rolled his eyes. “You are hardly going to meet any hot men mending fences.”
 “Au contraire, my friend, there are hot men all over this ranch,” Nathaniel teased. Just then his smoky quartz gaze caught on Aaron’s before he dropped it just as quickly.
 Albert shrugged. “Sheila and I went to the diner for meatloaf. She wanted me to talk about my feelings and shit again. I think you’re lucky, sticking with guys.”
 Albert and Nathaniel were almost at the door of Aaron’s kitchen now. Aaron watched Nathaniel reach out and rub some of the basil between his fingers that Aaron had planted for a window garden. Aaron had noticed he did it every morning, as if he liked the pungent scent.
 “I am sorry,” Aaron boomed.
 All the hands froze at the sound of his loudness, and Aaron swallowed, feeling eyes on him.
 Nathaniel had been saying something to his friend, his lips still stretched in a smile. He had smiled just two days before like that at Aaron. He turned his head and his gaze again collided with Aaron’s.
 “I am sorry,” Aaron repeated in a softer voice.
 Nathaniel frowned, as if he were trying to make something out. He gave a stiff little nod and then he stepped outside, leaving Aaron and his kitchen.

H
E WAS wiping up the kitchen table, long maple planks scored like a picnic table with dents and carved initials when a shadow fell at the door. He looked up and there stood Nathaniel, his hands full of dishes. He used to return them, but just lately, no, he hadn’t done that.
 He hesitated and Aaron went to him, taking the dirty plates. “I can scrape out the stuff for your, uh, recycling.” Aaron blinked. “Recycling?”
 “The stuff you put on that heap of earth in the vegetable
 garden,” Nathaniel said. 
 “Oh, that is a compost heap. Next year I will scatter it on the garden,” Aaron said. “Better tasting vegetables.” “That’s hard to believe. Your tomatoes are really great.” Aaron dropped his gaze, basking a little now. He knew he shouldn’t, but he liked that Nathaniel had noticed the superior quality of the stock he grew. He hadn’t even been there a full year yet since he’d hired on at the ranch in February.

“The pail is under the counter,” he said, even though it was unnecessary since they’d done this before. He stacked the plates by the sink but then paused to watch Nathaniel as he began the chore. He was so easy to watch, the easy swing of his hips as he dipped to drop leavings in the pail and the way his chaps seemed to emphasize where he was a man.
 Nathaniel looked over his shoulder at Aaron and then huffed out a breath. “Okay, are you homophobic?” Aaron blinked. It sounded like one of the ingredients in the mix he disapproved of. “I don’t like chemicals,” he said. Nathaniel’s too-serious face cracked into a smile. “Oh, Aaron. Do I even ask?”
 Aaron guessed this was one of the things he didn’t understand. He had picked up as much as he could, but it was a like a quilt with gaps in the sewing. “I don’t like that you stay away now,” he said. He cleared his throat. “Samuel misses you.”
 Nathaniel held Aaron’s gaze, the other man for once not dancing, or talking and smiling. He contemplated.
 Familiar with thinking time, Aaron felt his muscles relax. 
 “You may not know much about the outside world, but you’re a confident man; it’s sexy.”
 Aaron blinked. “I am… sexy?”
 Now Nathaniel smiled again. “Yep.” He winked, as if encouraging Aaron not to take him too seriously. 
 “Why did your friend call you a playboy?”
 “Do you know what it means?”
 “Yes.” Aaron was short. He wasn’t stupid. They had all rented a movie with James Bond and watched it in the bunkhouse. From this, Aaron understood what a playboy was.
 “I, uh, date a lot of guys,” Nathaniel said. 
 “Taste a lot of flowers,” Aaron said.
 Nathaniel blinked and then he grinned. “Yeah.”
 Nathaniel returned to his scraping. Silence hung between them, but now Aaron didn’t feel like he was inside the locked-up house. He felt content to listen or to let it be.
 “Can I ask you something?” Nathaniel’s eyes were a thundercloud gray now and somehow Aaron knew what he would ask.
 “Samuel,” he said.
 “Yeah. He…. Can he talk?” 
 “When I left my community, I took him to a specialist,” Aaron said. “He can speak.” 
 Nathaniel finished up and rinsed out the plates before turning to face Aaron, crossing his arms. “Why doesn’t he?” “It is not something I like to think of,” Aaron admitted. “You’re sad,” Nathaniel said softly. “You and your son have the saddest eyes.” 
 “Samuel liked his horseback ride.” Now Nathaniel’s eyes lightened, as Aaron hoped they would. He liked the Nathaniel who danced and laughed. 
 “Yeah, your boy is really horse crazy. I’ll be sure to take him for another ride if you don’t mind. I know you’re protective of him.”
 Aaron didn’t know what to say to that. He was Samuel’s father.

“And yet you let him go back to that school.” Nathaniel chewed his lip. “Did you speak to the teacher about those bullies?”

Aaron shook his head.
 “Why not?” Now Nathaniel sounded annoyed again. “Samuel…. He must live in the world.”

Nathaniel gusted out a disgusted sigh, and his hands shifted from his belt to his thighs, restless. If he touched him, Aaron almost thought he’d catch a spark of electrical current. “You can talk to someone. He doesn’t have to go through shit.”
 Aaron returned to cleaning up after the meal. “Aaron, listen, I know your people… whatever, I figure they are pacifists, right?” 
 “Yes, they are.” Aaron wasn’t sure anymore who he was. “But that kid is hurting so bad….” Nathaniel walked to him, snagging the hand Aaron was using to wipe the sideboard. “He’s hurting, Aaron.”

Heart thudding, Aaron felt that electricity now like a wire shorting out. He couldn’t make sense of the impulses in his head, his body. Did he pull away from Nathaniel? Would that offend him somehow? Nathaniel’s hand over his was warm, callused the way Aaron’s was, the hand of a working man.
 “I know,” Aaron rasped. “Don’t you think I know he is hurting?” Nathaniel paused and then stepped back a little, and Aaron could think again. “You don’t know what to do, how to handle it.”
 Aaron didn’t look up. There was a coffee stain; he had to scrub— “Aaron, I can come to the school and talk to the teacher with you.”
 Aaron looked up into Nathaniel’s serious eyes. “You would do that?”
 “Sure.” Now Nathaniel smiled again, slightly, his expression easing. “I had a tough time in school, but Sam doesn’t have to be miserable. You can step in and make things better for him. There’s a new awareness now of the problems with bullying.”
 “Nathaniel, I would be grateful if you would help us,” Aaron said simply.
 Nathaniel’s eyes softened. “Some of the guys think the beard is a little…. But I like it.”
 Aaron wasn’t sure what to make of this. “Oh.”

Nathaniel laughed. “I’m making you bashful.” “Yes, you are.” Aaron nodded in agreement. 
 “Can I ask you something else?”

“You can ask….” Aaron let his reply trail off and saw the appreciation of his subtle poke come through in Nathaniel’s eyes. The young cowboy understood he was being gently teased.
 “I figure you’re from some Amish community. Why did you leave?” “Not Amish,” Aaron said. “A little different.” To him there were big differences between the families who had followed his grandfather’s strict example and the Amish, but he sensed that Nathaniel would not quite see that.
 “Uh-huh.” “I left for Samuel,” Aaron said simply, his chest aching as he thought of his son. “Because he wouldn’t talk.”
 “Of course you did,” Nathaniel said. After a moment he took a step back. 
 “Well. I hope you repair all your fences,” Aaron said. 
 “I think I just repaired one.” Nathaniel’s eyes were amused. “Yeah, some of the horses got out. I found the bones of a foal in the foothills—cougar.”
 Aaron nodded. “The cougar must eat.”
 “The boss would rather he didn’t eat our herd and so would I,” Nathaniel said. “So should we go over to the school this afternoon?”
 Aaron nodded. 
 “I can take Samuel for another ride.”
 “He would like that.” Aaron followed Nathaniel to the kitchen door, watching him. He thought of all he had to do; he had to look through the eggs, take some to the little roadside stand he’d lately set up to sell his overstock. He had to cut late dahlias from the cutting garden before they dried completely from the freezing nights, and he had to shear the grass that was a foot high around the cabin.

Instead, he watched as Nathaniel danced. The cowboy faced his way, smiling, dust rising, singing something under his breath. “There’s a time to grieve, Aaron,” Nathaniel called softly. “And a time to dance. One day maybe you’ll come out here and try it.”

Aaron felt positive he never would! But when he held Nathaniel’s smiling gray eyes, he found he wasn’t absolutely sure anymore.



Chapter Three

A
ARON was waiting outside the country school when Nate drove up in one of the ranch vehicles. He could see the other man had dressed up for their appointment, his clothes freshly pressed, his beard combed, the color white-blond like prairie wood, the same shade as his hair. It was a startling contrast to serious brown eyes.

Hell, Nate had it bad for that beard. He kept wondering what it would feel like rubbed against his nipples, between his legs. It looked so soft…. He could imagine himself in bed with the other man, lying on some of those sheets Aaron hung out to dry in the wind, his body spread and open as Aaron came over him, touched him, kissed him.

Disgusted with himself for dwelling on something that sure as fuck would never happen and only served to make him as hard as a plank, he climbed out of the truck and slammed the door behind him, nodding to Aaron. He could see Samuel on the small swing set painted the same white as the old wooden school house. Sylvan didn’t need a larger school since it was still sparsely populated.

“I’m sorry I’m late,” Nate huffed, aware he looked like crap, still dusty and sweaty from working hard. He’d taken a closer look at the remains of the foal after he’d repaired the fence in that stretch of the property and it had left him with a few questions he planned to bring up with their boss, Tom Jackson.
 “No need to apologize,” Aaron said. “We are glad you are here.” 
 “I hope Sam’s teacher is still around.” “She is.” Aaron walked beside him, and Nate appreciated how comfortable the other man seemed. He still wasn’t sure what Aaron had meant about chemicals, but he seemed to have adjusted to the bombshell Nate had dropped on him when he’d talked about his date. As they entered the one-room building, Nate wondered why he’d been so blunt. It was almost as if part of him wanted Aaron to know about him.

“Mrs. Henderson,” Nate greeted, relaxing into a smile at the familiar gray-haired woman. He looked at Aaron. “She taught me a long ways back.”

“Not so long,” she said, smiling and getting up to shake Nate’s hand. She nodded to Aaron, her eyes curious and yet kind as she took in his quaint style of dress. Aaron nodded shyly in return. “It’s good to see you. You have to watch this one,” she told Aaron. “He’s a scamp.”
 “I know this,” Aaron agreed. “Hey, can we get down to business here?” Nate interrupted their teasing. Secretly he liked that Aaron teased him. He had been so stiff and silent when he first came to work as a cook on the ranch. It had taken all of Nate’s charm to coax him to smile sometimes.
 “I gather this has something to do with Samuel?” Mrs. Henderson asked.  
 “Yeah,” Nate said and then filled his former teacher in on discovering the kid getting bullied the other day. She sighed. “It’s tough. Children don’t always embrace differences. And Samuel….” She looked at Aaron. “Quite frankly, I’ve wondered if he should have some special schooling.”
 “Special schooling?” Aaron asked. 
 “In sign language,” she said, folding her hands on her desk. “ No,” Aaron said.
 “Mr. King….”
 Aaron’s mouth became a straight line. He didn’t say

anything more, but Nate could almost feel the knot of feeling he wanted to express. “I think Aaron’s concern is that Sam might not resume speaking normally if he….”

“He can’t go on the way he is forever,” Mrs. Henderson pointed out. “Right now he and I have worked out a system so we can communicate, but it does take a lot of extra time.”

“I appreciate you taking that time,” Nate said, knowing that the woman probably went to a lot of extra work for Sam. “Uh, I mean Aaron does.” 

“The point is, if this drags on much longer, you may not be doing Samuel a service by delaying exploring other options,” she said.

