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 When the river is deepest it makes the least noise. ~ Proverb Prologue
 Kyle Jacobs let the paper from his takeout fortune cookie flutter to the floor of his bedroom. Next full moon brings an enchanting evening. Yeah, right. He scrubbed shaking fingers over his sweaty face, hands rasping against his night beard. He was nude, standing in the moonlight, looking out his window…aching.

He inhaled deeply, wrapped his arms around himself since no one could see him take that comfort. He didnt want to put a name to the young man he wished were there, the man hed dreamed about for years. It was unsettling. He hadnt seen him in three years. He could be anywhere.

Be safe, Jesse.
Tall but too thin, with blue eyes that burned and skin that smelled like fresh denim on the line.
 Kyle reached down and touched himself where he was softening, still sensitive.
 Hed come again in his dreams. Crap, he was forty-four years old!
 Grunting in disgust at himself, he thrust open a window and let in the latesummer air, feeling the sweet coolness against his heated skin, catching the scent of earth and fresh hay.
 It would take a while for his heart to settle down.

* * *

Jesse Coulter sipped a beer in the roadhouse off Highway 12. Hed been sleeping in his motel room, but then the dream woke him, so intense he could almost taste Kyle. Hed seduced him in the dream, kissing him until he stopped protesting he was too old for Jess, that he belonged to another man. Kissed him, left impassioned beard-burn marks under his T-shirt, where his skin wasnt tan. Jessed licked and savored his way down the tall, rangy body until he opened Kyles belt, pulled down his jeans, and knelt at the mans feet, sucking his cock deep into his mouth while Kyle gave a hoarse cry and his hands clenched in Jesses hair.

You want me, Jesse had whispered in the dream. He wiped his lips with the back of his hand. Hed tried to forget Kyle. Back when hed been younger and Kyle had belonged to his half brother Mac, Jessed been confused and ashamed of his desire; hed had a feeling Kyle picked up on it, but Kyled been sensitive, which was his way, so Jessed never said anything about it.

Jesse had tried to lose this need, this unending want, in other men. Yet even after three years, he could never sleep with anyone, his body absurdly acting like it was claimed. Only, lately the dreams were getting more intense, as if they were calling him home, calling him back to the man he knew would never want to touch him.

His BlackBerry buzzed, and Jesse pulled it out, wondering if it was another contract job, maybe logging or helping out on a fishing boat. Hell, he didnt care. His younger brother, David, needed new clothes. He was shooting up in height just the way Jesse had when he was Davids age, so Jesse would welcome the work, even if he still found himself wishing he could take some time and go to school.
 He read the text and snatched up his motorcycle helmet, already striding for the exit. Chapter One

When Jesse Coulter roared up on his battered Harley, a dust cloud a high plume behind him, Kyle ducked behind the bunkhouse on the Double M Ranch.
 Ducked, hell. Here he was, the foreman, and he was hiding! He pulled off the leather gloves hed been wearing while working in the horse barn and wiped his damp, shaking palms on his dusty jeans, tears burning his eyes.
Jesse.
 He couldnt stop himself from taking another look at the young man as he removed his motorcycle helmet, his dark brown hair still cut short, but spiky at the front. His lean face was on the long side, with a trace of early beard on his chin, adding the texture of manhood to his olive skin. But it was his eyes that made Kyle feel like hed taken a punch, eyes the pale blue flame of a lighter flaring in the dark.
 His lover Macs kid brother. Kyle had missed Jesse intensely, an ache in his gut, maybe because of the secret they shared.
 Kyle hadnt seen Jesse since the day of Macs funeral. He squeezed his eyes shut, remembered pulling up in his truck at the ranch that terrible day, Jesse and his younger brother, David, crammed together in the passenger side, tears brimming in Jesses beautiful flame blue eyes. He had looked over at Kyle, and Kyle had seen his bewilderment, as if the kid had taken a bat to the face. Why had Mac died?
 “Jesus, kid, I don’t know.” Kyles voice had broken as he undid his seat belt. Itd been an accident. Looking for reasons… He couldnt help doing it too, just like Jesse and David. But it didnt help; it was something his mind would go back and forth over, worrying, while the clock ticked in his empty bedroom.
 Jesse had helped the dazed twelve-year-old David out of his seat belt from habit. Theyd all stumbled from the truck, the boys wearing black jeans and T-shirts because thered been no time to purchase suits for Macs funeral. Suddenly David had thrown himself into Kyles arms, gripping him tight, trembling.
 “He’s never coming back,” David had whispered.
 Kyle had swallowed hard, because there had been just a hint of a question in that young voice. “No, Davy, but he’ll be with us as long as we remember him,” Kyle had said.
 Holding on to David, rubbing his back, Kyle had felt lost. He had been fortyone, and hed felt lost. Hed stared at Jesse, and Jesse had looked back at him. A single tear had tracked down his cheek before dripping off the edge of his jaw. “Jesse,” he had whispered, aching to give comfort. But Jess was stubborn, always so damn stubborn, like Mac had been. And hed been sullen, avoiding Kyle sometimes. Kyle could guess why.
 Kyle took a deep breath and tried the other way to communicate with Jesse, to offer him what solace he could.
 “Jesse, I don’t know why Mac’s gone. It doesn’t make sense.”
 Jesses jaw ticked, and for a long moment Kyle thought he wouldnt make use of the strange telepathic bond that linked them. Hell if Kyle understood it, but from the moment Mac had brought his younger half brothers to stay on the ranch, Kyle had been able to pick up on Jesses thoughts sometimes. At first hed feared he was going crazy. But over time hed just grown accustomed to it. Like seeing or hearing, it was just another sense he could make use of.
 “I have to take care of David. How do I do that?”
 Jesses voice sounded like everything that made him Jesse. Like his love of tinkering with engines at school, like a fork of lightning before it connects with a tree. It was hard for Kyle to describe, even to himself. But when they linked, he was surrounded by the essence of Jesse. Hed never asked if it was the same experience for Jesse. In fact, hed tried hard not to use their weird bond, because he was dating Mac. Still, it was Jesse with whom he shared this secret pathway.
 “You and David will always have a home here with me. We’ll find a way to stay a family, I promise you, and we’ll figure out how to take care of David together.”
 But even as Kyle made the vow, as if to make Kyle a liar, another truck pulled into the driveway. It was battered, burning oil. A man with deep wrinkles around his mouth and eyes got out of the cab, his gaze zeroing in on Kyle, David, and Jesse. Kyle had never met the senior Coulter, Morrison, a man who drove trucks crosscountry for a living, but he knew instinctively who he was, when Jesses fists balled.
 “Boy, get in the truck,” the man ordered, pointing at David.
 “Pa…?” David whispered. “Pa, M-Macs dead.”
 The mans face didnt change expression. He looked at Kyle. “If he hadnt been living here with you, hed be alive.”
 Kyles eyes stung. It was true. Mac had died when he tried to free a cow trapped by an early-spring mudslide. As foreman, Kyled sent him out to do the job. But he hadnt known how bad it was—and damn it, why hadnt Mac called him? He always took on too much.
Had taken on too much.
 And now he was gone.
 “Don’t listen to him!” Jesses voice cut into Kyles leaden guilt like a fiery sword.
 David looked up at Kyle as if confused by his fathers cold words. Kyle saw the boys eyes, red and puffy. David hadnt slept until Jesse had pulled him into his arms the night before on the living-room couch of the small cabin they all shared. Then the poor kid had conked out from exhaustion.
 “Dont you look to him,” Morrison growled. “I told you what to do, David, so you do it!”
 “Morrison,” Jesse croaked. He put his skinny seventeen-year-old body between Morrison and his younger brother. “He doesnt understand. We just…we just buried Mac.”
 “But you do, dont you?” Morrison growled. “Youll be just like him, wont you? Sick…”
 Kyle gently squeezed Davids shoulder. “Just…do what your pa says, Davy. Ill talk to him.”
 “I got nothing to say to you,” Morrison spat. Anger shot from eyes the same gray as Macs. It hurt, seeing hate in eyes the exact shape and color of his dead partners.
 Once David was safely out of earshot in the truck, Kyle tried reasoning with Morrison. “Mac took them from you, and you didnt care. This is their home now.” Kyle played his only card. “I have money saved. Take it. Leave the boys.”
 Mac would have hated Morrison being here. Hed rescued his brothers and loved them fiercely. Together, he and Kyle had enrolled them in school, taken them to nearby Pigeon Lake Beach on sultry summer days to swim, to sail, to ride horseback on the lakeside trail.
 “You killed my boy,” Morrison said. “I dont want anything from you.”
 “Dont you say that!” Jesse cried.
 Morrison slapped him.
 Kyle went for him, unable to abide anyone laying a hand on Jesse. But Jesse caught him, held on to him, his face suddenly older, harder, the way itd been when Mac first brought the boys to the ranch to live. “I need to talk to him, Kyle.”
 Kyles jaw tightened. “Hell no!” he told Jesse.
 “Kyle,” Jesse whispered, another tear brimming and then falling, like it was Jesses childhood bleeding away a piece at a time. “I got to. For David.”
 Kyle fell back, raking a hand through his hair. It killed him to watch Jesse take a walk with his father. They went behind the barn, and Kyle forced himself to stay where he was. David watched him from Morrisons truck, sobbing behind the windshield.
 When Jesse finally returned with Morrison, his expression was closed off, and Kyle couldnt read him. He also had swelling on one cheekbone as if his father had hit him again. Seeing it, Kyle trembled, barely holding himself back.
 “We have to go now, Kyle,” Jesse said. “Ill take care of Davy, dont you worry.” His eyes when he looked at Kyle were bright with love. Grief. Good-bye. “Dont you worry.”
 “If you need anything, you know where I am, Jess,” Kyle said, his fingernails cutting into his palms because his hands were clenched so tight.  Don’t go. Don’t leave me. But he didnt send that plea to Jesse. He swallowed, said, “Your brother would be proud of you. I am.”
 For a moment Jesses face worked, but then Morrison got in the truck, so Jesse went to the passenger side, where David waited. “Well be back,” Jesse promised. “Somehow…”