“But if he learns this sign language, he might not….” Aaron’s hands worried the hat he’d taken off when he entered the school house. “He might not speak again.”
 “From what you told me it was your wife’s death that triggered his inability.” 
 Aaron nodded.  
 She raised her brows. “How long…?” “Eight months now,” Aaron said. “The house was so quiet after she died. I waited and waited for Samuel to speak, but he never did.”

Unable to help himself, Nate reached out and gripped Aaron’s broad shoulder. Aaron’s head dropped as he took in a deep breath. “Please, Mrs. Henderson….”

“You might also think about therapy, Mr. King. If your son is still grieving….” Mrs. Henderson leaned back, and Nate guessed she probably recognized Aaron had very little money. “I will speak to the boys who bullied Samuel. They will not do it again. And… I think we can wait until after the holidays to resolve the issue of sign language. But no longer than that,” she warned. 

“ THANKyou,” Aaron said when he and Nate exited the school. Nate couldn’t help but see he looked tired… but also relieved. 
 “I’m happy to help,” Nate said sincerely. He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry for your loss.” Aaron looked away. “Yes… Samuel was very close to his mother.”
 Nate wanted to ask if Aaron had also been close to her but quashed the question. It wasn’t right to ask the other man that. He knew he had self-serving reasons behind it.
 “So, I had to bring the truck out here to make it on time. Can I offer you and Samuel a lift back to the ranch?”
 Aaron nodded. “That would be good.” He called to Sam, but the boy didn’t respond. The chain of the swing clanged softly as he twisted and twisted, his posture slumped. Aaron sighed.
 “Go talk to him,” Nate encouraged. “No rush.” He leaned against the truck, content to enjoy the break. 
 He watched Aaron go to his son, saw him kneel beside him, say something. After a moment, Aaron climbed awkwardly into the swing next to Sam. 
 And right then, watching Aaron patiently swing back and forth, his gaze fixed on his son, Nate felt them tugging at his heart. 

“ MILKSHAKES before horseback riding,” Nate offered, stopping in at a pastel-colored drive-in shack that stood sentinel over dust, cracked asphalt, and the endless waving yellow grass. It was still hot from the sun, but at night it would go below freezing again. “This place has been here since I was a kid.”

Aaron sat at the passenger side with Sam between both men. Nate caught his eye when Sam didn’t look enthused. Aaron shook his head.

Okay, so it wasn’t going to be as easy as ice cream, but Nate still wanted to spoil Sam. After they’d ordered and picked up their shakes, they sipped them on the way back to the ranch. Nate honked and waved to people he passed on the trip.

“You fit in here,” Aaron noted. “You have many friends.” “Yeah. It’s a nice town. Not perfect, but what is? I grew up swimming in the lake, horseback riding, and camping in the foothills.”
 “Does your family still live here?”  
 “There was just my mom. Never knew who my dad was,” Nate said. “Mom’s a retired nurse. She married a doctor from the local hospital where she worked, and they’re in Florida now.”
 “You must miss her,” Aaron said. Nate gave him an appreciative look. He might be too serious, but he was also sensitive. Damn, Nate liked that quality. Liked a man to touch him who watched his face, took in his every reaction, and he could just picture Aaron in that role.

He rubbed one eyebrow as he turned into the drive to the ranch. He had to stop thinking about Aaron. He needed a friend, not…. He better hook up with Sean again, try to forget about Aaron for a while.
 “I must get out here and cut that tall grass,” Aaron said, looking at the weeds in disapproval. “Better hurry; we could get the big dump any day.” Aaron widened his eyes. “Oh, you mean the snows.”

Nate nodded. “They’re overdue this year, which is kind of worrisome.” The countryside had been very dry, with wildfires in the foothills, deer, bear, and other animals coming down in search of berries that weren’t shriveled and streams still flowing. “It’ll be a relief when the cold comes.”

He pulled up outside of Aaron’s cabin. Aaron climbed out first and Sam rushed by him, running into the cottage. The screen door slapped hard.
 Aaron expelled a breath. “I think he is upset that we intervened with the boys. He is… ashamed.” “He’ll get over it,” Nate said. “I hate to think of him walking home with those kids dogging him. They could really hurt him, him being smaller.”

Aaron nodded. He looked at Nate, and Nate suddenly felt self-conscious without Sam there between them. “Well, I guess I better get back to the bunkhouse.” The hands usually fed themselves dinner from the stocked refrigerator that Aaron kept supplied. Lunch was bagged sandwiches and only breakfast was served en masse, unless the boss put on a barbecue.
 “Nate.” 
 Nate’s eyes widened. Aaron usually called him by the longer version of his name. Nate sounded intimate. “Yeah?” “I am not used to spending so much time alone,” Aaron said, his shoulders stiff. “I would like to invite you to eat supper with Samuel and me.”
 “Wow.” 
 “If that is all right with you. If… you don’t have another date.” “No.” He didn’t blurt out that lately all he’d been able to think about was Aaron. He meant to go out this Saturday night, maybe hit one of the larger towns and hook up with someone. He was not going to dwell on a guy who was never going to be in his bed, but he still couldn’t resist tonight’s invitation.
 “I’d like that. I’ll just go back to my room and clean up first.” 
 Aaron nodded, his face softening. “We will see you.” “Yep.” Nate opened the truck door. His hands were shaking! He had to get a grip. This wasn’t a real date or anything. He was just going to eat with Aaron and Sam. 

AARONwasn’t sure if he should serve the eggplant. He wasn’t really fond of eggplant, but there had been a sale on the seeds, and he’d decided to try it, try something new. And he liked the color of it, sleek purple and plump in his vegetable patch. He just wasn’t sure he liked the taste.

When he had his casserole in the oven, he cut up fresh greens from the garden, noting a bitter quality now. The season had stretched on longer than it normally did, so he was lucky to have fresh vegetables at all. Perhaps he should take heed of Nate’s warning and harvest them all now while he could. 

After setting the table, he stared around his kitchen, trying to see if he had forgotten anything. He wanted to show his appreciation to Nate for helping with Samuel. Everything sparkled, worn but clean. He’d scrubbed the table so hard that the ink staining it had bleached out. 

Flowers! Sometimes he had Samuel go out and pick some for the table. His wife had done it, and it made the table seem friendly. Was there time to pick any? He checked the ticking yellow clock and saw he might have just enough time. He grabbed a coat because it was chilly now and rushed outside, stumbling a little over one of the porch steps.

F
LUSHED and triumphant, Aaron arrived back at his front door just when Nate did. He stared at the other man, taking in his combed hair, his freshly shaved chin. He was wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and a jean jacket… he looked nice. 
 “For me?” Nate teased as he looked at the bouquet Aaron gripped tightly.
 “Yes,” Aaron said.
 Nate’s eyes softened as if Aaron had said something quaint. Aaron growled under his breath and Nate grinned. He opened the door, and they hesitated on the threshold before they entered the warm, fragrant kitchen. 

Chapter Four
 “WHAT’Sthat scent?” Nate immediately asked Aaron. Aaron smiled, thinking he’d finally shown something new to the worldly cowboy. 
 “It is cardamom. I put it in the spice cake. I noticed… you like basil, you like herbs and spices.” Aaron nodded to the clump of light green leaves in his windowsill that Nate liked to finger every morning.
 “Well.” Nate rubbed his hands on his jeans and then took off his jacket, standing there. After a moment, Aaron took it from him and hung it on a peg by the door. He pointed to the table. “Sit.”
 “Right.” Nate sat down, reaching out to run a hand over his utensils. Aaron stared at him.
 “What?”
 “It is strange, having a man friend over for supper,” Aaron said as he sat down.
 “Man friend.” Nate grinned.
 Aaron remembered the flowers, picking them up from the table where he’d left them and taking them to the sink. He filled an empty jam jar with water and plunked them in before setting them on the table. 
 “Dinner smells amazing.”
 “I used eggplant in the casserole. I am still… I did not cook before coming here, but it was the only job available.”
 “What did you do?” Nate settled back to listen, and Aaron found himself relaxing. It felt good to talk to someone again. 

“I grew crops, vegetables, repaired equipment, and kept some chickens for eggs. The month before I left, I whitewashed the inside of my barn.”
 “That’s kind of like white paint, right?” “Not a paint, it is an old recipe. In our barn, I would apply it once a year. It was a good anti-bacterial.”
 Aaron thought of that house. How he’d closed the shutters, swept the porch, and then taken Samuel’s hand, leading him away from it.
 “I can’t imagine what it would be like, leaving everything I was used to behind,” Nate said. He reached out, as if to touch Aaron’s hand. Aaron felt a strange ache under his breast bone at the aborted gesture. 
 He stood up from his chair. “I will check on the casserole,” he said, opening the oven so a waft of dry scented air washed over him. He pulled out the bubbling creation. It looked good, the eggplant overlaid with fresh potatoes and other vegetables from his garden. 
 “Oh boy,” Nate muttered. He leaned over to sniff the food when Aaron placed it on the center of the table, pleasing Aaron so he flushed from more than the heat of the stove.
 Samuel came in then, saving Aaron from having to call him. Aaron nodded to him, and he brought milk in a jug from the fridge, pouring it fresh for Nate and then Aaron and last of all himself. He was dressed neatly for company, Aaron noted with approval.
 When the food was all on the table, Aaron bowed his head and Samuel did the same. He glanced under his eyelashes at Nate and saw him lower his head after a hesitation. Aaron gave thanks for the meal and then thanks for the company. He saw Nate color as he said the last.
 They passed the food, and at first Aaron didn’t say much, used to eating in silence with Samuel after all these months. 
 Nate told a story of how he’d had one of the horses step on his foot the other day, so that after a while Aaron noticed that they’d all finished and he and his son were watching Nate, who was living up to his other name, Happy, with his hand gestures and his teasing.

Samuel had a faint smile on his face.
 “So how’s school going, buddy?” Nate asked him. Samuel dropped his head.

Aaron cut into the cake and served out portions before pouring out hot coffee for the adults. He knew Nate took it “black as sin,” as he always said. Aaron always chided his choice of words but that only made the cowboy grin. It had become a joke between them.

“When I was your age, I got beat up a lot. It was scary and humiliating,” Nate told Samuel. “Back then, you know, we just thought it was something all kids have to go through sometime.”

Samuel stood up and collected plates. Nate looked over at Aaron, giving him a rueful little shrug. Aaron sipped from his coffee. The cardamom tasted strange to his plain tastes. He wasn’t sure he’d got it right, but Nate had seemed to like the cake. Samuel only ate half of his, dumping the rest into the compost bin.

“Do you have homework?” Aaron asked his son. Samuel shook his head but then gestured to the door.
 “Yes,” Aaron said, watching as his son put on his coat before leaving the cabin quietly. 
 Nate raised his brows. “He is going to check on our goat, Martha, and our hens,” Aaron said. “He likes spending time with the animals we keep in the shed.”
 “Then this is a good place you brought him to.” Aaron nodded, sitting back in satisfaction. Perhaps the meal had not been perfect, but he felt full and grateful not to be alone right now. So often he cleaned up and then after putting Samuel to bed wandered outside, heart heavy. 

“You’re old Mennonite, aren’t you?”
 Aaron raised his brows before nodding. 
 “I, uh, did some research on the computer in the
 bunkhouse,” Nate admitted. “When you said you weren’t Amish, I wanted to know more about you.” “My grandfather broke away from a larger community and brought my family and some other families with him. He wanted to live a stricter life. He was very….” Aaron spread his hands. “People liked to follow him.”

“Charismatic.”
 “We would not say that.”
 “Probably not, but it sounds like it.”

“Yes.” Aaron admitted. “I thought I’d live all my days in my community. But Samuel… I felt him moving further and further away. I looked for answers, talked to the fellowship, prayed.” He expelled a deep breath. “But as the days stretched on, I became afraid, Nate. More and more afraid. In my heart… I knew we had to leave.”
 “You’re as brave as your son.” 
 Aaron shook his head. “No. I left for him. I did not leave for myself.” Nate frowned, but before he could ask the question Aaron saw in his eyes, the door creaked open and Samuel appeared. His eyes were wide and his face was flushed from the cold. 