* * *
 Now, as he watched Jesse pull a knapsack off the back of his bike, he remembered that afternoon and the barren years since. 
“Kyle?” Jesses voice inside his head. It was that same blue color, the clean feeling he associated with Jesse. Kyle savored it. “I’m here.” This was even more unsettling than the dreams, seeing him again. Kyle stepped away from the shadow of the bunkhouse. He waited, heart pounding, as Jesse strode toward him. The leather bag fell, and Jesse hugged him, crushed him safe in his arms.
 “I wrote you. I sent you and Davy money…” Kyle rasped.  Oh, Jess. So much taller. A man now.
“Never saw it,” Jesse said, though a shadow moved like a thunderhead over his sunny expression. He pulled back, and Kyle was again confronted with how mature Jess looked. He was twenty years old—still too thin, but lean and strong, like a mountain lion. His blue eyes burned from a tanned, hard face.
 “Crap,” Kyle muttered. “Wheres David?” “Morrison didnt come back from his last long-haul job while I was working on a fishing boat out of Alaska, so Davids with me now.”
 Kyle blinked. “Fishing? You?”
 “Pays good,” Jesse said, shrugging. “But yeah, not my thing.”
 “No, you were quite the budding cowboy last time you were on this ranch.” Kyles throat tightened. Hed wanted to take care of Jesse and David. Goddamn.
 “Dont take on like that,” Jesse scolded, sounding so much like the boy Kyle used to know. “Davids over at the motel in town. He wanted to go swimming with some old friends this afternoon. You might remember he was part seal when we lived here.”
 “Hes here? Youre both here?” Kyle shoved some hair off his forehead, struggling for his cool. He wondered if Jess had noticed the wide streak of gray there now. It had shot through his hair almost overnight in the wake of losing Mac—and Jesse and David.
 “Yeah. To stay this time. If you, uh…if you still want us, that is.” Jesse swallowed. “David needs a home. Can you help us out?”
 “Do you need to ask?” Kyle growled. He picked up Jesses bag, taking in a smudge under his eye. A fading shiner? What had Jesses life been like after hed been forced to leave with his father?
 They walked back toward the Harley, and Kyle couldnt help saying, “Mac wouldnt have approved. He was in a bad accident on one of these when he was a young man.”
 Jesse shrugged. “I like the freedom.”
 Kyle couldnt stop himself. “But you take care on the road, you dont go too fast?”
 Jesse smiled at him, and Kyle felt a twist of lightning in his gut. What was that? Nervous, he ran his free hand down his jeans again.
Get a grip, old man.
 And Jesse said, “You aren’t old, Kyle. You’re still as beautiful as you always were.”
 Kyle flushed. Beautiful? He was forty-four.
 Jesse chuckled, as if he enjoyed Kyles blush. “I need a job. Can you help me out?”
 “I could use someone riding the fences, mending them. Its a two-man job, so I could assign you to work with Miles, one of our most experienced hands. We had a rough winter, so a lot of fence came down with the heavy, wet snows,” Kyle said. But then he went on, “You should be in school. Mac wanted—”
 “I was thinking…” Jesse ran a hand over his bike, looking shy for the first time. “Maybe. Turns out Mac left me and Davy some money. Can you believe it? I never thought hed saved a thing in his life.”
 “The university isnt so far from here,” Kyle noted.
 “Closer on my bike,” Jesse agreed.
 Kyle wanted to offer him his truck to drive instead.  Sheesh. Overprotective much? It seemed like the habit of wanting to take care of Jesse hadnt eroded over time. But Jesse was a man, so Kyle had better get used to it.
 “Im not in the cabin anymore,” Kyle said as he led Jesse toward the ranch buildings. “Im staying up at the big house since the owner took a condo in Florida. He spends most of the year there now.”
 Jesse looked at Kyle, and a smile touched his lips, his dark hair ruffled by the wind.
 “So well stay with you?” Jesse pressed.
 Kyle couldnt understand why his heart was suddenly pounding. He swallowed around a dry throat. “Yep,” he said.

Chapter Two

The next morning, Kyle stumbled into the big house, wiping tired eyes. Hed been so hoping to spend time with Jess and David the night before, but a couple of mares had foaled, and since it was Friday, hed had to help the vet. Phil, his barn boss, had up and quit a month ago without notice after having worked there since Mac died. It had been a real loss. The man had been responsible for the overall health and vitality of the horses. Hed also handled all the grooming for the carriage herd and maintained the paddocks and barn. A real loss. Now Kyle had to do Phils job and somehow find time to oversee the rest of the ranch: specialty sheep in the foothills for the yarn trade; cattle and horses on the flatter stretch of land that ran along Pigeon Lake; crops to help feed the animals over the long winter: corn in late summer, hay, wheat, and soybeans.

His body ached, reminding him he wasnt the young man hed once been. He really needed a few quiet hours in his bedroom with the curtains drawn and the air conditioner going. The white noise was soothing. It helped him turn off thinking too much and just get the rest his body needed. He thought about what he had hidden in his closet, and wished he could make use of it, but with Jesse and David here… What if they heard something? Hed be embarrassed if they found out about his odd pastime.

He settled for rolling his shoulders, telling himself hed just go to bed early. There was work to be done, and he was aching to see the boys. When hed thought of Jesse during the long night, hed remembered seeing him climb off that bike, long legs, lean silhouette, killer blue eyes. Crap, a dozen years back, he would have seen if someone who looked like Jess was open to a night in a motel somewhere. The thought brought heat to warm his neck.

“Hey, David and I have scrambled eggs, fried bread, and some coffee on,” Jesse called while Kyle rubbed his boots on the mat at the door. He blinked, so used to it being only him, and sometimes Mrs. Lancaster, the housekeeper. But she usually let Kyle handle breakfast himself.

“Sounds good,” Kyle said. He took a moment to look at Jesse, who was slouched against the open door that led to the kitchen. There was stuff on the hall table, stuff that didnt belong to Kyle. Jesses boots, Davids runners, a book on twentieth-century architecture. Seeing it, Kyle felt something tighten in his chest. “You find everything you needed last night?”

Jesse nodded. “I wanted to come find you, but I thought Id better stick close for David,” he said. “We went and got library cards last night for both of us.”
 Kyle found himself smiling. “Im glad. Sounds like…”
 “What?”
 “Like youre really going to stay.” He let out a breath. “Is the book on architecture yours?”
 “Yeah.”A trace of bashfulness flickering over his face. “Can I ask you something?” Jesses blue eyes were sharp on Kyles face.
 “Dont see why not.”
 “Are you seeing anyone? Since Mac, I mean.”
Damn. Kyle rubbed the back of his neck to give himself a moment to think.
 “Look at you. You still do that. You rub your neck, and you stall. Youre stallin, Kyle. Are you seeing anyone?”
 “Um. I was… You and David were gone, and Mac was gone, and I—”
 “Kyle, jeez. I dont mean finding someone one night because youre…lonely. I get that.”
 “You do?”
 “Uh-huh,” Jesse said.
 Kyle followed Jesse as they both headed for the kitchen and the warm, enticing fragrance of cooking food. Oh yeah.
“I don’t think you do understand. It’s probably different for you.” Kyle was just tired enough to use the easy shortcut of sending his thoughts to Jesse.
“Pretty sure it’s the same. Remember that Morrison thought I was like Mac? He was right.”
 Oh. Kyle was certain his eyes widened. He felt more heat burn his cheeks and avoided Jesses eyes as they walked into the large kitchen. It had been renovated back in the eighties, and it still served well, with a large island and glassed-in eating area looking out at the kitchen garden behind the farmhouse.
 Kyle saw Jesse taking in all the green plants with appreciation. “I guess your housekeeper does all this?”
 “Uh-huh.”
 Jesses eyes suddenly narrowed. Kyle could never quite lie to Jess. A consequence of their bond was sometimes he leaked feelings, thoughts, and Jesse was sharp enough to pick up on it. “Theyre yours! You have a green thumb.”
 “Not so loud! Im not a floral designer or anything. Just a few spider plants leftover from when the owner lived here,” Kyle mumbled, embarrassed. “Theyre supposed to be good feng shui.”
 Jesse grinned. He took in a little table fountain Kyle had made out of tumbled beach rocks and driftwood hed gathered on treks to the lakefront trails he used to walk with Mac, Jesse, and David. He liked it splashing when he had a meal. The sound usually made him feel less alone.
 He didnt get a chance to say more on the subject, because suddenly a tall, skinny teen with a pink streak in his blond-brown hair tackled him. “David,” Kyle whispered, and his arms tightened around the kid. He closed his eyes. Sometimes hed wondered if hed ever see Jesse and David again.
 “Kyle—” Davids voice broke. “Jesse promised wed come back.”
 “Let me see you, boy,” Kyle said, pulling away to gaze at a face so much like Macs it was a punch to the gut. Where Jesse went his own way in looks—the dazzling blue eyes, the dark brown hair with the ruff at the front—David had the mixed hair color and solemn gray eyes of his eldest brother. “Not sure what I think of the pink.”
 “I had a rebellious period,” David told him.
 “Uh-huh.” It couldnt have been that long ago, judging by how fresh the color seemed. “Youll maybe want to cut it before you start school this fall.”
 Davids mouth tightened. It was almost the same expression Jesse had worn at fifteen, when hed come to live with Mac and Kyle. Kyle hated seeing it, wondering what authority figure meant to David now—abusive drunk? He cleared his throat. “Maybe cut it if you want a job working the marquee for carriage tours to tourists in old Pigeon.”
 Davids eyes saucered. “You still have the horse-and-carriage deal running?”
 “Its more popular than ever,” Kyle said. “We offer tours in Old Town in the city as well as here in Pigeon Lake.” And he was proud of it, because it was his baby and also offered jobs to breeds of horses he admired and loved working with: Percherons, Belgians, and Clydesdales. “Its good money. You still comfortable with draft horses?”
 “I havent ridden since I lived here,” David admitted. His gaze went to his brother, and they exchanged a long speaking glance. Jesse flipped some fried bread and then served it up on the table with maple syrup and steaming coffee. The eggs were already sitting on a plate, ready to be doled out.
 Kyle cleared his throat before sitting down. Damn, that food looked like heaven. “I can spare some time to train you at some point, if youre serious about it. It would take up a lot of the remainder of your summer, though.”
 “I dont have much planned, other than swimming,” David said, watching him shyly as Kyle piled food onto his plate.
 Kyle flushed since hed just dug in naturally and both Coulters were watching him.
 “Like it?” David prodded.
 Kyle closed his eyes as he tasted the fried bread. Jesse had remembered to use nutmeg. His favorite. “Its perfect.”
 “One place we lived, Jesse worked as a short-order cook,” David said proudly.
 Kyle raised an eyebrow at Jesse. A fisherman and a cook? What else had he done in the three years since hed left the ranch?

* * *

Alone again in his bedroom, Kyles muscles relaxed, making him aware of the tension he had been carrying. It was wonderful being around Jesse and David, but he wasnt used to so much interaction. Giving orders to the hands on the ranch didnt count. Kyle shed his clothing, groaning at how achy his body felt. He just wanted a hot shower and then bed, but hed settle for the shower. He closed his door behind him, heading to the bathroom across the hall, and there was Jesse, wearing nothing but a towel around his lean waist, his prominent hip bones seemingly the only thing keeping the cloth from giving in to gravity as he wiped shaving cream off his chin with a facecloth.

Jesse blinked, and then his gaze explored Kyle. All over. Kyle had followed habit, and he hadnt put anything on. He was used to walking around the big house naked since he pretty much lived alone.

Jesses interested gaze inspired Kyles tired body. He yanked open his bedroom door and snatched a towel off the hope chest, covering himself. “Sorry,” he muttered. Had Jesse noticed he was hard? Shit! “Are you finished in there?”
 Jesse crossed his arms. “Yep, and dont be sorry,” he said. “Are you going to get some rest? You look like crap.” 
 Kyle glared at him. “Im not twenty like you are, but I can still do the job.” Jesse huffed out an impatient sound. “I didnt mean… You just look exhausted. When Mac was that tired, David and I would pamper him, remember?” Kyle nodded. It was a good memory. After a little bit of time living together, the boys had even pampered Kyle—and hed liked it, though hed been bashful about the attention. “I think you did that with breakfast. Thanks for that.”
 “No problem,” Jesse said. “We can take turns making it.” Kyle froze when Jesse suddenly shifted closer and put his hands on Kyles shoulders. “Youre tense,” Jesse noted in an easy tone, like his hands werent touching Kyles bare skin. “I also had a job in the city giving massage therapy for a while. Let me…”

Massage therapy. What the fuck ? “Jess, no…” Kyle groaned. It felt good, way better than the food—Jesses fingers digging into sore muscles. Kyle caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror hanging on the hallway wall opposite, his brown eyes half shut in pleasure, his lips parted, his cheeks flushed—and the gray in his hair catching the light.

He jerked away.
 “What?” Jesse asked, looking annoyed. “You liked it.”
 “Its… You shouldnt do that, is all,” Kyle whispered.
 Jesse held his gaze.
 Kyle slammed the bathroom door behind him, closing out Jesses eyes. “What’s your problem?”
 “I don’t have one.”
 “Yeah, right. Are you going to hide in there all day, Kyle, or take your shower?” “I am not hiding. Can a man not have some privacy in his own house? Go…do

something. Tune up your bike and experience that freedom you’re so hot for.” “Just what is that supposed to mean? Are you asking me about my past? I could
 tell you all about my customers at the gay massage parlor.”
 “No! Shit, Jesse! Can’t you see that is not…appropriate between us? I was
 Mac’s—I was your older brother’s lover.”
 Jesses tone was silken. “I always thought Mac was lucky.”

* * *

Kyle meant to get back to work after his shower, but when he returned to his bedroom, he found himself wanting some time alone, away from Jesses bright fireworks. Crap, he probably just needed some sleep. Fortunately hed already assigned the hands their chores for the day.

One thing he was not going to do was think about Jesse. Bad enough he seemed to be obsessed with Jesse when he wasnt around, but now… Hed just keep a lid on these feelings. Jesse didnt know what he was doing; he was just playing around like any young man.

Gay massage parlor?
 He would not think about that.
 He could… He mashed his face against the pillow and was out like a light. He knew on some level he was dreaming. Nothing could feel this good in real

life. He dreamed Jesse had quietly opened his bedroom door and entered the room to look down at him. Kyle lay there, passive. He was nude, like hed been when Jesse had seen him in the hallway, ran his gaze over him like the hands that had touched him earlier. His hard cock tented the bedding, unmistakable.

Jesses lips quirked slightly, mischievous. He dropped the towel he was wearing and slid under the comforter and onto the cool cotton sheets of Kyles double bed. It was the same bed hed once shared with Mac, where theyd sweat and fucked and sometimes made love and talked about what they were going to do with the cattle, the horses, and the boys under their care.
 Now Jesses lean, bare length spooned his own, warm, solid. 
No, this is wrong! Jess, please don’t…
But he couldnt push him away when the younger man climbed on top of him. Kyle gasped at the feel of Jesses erection brushing against his. His fingers clenched on Jesses forearms, and he couldnt stop himself from thrusting up, from snatching more of that feeling of Jesse—his Jesse—in bed with him at last.

“Be honest, Kyle. This is what you always wanted,” Jesse whispered into his ear before his tongue was there, circling slowly and making Kyle shake with the need to mount him.
 “Jess, I need you,” he admitted, burying his face against Jesses neck, inhaling his fresh scent, arching his body. “God, I need you so much. Dont leave me again.” Kyles eyes snapped open, and panting, he sat up, fortunately alone. The shadows signaled late afternoon. His skin prickled with sweat. He leaned his head against his knees. Hell, why did he have these dreams?

He was hard, aching for release. Before he could stop himself, his hand slid down under the covers and wrapped around his painfully swollen cock. A whimper escaped his lips. Jesse. He wanted Jesse to touch it, to touch him. He wanted Jesse to have really come into his bedroom, to have peeled back the sheets, to be exploring him, licking him…
 Kyle shuddered, squeezing his eyes shut. It had been so long, so damn long since hed given in and gotten relief. He hadnt found it easy at first—missing Mac, missing the boys—so he felt empty when he tricked. He didnt want to do stuff like that at his age. Hed dated a little, and there was someone he saw occasionally, but he wanted to come home to someone in his bed.

Then, about a year ago, the dreams had intensified. Dreams of Jesse. Dreams of being with Jesse, God help him.
 How were they going to share the same house?

Chapter Three

Showered and shaved, feeling somewhat human after his long night and short nap, Kyle went downstairs to the kitchen. There he found Jesse bent over paperwork.

Incongruously, Jesses hair was mussed, and he had on a battered brown leather jacket. Kyle wondered if hed been riding that bike that put the fear of God into him. His motorcycle helmet rested on the kitchen table next to the sheaf of papers.
 He was also wearing glasses, which took Kyle by surprise. “What are you doing?” Kyle asked. He tried to tell himself Jesse looked just like he had as a kid, doing his homework. But those sinewy arms, those eyes that flashed up to hold his own—no, his body wasnt buying it.

“Paperwork to get David into the local school this fall,” Jesse sighed, shoving his hair out of his eyes. He shifted some of the work, illustrating. “His birth certificate, transcript of his grades—which could be a lot better. His stats playing football and a letter from his previous principal.”

“It is tough,” Kyle said, pouring himself some fresh coffee and sitting on the opposite side of the table. “Thanks, Jess. Just the way I like it.” He didnt want to get too close, but he still caught the scent of Jesses aftershave. Smelled like apples, maybe. Kyle liked it, fresh, biting. “I remember when you boys first came here, all the work me and Mac had to do.”
 “Um. That wont work,” Jesse said absently, gaze still on his work. “Excuse me?” Kyle raised his eyebrows. “That trip down memory lane, designed to put me in my place as this kid you once knew. Lots of people know each other as kids, but Im not one now.”
 Jesse shot him a burning look that made Kyles coffee go down the wrong way.
 With an air of angelic calm, Jesse stood from his side of the table, came around to Kyle, and thumped his back.
 “Im all right! Damn it, Jess, the stuff you say,” Kyle groused. “First you hound me in the shower, then bed, now—”
 Jesses lips quirked. “I wasnt in your bedroom, Kyle,” he put in. “But youre saying I hounded you there? Very revealing, dont you think?”
 Kyle rubbed his eyes. “Please. Stop. Let a man have his coffee.”
 “Okay, I can go easy on you. For now.” Jesses face resumed its serious cast. “Im grateful you kept your promise, gave David a place.”
 “I want you here,” Kyle said, despite how hed been feeling strange having the boys under his roof again.
 But he knew it wasnt just the unaccustomed social interaction; it was having people who belonged to him.
 He swallowed, playing with the napkins as Jesse dished something from a steel frying pan onto a plate before returning to his chair. It was cold, spicy scrambled eggs in taco shells. Kyle took it gratefully, suddenly starved. “I…was concerned, all that time you were gone.” He dug into the eggs and wanted to sit and savor them, as well as just look at the man across the table.
 Jesse sat back and watched him eat, as if he felt the same desire. “Living with Morrison—it was hard on David. Like a wild, unpredictable drumbeat. Davy and I never knew what to expect from him.”
 “Im guessing thats why Davids grades arent what you hoped?”
 Jesse nodded. “I had to get work to support him since Morrison is so erratic. When he was on the football team, he was their star player, but he didnt have enough money for the basics.”
 “You have custody of him now.”
 “Yes, and it wasnt easy, but Morrison basically disappeared for months. Unfortunately, he didnt stay gone.”
 Kyle put down his fork, his gut knotting. He remembered Mac talking about some stuff from when he was a kid. “What happened?”
 “Dear Old Dad came back and tried to take Davy back with him on the road; never mind I had custody. He scared him pretty bad, but the kid locked himself in the upstairs bathroom and called me so I could get there. You worry about me on my bike; you would have really worried that night.”
 “Fuck.” Kyle wanted to ask why Jesse hadnt called him, but he could guess. It had been years since hed been a part of their lives. Jesse wouldnt know if it was something he could ask of Kyle.
 And of course, there was the fact that right after hed left, despite Kyles trying to connect with him telepathically, Jesse had shut him out. He rubbed his eyebrow, wishing he could ask why that was, but it was too soon. They hadnt lived together in years, and he wasnt entirely sure he knew who Jesse was anymore.
 “Howd you get David away from him?”
 “Snuck in, packed our stuff, and hit the road while Morrison was sleeping it off. We rode all night, and when we got here, David still wasnt talking about what Morrison said to him. Instead he wanted to look up some old friends and go beachcombing, so I just let it go.”
 Kyle saw a flash of a familiar kind of uncertainty in Jesses eyes. Hed often seen it in Macs. This, he could maybe help with. “You did the right thing.”
 “Yeah?”
 “Yeah. Seems to me if he needs to talk to you, hell do it if you give him some space, let him know youre there.”
 “Im trying to be. I hate that Ive had to go away and work so much, leave him with friends sometimes.”
 “You did what you had to,” Kyle said. “Dont beat yourself up about it. Sometimes its not pretty, but if you can get through stuff—”
 “You seem to have done all right,” Jesse noted, looking around the kitchen appreciatively. The fountain burbled in the sudden pause in conversation as Kyle found himself blushing. Damn it, he usually didnt do that to compliments, but this was Jesse. Seemed to get to him where he lived.
 “You do a lot of shit when youre lonely, Jesse.” Kyle surprised himself by admitting it.
 “Yeah,” Jesse said, rubbing his upper lip.
 Crazy thing was, Kyle was sure he did know.

* * *

Kyle went out to the barn just as their customized truck with trailer pulled in. Pete got out, writing on his clipboard. “Brakes are up for inspection on Tuesday,” he told Kyle after giving him a nod of his silver head. Pete, a retired truck driver, drove their draft horses to town and back five days a week.

“Uh-huh. Better use the backup while you get this one in, then,” Kyle said, and Pete grimaced. The backup meant Pete would have to drive the horses in one at time, so it was a pain in the ass, but they only had the one customized trailer that could take up to four horses at a time.

Jeremy had already opened the trailer and was slowly leading out Daisy, all eighteen hundred pounds of Percheron. She butted the stable hand affectionately.
 She was still very young, and Kyle patted her dappled white coat, checking her over, rubbing her nose. “Shell need fresh shoes soon,” he said, sighing a little already over the cost. Four shoes encapsulated in polyurethane to offer traction and reduce friction on pavement were over two hundred dollars for the set and needed to be replaced once a month. Normally this wasnt a problem for his business; but theyd lost the barn boss and two carriage drivers, and those departures took a bite out of income. He had to hire replacements as soon as possible, but the right people werent easy to find.
 Something whispered through his mind. Kyle paused, frowning.
 “All right, boss?” Jeremy asked when he didnt say anything more.
 “Oh yeah. Get her comfortable,” Kyle said, snapping his attention back to the task at hand. Hed like to stay and baby the draft horses that had arrived at the end of their eight-hour shift, but he had to catch up with the rest of the ranch. Cattle, the horses they boarded, the horses they used on the ranch or broke for riders. Yet he couldnt resist ducking into the horse barn briefly, and as he entered, the whisper grew louder, and a fuzziness overlaid the enclosed, musky space. He watched Jeremy brushing Daisy, but there was a sense Kyle wasnt alone, that someone else watched with him.
Jesse.
 He zinged an inquiry in his direction, but there was only a muffled feeling, as if hed prodded a sleeping man.
 Sleeping. Jesse was  dreaming. Somehow his unconscious mind had reached out and connected with Kyles, twining around it like ivy. Kyles hand tightened on a support post as he wondered if this could be the source of his erotic dreams about Jess. Had they touched each other while dreaming the past year?
 He rubbed the back of his neck, wishing he understood this stuff. But he was just a simple man. Until hed started hearing Jesses thoughts—and at first hed thought he was losing it, big-time—hed never believed in things like telepathy.
 Suddenly the dream swamped him, so it felt as if he wasnt where he was standing, but instead inside a deserted stall. Jesse had both palms pressed flat against the wood behind him, his blue eyes a burning light in the darkened space.
 Kyle parted his lips to ask him what was happening, how it was happening, but then Jesse claimed his mouth, and Kyle wanted to say no, wanted to shove him away, ask what the hell he was—But all he could manage was a soft whimper.
“Kyle.” Jesses whisper was one of triumph, of desire, of revelation as his mouth slid, hungry, and they careened into territory that in all his years, Kyle had never visited. Jesses hair was like silk under his hands as he raked his fingers through it. He was surrounded by rock-hard arms, leaner than Macs had been—
 As soon as that thought flickered through his mind, Jesse yanked away, eyes wide. Kyle panted, staring at him. He could feel that Jesse had read that thought, that inevitable comparison.
 “Jess.” He choked, but what he would have said, he had no idea.
 In the next second, the dream dissolved like water stirring, rippling—and when it cleared, he was standing where he had been, his hand still gripping a pillar. Lucky, a Belgian with a vanilla mane, palomino coloring, was clomping peacefully past him.
 “Crap!” Kyle ran his hands over his face, feeling the dampness of sweat that had chilled against his skin. He was cold, a little spacey, and his head ached dully.
 “Kyle?” Jeremy was back, staring at him. “You okay, man?”
 Kyle could only wonder how long hed been standing there, checked out, caught in Jesses dream. Color burned his cheeks, and he hurried from the barn without answering.