“Time for bed,” Aaron said, relieved that the conversation should break now, like the icicle he’d snapped in his hand the other night. 
 Samuel shook his head frantically, pointing toward the open door. Aaron and Nate stood up and walked out onto the porch with Samuel, who gestured toward the trees across from the cabin, which was set in a high crease of the foothills. They stretched for miles, slowly climbing up into the mountains that blocked some of the stars on the far horizon. Outside it was very dark, dark the way it was in the country, so at first Aaron couldn’t make out what his son wanted to show him and Nate.

Samuel took his hand and led him down to the path, and in the cracked earth, with ice forming hard peaks, he made out fresh horse tracks.
 “Oh….” Instinctively his hands went on Samuel’s shoulders. “You saw some horses?” “Not one of ours,” Nate said, kneeling to take a closer look. “That’s what I wanted to tell the boss. That dead foal I found wasn’t one of ours; it was a mustang.”

Samuel was a warm and relaxed sturdy shape under his hands. Aaron could feel his happiness, and it made his spirits pick up. Perhaps things would work out here.

When they returned indoors, Nate was shaking his head. “The wild horses have been gone for a long time from this area. They were rounded up and hunted down about twenty years ago.”
 “It has been very dry,” Aaron noted. Nate nodded. “Yeah. They might have come down here because of all the irrigation.” 
 Samuel left them then, heading toward his room. Aaron let out a deep sigh. “Seeing them made him happy.”
 “Maybe things are turning around for him,” Nate said, echoing Aaron’s earlier thought. They didn’t return to the table but lingered by the front door. Aaron knew that soon Nate would leave. They both had an early morning the next day. 
 “That is what I hope,” Aaron said. 
 “I noticed you put your hands on his shoulders. Touch is a powerful way to communicate,” Nate said. “My mother… she’s not only a retired nurse, but she practices energy healing through touch.”
 Aaron blinked. “Oh, yes?”
 Nate smiled. “Probably sounds very strange.”
 “Yes and no. It seems to make sense to me.”
 “You know it as truth,” Nate said. “I can see you use it with your son sometimes, reaching him despite how he’s tried to close everyone out.”
 “You think that is what he is doing?” But Aaron felt it too. He sighed, rubbing the tight muscles on the back of his neck. “He has locked me out.”
 “It has to be very lonely, but you aren’t alone here, Aaron. There are good people on this ranch. You might also take him to see Doc Morgan sometime. He’s an MD, but it might be he has some suggestions for helping Samuel.”
 “I have heard he is a good doctor,” Aaron admitted. “I am not sure about the therapy that Mrs. Henderson described. I keep waiting for Samuel to share with me what has rolled a rock over his heart.”

“I hope he does that sometime, Aaron,” Nate said. “Maybe Morgan can suggest where there is some free counseling for kids. He’s really good about helping people.” He paused and added dryly, “You probably also heard the doc lives with another man.”
 Aaron’s cheeks heated. “Yes.” “They have a little girl. I know this might be hard for you to accept, coming from such a strict place, but they have a good life.”

“Is that what you want for yourself?” Aaron studied Nate, seeing his gray eyes were the color of heavy thunderclouds in the dim light. 
 Nate raised his chin. “Yes, I want someone to come home to. I want a family.” “And yet you date many men.” Aaron had been glad that Nate hadn’t had a date this night. He’d wanted him, his dancing spirit, for him and his son.
 “I need touch,” Nate said. “It can be lonely being single, and I like to be touched.” 
 Aaron felt that ache come back he’d experienced earlier when Nate had almost touched him. “…Yes,” he rasped. Nate studied him and then licked his lips. “I could touch you.” 
 Aaron tensed. 
 “I mean, just touch to… to let you feel not so alone, Aaron. Like my mother taught me. Will you let me try?” “Energy healing?” Aaron repeated what Nate had outlined earlier. “I….” He should say no. “What do I do?” Nate wasn’t as tall as he was. He was built on more slender lines, not the big, awkward mountain of a man like Aaron often felt. He had freckles on his nose, on his cheeks.

“If you could unbutton your shirt, just halfway down your chest,” Nate said with his voice softer now, hushed as if he was trying to reassure a small bird trapped inside a window.

Aaron hesitated, but as he stared into Nate’s eyes, he felt trust. Nate had helped him and Samuel. Still, his fingers trembled as they pulled aside his suspenders and then went to the top button of his homespun shirt. He unbuttoned it and saw Nate’s gaze fall, watched him looking at Aaron’s bare skin as he revealed it.

He wasn’t like Nate. He was pale as snow in contrast to the times he’d seen Nate without a shirt, sun-browned like warm wood. He swallowed, his heart thudding until at last his shirt was loosened. 
 “Now can you….” Nate cleared his throat. “Can you spread your shirt?” The act of disrobing for someone was something he’d only done for his wife. Breathing through his parted lips, he opened the material and revealed his nipples and the little silky curl of white blond hair in the center of his chest. He saw Nate’s eyes focus on that.

“You have the most incredible hair color, like something out of Hansel and Gretel,” Nate said.
 Aaron could think of nothing to say to that. His hands fell to his sides. As the plastic clock in the other room counted out the seconds, his fists balled.
 Nate closed his eyes and took a deep breath, then another, his face upturned as if in prayer. 
 Aaron watched him, holding his own breath. When Nate finally reached out and laid two palms against Aaron’s naked chest, Aaron gasped.
 Nate’s heavy eyelids flickered open to look at him, his eyes soft. “Easy,” he said in the same tone he used with his horses sometimes. “Easy, Aaron, it’s okay.”
 Aaron felt his blood rushing through his veins, fast, powerful, so he felt like a conqueror, not a simple farmer. He looked down and saw Nate’s hands against his skin, the contrast of color, felt the texture of the calluses on the pads of Nate’s fingers. The other man’s face looked serious, concentrating, but all Aaron could feel was… hands on him….
 “Aaron!” Nate. Nate’s voice. Aaron had lifted him, shoved him against the corner of the cabin, between the door and the wall. Nate’s smoky eyes were wide and shocked, his lips parted, his hands tangled in Aaron’s shirt, which gaped open.

Aaron kissed him. He devoured him, eating Nate’s mouth like a feast, and he was starving, starving to be a man again, blazing, and standing between Nate’s legs which curled around his hips. Nate’s hands locked in Aaron’s hair, stroking over his beard as he kissed back, letting Aaron have him.



Chapter Five

H
EAT, flesh, the sound of a whimper. He made that sound. He clawed Aaron’s back. Nate broke away from the desperate kisses Aaron burned over his face, his neck.
 “Shit!” Nate’s legs slid, his groin brushing against Aaron so he felt him hard, swollen, and huge. Nate sagged into the corner and held up a hand to ward Aaron away, since the other man looked like he was ready to toss Nate over his shoulder—holy fuck!
 Puffing for breath, he put his hands on his hips. A hardon won’t kill me. A hard-on won’t kill me. Oh shit!
When he glanced up he saw Aaron looking just as shellshocked as he felt, as if they’d set off a bomb when they’d touched. The big man leaned against the kitchen table where they’d eaten with Samuel just a short time ago. He trembled, with his pupils blown.
 “Aaron,” Nate said softly, recognizing the other man was in a state. Aaron rubbed a hand over his bare chest, as if retracing the experience, as if reliving Nate touching him there... Nate watched that hand as it traveled down and cupped a sizeable erection. Aaron stared at him, stroking himself. It was both the most dominant display Nate had ever seen, and the most innocent.
 “Oh hell, will you stop doing that? You make me want to get on my knees for you.” 
 Aaron’s eyes flared. “Nate.” 
 Nate put up his hands. “What just happened? Did you just… oh my God, I just about came.” 
 “Came?” Aaron was still out of it. Nate laughed ruefully, running a hand over his jaw. “Came as in shot, climaxed, got off. Oh fuck….” Talking about it was nothelping. “You’re straight.” 
 Aaron opened his mouth, closed it. Nate felt rejected by Aaron’s hesitance. This was just some kind of weird accident brought on by Aaron’s isolation and loneliness. “You’re straight unless you make it clear you’re not,” he said, folding his arms.
 “You touched me and I felt your electricity.” 
 “And I felt yours!” Nate agreed with feeling. He turned to the door. “I’m leaving now.” Aaron moved to block his way. His hair was wild from Nate’s hands. His lips were reddened from their wild kisses. “Nate….”

Nate let out a deep sigh and couldn’t stop himself from connecting again with Aaron. He nuzzled him, their foreheads touching, Aaron’s fingers threading through his own. Touch. Holy crap, it gave all new meaning to the word, as if all this time Nate had only experienced it with half of his senses. “In the morning you might hate me, yourself. I don’t want that, Aaron,” he whispered. 
 “No, never hate,” Aaron said, his dark eyes as serious as a promise. Nate swallowed the big lump in his throat before he pulled himself away from Aaron, opening the door and letting the cool air in and with it, hopefully, sanity.

Aaron followed him out onto the porch. When Nate’s boots crunched on the gravel leading back toward the bunkhouse, Aaron called out, “You are my friend.” 

BEING noble was a bitch. Nate couldn’t sleep, throwing the covers off in disgust. His bare body was covered in perspiration, all worked up. He kept imagining what might have happened if he hadn’t stopped Aaron. The other man didn’t seem to have a red light. He’d been all green for go. 

Nate groaned at that thought. His cock flexed as if it felt the grip of Aaron’s fingers wrapped around it. It was the second erection that night, since Nate had taken care of the first one in the shower right after he’d returned to the bunkhouse.

He turned on his side, feeling a phantom large body behind him, spooning him. A callused hand running over his belly, stroking him until it found where he was needy.

Damn, he was never going to get any sleep at this rate and he had a lot of work to do the next day. He stroked himself again, still wildly sensitive from coming so recently. He knew he had to back off, and he had to be cool about things. Aaron had been clearly out of his mind, so he couldn’t hold the other man to it. He was so innocent, and so passionate….
 “Shit!” Just the memory of those lips taking his, of Aaron lifting him, claiming him— Nate came hard, his whole body shaking. After, he wrapped his arms around himself, listening to his pounding heart.
 As much as he told himself not to hope, not to believe; Aaron’s kiss, it changed everything. 
THE next morning Aaron found himself having difficulty showing patience with Samuel. “You can do a better job of rinsing those dishes in the sink, Samuel! The wild horse tracks will still be there later if you want to look for them,” Aaron chided. “And don’t drop any eggs bringing them to the roadside stand this morning.”

Samuel looked at him and Aaron felt suddenly aware of how sharp he sounded. He hadn’t spoken that way to his son since before his wife had died. He had worked so hard to shove down how tired he felt, how he didn’t know how to help Samuel, and how sometimes he even resented that Samuel had made things so difficult for both of them….

It is Samuel’s fault we had to leave our home.
No. He had once thought that, been ashamed for thinking it, but lately, since he’d lived here on this ranch, become friends with Nate, that dark snake of a thought hadn’t whispered inside him.
 He took a deep breath. “I am sorry,” he said. “Samuel….” 
 The screen door slammed; he wasn’t sure if Samuel heard him. Miserable, Aaron focused on washing dishes. He was still washing the same plate when a knock on the door made him jump. He swung around to see Nate standing at the screen door, hands in his pockets, his smoky quartz gaze fixed earnestly on Aaron, his hair mussed from the cowboy hat he’d left on the bench outside.

Aaron’s heart gave a big  thump.  What would happen now? Would Nate tell him what had happened between them was a mistake? Had he pushed Aaron away because… because he hadn’t liked how Aaron kissed? 

“I thought it would be easier if I came by before breakfast,” Nate said. “Less weird than when there are other people around.”

“Less weird, yes,” Aaron agreed. He put the plate down and after wiping his hands, went to the door, opening the screen in silent invitation. He couldn’t hide from Nate. If he didn’t want to be Aaron’s friend anymore….
 It would hurt. “Hey, you look so sad!” Nate exclaimed. He hesitated, his hands clenching and unclenching at his sides before he took a half step toward Aaron. He reached up and touched his cheek. “Aaron, it’s okay. We’ll work it out.”