* * *

David was still up much, much later when Kyle dared to return to the house. He was making a sundae with toasted nuts and chocolate syrup and vanilla ice cream. When he saw Kyle, he doubled the portions and then pushed a dessert glass toward him.

“Jesse crashed earlier,” David whispered, nodding to the far side of the large kitchen table where Jesse was sleeping over the paperwork hed shown Kyle earlier. Looking at him, David rubbed the pink spear in his hair. “He was really tired.”
 “Worried about you,” Kyle said. “You know that, right?” 
 David nodded. “Are you okay about being here again?” Kyle was thinking of Mac, of Davids fresh grief the last time hed been on the ranch. He wasnt sure if Jesse, in his driving need to get David somewhere he perceived as safe, had asked David his feelings about being here again.
 “I dont think about Mac much,” David said, gaze carefully on his sundae. “Except coming here. Its suddenly weird hes not around.” 
 Kyle nodded. “I went through that. Sometimes I still do.” 
 “Yeah.” David looked at Kyle. “But mostly being here is…before and after, you know?” “You mean, your life with your pa compared to what it was like when Mac was here.” Kyle thought how often sundae desserts had traversed difficult ground with the boys, how once upon a time hed found Mac in the kitchen late at night with one of the boys, taking them through some teenage labyrinth.

“It  sucked.” David gave him an accusing stare. “I thought youd come get us. Why didnt you come get us? Mac woulda, and you and he were solid.”
 Kyle put his spoon down. “I wanted to, but I couldnt. I was just your brothers boyfriend, Davy. I had no rights, and Jess was too young back then to take a stand.”
 He remembered how hed fallen to his knees when theyd driven out of sight that day, how hed felt as if his guts had spilled out on the gravel and dust.
 David sat back. “I know. Okay, I know this.”
 “It would be nice for there to be a reason, to have someone or something to blame, but the truth is it happened. We all lost someone we loved, and then it sucked that you boys had to leave,” Kyle said.
 David went back to eating his sundae, and Kyle couldnt resist reaching out and squeezing his shoulder. When his gaze inevitably went to Jesse, who had been deeply asleep, he saw heavy blue eyes regarding him and David.
 For some stupid-ass reason, his breath caught. Jesse had such beautiful eyes.
“Thank you.”
 “You shouldn’t eavesdrop.”
 “Why not? Did I really kiss you in the barn, or was that another goddamned frustrating dream?”
 Heat rose from his throat to his hairline. He must be crimson. Kyle said, “Do you want a sundae? David can set you up.”
 Jesse grunted, and David put together the fixings, then slid one over to his brother. Jesse gave David a wink and dug in.
 Kyle found himself focusing on Jesse eating his treat, on his tongue licking the spoon, on the gleam of saucy amusement in his eyes when he caught Kyle practically drooling. Kyle would have assumed that—Jesse being the younger of the two of them—it would be Kyle who was the more confident, dominant lover. But he remembered too well how it felt to have Jesse take his mouth and the sensation of those muscled arms pulling him closer, Jesses fingers playing with the gray at his temples.
“Oh yeah, you were so hot, Kyle.”
 “I’m too old for you!”
 Kyle felt abruptly ridiculous, like he had locked a room and was moving furniture in front of the door to keep Jesse out—or to keep himself from Jesse?
 When his BlackBerry buzzed, he looked at it gratefully, thinking ranch business would be a good distraction. Oh, but this…? This was perfect.
 “I hope you boys are settled,” Kyle said, getting up from the table. “Ill see you both in the morning.”
 Jesse blinked and then put his spoon down. “Where are you going?” he demanded.
 “I have a date,” Kyle said, feeling a combination of things shifting around uneasily in his chest. Mostly he felt like he was dodging a bullet. “Dont wait up.”

Chapter Four

“Just where the hell do you think youre going?” Jesse growled softly, obviously not wanting David to overhear. He placed a palm flat against the front door.
 For some reason Kyle wasnt pissed off by the burning anger in Jesses eyes. More like exhilarated. What was he thinking? He was too old to feel something like that.
 “And quit with the „too old garbage.”
 Kyle laughed. He knew he was probably adding sparks to the kindling heaped between them, but he couldnt help himself.
 “Youre going to drive me crazy, arent you?” Jesse leaned his head against Kyles neck, as if he liked breathing in his scent. It was primal. It was unmistakably something a lover would do.
 “Have you thought about how a…relationship between me and you would be taken by David?” Kyle prodded. He saw Jesses eyes widen. “No, I can see you were just doing what any passionate young man does. Thinking with his—”
 “Thats not fair.” Jesse pulled away, rubbing the back of his neck. “You know thats not fair.”
 Kyle sobered. “No, its not. Look, I know youd tear out your guts for that kid, but that doesnt make it untrue. Davids in a precarious place. I heard that just talking to him now. How do you think hed feel about me and you, when I used to be Macs?”
 Jesses response was a blank stare. No, he obviously hadnt thought of this. Kyle quashed the feeling that had been rising like an optimistic balloon inside him. They couldnt be together. Jesse would see that. “Does he even know youre gay?”
 Jesse smacked the wall. “You think Im experimenting, playing at being Mac? Fuck you, Kyle.” His voice lowered. “I hope you have a miserable time on your date.”
 Kyle swallowed thickly. “Good night, Jess.”

* * *

David caught a whiff of a disagreement in the hallway and headed for the atrium in the back. He knew it was just Jess and Kyle. He knew that, but his hands were shaking.

He looked around, trying to focus on the space. It was full of greenery: cacti and more spider plants and long chains of leaves and flowers that fell like the waterfall featured in the small pool. Hed found this alcove right off. No one seemed to use it, so maybe it could be his place sometimes.

He sat on the rim of the pool and stared into the depths for a while, catching chlorine-smell. That must be why he could see the blue-painted bottom, as if he were at a public pool.

After a moment he took off his running shoes and socks and put his feet into the water. The artificial current gave him a foot rub. He loved water. Hed missed living here, near a lake.

Mac used to say he was part fish, the way hed stay in the water until his hands and feet pruned. Mac…
 He squeezed his eyes shut, because being back on the ranch made it seem like Mac would be back anytime, striding around in his cowboy boots, his confident voice echoing through the small cabin theyd shared. At first hed made David flinch, just hearing how loud Mac was. Under Morrisons roof, you had to be quiet, real quiet.
 But somehow being noisy was okay here. And it was okay to laugh. And it was okay to yell at Mac and tell him off if he forgot to make dinner or some other fool thing. Slowly David had soaked it in. It had become home, and it had become safe.
 He should have known it couldnt last.
 A sob caught in his chest, and he cupped a hand over his mouth.  What the hell…?
 He gripped the sides of the pool and breathed in and out, focusing harder than ever on the falling water until hed shoved the feeling down.
 The tension in the house was gone now Kyle had left. He didnt want to know why Kyle and Jesse had stuff that made them not get along sometimes, like two gears jammed up in an engine.
 Finally he pulled his feet from the water and slid to the Mexican-tiled floor, tracing the pattern of cracks in the cobalt squares. He was calm when his BlackBerry sang. Weird, he didnt remember giving Marty or Eric down at the beach his number yet. Hed have to—
 David read the number of the incoming call, and his hands started to shake again.

* * *

Smoothing his hair and wishing belatedly hed had time to put on a little of the fancy aftershave Darren had given him for his birthday, Kyle slid into a booth at the All Nite Bar and Grill off Highway 23.

Darren Gregory was already waiting for him, a book laid out that he snapped closed as he pushed his glasses down in stereotypical professorial fashion. He gave Kyle an appreciative look out of clear green eyes. “I was surprised you were free for a late meal,” he said in his gravelly voice, which didnt quite match up with the academic appearance. “Pleasantly surprised, Kyle.”

Kyle just raised his eyebrows and put his hat on the table beside him. Theyd share a meal, some coffee, and then leave without a fuss to head to Darrens condo. Kyle was always discreet. Although people knew Kyles orientation, Mac had been gone a long time now.
 “You dodged seeing me for a long time, much to my disappointment,” Darren went on, pushing his longish brown hair behind his ears. “Im not good company lately,” Kyle said, shrugging. Truth was, hed gone to Darrens in a real state the last time and burned out residual passion from the dreams about Jesse. And when hed come, it was Jesses name hed whispered against Darrens sweaty skin.

Fuck.
 Hed felt so crappy about that, hed been avoiding his friend.
 “Somethings wrong. Is it Mac?” Darren had been the first to penetrate some of

Kyles walls a year after hed lost Mac. Hed had a few drunken and incredibly depressing encounters before seeing Darren, really just to prove to himself he was alive, even though he felt like someone could drive an eighteen-wheeler through his empty insides. But with Darren, it had begun as a friendship. Theyd met at a night class on photography and after that had gone for hikes to take pictures in the woods and by the lake. Hed even convinced Darren to go out riding with him a few times, taking along food and bedrolls and sleeping curled together under moving branches and moonlight.
 It was a good thing they had this occasional thing. A warm thing, a reliable thing, a mature thing. 
 Kyle sighed, rubbing his upper lip. “Indirectly its about Mac, yeah.” “Hmmm. Well, somethings riding you, Kyle, so lets hear it.” The waitress appeared, and Kyle decided on decaf and cherry pie, late as it was. Caffeine affected him more now than it used to, and he had to get up early in the morning.
 “Macs little brothers are back,” Kyle offered. Darren blinked. “Those kids you took care of when Mac lived with you?” He studied Kyle. “But thats a good thing, I assume. I know youve missed them, worried for them.”
 “It is,” Kyle agreed. 
 “Still, Macs gone, so the interaction must be a little strange without him; you arent related to them.” 
 “I would have offered them a home on the ranch if I could.” “I know.” Darrens gaze brushed his like a caress, sharing silent support. “So Macs father allowed them to come stay with you? Im glad he relented. Macs death was certainly not your fault.”

Kyle swallowed. “Jesses twenty now,” he said, and his voice sounded overloud to his ears. He flushed and continued in a lower tone. “He has custody of David, and he brought him to the ranch. David has some years of school to finish up. He needs a stable home.”

Darren continued to watch him as if he were one of the films they sometimes saw together at the local theater. “Wow, Kyle, thats a hell of a lot on you.”
 Kyle quirked his lips.
 “I suppose this means well have to be even more discreet, with a teen under your roof?”
 A couple of times Darren had stayed at the big house with Kyle overnight, but Kyle had never felt quite at ease. He couldnt seem to sleep in the same bed with him. He always ended up wandering the halls, staring out at the darkened ranch buildings and kitchen garden, and brooding into the morning.
 “I wont be able to invite you over,” Kyle agreed. He quashed the relief he felt with a good helping of guilt. Darren was a good man. They should have moved in together years ago, but he knew he had deliberately kept things light, and Darren accepted it.
 “Of course not, though I would like to meet Macs brothers sometime for a meal,” Darren said. “Mac was a big part of your life.”
 “Id like that, but David may need some time. Last thing he knew, I was living with Mac.”
 “I wont push, Kyle.” Darren watched him eating his cherry pie. “You havent said much about the middle brother. Whats his name?”
 Kyle dropped his gaze. “Jesse,” he mumbled. Saying the name felt like invoking an incantation, almost like it could bring Jesse here, now.
 “Twenty. I guess you gave him a job?”
 “Yep.” Kyle continued to focus on his pie.
 “Whats he like?”
 “Hes”— the wind through your hair when you’re galloping, clean cotton on the line, clover on the roadside. Kyle rubbed his growing beard—“all right. Hes serious about wanting to take good care of David.”
 “Hes lucky to have you.”
 “Ummm.”
 “So, my place?”
 Kyle took a deep breath. He couldnt be with Jesse. He couldnt. It was best he stuck to someone his own age. He nodded.