Aaron dropped his head. “I have not had a friend since I left the community,” he admitted. “People look at me and then away.”

“You can’t lose me,” Nate whispered. Aaron wasn’t sure how it happened. Whenever Nate came close to him now, there was the scent of his cologne, and the warmth of his body caused Aaron to crush him close. 

“I was afraid….”
 “Me too,” Nate agreed. “I didn’t sleep last night.” “I was cranky with Samuel this morning.” Aaron’s eyes 
 were damp, so he squeezed them tight and took a deep breath. “I have been angry with him for a long time.” Nate rubbed his back. It felt good, like he found all the places that hurt inside Aaron. “He shut you out and it hurts, Aaron.” When Nate said it, it didn’t seem so bad, so unforgivable that Aaron would feel that way. “Hell, this morning before coming here, I yelled at my poor, dumb horse, but it was my fault I dropped a bucket. I—” He blew out a breath. “I’m totally fucking useless since you kissed me.”
 “I was good?” Nate blinked as if he wasn’t sure what Aaron meant but then his expression relaxed into a smile. “So good I nearly… you know.”
 Aaron’s cheeks turned pink. “Yes.” 
 “I, uh, better step back. Folks will be by any minute,” Nate said. 
 Aaron didn’t want to let him go, but Nate said he had to, so he let his hands fall. “You’ve had these feelings for other men before.” Nate sounded so certain and his certainty made it possible for Aaron to say it.

“I tried….” Aaron swallowed.
 “You tried not to.”
 Aaron gave a tiny nod. 

“It’s what you meant when you said you left your community for Samuel, but not for you.” Nate studied him. “Last night was… but it was still just an accident. You didn’t choose me, Aaron.”

A
ARON’S dark eyebrows came down, and he seized hold of Nate’s arms, shaking him. “My life, I don’t know what it is. It is pebbles and rock sliding down a mountain, so I don’t know where I am going. It is a barn that is on fire, and I can’t put it out!” he rasped. “Most of all, I can’t help my son.”

“You try so hard.” Nate sighed. “What about Christmas, maybe we can think of something that might be special for Sam. Is it something you celebrate?”
 “We do, but it is simple, not—” “Not tons of toys under the tree,” Nate said. His hands smoothed over Aaron’s arms. He couldn’t help himself. He saw Aaron’s eyes widen at his touch, his lips part. He wanted to kiss and suck on those lips. “That’s not what he needs, anyway. I have an idea of something that might be special for Samuel.”

“What?”
 Nate shook his head. “Let me think about it, okay?”

A long moment passed. Nate could hear his heart thudding in his ears. His gaze touched Aaron’s dark eyes, his flushed cheeks and lips.
 “Nate….” Soft, pleading. When Nate did not pull away, Aaron crushed his mouth over Nate’s, bright, fiery, lighting him up where Nate had felt tired and depressed. “I can’t think.”
 “You think too much,” Aaron said. Nate dug his fingers into hard shoulders, feeling cloth under his hands when he wanted… God, he wanted to see Aaron naked. He’d wondered about him for so long. 
 “Aaron… this is just going to make it worse,” Nate groaned.  
 “Worse, better. It doesn’t mean anything.” Aaron didn’t seem to know what to do with him, other than kiss him. When Nate put his tongue in Aaron’s mouth, he stiffened. Nate paused, aware this must be the first time another man had caressed Aaron with his tongue.
 “All right?” Aaron’s tongue came out, a little timid but then sliding over Nate’s so Nate gave a choked sound. The sensation was so sensual, as if Aaron were licking his cock. Oh God, what would that be like? Would Aaron be disgusted by the idea?



Chapter Six
 “MORE pie, Mrs. Henderson?” Aaron asked Samuel’s teacher. She shook her gray head with a smile. Aaron was aware of her green eyes studying him as he poured more coffee into her cup. Samuel had gone off after dinner with a coloring book, this one a gift from Nate featuring horses and cowboys. 

“It was nice of you to invite me for dinner, Aaron,” she said. “I was a little surprised since word in Sylvan is you are a little aloof.”
 Aaron nodded. “It is my fault. Since Nate had to go out of town, I thought… it would be nice to have someone over.” “Well, I’m glad I’m the beneficiary of your wanting to reach out and get to know people. I’ve enjoyed the eggs you send me. Those hens are really beautiful.” 

Aaron had given the teacher a tour when she’d first arrived. She’d especially liked his Bantams. “Not as many eggs, but they take care of themselves,” he told Mrs. Henderson. 
 She leaned back in her chair, sipping from her coffee. After a moment, Aaron blurted, “I want to court someone!” 
 Her eyes widened and she coughed. Aaron colored. There he went again, the big ox. “I’m sure that if you want to do that, you’ll find a way,” she said. When Aaron didn’t answer right away she asked, extra gently, “Is it Nate?”
 Throat tight, heart thudding, Aaron nodded. “I felt something between you two when you came to visit me,” she admitted. “He’s a very good man.”
 “Yes,” Aaron said. “But he is a man. I don’t know how to….”
 “You can always look up some things on the web if it makes you feel a little more confident, though be careful to take whatever you, ah, see with a grain of salt,” Mrs. Henderson suggested. “But I think the best thing to do is spend time with Nate. I am sure he can guide the boat, so to speak.” She smiled, and Aaron found himself relaxing for the first time that evening. 
 “I miss him,” Aaron admitted. “Here,” Mrs. Henderson said, reaching into her bag and pulling out two paperback books. “These are rather entertaining.”

Aaron took the books from the teacher. His eyes widened as he scanned the back blurbs. “A love story with men?”

“I have some favorite authors I can suggest if you like it. I wanted to give you something back for all the eggs you sent with Samuel.” Her eyes twinkled. “And I had a feeling before I came here this evening that you might share my taste in reading.”

Aaron put aside the titles by Mary Calmes and Kim Dare, although he was burning to open them. After a moment he reached out and shyly squeezed her weathered hand. “When I invited you here, I hoped most of all to make a friend.”

“Then you have succeeded, Aaron,” she said. “Now, you asked about where Samuel was in his reading, so why don’t we talk about that?”

“ THIS is what you wanted to show me?” Aaron asked two days later as he huffed up a steep path on the unused land beyond the ranch.

Nate nodded, putting his binoculars back into the knapsack slung over one shoulder as he waited on Aaron. “You told me how Sam has been looking for tracks from the wild horses. Well, turns out the boss was curious too after I told him that dead animal I found wasn’t one of ours. He wants confirmation a herd has returned to this area.”

Aaron joined him on the bluff, the rock spanned by roots and loose pebbles and scrub caught in pockets. The view was oddly intimate. Their perch jutted out over prairie, veiled by the huge bowl sky, the distant purple of mountains.

“This is a place to feel small, to feel a part of things,” Aaron said. The air stung, chilly, but also exhilarating, nothing like the gentle land where he had grown up. “I like it here.”
 Nate flashed a smile at him. “Me too.” 
 “So why have you lured me from winter preparations for my vegetable garden today, Nathaniel?” Aaron asked. “Partly because we haven’t had time to talk since breakfast last week,” Nate said. He’d left to deliver horses to a ranch out of state, leaving many things unsaid between them. “I, uh, thought it would be a good thing to spend some time alone. I also figured after a few days of thinking time, if you didn’t want to go anywhere with me… you could let me know.”
 “But I desire you,” Aaron said. “I am not going to hide in the cupboard.” “That’s the closet.” Nate laughed, but his face flushed at Aaron’s bald declaration. “And I think you’re pulling my leg. You know the expression.”
 “Yes,” Aaron admitted. “I was kidding. But not about the desire.” Nate dropped his gaze, looking a little shy. Aaron decided he liked it. He could make the other bold and experienced man feel bashful? “I’m glad you can joke about it,” Nate continued. “I was worried, but I thought… it would be better, time apart.”

“I spent a lot of time walking alone outside at night. I couldn’t sleep.”
 “I couldn’t sleep either. I had a lot of shower time, though,” Nate said. “Thinking of you.”
 “Oh.” Aaron now felt the shy one.
 Nate’s expression sobered. “Aaron, do you ever plan to go back to your community? I mean, what if Samuel…?”
 Aaron shook his head. “I miss my family but shortly after I met you, when we became friends, I knew I would be all right, that I could make a place for myself. And… Mrs. Henderson came by when you were gone. I made her dinner. I think she would like to be my friend also.”
 “I’m glad. It helps to have friends,” Nate said. Then a frustrated look crossed his face and he finished in a rush, “So do you, um, want to maybe try dating?”
 Aaron’s pulse picked up, racing like the wild horses they searched for traces of. “I don’t know how to date you,” he confessed. “I know nothing about how to keep a man like you.”
 “Keep?” Nate’s eyes widened, and Aaron knew this was probably another thing that he would consider quaint. “I think if you kiss me the way you did before, that would go a long way to—”
 Aaron pulled Nate to him, at first hesitant. He had been so awkward before, the way he’d first grabbed Nate. “I asked Mrs. Henderson about how to court you,” he admitted. “I want you to like me, Nate.”
 “W-what?” There was surprise and laughter in Nate’s voice.
 “I did the wrong thing again?” With Nate’s body so close to his now, Aaron felt a primitive satisfaction that the other man wasn’t as tall, wasn’t quite as muscular, but instead had the slim hips and agile body of a natural rider. 
 “Wrong, I don’t know….” Nate closed his eyes as Aaron kissed the side of his cheek, near his tempting lips. “I don’t think you’ve ever done anything wrong.”
 “I want you to be mine,” Aaron said. “Is that wrong?”
 “Oh hell no….” Nate’s heavy eyes flared open when Aaron’s palm covered him, touching him where he was hard and swollen. “Aaron, wait.”
 “She told me I could find information online. I used the computer in the bunkhouse and I saw… Nate….”
 Nate gripped Aaron’s wrist, licking his lips. He didn’t exactly remove it, but Aaron knew he’d made some kind of blunder again. He’d seen pictures of men touching other men on their crotch. The thought had made him squirm, and he’d thought Nate might like it.
 “I bet you saw some stuff that…,” Nate said as a dimple appeared in the side of his cheek.
 Aaron knew then it would be okay, whatever blunders he had made. Nate laughing was always okay and there was also something there in Nate’s eyes Aaron was not sure he was ready to put a name to. 
 “Had to be a hell of an eye opener. Just what did you see?”

“There were other people around, so I didn’t look too long….” Aaron blushed, remembering how uncomfortable he’d felt in the common room as if everyone could see his questions, his secret yearning.
 “You didn’t check out my porn stash?” Nate teased. “No! Mrs. Henderson did give me some books to read. I have enjoyed them.” Now Aaron was as red as the tomatoes he’d harvested before meeting Nate, piling their remains on his compost for the next year. “And I did see some pictures, very briefly….” There had been one of a naked man kneeling at another’s feet. He’d been sucking the other man, a cock buried deep in his mouth. Thinking of that, Aaron shifted, painfully excited. He’d been unable to get the image of Nate doing that to him or him doing that to Nate out of his mind for two days.

Nate leaned close. “What did you see, Aaron?” he whispered, his voice challenging, gently taunting. He treated Aaron like the man, like the equal he had always treated him. Hearing that, Aaron felt reassured. Here was his friend.

“I saw men, men together. Men… sucking.” Aaron’s hand gently squeezed Nate. Nate gasped, and his head fell back.
 “Okay, shit! Shit, we’ll have to take care of that right now, or we’ll be lusting all afternoon.” 
 “Lusting….” Oh, yes.
Aaron looked to Nate for direction. He was as much lost here as he would be up in these woods without Nate’s guidance. “It’s okay, baby,” Nate said.

“Baby?” Aaron wasn’t sure how he felt about being called such a name. “I am not.”
 Nate gently pushed Aaron’s hand from where it had been warming his crotch. There was high color in his cheeks, his eyes slightly wide, sparkling like a gray lake under sunlight. Aaron picked up on his mood, feeling buoyant, as if they were about to play some kind of game together.

“I want to see you. I know how shy you are but… damn, I want to see you! Will you take off your clothes for me, Aaron?”

Aaron’s eyes widened and he looked around. “Here in the woods?”
 “We might moon a couple of bunny rabbits up here,” Nate said dryly.
 “Very funny.” We. We meant that Nate would take off his clothes as well. Aaron wanted to see him, wanted to touch. He pulled his suspenders from his shoulders.
 “Hang on.” Nate pulled his knapsack off and tugged out a small blanket, only a little larger than a towel. He flipped it out, spanning some rock shaded by an elderly pine tree. Aaron looked at that tree, thinking he’d like to come back here again, to this place, to where he first looked at Nate.
 His attention snapped back to Nate when the other man tugged off his blue T-shirt, his muscles undulating under browned skin. His nipples were smaller than Aaron’s, tightly puckered from the chill.
 Aaron couldn’t resist reaching out and brushing the pad of his thumb over one.
 “Oh fuck!” Nate cursed. He covered Aaron’s hand, holding it to his chest.
 And that easily, he stopped worrying about what to do because Nate pulled him into a kiss. At the first brush of that warm, wet mouth, he lost his head. He groaned as Nate’s lips parted and his skillful tongue came out to play, stroking Aaron’s, making a kind of red, misty haze veil his thoughts. It was just like the other two times they’d kissed, when one moment he was Aaron and the next moment he became this beast, brought to life by Nate’s touch. 
 “Easy,” Nate whispered, putting a hand on Aaron’s shoulder. 
 Could Nate feel him shaking? 
 “I want…,” Aaron husked. “Let’s get this off you.” Nate was unbuttoning his shirt. It reminded Aaron of that first time, when he’d been healing Aaron. Aaron’s shirt fell open, and they both pulled it free. Nate’s lips parted as his hands smoothed over Aaron’s big shoulders, and then he dipped closer to Aaron’s chest with his tongue teasing a nipple.

“Ah!” Fire, Nate had  fire inside him, and when he touched Aaron, he burned.
 “Oh, yeah, you are so hot for it,” Nate praised. He couldn’t seem to stop touching or tasting Aaron’s bare flesh. One of his hands reached down to Aaron’s belt, and Aaron felt it tug impatiently even as Nate sucked his nipple deep into his mouth, pulling hard. Aaron’s eyes rolled back. “Stop! Or I’ll… I’ll get off, shoot, come before we….”
 Panting, Nate pulled away. “Race you,” he said, his smoky quartz gaze deadly serious now. His hands went to his own belt and tugged it free before Aaron caught on and did the same, falling out of his underwear and his pants with a groan, shoving away the constricting material, his socks, his boots….
 He froze when he saw a nude Nate sitting on the blanket, looking up at him.
 “Look at you!” Aaron fought the need to cup a hand over himself. Anyway, it wouldn’t be adequate because he was…. Nate stared at him with something like awe.

“You’re definitely not a baby,” he said. He lifted a hand and Aaron took it, a little scared, but burning now, burning so that he couldn’t do anything but let Nate burn him to ash.

Nate pulled him down, and they immediately crushed together. Their arms wrapped around each other, sliding over backs. Nate dared to reach down and touch one of Aaron’s snowy buttocks and squeeze it. He gave a little snicker when Aaron jumped.

Aaron liked the sensation it caused him, making his cock flex. He definitely liked having his ass squeezed by Nate.
 “Lie back on the blanket, Aaron,” Nate encouraged. “It’s a little cold, but we’ll warm up when we….” 
 Panting, Aaron obeyed, staring up at Nate. 
 “Don’t be afraid.” Nate cupped his cheek. “I only want to make you feel good.” 
 Aaron nodded vehemently at that idea so Nate laughed again. 
 “Spread your legs.” Feeling more vulnerable than he ever had in his life, conscious of the wind and sun on his bare body, exposed in so many new ways, Aaron obeyed Nate’s gentle prompt, sitting up on his forearms to watch the other man crawl between his legs. The same wind that touched Aaron stirred Nate’s brown hair.

Then Nate bent down and licked Aaron’s cock. “Uh!” Fire again. 

“I keep wanting to channel kindness or intention or some goddamned thing into touching you, the way I tried at first, the way my mom taught me,” Nate said, looking up to meet Aaron’s eyes. “But I short out whenever we touch. It’s like when I was in Hawaii once, and I would swim into the big waves and they’d catch me, and I’d roll over and over again until I struck beach. Touching you is like that.”
 “I have never been to Hawaii,” Aaron said. Please touch me again. Please put your lips… oh, there! Oh, yes!
“Mmmmm.” Nate purred as he opened his mouth and took the tip of Aaron’s cock in his mouth. “I love sucking you.”

Aaron yelled, fists knotting in the blanket, his body arching up so Nate was forced to take more of him, deeper, surrounding him in tormenting heat. “Nate!”

Nate pulled away as if to ask Aaron a question, but Aaron couldn’t hear or understand him. There was only the roar of his blood, the need, and then he released, he released on a long groan and saw his spend hit Nate’s lips, his chin, his neck and chest.

Panting, sweaty, confused, feeling close to tears and close to shouting with the joy and power of it, Aaron stared, watching as Nate’s tongue came out and tasted Aaron’s come on his lips. The sight incited him again, so he grabbed Nate’s arms, tugging him up. He rolled on top of the other man, bodies sliding, wet where Aaron had marked him, and then he crushed those wonderful, delicious lips under his.



Chapter Seven

“ YOU liked that?” Nate asked, feeling a weird trace of anxiety. He had Aaron’s come on his lips, but Aaron acted so untouched, so different from anyone Nate had ever been with. His heart thudded as he waited to hear from Aaron.

“I…. There are no words,” Aaron said, sitting up. His pupils were blown and he pushed his hips against Nate every now and then, as if still helplessly in the aftershock of climax.

“I love how you taste,” Nate said. “I love sucking cock.” Now Aaron frowned. “Mine. Mycock.”

Nate’s eyes widened at this sign of possessiveness. “Okay.” He guessed he could live with it. He’d dated because he’d thought there was no hope of ever being with Aaron, but all his fantasies had been focused on him. It had been so hard sometimes, but Nate had valued his time with Aaron and Sam and hadn’t wanted to fuck it up. He’d felt their isolation, wanted to help them both.

“But what about you, Nate?” Aaron shifted, exposing where Nathan remained hard and needy.
 “Aaron, I don’t want to scare you,” Nate said, feeling that pinch of fear in his belly again, when Aaron didn’t immediately do or say anything. Shit, he was acting foolishly, but he couldn’t help it. 
 “I am not scared of your cock, Nate,” Aaron chided, looking up to give Nate a patient look. “I have one also.”
 Put that way, it did sound silly. Nate found himself grinning. “Prove it.”
 “Oh ho, you challenge me?” Aaron’s dark brows lifted. 

“Aaron, just one thing. I— Touch your beard against it.” Nate flushed at admitting something he’d wanted for months. “Against the tip, oh God….” The last he whispered as Aaron moved down his body and, after a brief hesitation, did as Nate asked. “Fuck, it’s so soft! I’ve had so many fantasies about you between my legs and that beard.”

Aaron put large, warm hands on either side of Nate’s thighs, and Nate jumped a little by reflex, so wound up. He blew out a breath, recognizing he had to relax or he’d make Aaron afraid to explore. “I want to look at you,” Aaron said. “I like to take my time and look and think, Nate. You know this about me.”

“I do know.” Aaron liked his thinking time. Nate just hoped he didn’t die from the pleasure of it as he imagined Aaron seeing all of him, his distended cock, his balls, his opening. What was the other man thinking?

Nate sat up on his forearms, his pulse crashing through his body as he watched Aaron studying him, occasionally grazing a curious finger over some part of Nate’s sex. Nate couldn’t stop from groaning when Aaron’s finger stroked over his dimple. He wanted… oh, shit, he couldn’t say it. He didn’t want to frighten Aaron, however bold the other man was acting.
 “This is all mine now?” Aaron asked him in an absent voice. 
 Fuck, that was a sexy thought. “Yes,” Nate agreed. “You will let me do what I want?” Aaron’s breath against his balls, and then, oh, and then he made contact, his lips brushing softly, his wonderful beard. 

“As long as you promise not to shave that beard,” Nate groaned, looking up at the lattice of pine branches and thinking he must look like some kind of male sacrifice, splayed out, Aaron playing with him how he wanted.

“You like it? I thought….” Aaron blinked up at him through heavy lids, as if what he did to Nate aroused him. “I thought to shave it off for you.”
 “No, oh, no, please don’t,” Nate begged. 
 “But most of the other men don’t have one. It is… oldfashioned.” Aaron grimaced. “So? I live on a ranch. I like old-fashioned,” Nate said. “I like you. Your suspenders, the way you button your shirt all the way to the top, that floppy hat you wear in the garden. By the way, I could really get into gardening after watching you tend yours all summer. When you bend over, those trousers you wear really show off your, um….” He let his voice trail off. Was Aaron ready to hear this?

“You were looking at my ass? I thought so.” Aaron didn’t look shocked, but smug. “Sometimes this summer I would catch your eyes on me and you would blush.”

“Yeah.” Nate remembered. God, the thoughts he’d had about what he wanted to do to Aaron on his knees.
 “I always thought you were a wonderful rider, and one day I saw it for myself.” But now Aaron’s expression darkened a little.
 “What do you mean?” He heard something in Aaron’s tone.
 “I was stocking the fridge in the bunkhouse, and I heard you groaning. I thought you were in some kind of distress, so I went to your room, knocked on your door. It opened a little, so I saw you were sitting on someone. I couldn’t see who it was. Back then I thought it was a woman.”
 “Oh no.” Nate remembered a couple times getting it on with his rodeo friend Sean when the place had been deserted. Ironically he’d been trying desperately to purge himself of his need for Aaron. “Aaron.”
 “I’ve tried not to think of it, what you looked like, your head thrown back, the way you were rocking as if you loved what you were doing.” 
 Nate licked his lips. “I did like it. I like sex.”
 “Apparently you do.” Aaron’s voice sounded cool. “Hey, it’s not like I knew you’d ever want to be my boyfriend!” Nate retorted. He chewed his lip, feeling a little bit of uneasiness, since he knew Sean, the guy Aaron had seen him with, had been hired on full-time recently; he’d be living in the bunkhouse soon. How would Aaron deal with that?

“I do want to be your man friend.” Aaron nuzzled between his thighs and then put his lips against Nate’s opening. “I want you to be on top of me, Nate.”

“Ah!” Nate couldn’t hold back. His hands forked through Aaron’s hair as Nate’s head twisted from side to side. If Aaron kept this up, he’d come all over the other man before he ever sucked Nate’s cock.
 “You make louder sounds when I touch you here,” Aaron mused, touching Nate’s opening with tentative fingers. “That’s because I need you there, Aaron. God, I need you there so much!” Was that his voice, confessing his most secret desire to his friend? “Please.”

Aaron gently pushed a finger into Nate, and all Nate could do was tremble, loving the penetration, at last. He’d needed Aaron to fuck him for so long. “Put… put your mouth on me while you finger-fuck me,” he directed. “I love that.” He blinked. “If you, ah, want, that is….”

Aaron tentatively sucked on the tip of Nate’s cock, spearing Nate with a second thick callused finger, pushing now a little deeper so Nate felt the full feeling, the burn as Aaron played. Nate pictured himself riding Aaron as he had Sean, Aaron’s thick cock deep inside him, his hands on his hips, urging Nate to take him all.
 “Aaron, pull back!” he gasped. But Aaron only sucked him harder, and Nate cried out, arching up, giving Aaron his spend in long, luxurious contractions that wrung him out. For a moment he could only lie there, Aaron’s hair fisted in one hand, the other man solid between his legs.

“Oh my God, are you okay?” He still huffed, but he sat up and cupped Aaron’s cheek. He could see his come on the other man, so he used his T-shirt to wipe it off his lips, chin, and where it had dripped. Aaron obviously hadn’t been able to swallow it all.