* * *

It was when Darren was kissing him while pushing his shirt off his shoulders that Kyle knew he was in trouble.
 Darrens apartment was nice, done with a mixture of the English antiques hed inherited from his mother. Warm walnut woods and tufted ottomans and a zebraskin rug that blended well with some of the country decor found locally, like the hand-carved wood bowls and colorful woven rugs. Kyle had always liked it, liked the bubble baths he sometimes took with Darren after theyd made love.
 But tonight he was tense, remembering Jesses farewell, the frustration in his blue eyes. He was a possessive man, like Mac had been. When Kyle had been with Mac, Mac had touched him frequently. Nothing too overt, but just something that said Kyle was his.
 “Thinking of me on your date? Not a good sign, Kyle.”
 “Jess, get out of my head!”
 “You thought of me first.”
 “Kyle?” Kyle flushed, getting the impression Darren had spoken his name more than once. “Im sorry. Im a little distracted tonight.” “Did you lose another hand at the ranch?” Darren was nibbling on the back of Kyles neck, just the way Kyle had showed him he liked, and Kyle shivered in response. And yet for a moment he almost felt as if it were Jesse behind him. Jesses arms around him, his hands cupping Kyles chest so he could rub his nipples, his lips teasing Kyles skin.

“No, nothing like that.” Kyle counted from one to ten over and over again, trying to keep Jesse out of his thoughts as Darrens hand reached down and cupped his length through his jeans.

“Hmmm. Distracted is right. You need a little work.” Darren moved around him and fell to his knees. Kyle again experienced that disorienting sensation, as if they werent alone, as if Jesse was watching them together.

“No!” Kyle stepped away, chest rising and falling rapidly.
 “Kyle, what the hell…?”
 Kyle wanted to pull his hair. “Jesse, don’t ruin this for me.” “I told you, Im no
 good to you right now.” 
 “Well see about that,” Darren said, reaching to tug Kyle closer by his lean hips. Kyle suddenly was aware hed lost even more weight, working so much and sleeping fitfully in reaction to the dreams. Food was like sawdust. All he could taste was Jesse.

While Kyle was distracted by this realization, by how much his body had changed just in the months since the last time hed been here, Darren had his jeans undone, and hed also pulled down Kyles simple white briefs.

Kyle closed his eyes, trying to lose himself in their moment. Darren was a sensitive lover, but a picture popped into Kyles head of Jesse on his knees as Darren was. Jesse teasing him with breath and lips. Jesses mouth on him.

Oh, God!
 “Darren, I dont think I can!” Kyle groaned.
 “What do you mean, cowboy?” Darrens voice was caressing, amused now.

“Youre hard as a rock. Mmmm.”
 “Hell!”
 Darren swallowed him, tugging strongly the way Kyle liked, and he couldnt
 pull away. He needed… Jesse had him all worked up. Then, as it had been when hed shared a dream with Jesse, he felt Jesses arms around him, could almost catch his scent, feel the rasp of his beard against his neck. Somehow Jesse was here with him while Darren serviced him. “No, Jess,” he moaned.

“It’s not him you want; it’s me.”
 “Jesse, have you no sense of boundaries? This is not about you. Go away.” Jesses husky laughter came across their link. “Of course it’s about me, Kyle, if

you’d only admit it. I don’t want him touching you, touching what’s mine, but at the same time it’s kind of hot watching another man suck you. And you’re getting off on it, on me watching.”

“No,” Kyle groaned again. His balls tightened, and his lower back had that heavy sensation he experienced when he was close. He was going to come, and this time he wouldnt be coming alone, in a darkened bedroom, in a dream. This time he was coming while Jesse somehow watched him.

“Are you going to let him inside you, Kyle? I caught a flash of you on his bed, your legs around his hips, him pounding into you while you begged him to fuck you—”

Kyle shoved Jesse out of his head. Shoved him, and a second later it was just him and Darren, but he was so excited, excited from Jesses voice, from the ghost of Jesses touch that when Darren took him deeper, he grabbed his head and ran his fingers through the other mans hair as he shot deep and long, coming so good, so fucking good, and it was like a part of Jesse was stroking a feather down his spine, urging him on.

* * *

After returning the favor in spades to Darren, Kyle stood at the window of Darrens bedroom, staring out at the covered atrium and pool below that were attached to Darrens complex. Darren had a nice view. Kyle had passed a few nights watching the moon traverse the sky, the neighborhood cats pass as dark shadows below.
 He couldnt sleep. He leaned against the window, feeling cool glass against damp skin and knowing his life was changing again the way it had when hed lost Mac. He didnt want to care about anyone that way again.

Chapter Five

“Just how much cologne does one man need?” “Jesse, I told you last night to butt out. Goddamn it, this is nothing to do with you.”
Kyle gripped the counter in Darrens black-marble-and-walnut-appointed bathroom. He stared at his reflection, seeing tired eyes and tanned skin. Once, hed tried a mustache, and Mac had teased him about it. It had grown in red. Hed liked the feel of it, and Mac sure had enjoyed it against his skin, but it had to go.
 It felt much the same with Jesse this morning. But yeah, Darren did have a lot of cologne. Hell, the sake hed had a sip of last night had come in a cube-shaped bottle from Tokyo that looked like fine cologne, including all the kanji characters written on the tag.

“He’s not the right man for you.”
 “He would be if you’d just—”
 “So I’m the problem? What does that say about you and him, Kyle?” Facing the mirror, his gaze on the white flags in his hair and the lines around
 his mouth, Kyle answered aloud, “Nothing good.” The bathroom door opened, and Darren walked in wearing a paisley silk bathrobe. He was a contrast to Kyle, who only wore the plain briefs he kept in his truck in case he spent the night at Darrens place.
 Kyle turned, and Darren ran his green eyes over him. “Youre so sexy. Muscled, tall, bronzed from all that outdoor work. And a good man.” Kyle shook his head, his throat tight. “No, Darren, not so good. This thing with you and me—I should have done something about it a long time ago.”
 Darren blinked. “Done something…?”
 “Let you move in.”
 Darrens gaze lit with a gentle brand of amusement. “Sorry, cowboy, but I leave my condo and gas stove for no man.”
 “Oh.” Somehow it was a relief. He hadnt kept Darren from a life he wanted. But still, Kyle had to be fair. He couldnt be with Jesse, but it wasnt working out anymore with Darren. The last thing he wanted was to hurt him. He couldnt be with Darren if he was thinking of someone else.
 “Its Jesse, isnt it?” Darren said, his face sobering. “I had a feeling whenever you said his name.”
 “Hes too young for me.” Kyle swung back to face the mirror, examining his face, seeing a man of forty-four.
 “Kyle, thats nonsense. Youre a beautiful man.” Darren wrapped his arms around Kyle, and Kyle covered his hand with his. “Ill miss you, but Ive been considering seeing someone else for a while.” Darren swallowed, and Kyle knew this wasnt easy for him. “Perhaps its time to explore other avenues.”
 Kyle lifted Darrens hand and kissed it. “Thanks for saving my life,” he said sincerely.

* * *
 Kyle didnt find anyone in the kitchen that morning when he returned to the house. He knocked on Davids door to check and make sure hed had breakfast, but the teens bed was made and the room empty. Jesses room was down the hall from his own. Kyles heart thudded as he hesitated outside Jesses door before he forced himself to move past it.

In the barn, he went to check on two of his Percherons, Sally and Hall, who were being groomed for their day of circuits with tourists in Pigeon. Hall was a favorite, one of the largest and most intelligent beasts of his herd. The horse had been featured every year in the Fall Festival carriage ride and brought back blue ribbons as the best in the state. Kyle rubbed Halls head affectionately. Yeah, hed be entering him again this year. It was thanks to this horse that his business had done so well.
 “Hes beautiful,” Jesse said. “Mac was right that hed turn out to be a real champion.” Kyle nodded. Hall had been Macs favorite as a colt. Mac had possessed a good eye.
 Kyle looked over at Jesse, who was finishing mucking out a stall, bare-chested, wearing an old cowboy hat of Macs that looked like it had been softened by water and time. Kyle swallowed tightly as he took in the low-slung jeans, the sweaty, bare skin before making himself look away. “Have you seen Davy this morning?” he asked. “His bed was made, but there was no sign of him.”
 “He texted me he was going to spend some time with a friend waterskiing today.”
 “Oh, thats all right, then.”
 “What?” Jesse snapped, his expression like a dark prairie storm as he closed the empty stall door and folded his muscular arms.
 Kyle raised his brows.
 “You think I dont look after him?”
 “No, thats not what I meant. You dont have to be defensive about him with me, Jess. I know youve been taking care of him for a while. Its just…new, having you both here. I like it, and Im hoping hes finding it easy to adjust to being back here.”
 Jesse reached for a water bottle, guzzling some before he spilled the rest over his head—and the golden skin of his chest with a few threads of brown hair in the center. “Okay.” Blue flame eyes snapped open and glared at Kyle. “Just so you know, Im in a crappy mood.”
 “No, really?”
 Jesse huffed out a breath, picking up his white T-shirt to dry his face. “Yeah, and sorry, boss.”
 “Its good you remember.”
 “It pissed me off, you being with him.”
 “Jesse, Im a grown man with attachments.”
 “I felt you with him.”
 “You should have stayed out of my head!”
 Jesses head dropped. “I know.”
 Kyle fought the impulse to reach out, touch Jesses shoulder. He wasnt sure if he wanted to comfort him, which was inappropriate—or kiss and bite his bare skin, which was even worse. “Its over with me and Darren,” he admitted.
 Jesse stared at him, chest heaving. The moment drew out, counted by the thump of Kyles heart. He licked his lips and saw Jesses blue gaze drop to his mouth.
 His voice came out husky. “Are you ready to check on those downed fences?”
 Jesse nodded.
 “Come on, then. Well do it together.”

* * *

Kyle wasnt entirely sure what made him decide to take the ranch truck out with Jesse that morning. Lack of sleep? Oxygen deprivation due to watching him without his shirt? At least Jessed put that back on before they got in the truck, but not before Kyle had an image pop into his head of his hands digging into Jesses long, silky back, of his nails grazing the skin and leaving scratch marks behind.

“Wow,” Jesse breathed as they drove over another streambed from the foothills and kept on driving, a dust plume rising behind them. The sky was roiling with turbulent clouds, so sometime this afternoon Kyle figured theyd have a real gully washer. But before then he hoped to repair that line of fencing in the north pasture.
 “It is wow. I love this ranch,” Kyle said. “Sounds like you were all over. I bet you saw some amazing country.” Jesses eyes looked like light blue glass in the dim light of the truck as he studied Kyles face. “Ive been to some interesting places. I didnt like the logging much, but the fishing was okay—except for the smell.”