Aaron cocked his head at him, as if still in his thinking mode, before pulling Nate into his arms. He was large, warm, and muscled with that little bit of white blond hair between his nipples that Nate couldn’t resist trailing a finger through. He smelled faintly of the herbs he was harvesting now in his garden. Nate laid his head against Aaron’s shoulder, still shuddering from the intensity. Aaron patted him, a little awkward, as if he wasn’t sure another man would want affection.



Chapter Eight

A
ARON had saved the last of his first biscuits from scratch for Nate. They had no chemicals in them. They were studded with late-fall strawberries he’d saved from the frost. He fussed by the stove, satisfied the other hands were enjoying breakfast but fretting over where Nate was. Why did he not come? Aaron wanted to see him, to watch him interact with the other people, to smile into Aaron’s eyes. He was never late for breakfast. It had become their time together since they lived under two different roofs. 

Aaron hated that, hated saying good night to Nate. Was it wrong that he wanted him to climb the stairs up to the loft with him every night, to listen to the woodstove crackle below, and to huddle under the wedding ring quilt on Aaron’s double bed?

Instead, Aaron had to sneak kisses with Nate in the barn late at night before watching him go back to the bunkhouse. And with the last bit of harvest to attend to, the hay to put up, and the horses to move to other pastures, there hadn’t been time to be alone since that day on the bluff.
 It was too cold to return there now. Samuel brought some of the dirty plates to the sink, silently assisting him, and Aaron felt his throat tighten with guilt as he looked down at his son. Mrs. Henderson had come by recently and brought him more information on sign language, reminding him that time was moving forward. After the coming holidays Aaron would have to sit down with his son and let him know he wouldn’t be allowed to close himself off any longer, but Aaron was afraid. What would Samuel do if Aaron pushed him? Would he pull further away from his father?

“Hey, I’m Sean, the new hand here, just off the rodeo circuit,” a tall brunet said, interrupting Aaron’s thoughts. He smiled as Aaron scooped out breakfast for him by reflex. “I’m a friend of Happy Nate’s.”

“Yes, hello.” Aaron looked into the other man’s hazel eyes, and suddenly he wondered if he’d been the man who had lain underneath Nate. It was a stupid thought, he knew. Nate had many friends. He didn’t sleep with all the men on the ranch. Nevertheless, Aaron couldn’t get the picture out of his head. 

“Hey, watch out!” Nate finally appeared, flushing as Aaron stared from him to the new man, Sean. “You nearly dropped the eggs, Aaron.”

Something in Nate’s tone, the way he stood close to Sean…. Aaron swallowed thickly as he doled out more for Nate’s friend.
 Nate’s forehead crinkled. He opened his mouth as if he wanted to say something. 
 “How do you know Nathaniel?” Aaron asked Sean. “Just friends, you know, though he is why I thought I’d winter on this ranch this year,” Sean admitted. Aaron looked at Nate again, who was shaking his head at him. What did that mean? Why was it that Aaron was only just finding out that this Sean had moved in with Nate into the bunkhouse?
 He reached up and wiped his forehead. What was wrong with him? He’d never felt so…. “Hey, any more pancakes?” Sean asked. 
 “No,” Aaron said, even though there were more.

“Sean.” Nate pulled the other man’s head down so he could whisper something into his ear. Aaron could see only Nate’s lips close to another man, lips he’d kissed the night before, until he’d felt drugged on the sweetness of Nate.
 He swung away, staring out the window. 
 “Aaron?” Nate asked. He touched Aaron’s shoulder gently. 
 Aaron jerked away. “No more food today,” he rasped. A
ARON used an old plow and Gitty, a placid Belgian draft horse, to dig up and turn over the remains of his vegetable garden. There were tractors and other equipment on the ranch, but this was familiar. Aaron needed his thinking time. When he’d come to fit Gitty out into harness, his hands had been shaking. He’d had to calm himself because he didn’t want to stir up the horse.

Even now, an hour later, as he looked in satisfaction at all the recycled bits of stalks mixed in with the soil, his eyes pricked. He could see only his Nathaniel with that man Sean, whispering to him. 

They would be sleeping under the same roof this winter. Nate would see that Aaron was boring, old fashioned. He’d never been with another man, not in the same bed.

When a small hand banged his thigh, Aaron jumped, looking down to see Samuel wanted to show him another of his drawings of the wild horses. It was a familiar picture of a foal and mare, the mustang with her head bent close to her baby as they fed on grass near the road that led to Samuel’s school. Aaron’s forehead crinkled, and he was confronted with how frustrating it was to try to communicate with his son. He sensed the boy wanted to ask him something with all his pictures lately of the horses, but Aaron had no idea what it was.

“Very nice, Samuel,” he said. “Did you finish your homework?”
 Looking a little subdued at his father’s answer, Samuel nodded. 
 Aaron cleared his throat. “Did you get the eggs safely to Mrs. Henderson?”
 Again the boy nodded before turning away, as if to drift off, shutting his father out.
No. Aaron couldn’t bear it. He tried to think what Nate would do, how the cowboy would laugh and tease and somehow bring Samuel out of his shell. “Would you like to ride Gitty?” Aaron asked, hitting on something that Nate had used to reach Samuel before.
 Samuel swung around and nodded enthusiastically. 
 “I have to take her harness off first, free her from the plow,” Aaron said. “You could work on your drawing while I do that.”
 Samuel approached the fence that protected the blossoming vegetables and flowers from raiding deer. He leaned against it as he raised his pencil and continued sketching.
 From time to time Aaron watched him as he carefully detached Gitty. The horse dipped down to munch on weeds still green from the richness of Aaron’s carefully tended soil, and at last Aaron went to his son. “I will lead you around on her,” he said. “You will be all right without a saddle?”
 Samuel nodded but then continued to stare up at his father, swallowing.
 “Sam, what is it?” Aaron asked, very gently. The shortened name just slipped out, the one Nate always used. Nate had been changing him, changing even the way he saw his son.
 Samuel handed him the drawing, and Aaron saw he’d written under it. I see these horses sometimes on the way to school, and I’ve wanted to tell Nate because I know he has been looking for them. I want to tell him things all the time. Him and you. 

Papa, I know we are poor. I know what that means because we don’t have stuff. But if I do extra chores, if I work hard, real hard for you this winter, do you think I could have a horse?
 Please. 
 Your son, Sam. 
Aaron blinked, automatically about to say no because he’d only had this job a short time and he had not put enough money aside for something like a horse. They couldn’t possibly….

He looked into his son’s eyes, and he couldn’t say it. Soon he would have to tell him about the sign language Mrs. Henderson was pushing. It might be that Samuel would have to attend another school just when he was beginning to feel more at ease at the one he attended now.

“I will think on it,” he found himself saying, and Samuel’s eyes brightened. 
 As Aaron lifted him onto Gitty’s broad back, he tried to think what odd jobs he might be able to take this winter that would bring in more cash.

N
ATE found his two men in the ring, Aaron leading a patient Gitty around with Samuel riding the Belgian. He climbed onto the fence and watched them. Aaron looked up at him and then away. Samuel waved, flashing a brilliant smile. The kid came alive whenever he was around horses.

“I’ll help you,” he offered Aaron as the other man led Gitty back to the horse barn after giving Samuel a few more turns in the ring. 
 “If you want,” Aaron grunted. Nate huffed out an exasperated sigh. Jealous. Somehow, his Aaron had figured out Sean was the guy Nate had seen off and on, and now he was jealous.

Sam shoved a wrinkled drawing into his hands, and Nate looked down to see another drawing of the mare and her foal. He nodded to the kid. “I think she might have gotten separated somehow from her herd. She’s never with a stallion in your art work.” He didn’t add that it wasn’t a good thing for the wild mustang, that she and her baby would be safer with a stallion protecting them from the wolves and other predators that came down from the foothills in the winter. “Show me the others, Sammy,” Nate asked absently. If he could get a rough idea of where exactly the mustangs grazed…. He recognized part of the landscape as Samuel’s path to school, an abandoned, old farm that was just waste now. It ran along the country road. He’d heard from Luke that Morgan had thought of buying it and putting the land back into use. As he skimmed through the collection, he found a sheet with a message written for Aaron. He read it and his jaw twitched. “Here, kid,” he said, handing the drawings back to Sam. “I need to go talk to your Papa, okay?”
 Samuel nodded and Nate watched him head back to the cabin he shared with his father. “ WILLyou just…!” Nate wanted to tear his hair out. Aaron had finished brushing the draft horse, all while coldly ignoring Nate. “I’m not going to sleep with Sean again.”
 Aaron gave him a look under his brows. “I told him, okay?” Nate rubbed the tight cords in the back of his neck. “I told him that I… belong to someone now.”
 Aaron put down the brushes he’d been using.

“That is, if he still wants me.” Nate hated that his voice came out sounding so uncertain, but he was scared. Aaron mattered to him.
 “You should have told me about him,” Aaron said. “I know. I was working up to it.” Aaron suddenly came closer, and Nate pulled his head down close so their foreheads rested together. Muscles relaxed that had been tense all goddamned day.

“I don’t want you living with him.”
 “I’m not—”

“Living under the same roof as him.” Aaron raised his hand. “Nathaniel, would you be comfortable if I had been with this man?”

Nate shook his head. “But I have to live somewhere.” “You will live with me.”
 Nate blinked. “Uh.”

“I have a cabin. I have a washer and dryer. I have a TV, but it is not working now. You will live with me, sleep in… in my bed.” Aaron swallowed. 

“But Sam….”
 Aaron took his hand, and Nate felt immediately claimed. He didn’t resist as Aaron tugged him from the barn. “We will tell him tonight at dinner.”



Chapter Nine

N
ATE cleared his throat. The cherry pie was damned good, but it might as well have been sawdust for all he cared. He’d been on edge all during dinner. Aaron wasn’t helping. He said nothing, seeming calm and patient as he went about preparing the food while Sam laid out the dishes. It had left Nate with nothing to do but fret. 

When was Aaron going to tell Sam? How was he going to tell him? Shit. Nate pushed his hair off his face, thinking he’d have to get it cut soon, since it was getting in his eyes again. It made him wonder how Aaron liked it. He’d told Aaron he liked his beard, hoped he’d keep it. Did Aaron like to wrap his fingers in Nate’s hair? He ached to lie with him in the same bed, to get closer, to find out for himself. 
 But he also ached to make Sam smile, to see the kid more at ease. Sam was still so locked up inside himself. “I liked your drawings,” Nate told Sam. “I’m going to head into that neck of the woods tomorrow, have a look around for your horses.”
 Sam’s face briefly glowed, and he pointed to his own chest. “You want to come with me?” Nate asked, and the kid nodded. “Well, tell you what. School ends after tomorrow for the holidays, right? Why don’t I take you there with me the day after tomorrow?”
 Sam’s face reflected a tiny bit of disappointment over the delay, but he finally nodded his agreement. “I know, school’s a drag sometimes,” Nate said. He couldn’t help thinking of Aaron’s worries of what might lie ahead for Sam on that front. Sam nodded vehemently, and Nate laughed, deciding to push it from his mind for the moment. He still wanted to see if he could make some holiday magic work for Sam.
 Nate said, “Aaron, thanks, the dinner was great.” At the same time, Aaron said, “Nathaniel is going to come live with us now, Samuel.”
 Nate’s breath caught in his chest, and his gaze shot to Sam. The kid’s brow furrowed, and he looked from Nate to Aaron, looking confused.
 Nate waited, sure that Aaron would add more to his lightning bolt, but he said nothing. Sam’s face darkened, and he slid out of his chair.
 “Wait! Damn it!” Nate reddened as he swore in front of Sam, but he still wasn’t used to kids. He huffed out a breath and came to his feet. “Sam, your Papa and I….” Oh, geez. “We really, uh—”
 But Sam shoved aside another chair and ran for the door, tearing it open. Aaron shouted at him.
 “Aaron, fuck!” Nate snatched his heavy jacket. “His world keeps getting rocked. It keeps getting rocked, so he hides inside himself.”
 Aaron swallowed, right beside Nate, his coat on. “He likes you so much, I can see that. I thought—” Nate saw the same distress reflected on the father’s face that had been on the son’s. He hated that he was the cause of it. “Where has he gone?”
 “The shed with the animals,” Aaron said, nodding toward it, and Nate saw sure enough the light was on in the little lean-to. “He goes there when he is upset.”
 “And you leave him alone when he does that, don’t you?” Nate asked, trying to get the lay of the land. Aaron nodded. “I try to respect his thinking time.” “Well, we’ll give him lots of time to think about this,” Nate said. “But first I think we need to clear up the confusion. I’d like to talk to him. Please, trust me?”

Aaron held his gaze. “I trust you. You said one day you would make me want to dance, but I want that for Samuel. I want that for my son.”

Nate swallowed. “I know you do.” Nate reached out and squeezed Aaron’s arm. “You just had no clue how to tell him about us. You were afraid.”

T
HE air in the shed had that warm, pleasant muskiness, welcome after the sting of the chill outdoors. Sam was sweeping, the broom a little taller than his slight figure. Nate and Aaron entered, but Aaron lingered near the door while Nate delved further into the space. One of the Banty hens made a soft sound from her shelf on the wall, annoyed at all the intruders after dark.

Nate pulled out the single armless chair in the space, sitting down. He watched Sam for a while. “Do you like me, Sam?”
 Sam hesitated but continued sweeping, his face set.

Nate swallowed. “I hope so, because I… well, I really like spending time with you. I think you have the makings of a first-class rider with your love of horses.”

Sam still didn’t look at him, but Nate had the impression he was listening.
 Nate shoved his hair off his forehead. “I’m sorry you’re confused.” He cursed softly under his breath. “I’m sorry. I don’t want that for you.” He cleared his throat and looked back at Aaron. “What we said tonight at dinner was wrong.”

Now Sam looked up, slightly disgruntled. Nate sighed. “We told you that someone else was coming to live in your house, without asking how you felt about it. That’s just not right.”

Nate looked to Aaron, and Aaron picked up his cue, saying, “Your Papa made a mistake tonight, Samuel.” He walked forward now and took the broom from his son. “Sam.”

Nate couldn’t resist anymore, so he reached out and ruffled Sam’s hair. “So, we still on for that day of looking for your wild horses?”
 Sam carefully studied him and then his father. He nodded. Aaron put his hands on his son’s shoulders. “Come on. It is time to go to bed.”
 Still subdued, Sam went with his father. Nate left the shed, watching them. When Aaron reached the door of the cabin, he looked over his shoulder at Nate once before disappearing inside.
 “JUSTwhat do you think you are doing?” Aaron’s surprised voice roused Nate the next morning.
 Nate sat up, groaning from his stiff back. “I was sleeping. What the hell time is it?”
 “It is nearly five,” Aaron said. 
 “That’s at least half an hour earlier than I usually get up,” Nate grumbled. “You get up really early, know that?” Aaron widened his eyes. “It is a ranch. Why are you here in my shed, Nate?” Nate shrugged. His throat tightened as Aaron knelt beside him, putting aside an empty wire egg basket. “Is Sam okay?”

“He was very quiet when he went to his room last night, but….” Aaron’s eyes gleamed. “Before I turned out his light, he hugged me.”
 “Oh.” Nate studied Aaron. 
 “He—” Aaron cleared his throat. “He has not done that in a long time.” 
 “I’m glad he did,” Nate said quietly. Aaron’s brow wrinkled. “Will you tell me why you are sleeping here?” His face darkened. “Sean did not do something?”

“No!” Nate gripped Aaron’s hand. “No, but last night I was so… strung out, I guess.” Nate looked around the small shed, sliding out from his sleeping bag. “All I could think was, you didn’t want me staying in the bunkhouse anymore, and Sam isn’t anywhere ready for, um…. So I hit on the idea of sleeping in the shed. It seemed logical last night at two a.m.”

Aaron blinked. “You would do this? This is… crazy Happy Nathaniel stuff.”
 Nate pushed back hair he had no doubt stuck up at weird angles around his head. “Yeah, it is. But I’ll do it.”
 Aaron shook his head. “No, you won’t.” Nate didn’t resist as the larger man leaned his forehead against Nate’s.
 “But—” 
 “I will deal with my jealousy. I will trust you not to hurt me,” Aaron said, very simply. 
 Nate’s shoulders sagged as he let out a sigh. “Okay. That dirt floor…. Yeah, I’d be okay with that.” “One day soon my son will want you to move in with us.”
 Nate’s eyes widened at the certainty in Aaron’s voice. “You really believe that?”
 “You have made me believe.” One corner of Aaron’s mouth lifted. “Come to breakfast. I will make you pancakes with strawberries.”
 “My favorite!”

O
VER breakfast Nate saw Sam slowly relaxing as things remained the way they always were between the three of them. Aaron directed his son to put out plates for the hands, and Nate pitched in to put condiments on the table while teasing both his men. When the other cowboys came in, the usual joking around went on, and no one said anything about finding Nate helping out. He figured that by now his interest in Aaron was probably pretty clear. 

“Since I’m heading over to that old farm, you can ride with me to school if you want, Sam,” he suggested a little later.
 Sam hesitated, looking to his father. 
 “Go if you want,” Aaron encouraged gently. Nate felt relieved he didn’t make it an order and push his son. Samuel gave a shy nod. Nate finished scraping off his plate and looked up to meet Aaron’s gaze. The other man looked like he desperately wanted to kiss Nate this morning. Nate swallowed, wanting the same thing. But one day…. Aaron said he believed it would happen, that they could become a family. “Well, uh, see you in the horse barn, Sam. Ten minutes, okay?”

S
OMEHOWhe wasn’t surprised when Aaron saddled up the Belgian he was fond of and joined him and Sam on the ride to school. Sam chose to ride with him on his Morgan, Pete, and Nate found himself relaxing and just enjoying the sunny late December morning. He could feel in the brittleness of the air that soon they’d have snowfall, but the sun lit the remaining leaves a glowing amber as they fluttered down from the trees in slow, lazy circles.

As their horses clomped over gravel and frozen ground, Nate began to relax. He wasn’t sure how things would work out but seeing this change of season he couldn’t help but feel that maybe by spring… or summer… there was time for it all to happen. 

“ Nate!” Aaron’s shout broke his reverie. The other man had ridden a little further ahead, around the bend where the willows grew by the creek. 
 Worried, Nate urged Pete on, even as the big Morgan snorted, clearly unhappy about something. He caught sight of the shape of a reddened rib cage, rigid feet sticking out…. He dismounted immediately, helping Sam down and blocking his view. He squeezed the boy’s shoulders. “The schoolhouse is close by. I want you to head over there now, all right?”
 Sam shook his head vehemently. “Sam, do it,” Nate ordered. He waited until he saw the kid start down the familiar path before joining Aaron.
 “One of the mustangs,” Aaron said. 
 “Shit, maybe that cougar again. Looks like it,” Nate said. “I can’t tell if it’s one of the horses from Sam’s drawings. If it’s the mare, there was a foal….”
 Aaron shook his head, studying the disturbed ground around the carcass. “No sign of a foal.” “I’ll call this in, get another hand to help me.” Instinctively, he didn’t want Sam to get a closer look on his way back from school today, especially not after all the drawings he’d done. 

Aaron nodded, leading the horses back into a grove of trees where he secured them. When he returned, Nate had made his call and studied the ground further out from the creek.
 “Tracks near the trees, maybe from this morning. Might be the foal.” 
 “The little one won’t last out here alone,” Aaron said. “That’s why I’m going to keep looking, Aaron,” Nate vowed. “I had this idea—” 
 “My fault.” The voice sounded rusty like a door that had gone unused. 
 Nate frowned, thinking the other hand he’d called up had arrived here damn quick. He looked up at Aaron and saw astonishment cross his face.
 And then he saw him. Sam. The kid had returned. His book bag lay on the ground beside him as he stared at the remains of the wild horse. 
 “Sam, it’s no one’s fault,” Nate said, as soft as he had ever made his voice. After all these months, all these many months, Sam had finally spoken. Sweat coated Nate’s spine as he watched Aaron’s hands ball into fists.
 Sam’s face looked tight and pale as the coming snow. He looked a little spacey. “My mama fell down in our kitchen. Ss-she was… she couldn’t breathe. So I helped her sit up.”
 Nate’s voice dried up. 
 “She t-told me to stay with her. She said…. But I went to get her medicine. Knew where she kept it but I couldn’t…. I tried, but the chair fell.” Sam’s voice thinned out to a breaking thread. “When I went back downstairs, she wasn’t moving. I left her and she died.” 
 Nate’s heart cracked like fresh ice. He strode to Sam, kneeling beside him. After a moment, on the hush of breath that hurt leaving his body—hurt for Sam, oh, God, Sam—he took the boy’s cold hands, squeezing gently. Sam blinked. “It wasn’t your fault.”
 Sam stared at him. “Do you hear me, Samuel?” Nate felt the chill of the tears on his cheeks. Sam wasn’t crying. Nate somehow had to do it for him.

And then Aaron was there, crushing Sam close. “My little boy.”
 Sam leaned against him with the sound of something breaking free. His fist clenched in his Papa’s coat.
 After a long time, Aaron or Sam, Nate wasn’t sure who exactly, but he was tugged close until they made a circle.



Chapter Ten

T
HE snow fell like feathers from a torn eiderdown when Samuel went to the door and opened it for Luke, Nate’s friend. He nodded to him, then immediately peered around behind him. 
 Where was Nate? “Hey, kid. Cold night for Christmas Eve,” Luke remarked, kicking the snow off his boots on the porch before he came inside the cabin. 

Papa pulled a cake from the oven. They tasted better lately, since Nate had bought him a cookbook called Italian Country Baking. 

“H-hey,” Sam replied. His voice still sounded strange to his ears. He barely said a word to strangers, but Luke was Nate’s friend.

Luke raised his brows but then gave his attention to Samuel’s Papa. “I brought that referral Morgan wanted you to have, Aaron.” He glanced again at Samuel.

His Papa nodded. He put aside the cake and took off his oven mitts, coming over to Luke to take a piece of paper from him. “Thank you. Samuel and I will be going to counseling. I am a little nervous, but Nate has promised to try to make us both supper the first time we go.”
 Luke grinned. “If he cooks like I do, hope you have the number of a good takeout place.” 
 The door thumped loudly, as if something had struck it. Samuel jumped. 
 Luke’s warm, blue eyes studied him. “Maybe you want to get that?” Samuel looked at his Papa, a little anxious.
 “Go on. It is something Nate wanted for us.”

Encouraged when he heard Nate mentioned, Samuel retraced his steps to their front door and slowly twisted the knob. When it opened, he saw the hands they’d been feeding, all of them, except Nate. Two of them held a small potted pine tree with a simple paper star at the top. Samuel moved back, staring at it as they came inside. 

“Nate said you’d want to be able to plant it in the spring, Aaron, near your vegetable garden,” Albert said. He puffed out a breath, face red from the cold. “Gotta say, it was really hard to dig it up this late in the year!”
 Samuel reached out and touched one of the branches. “I thought to decorate it with popcorn. Will you stay?” Aaron invited the other men and women, also including Luke in his invitation.

Luke shook his head. “Gotta get to the mission. Princess is in this year’s Christmas pageant. Morgan’ll kill me if I’m late again.”
 “Princess?” Samuel asked. “Our daughter, Jessica.” Luke’s face softened. “That’s what me and Morgan call her. Well, see you Aaron, Sam… guys. Merry Christmas, Happy Hanukkah!”

Samuel watched Luke and a few of the hands who had to be somewhere else leave. Most stayed, and Papa put milk on the stove for hot chocolate, but Samuel lingered near the window, watching more snow fall. He watched until his father called him to help string the popcorn. There was no sign of Happy Nate.