“Ummm.” Kyle studied Jesse. “I wish you hadnt had to go away at all.” As he was remembering that horrible day, Jesses gaze fell. “Yeah,” he rasped. “And a gay massage place. Lets not forget that.”
 “Not like Id let you,” Jesse teased. “One night I might sneak into your room and give you a full-body massage.” Kyle brought the truck to a halt, his hands clenching on the wheel until he forced them to relax. Full-body massage, whoa. He wondered just what that would entail. He felt Jesses pull, like he was in orbit around Jupiter or something. “Hell, I want you so much.”
 Jesse was across the space between them in a hot second, eyes blazing. Kyle pushed him back at the last moment, before their lips could collide.  Oh
Jesus!
 “Will you just hang on there!” he choked.
 “What the hell for? You said—”
 “I know what I said, but youre so goddamned impetuous you didnt let me

finish.”
 “Ill let you finish, all right.” Jesse hung on Kyles arms. Kyle could feel him,
 hard and long and impatient as hell, pressing against his leg through the denim of their jeans. His body had stiffened just as fast. If Jesse so much as blew a breath
 against him, hed go off like a rocket.
 “We need to talk.” Kyle pushed Jesse away and managed to free his seat belt
 with shaking hands before opening the door of his truck and stumbling out. The grass around them seethed with a low, chill wind. The sky above was
 charcoal clouds. Jesse strode around the vehicle and into Kyles space, putting his 
 hands on his hips, facing off with him.
 “You want me, so whats to talk about?”
 “Jess…”
 “Oh fuck, Kyle, Ive wanted you for years. Dont you get it?”
 The admission hit Kyle like a two-by-four to the chest.
 “You were just a kid.”
 “I knew what I wanted.” Jesse swallowed, his gaze full of yearning and
 remembered pain. “Id never have touched you if hed lived. You were his.” “I know you wouldnt have,” Kyle said, unable this time to resist reaching out.
 He cupped Jesses cheek for the first time, and Jesse rubbed his face against his
 touch, the rasp of whiskers against his fingers. It was sexy as hell, like Jesse was a
 big feline predator who only lowered his head for Kyle. “Youre an honorable man,
 Jesse. That hasnt changed since you were a kid. And Im damned proud of the way
 you looked after David.”
 Now tears shone in the blue eyes, and Jesse swallowed. “Thanks, Kyle.” “Im only saying what Mac would have.”
 “Damn…” Jesse crushed him close, and Kyle didnt try to push him away. He
 felt encompassed and smelled the faint musk from Jesses work in the barn. He ran
 a hand over Jesses arm, enjoying the wiry strength.
 “But, Jess, I need you to understand something.”
 “Okay.” Now there was vulnerability. Kyle saw it in his eyes. This tough young
 stranger whod driven up on a Harley not so long ago could be brought to this 
 vulnerability only by him and David.
 “I didnt break up with Darren because of you.”
 Lightning flashed in Jesses eyes. “I hated you with him.”
 “Like I told you last night; its not all about you, young man,” Kyle said. Jesse 
 was so much a man, but in this he had to see it how it was. “I did it because it was
 the right thing to do, because it was the only thing fair to Darren.”
 Kyle watched Jesse work that out, watched the connection he made. “Youre
 still worried about David…and us.”
 Kyle nodded. “Got it in one. And there is no us.”
 “There will always be us,” Jesse contradicted. “Were meant to be together.” He 
 wedded his fingers firmly through Kyles so they were palm to palm, standing close
 together so their chests touched and their erections rubbed. It was primal man with
 man.
 “Im too—” “Dont you say youre too old for me any more! Im fucking sick of hearing it.”
 Jesses free hand was in Kyles scalp, deliberately in the stripe of white that speared
 through his dark brown hair. “Do you know how sexy I find this? I sometimes 
 wonder if Ill find a little salt-and-pepper anywhere else.” Jesse lifted his brows, and
 Kyle burst into shocked laughter.
 “You mean in my armpits, Im sure.”
 “Oh yeah.” Jesse was smiling back. “I listened to you once—you and Mac—
 when you were…you know.”
 “What?” Kyle stiffened.
 Jesses gaze dropped, and he flushed. “I didnt mean to. Id come back to the
 house early, and I guess you two only played around when you thought we were 
 gone.”
 “Damn right.” “I didnt watch you or anything, but I heard you making these…sounds. God, it
 was so arousing, and I wanted to be the man to make you make them.” “Jess, Im not sure what to do about you,” Kyle admitted. He saw triumph leap
 in Jesses gaze and gave another rough laugh. It seemed to Kyle that Jess took any
 perceived weakness as something he could exploit to get what he wanted—what he 
 wanted being Kyle.
 “Kyle, just let me have you. If you let me do you once, youll love it. I promise,”
 Jesse whispered.
 Kyle broke out in a sweat, imagining Jesses hands and mouth and body on
 his. “No. The age gap still troubles me, Jess. I need time…”
 Panting, Jesse nodded once. “All right, but you have to give me something in 
 return.” His groin stroked against Kyles, and Kyle moaned at the feel. He was
 going to come just from that friction, just from being so close to Jesse at last. “What?”
 “A kiss,” Jesse said. “Kiss me once a day somewhere David cant see us, where 
 itll be a secret, since youre so sure the kid will freak—”
 “Jess, I have no idea how hell feel, but hes jumpy and troubled. Im worried
 about him.”
 Jesse leaned his forehead against Kyles. “I know. If we have to keep it from
 him, we will, though I dont think we can do that forever.”
 “Forever? Jess…” Kyle sighed, feeling an ache under his breast bone. It was an
 amazing thought—that he could have Jesse in his life, in his bed—but it couldnt
 happen.
 “But I want my kiss,” Jesse asserted. “I want my man-to-man, no-bullshit, fullon kiss.” Again the mixture of vulnerability and determination in Jesses beautiful
 eyes.
 “We need some ground rules.” “For a kiss?” “Yes.” Kyle didnt want to admit he needed them as much as Jesse. “If I say
 stop, you stop. And we dont go further than a kiss.”
 “Unless you want it. Unless you beg me for it,” Jesse said.
 “Beg you…?” Kyle smiled, but he lost that smile when Jesse cupped his face,
 looking into him. “All right.”
 Now Jesse smiled, and there was again a predatory edge to it.
What have I unleashed?
 “Kyle, man, I’m going to make you feel so good.” Jesse purred in his mind. Kyle licked his lips, breathless. Jesse was so close, warm and hard and wild, 
 like an unbroken stallion. “So when do we kiss?”
 “Right. Now,” Jesse said.

Chapter Six
 “Come here.” Jesse reached for his hand. Suddenly very, very nervous, which was ridiculous in a man his age, Kyle had to be dragged away from the truck. “Where are we going? I thought wed…you know, get it over with.”

“Well, thats fucking flattering.” Jesse twisted his lips.
 Kyle sighed. “You know what I mean! We have fences to repair.”

“And well do that. Youll be my boss man as soon as youre out of my arms. But right now, Id like to repair a fence of my own.” His eyes softened on Kyle. “Kyle, I missed you. Dont be afraid.”
 “Afraid?” Kyle scoffed. He took his cowboy hat off. Then he put it back on, fidgeting. Jesse gave a crack of laughter. “Will you relax? What do you think is going to happen here?”
 Kyle took his hat off again and let it fall to the ground. He ran his hands through his hair, aware it was brown and gray, but damned if Jesse hadnt called it sexy. Huh. If Mac had said that, he would have believed him. If Darren said that, same deal. Was he guilty of putting Jesse into a box simply because he was twenty?
 “I dont know whats going to happen, and for me, thats damn rare. I eat the same cereal I ate as a kid. I like my armchair in the same place. I buy the same jeans. I eat the same food. Lucky for me all the work I do around the ranch means I can still do that.”
 Jesse tapped his chin with one finger, studying Kyle. “Umm. And then I got inside you.”
 Kyles eyes widened.
 “I mean, in your head.” Jesses lips curled. “But it is a hot thought, isnt it? You know, theres this club I know in the city, all leather and sweat and gorgeous men.”
 “Leather.” Kyle blinked. Who was this tough young man now? Hed had experiences even Kyle had never had, though Kyle was embarrassed to admit it. He was the most vanilla guy compared to Jesse.
 “Yeah.” Jesse brushed Kyles hair off his forehead, and then they were close again, his hand knitting itself naturally to Kyles. Kyle felt the brush of Jesses chest against his, the brush of cotton T-shirts, the brush of muscle. Perfect. “Id love to take you there when you were wearing nothing but chaps. Theyd be brown, to set you off. And your ass would be pale compared to the deep tan on your face and arms. Or thats how I imagine it. I didnt get a real good look the other day in the hallway.”
 Had he fallen down the rabbit hole? If so, why was he so turned on? “Uh-huh.” It was all Kyle could manage to say.
 Jesse laughed. “Just imagine, your bare ass, your cock… Men would see and appreciate you. See whats mine.” He cupped his hand possessively over Kyles rear end, squeezing. Kyle experienced a throb in his balls and deep in his ass. He liked Jesse touching him there.
 Then he processed Jesses fantasy, and his jaw dropped. “Uh.”
 “Maybe wed use a spanking bench. Would you like to be spanked, Kyle? Youre very responsive here, arent you?” Another squeeze and Kyle shuddered. He had always liked his ass being stroked, touched, used. It was his secret, but now Jesse knew.
 “Damn, Jesse, Im too set in my ways for stuff like that,” Kyle protested. Jesses pupils were enlarged, and his breath came rapidly. His cheeks were flushed. “Its ridiculous.”
 “Ridiculous?” Jesse tugged him closer using Kyles belt, and next thing, Kyle felt the leather loosen. He gaped at Jesse.
“Just what are you doing?”
 “All you have to do is tell me to stop, so do it, Kyle. Otherwise…”
 Kyle felt weirdly passive, his body humming under Jesses touch as if he was coming alive, fully alive, for the first time in years. He suppressed the thought that even with Mac he hadnt felt this way, free and primitive, as if he was being taken. He let the other man open his belt, work the buttons of his jeans, freeing them slowly, deliberately as he stared into Kyles eyes, imparting a message.
 “I thought this would be just a kiss,” Kyle croaked. He licked his lips and saw the heat in Jesses eyes. He wanted to kiss him. He was holding back only because of their rule he could do it only once a day.
 “This is a kiss with benefits,” Jesse said. “You said you couldnt imagine yourself in chaps in some club, your ass red with my handprint.”
 “ Jesse, youre crazy!” Kyle gasped. “Im not that kind of man.”
 “What I think is your men thought you werent that kind of man, and so youve been hungry, Kyle.” Jesse nibbled on Kyles neck as his jeans sagged under Jesses hands. He was standing out in the middle of dusty nowhere with his pants around his ankles. “Thats where I come in. I dont care how others see you, how you see yourself. I just want you. And Ill have you the way I like.”
 Jesses palm stroked extra-light over Kyles erection, and Kyle whimpered. He wanted to thrust into Jesses hand so much it mortified him. “Im your boss…” he reminded the younger man.
 Jesse nodded. “I got no problem with that.”
 Jesses hand went under the waistband of Kyles plain white briefs. “No nonsense. Just the way I pictured. Sexy as hell.” He pressed them down, and Kyle was exposed while Jesse, his hired help, was still dressed. Why was it making him so hard?
 “Fuck, Kyle, look at you!” Jesse whispered. “Jesus, I thought so from the last time I saw you; youre uncut.”
 Kyle cupped himself. Hed always felt like an oddity because of it. “I was sick as a baby, so they didnt want to risk doing anything to me, even that,” he said.
 Jesse knelt, and Kyle stared at him, sitting on his heels between Kyles spread legs. Oh God. What was Jesse going to do?
 “You say it like it was a bad thing. I think youre beautiful. Manly.”
 “You do?” Kyle was so stiff, aching, but Jesse didnt touch his penis. He just sat there with Kyle in front of him, stripped, vulnerable, needy.
 “Theres nothing hotter than sucking on a foreskin,” Jesse said. “Peeling it back with my tongue, probing you where youre most sensitive.”
 “The stuff you say, young man.”
 “Okay, if Im going to put up with the youngster comments, I think I could get used to being your young man.” Jesses eyes flashed, and Kyles dropped away.
 “Jess, I feel kind of dumb standing here like this. Im not anything special.”
 Jesse leaned his face against Kyles thigh so his breath touched his cock. Kyle couldnt help himself from putting a hand in Jesses long, untamed hair, feeling the silken threads catch under his work-roughened fingertips. “Youre so gorgeous, Kyle. I have no idea why youd feel dumb. Im going to dream about you tonight. Like this, just like this.”
 “Are you—” Kyle had to clear his throat. “Are you going to touch me?”
 “Against your rules, remember? Unless you ask me for it.” Jesses blue eyes held Kyles for a sustained moment before he let out a disappointed sound. “Okay. You said you needed it slow.”
 He got to his feet and very, very carefully, pulled up Kyles briefs. Kyle wanted to protest, wanted to beg him to put his lips to his cock, but how could he?
 “You dont see me as your equal yet, but you will,” Jesse vowed. He tugged up Kyles jeans but didnt try to button them over Kyles painfully engorged penis. A wet spot bloomed instantly through his briefs.
 “Crap, Im going to have to walk this off or something!” Kyle muttered. It was a problem he hadnt had since he was a kid. When he got this excited, it was always in some mans bedroom, so the outcome was a foregone conclusion.
 It didnt make it any easier that Jesse would give him what he craved, but only if he put aside his preconceptions and fears stemming from their age gap and Jesses naturally dominant nature. Hed never begged any man to touch him before.
“I wish you’d let me pleasure you.” Jesses telepathic voice was wistful.
“I can’t. I just…can’t.” Kyle wanted to tear out his hair. He was crazy about Jesse. Right now he was so aroused it was hard to care about Mac or David or his responsibilities or how he was Jesses boss or any goddamned thing but what it would feel like to have Jesses mouth on him. It was only that he had to ask for it that held him back, like thin planks holding back a bull in a rodeo chute.
 “Its okay,” Jesse said aloud, compassion burning in his eyes now. “I dont want to push; I just want to give you something to think about.”
 “Im not sure what the hell else Ill be thinking about,” Kyle grumbled.
 “Thats good. Just consider that this thing with you and me is new, and you dont know the man you could be with me.”
 Kyle slowly buttoned his jeans. He managed halfway and had to stop. Crap.
 “I guess we go to work now,” he said, aching to be another man, someone flexible and not so set in his ways.
 “Not quite.”
 And thats when Jesse kissed him.

* * *

“Here you are,” a familiar voice called, and David crossed his arms, slouching against the wall as Jed Hollis came out of the horse barn. Jed was shorter than David now, David noted with surprise, but hed been sprouting like a weed lately, with Jesse complaining he was having trouble keeping up. “Right on time.”

Jed was five feet ten with brown hair and gray eyes. His mouth had wrinkles around it, but not smiling lines. They seemed more to be cast from his habitual sullen expression.

“I got your text. Howd you wind up working for Kyle?” David asked. “You couldnt have references from your last job.”
 “The last barn boss was a friend of a friend. Ive been here awhile.” Jed also folded his arms, leaning close to David in a companionable way that made Davids shoulders tense.
 “What the hell do you want?” David growled. He was sweating, and his heart was pounding. Being around Jed brought it all back, what it was like to live under Morrisons roof.
 Jed smacked him, a stinging slap across his lower jaw and lips.
 David sprang away from the wall, spitting out blood.
 “Dont you talk to me that way, boy,” Jed ordered. “Your pa and me go away back. He dont take that from you, and neither will I.”
 “If Jesse saw you do that—”
 “Huh, Jesse. I bet he wouldnt even recognize me. Just you remember what I told you in that e-mail; a ranch is a dangerous place to work. You wouldnt want your Jesse or Kyle to be driving a tractor when a car slammed into it, would you? Things like that happen every day.”
 David sucked in a breath.
 “No, I can see you dont want that,” Jed crowed. “And Im willing to bet you never told Jesse about the night your pa and me made sure you became a man.”
 Davids gaze fell.
 Jed shifted closer, so he was right in Davids space. “Your secrets safe with me.”
 “I repeat, what are you doing on Kyles ranch, seeing how you and Pa hated him and Mac.” Once, shortly after Macs death, Morrison had caught the sound of David crying in his room for Mac and Kyle, missing them. Thered been consequences. David had been damn sure he never showed his grief again after that night.
 Jed smiled, as if he too remembered. “Well, that hasnt changed. Now let me tell you what youre going to do for me.”

* * *

Just like before, Jesses mouth took control of Kyles. Kyle moaned as Jesse raised a hand and dug it gently into his hair, stroking the flash of gray at his temple. Kyle had the feeling it was a deliberate act, a way of letting Kyle know Jesse saw him—and liked what he saw.

Kyle groaned again as their bodies came closer, and he could feel Jesse hard and hungry against him.
 “Damn, were not going to get any work done, boss,” Jesse whispered against his lips.
 Without thinking about it, Kyle tugged down his jeans and briefs again, so they were just crumpled at the top of his thighs. He reached out with shaking hands for Jesses belt. When he realized what he was doing, he froze.
 “Do it,” Jesse growled. “Just do it, Kyle.”
 Kyle loosened Jesses belt and then unbuttoned his jeans, tugging so he revealed silk boxers with teddy bears on them. He smiled at the incongruous sight, knowing there had to be a story there.
 “Gift from Davy. Kind of a joke.” Jesse breathed. His lips hadnt quite left Kyles all the time Kyle had been loosening their clothing. And then they pressed together again, hard cock desperately rubbing against cock.
 “Thats fucking it!” Jesse swore. His hands bit into Kyles hips as he began to rut against him, as his tongue entered Kyles mouth in a possessive, claim-all kiss. Fucking hell, Jesse turned him on! “Jess, oh God, Jess…!”
 “Yeah, Kyle! Youre mine. Fucking mine!” They fell against the truck. Jesse lifted him, and he was sitting on the hood, and Jesse was between his legs, and it was almost like they were coupling, as if Jesse were inside him, giving him the fucking of his life.
 “Uhhh!” Jesse covered his wrists with both hands, holding him still as he rutted, up and down and up and down, slick now, and Kyle could only imagine how they looked together, hair wild, hats gone, lower bodies bared to the strong wind.
 “Say youre mine, Kyle.”
 Kyle arched up, taking everything Jesse was giving him with his lower body. Jesse nipped at Kyles bottom lip, getting his attention, letting him know he meant it. “Say it. I wanted to hear it since I was sixteen. Wanted to hear you say youre mine, that you want me to do you, do you just right.”
 “H-how can you want that?” Kyle whispered, dazed.
 “Spread your legs wider for me, baby.” Jesse helped him to adjust. “Im going to come on you, youre going to come on me.”
 Just hearing that was the sexiest thing Kyle had ever imagined. His legs were wide open, Jesse between them, and right that moment, Jesse owned him.
 “Jess, oh, Jess!”
 Jesse crushed his mouth as Kyle came, and then Kyle held him when the younger man shuddered, spilled hot over Kyles skin. Kyle actually felt tears against his cheek. He didnt know if they were his or Jesses. They were so good together it hurt.

Chapter Seven

Kyle was still huffing, feeling like hed died and been reborn as some kind of…? What? But it felt almost as if he were as young a man on the inside as Jesse in that moment. Never had he imagined the thoughts, fantasies, the kind of rubbing off together theyd indulged in. Not at his age.

But now as he came down to earth from one of the most intense climaxes of his life—and they hadnt even fucked, God help him—he realized as much as it might feel like a new experience, his body was a little too old to lie sprawled over a truck hood with Jesse standing between his wantonly spread legs. Damn it, he was getting a charley horse.

“Jess…”
 “Fuck!” Jesse covered him instinctively as a crack of thunder sounded like a spear thrown from the skies, and suddenly hard, cold rain fell like it had been dumped from a giant wash bucket on the two of them.
“I appreciate the sentiment, but you don’t need to protect me from thunder and lightning, young man.”
 “Double fuck!” Jesse tugged up his jeans and dived for the passenger side of the truck. Kyle followed, barely able to make out the drivers side, the downpour was so heavy. He was soaked, and with them both in the truck, heaving for breath, the windows steamed up in no time.
 Jesse looked at him struggling to pull up his saturated jeans and briefs and then laughed.
 “Jesse. Damn it,” Kyle groused. He hated getting wet outdoors like that. Maybe he was part barn cat, like the one-eyed mouser that haunted the ranch. “I wish I could kiss you again,” Jesse said, a wistful look in his eyes. Kyle left the jeans and leaned close, brushing his lips gently against Jesses.
 “Mmmm.” Jesse had his eyes closed when Kyle finally made himself pull away, as if savoring the sweetest of sensations. He flushed, embarrassed his little kiss was such a big deal.
“It’s the first time you gave yourself to me without me shoving you into it.”
 “Hogwash.”
 “Nope. Progress.”
 “Grounds going to be very muddy,” Jesse noted.
 “Yeah, not ideal for seating fresh cedar fencing,” Kyle admitted. “But Id like to take a look at the condition of the stuff thats fallen over, make sure we brought out enough wood for the job.”
 Outside it was like a waterfall was hitting the hood of the truck. The very hood where not so long ago hed been lying on his back, letting Jesse do damn all he wanted with him. Kyle rubbed his eyebrow, suddenly wanting to get out there, do some work, and avoid looking into Jesses eyes for a while.
 “Youre shy.”
 “What?” Kyle swung around to glare at Jesse. “Youre crazy.”
 Jesse chuckled. “I love that you dont see yourself as the sexy man you are. The way your eyes widen when I say something suggestive or call you beautiful.”
 “Ive never had a”—Kyle cleared his throat—“a young admirer before. It does something to a man.”
 Jesse quirked an eyebrow in a saucy way, and Kyle found himself laughing. Damn, hed forgotten how much fun Jesse always had been. Hed missed him so much. He fought the goofy need to reach out and touch him, just brush his fingers over the back of Jesses hand. Maybe he was still short on sleep or something?
 “It certainly did something to you not so long ago.”
 “Oh yeah.” He was sated, and even if he was cold and sopping wet, he felt happier than hed been in a long time—since Mac was alive and the boys lived with them. Only this was different. He and Mac had been the same age, had possessed much of the same experience. They had enjoyed a comfortable relationship, but nothing like this. Mac would never talk about putting Kyle in brown chaps and parading him around.
“But you’d be so sexy wearing them.”
 Kyle gasped as Jesse inserted an image of Kyle dressed that way, his junk just…hanging out while Jesse gave him a possessive tap on his ass, showing him off to an admiring audience of men.
 He covered his eyes, laughing, cringing, and not a little turned on.
 “Water has let up,” Jesse said, as if he hadnt zinged that image into Kyles brain.
 “Thank Christ.”
 “You got off easy.” Jesses tone was a double entendre.
 “Its never easy with you, Jess,” Kyle contradicted. He shoved open the door of the truck, wanting to avoid saying anything further. Why couldnt he resist Jesse? But more and more he was laughing, he was wanting, he was not seeing Jess as too young or Macs brother, someone forbidden to him.
 He was seeing him as a lover.

* * *

“Jeez, its so pretty here. I forgot…” Jesse looked around at the meadow, at the foothills beyond that were the branches of mountains in the distance. After a dry summer, the grass was tall and yellow and made whispering sounds as it rubbed in the wind. Late purple and gold flowers were bent from the rainfall, and Kyle even made out wild strawberries under some of the pine and aspen trees.

“Falls my favorite season,” Kyle said.
 “I remember,” Jesse told him, flashing a grin. “Cant believe school starts in ten days. Im really going to have to speed up my paperwork to get David into all his classes.”