“ WHAT’Sthe quilt doing on the couch, Papa?” Samuel asked Aaron. He was yawning since he’d been allowed to stay up late. The little tree stood near the sideboard in their great room, covered with popcorn and a few folded paper stars the hands had made. So far Samuel had gone over to it a few times, fingering the needles, excited about the wrapped gifts under the tree with the names of all their friends. His Papa had been doing a lot of baking, so he knew some were special treats just for the hands.

“The quilt is for Nate,” Aaron said. “He is going to sleep on our couch tonight. We are going to be giving wagon rides to the children in town tomorrow, so we all have to get up early.”

“Can I go on one?” Samuel asked, and Aaron relaxed a little. Time, Nate had told him, give Samuel time. He didn’t seem uptight about Nate spending the night on their couch.
 “Yes, you may, Samuel, though there might be somewhere else you want to be,” Aaron said. Samuel’s forehead creased, but before he could ask his father what he meant, he heard another knock on their front door. Samuel sped to answer it, opening it for Nate, who was balancing a pile of brightly wrapped gifts.
 Aaron came over, scolding, “That is too much, Nathaniel!” 
 “No, it could never be enough,” Nate said as he looked first at Aaron and then at Samuel. He strode into the great room and dumped the gifts under the tree before turning to Aaron and giving him a faint nod. 

“You have one more chore before bedtime,” he told Samuel, who was clearly itching to go over to Nate’s offerings. 
 Samuel groaned. Nate winked at Aaron. Aaron could see that in his mind that his happy cowboy was dancing, dancing in the dust the way he used to on dusty late summer mornings.

“Come on, we’ll help you,” Nate said, folding his arms and waiting as Aaron and Samuel donned their coats, hats, and gloves. 

T
HEcorral wasn’t new, but it had recently been repaired and extended so it came up to where Aaron’s vegetable patch would grow again next spring. Nate fell back, letting Aaron lead Sam closer with an arm around his shoulders.

The stars were like a thousand points of light overhead, so Nate let his head fall back, looking up as he settled near his two guys. He felt a touch on his arm and it was Samuel. 

“Hey, kid.” He took in their quaint clothing, the suspenders, Aaron’s beard, and the dark trousers under their muffling coats. Probably they still looked strange to some, but to Nate now they were his.
 “It’s cold,” Samuel said pointedly, obviously wanting to get back to the warm cabin and the intriguing gifts. “So it is.” Nate looked over toward the meadow, nodding so Samuel would look as well. In the moonlight the mustang mare walked from the trees, and the foal followed closely behind.
 “But…!” Samuel’s small hands clenched on the fence. “I thought the mare was dead.” “No,” Nate said, shaking his head. “It was another wild horse. This is your father’s gift, Samuel. When I managed to find them, round them up, he came up with the money to build a little shed for them and helped me repair and extend this corral.”
 “Can I go see them?” Aaron put his hands on his son’s shoulders. “No, not yet. Nate is going to gentle them for us. This spring, he will teach you to ride. But your chore will be caring for them, Samuel, as you do our chickens and goat.”
 “I promise!” The horses stayed at the far end of the corral, coats still shaggy. Nate couldn’t wait to teach Samuel how to brush them. He watched them, a little sorry now they weren’t free, but without a stallion to protect them, they wouldn’t have survived long.

They stayed a little longer, until the snow picked up again. Heavy snowflakes turned wet against his cheeks.
 On the way back to the cabin, Aaron walked very close to him, so their shoulders brushed. Nate knocked Samuel’s hat a little so it tilted at a funny angle, and the kid gave him a smile.

O
N NEWYear’s Eve, Nate still slept on the couch. More of his stuff had migrated to sit in neat piles around the den furniture. He’d fixed the TV so sometimes he and Samuel watched it. It still seemed to make Aaron slightly uncomfortable, though he liked watching cooking and gardening shows.

It was quiet except for the ticking of the cheap clock on the mantle, all the chores done for the night. He sat up when he heard a creak from the stairs going up to the loft, and Aaron stood there with his suspenders fallen beside his legs, and his shirt half-unbuttoned. Seeing him in the light from the woodstove, Nate’s heart started to pound.

“It is time you sleep with me, Nathaniel,” Aaron said, holding out his hand.
 “Sam….”
 “He told me tonight that you need your own room if you’re going to stay with us.”
 “My own room with you, you mean.” The quilt fell aside. The couch was lumpy, but sleeping here these past days had been heaven, even with the pain of want, of denial, and of hearing Aaron preparing for bed every night and wanting to be up there to see him, to touch him.
 Aaron said nothing, waiting patiently. Nate went to him. He meant to say something more, to take Aaron’s hand, but Aaron crushed him against the wall and kissed him the way he had the first time. Possessive. Next thing he swung Nate up in his arms, and Nate grabbed hold of Aaron’s neck with a surprised laugh.

“This is not how it’s done?” Aaron asked him as he carried Nate up the stairs. 
 “I guess this is how we do it,” Nate said. “I don’t know, Aaron.” He said the last softly because Nate didn’t know where they were going. He knew what his body wanted, but that just came down to touch. But the rest….
 Aaron lowered him to the floor in the shadowed loft with only one light on by the bed. Nate couldn’t stop himself from putting his hands on Aaron’s bare chest, sending out waves of energy, healing, so Aaron shuddered. “I feel your electricity, Nate.”
 Nate put his lips against Aaron’s nipple, open mouthed, sucking. “I feel yours,” he whispered.
 Clothing was tugged, his, Aaron’s, until he revealed Aaron’s wonderful body again. He pulled him down onto the bed, and they were kissing, their bodies lined up, heat, suction, Aaron’s hand shaking as he reached out and stroked Nate so Nate caught his breath and his head arched back. 
 “Nate….” Aaron pulled back, and Nate admired him, the dark eyes contrasting the white blond beard, the disheveled hair from Nate’s hands. “My wife was my best friend.”
 Nate swallowed. “I know, Aaron. I know you loved her.”
 Aaron said, “But you are who I choose. You are the husband I want inside my body.”
 Oh…. Nate gulped more air. Aaron wanted him to—
 “I trust you,” Aaron said. “Make me want to dance again.”
 Aaron had lube and condoms arranged on his bedside table. Despite his background, he obviously was a man who believed in being prepared, in embracing his new world. Sweat breaking out on his forehead, Nate took the lube and put it beside Aaron’s body. “Lie back,” he said. 
 Innocence. Nate was so aware of it as he cupped Aaron’s face, as he looked at the faint squint lines by his eyes, at the full lips he was hungry to kiss. He started with Aaron’s face, touching it, learning it so that if he were blind he would remember the shine of skin in the lamp, the firm round shoulder, the sudden bob of Aaron’s Adam’s apple as he kissed the little furry patch at the center of his chest. His hand curled around one of Aaron’s thighs, tugging it slightly higher as he put his open lips against Aaron’s hip so his lover’s big body shuddered.
 It wasn’t until more snow had covered their window, wet and cold and clinging, when the clock downstairs had ticked out a long space of time that he licked Aaron’s opening, holding onto Aaron’s bucking hips firmly. Aaron didn’t deny him any part of his body. He gave himself as if it were his wedding and as Nate touched him, he became his bridegroom.
 When his shaking fingers breached Aaron, Aaron sat up to watch, eyes wide, and Nate looked up to see the expressions wing past on his face. Aaron laughed. “That feels good now.”
 Nate shook his head. “You make this….” He didn’t have the words, but he eased and fingered until sweat broke out between Aaron’s nipples and his eyes begged for Nate.
 Nate covered himself and came to his lover, mounting him, cushioned in hard muscle, feeling the rough callused hands on his lower back, pulling him down. When he entered Aaron, they stared into each other’s eyes. He died a little at the flicker of discomfort and waited… and waited… and when the broad hand on his back clutched him, he pushed gently.

Aaron groaned when Nate fully seated himself, shaking, his hair dripping sweat, his body a glowing furnace in the act of love, give, give, give, he was all about giving to Aaron. Pleasure, healing, laughter.

You have the saddest eyes.  He remembered thinking that when he first met Aaron. Those eyes were melting chocolate now. The lips turned up, parted, so Nate kissed him and tasted Aaron’s pleasure. He rocked them gently, as gently as a boat out on the summer lake until like a fork of lighting, Aaron broke him. Between one thrust and the next, his body tightened and he gave his come, and Aaron arched, and they were both wet and warm with Aaron’s release as he pulled Nate down safe.
 “WHATare you doing?” Aaron rasped in his ear a hundred years later.  
 Nate shivered. He put down the water he’d brought in a basin from downstairs.  
 “I was going to clean us both off,” Nate said. “The water’s warm….” Aaron’s arms came around him. He was sticky and broad shoulders and serious eyes in the faint light of a new day, a new year. His body… he was a muscled god, beautiful, like a bearded Zeus. “Later, Nathaniel.” 

They took a turn around the room. It was cold, so Nate knew they’d soon return to bed, snuggle warm, and Aaron didn’t dance very well, leading, following, but he was dancing.


Epilogue

A
ARON looked up when a shadow fell over him where he was weeding on a warm May late afternoon. He saw Nate, so he lifted his head, and Nate kissed him. He felt a ball of secret sunshine in his stomach, thinking of last night and making love to Nate. Nate seemed to like him inside, despite how at first Aaron had been frightened and clumsy, and he’d known he’d caused the smaller man some discomfort.

But Nate had held him, kissing Aaron’s bare shoulder, combing his fingers through his hair so all Aaron could do was arch up and make that little “Ah!” sound that Nate said he loved to hear.

“The mission garden is going to be showy this year,” Nate said, slouching against the railing that led into the church, his cowboy hat low over his eyes, his hair matted from the sweat of a working cowboy.

“Showy, no,” Aaron said, uncomfortable with that idea. “The herbs will be useful, and the flowers can be pressed.” He’d done the work because Mrs. Henderson had asked him to try to do something with the weedy patch around the mission. Aaron still didn’t attend the services, but he had more friends here as a result of his gardening. And he liked talking to the teacher not only about Samuel’s progress in school, but about their shared passion for romance novels. Nate teased him, but he didn’t seem to mind when Aaron read to him in bed. Whenever the heroes in the book said, “I love you,” Aaron’s voice became deeper, throatier, and he knew Nate liked to hear it. But when he said the words just for Nate, his breath broke against his lover's skin, and he always added “husband.”

Nate shook his head. “Okay. But I still think it’s going to look really great. It’s nice of you to do it.”
 Aaron shrugged. It was not nice. It was useful. Good soil shouldn’t go to waste. Nate had strange ideas sometimes, even when he said the same of Aaron.
 “Sam and I brought lunch,” Nate said, nodding over to Samuel. Their horses were tied inside the crumbling parking lot with tails swatting some early flies. Samuel wasn’t yet riding one of the mustangs as Nate still worked with them, but Aaron knew his magic, his touch. How could the horses resist Happy Nathaniel? “Thought we’d all go for a swim after.”
 Aaron raised his brows, and Nate grinned, as if he remembered how they’d come here once and Nate had shucked down to nothing, skinny dipping in the lake. “I bought a suit in town,” he said. “It’s still early so all they had was one with orchids on it.” He grimaced.
 Aaron’s lips quirked. He looked forward to some teasing of his own though it would be gentle because he knew Nate only wore the suit for the sake of Aaron’s sense of modesty.
 Samuel brought over the basket of food, and Aaron sat up, leaving his work. Nate untied his bandana and gave it to Aaron to wipe a streak of dirt from his face. “This is perfect. The sun is perfect, and it’s perfect being here with you,” Nate said lazily, lying back, cushioned by Aaron’s legs.
 Samuel threw a piece of apple at Nate and he grinned, stealing a bit of Samuel’s pie.
 When they all finished and the sun still poured down on them like honey, Nate stood up and began to shuffle around the broken asphalt. Aaron’s heart lifted. He wanted to join Nate and sometime soon he knew he would, not just alone in their room. He reached out and ruffled Samuel’s hair as they watched Happy Nathaniel, dancing just for them.
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