“Have you heard from him today?” Kyle had had a whisper of something uneasy rubbing up and down his spine about David all day.
 “Nope, not since that text this morning,” Jesse said. “I want to give him space, but Ive found myself thinking about him on and off. I hope hes having a good time at the beach.”
 Kyle rubbed his eyebrow. “I guess thats how kids communicate with us now, huh? Texting.”
 “We had to do a lot of it.” Jesses face hardened. “I sure hated leaving him with Morrison, but if I hadnt been working, Im not sure we would have had anything to eat sometimes.”
 “I get it. Mac had a similar story about what it was like growing up with Morrison, and I think your pa got even worse when you boys came around.”
 “It was enough to make the old lady up and leave us; thats for sure. Not that I blame her.”
 “Well, Ill be glad to see Davy at dinner,” Kyle said, shoving his hat back on his forehead. It had just rained, but now it was getting warm again. “Its going to be tough for him to start out so soon in a new school. Maybe if he gets used to the ranch again, itll help.”
 “Hes had to stop and start at a lot of schools,” Jesse agreed. “Which is why Im fucking grateful you gave us a place to stay.”
 “Well, uh, obviously this stretch of fencing needs work.” Kyle gestured to the fallen section, uncomfortable being the source of the light shining in Jesses eyes. He was an average man, nothing special. “Ive had the hands keep the cattle out of here until it can be repaired.”
 Jesses forehead wrinkled as he stalked over to the fallen logs. He knelt and examined the surrounding grass. “Kyle, I think you should take a look at this!”
 Kyle joined him, looking at the loose wood chips in Jesses palm. “What the hell…?”
 “Yeah, looks like someone took a mallet to it or something. The fencing was deliberately brought down.”
 “Well, hell!” Kyle sprang up, temper prodded. “I dont have enough hands right now as it is. If you hadnt come to the ranch, it might have been another week before I could get anyone out here to repair it.”
 Jesse gave him a sober look. “Could be kids playing some kind of prank.”
 Kyle felt the weight of the problems with ranch pushing on him and rubbed the back of his tense neck. He missed having someone to confide in, share it with, as he had with Mac. He looked at Jesse, wondering. But even after what theyd done, it didnt make them partners. “I sure as hell hope a prank is all it is.”

* * *

Jesse watched Kyle as he drove them back to the ranch. He was finding it hard, wanting to touch Kyle and revel in his claim, fighting an insecure part of himself that remembered what it was like to be sixteen and crushing—completely crushing—on his older brothers boyfriend.

It was strange because Kyle had always been so low-key. He wasnt the kind of man who was flashy or had time to visit clubs or keep up with the latest movies. But he was there for you, absolutely there, when you needed him. Jesse admired him, and he wanted him.
 “Is that David?” Kyle asked as they pulled up near the barn. Jesse frowned, catching a glimpse of his brother looking over his shoulder before he ducked behind one of the outbuildings. “He said hed be at the beach all day.”

Kyle cut off the engine and sat back, looking over at Jesse. Jesse sighed. “I think something happened to him a few months back.” Kyle tensed, and Jesse reached out, touched his arm. “What do you think happened?” Jesse rubbed his eyes. He hadnt been sleeping well down the hall from Kyle. “I
 dont know, and he wont say. I want to demand he tell me, but he just goes off on his own whenever I bring up the topic.” “I guess you have to leave it, then.” Kyle didnt look any happier than Jesse. “Yeah, but how do I know hell come to me?”
 “Faith, Jess. You take it on faith. He loves you. Give him time.”

* * *

“Mr. Jacobs, we got a problem!”
 Jesse looked to Kyle for explanation.
 “Thats Miles. He looks after the draft horses, among other things.” Kyle and Jesse exited the truck.
 “Whats up?” Kyle asked.
 “Its Hall! He went lame after he was assigned as Lindsays horse, but the 
 mayors wife wants a tour, and her sister-in-law is in town. You know hes a favorite.” “Hall?” The Percheron was the best of his herd. “Fuck the tour. Where is he?” “They radioed theyd like to truck him back now.”
 “Do it, then call the vet for Hall and let Sally take the rest of the day doing

circuits in Pigeon. If the mayors wife is unhappy, tell her she can have a carriage ride on the house with her sister-in-law. And get Mike groomed and ready to go out with the trailer on the return trip.” Kyle looked at Jesse. “Hes still young, but hes a smart horse, needs the stimulation of a five-day workweek.”
 Jesse nodded, brushing his brown hair out of his eyes, hair that was mussed from Kyles hands. “Let me know what I can do to help, boss.” Kyle felt something in his chest warm up. Jesse had told him he didnt have any trouble with Kyle as the foreman here on the Double M. He was a man of his word, no matter what they wound up doing when they were off alone somewhere.
 “Find David,” Kyle said, thinking of two birds, one stone. “Tell him I need him.” * * *

“What are we looking for here?” David asked. He wouldnt meet Kyles eyes, and Kyle had noticed right off the boy had a swollen lip. Had he had a fight with one of his buddies on the beach, and thats why hed been at the ranch?

“I want to see where Halls injury is.” After a moment David seemed to take interest, so they both watched Jesse lead Hall through a walk and then a trot in the ring.
 “Kyle, you see his head is dropping when he puts weight on his hind leg?” Jesse called.
 “Yeah.” Kyle climbed over the fence and joined Jesse, before gently smoothing
 a hand over Hall. “Theres a lump just above his left hock.”
 “Bruising?” David asked, having been lured into the ring by Halls distress.
 The animal stood with his head down, not at all his bright, alert self. “Hope thats all it is,” Kyle said. “Marjorie will tell us.” He looked at David.
 “Shes our vet. Good woman.”
 “I hate to see him in pain,” David said, his gray eyes full of empathy. “I can feel
 it.” His hand was on Halls nose, stroking gently. He had the same easy touch as
 Jesse had with horses, Kyle noted with approval.
 “Yeah, it sucks, but well help him out. Just dont understand how he got 
 bruised. My guys are really careful loading the horses in the trailers.” Kyle
 squeezed the teens shoulder. “Id like to assign you to watch over Hall. Im
 understaffed right now.”
 Davids eyes widened. “Really?”
 “Hes the barn boss,” Jesse pointed out. “And you could use the cash, with 
 school coming up.”
 David grimaced. “School, yeah. So looking forward to that.”
 “Never mind, Davy. Hall really needs you right now,” Kyle said. “And heres 
 Marjorie.” Kyle could guess what she might recommend as he watched a car pull up. 
 A short woman with salt-and-pepper hair got out and waved in his direction before
 pulling a leather bag from the backseat. Kyle decided to stay for the examination.
 Hall was the pride of his herd, blue ribbon all the way.
 And the gelding might also be the way to reaching wary David.

* * *

“Its bruising, just like you figured, Kyle,” Marjorie said.
 “Will he be okay?” David asked.
 “Hell need rest and good nutrition, but he should recover in a few days.” She 
 gave Kyle an approving look. “Fortunately good nutrition is never a problem with your animals.” “I sure hope hes feeling better for the Fall Festival coming up,” Kyle said. “Hes always a hit.”
 Marjorie nodded. “I know. Top honors all the years youve entered him. Well, just keep an eye on him, and call me if theres any change.”
 “I just wish I knew how hed gotten such a bad bruise,” Kyle grumbled, walking Marjorie back to her car. She opened the passenger side and sat down, pulling off the heavy boots she wore and replacing them with sandals.
 “No way to know. Youre just a big protective daddy over your herd,” she teased. Then her green eyes focused on Jesse, standing with David. “Now he is something. Macs younger brother? I heard a rumor in the diner in town the Coulter boys were back and youd taken them in, same as before.”
 Kyle flushed. “Um.”
 Marjorie chuckled. “Uh-huh. Dont worry. Your crush is safe with me, cowboy.” Kyle raised his brows. “You dont think Im too mature for a—”
 “Ive got five years on you, and that young man is definitely crush material! Is it true he rides a Harley? Very fine.”
 Kyle sighed, looking over at Jesse, at his brown hair and tall, muscular frame. “He is that,” he agreed. He looked at his old friend. “And thanks for giving David that photocopy on caring for a lame horse.”
 “That kid has a nice way about him. Sad eyes,” Marjorie noted. “Theres nothing like a horse when you feel sad.”

Chapter Eight

You should enhance your feminine side at this time. Kyle dived for his fortune when David snatched it and read it, cracking up. He crumpled it into a ball and threw it at Kyle, who found himself laughing too. “Dont you know you shouldnt read someone elses fortune?” Kyle demanded over the wrecked bounty of takeout Chinese. “Its bad luck.” Jesse leaned over Kyle to pour more lemonade into his beer glass and smirked when he read a fragment of Kyles fortune. “I can help you with that,” he drawled in a voice too low for David to pick up.
 Kyle blushed. “Uh.” Jesses husky laughter made Kyle smile reluctantly. He sat back at the table, thinking maybe it wasnt too bad none of them had time to cook a proper meal on Friday nights. What did matter was the three of them were together again. It made him ache a little for Mac. Not the powerful grief hed once felt, but a gentle ache, a noticing of one empty place at the table.

“I miss him too,” Jesse sent him. Kyle cleared his throat and turned his attention to David. “Going to sleep in the cot in the barn again?” he asked. For some reason David had insisted that as part of looking out for Hall, he should sleep nearby. Kyle had been taken aback by the teens insistence, but hed slept a few times in the barn himself when one of his herd was having a rough time.

Davids face sobered. “Yeah. I guess you think its weird.”
 “Nope. Being horse crazy is pretty much why Im here,” Kyle noted mildly. “But youve been hanging out on the ranch a lot, not spending much time with your pals at the beach.”

David played with his fortune, which he hadnt shared with Jesse or Kyle. “Its okay.”
 “School on Monday,” Jesse reminded him. “But I think we got you all ready.”
 Jesse had taken David shopping and invested in a whole new set of clothes. Kyle had finally persuaded David the pink in his hair was maybe something he should play around with in the summertime only, so the blond brown was close cropped, setting off a rangy bone structure all the Coulter men possessed and Davids large gray eyes.
 “Ready to be the new weird kid, yeah. Yay,” David groused.
 “Remember youll be working for me at the kiosk in Pigeon every weekend,” Kyle pointed out, hoping to alleviate Davids moodiness.
 “Id really like to learn how to be Halls driver,” David said. “Anyway, Im off.” He snatched a handful of leftover fortune cookies and headed for the back door.
 “Ill look in on him,” Kyle promised Jesse, watching as the younger man gathered the nights feast and began tossing out what they were finished with. There was a cube under the sink that Kyle used for scraps to recycle into the kitchen garden, so Jesse paused to sort things carefully. Kyle appreciated Jesses consideration. He and David had only been living here a short time, and yet they had both made an effort to fit in with how Kyle ran his household.
 “So will I,” Jesse said, smiling over his shoulder at Kyle.
 “Uh, yeah.” Last night theyd run into each other checking up on a sleeping David, and Jesse had taken his kiss under a tree in the shadows. They hadnt had a repeat of the near-fucking incident, but this was probably more due to both of them being up to their asses in work. The ranch was still understaffed, and another man had quit recently. Jesse had been busy the past weeks patching up all the broken fencing theyd discovered. Kyle wasnt inclined to think that prank was very funny now, if he ever had. If it was the work of kids, it was pretty fucking obsessive.
 He sighed, shifting his tense shoulders. At least Hall was recovering nicely, mostly due to Davids TLC. The boy said even less to Jesse and Kyle than he had previously, but he seemed more relaxed. He led the Percheron around the ring in the mornings, letting Hall walk so Kyle and Jesse could check his gait. Kyle was going to give the gelding some extra time to rest up for the looming Fall Festival. He could fill in the gap with other horses from his herd. The problem was finding good drivers. Unfortunately the right person didnt fall off trees. It had been tough when hed lost two of his most experienced employees earlier in the summer. Both men had quit without comment around the same time Kyle had lost his barn boss.
 “Tired, honey?” Jesse teased. He put his hands on Kyles shoulders and dug in.
 “Oh! Oh fuck, Jess.”
 “Fuck is right. You sound like Im bringing you to climax.”
 Kyle didnt even have the energy to blush over that drawled comment. Jesses hands felt entirely too good on his sore muscles. “Harder.”
 “Oh, baby.”
 “Smart-ass.”
 Jesses lips brushed against the side of Kyles neck, and he shivered, feeling the rasp of Jesses whiskers and the silk of his lips. Jesse nipped at his skin, one palm moving forward and going under Kyles T-shirt collar to the smooth chest underneath.
 Kyles cock had already shown some interest, just from Jesses touch, but now he was so hard he was stiffly confined in his jeans.
 “Jess…”
 Jesses eyes were sober as he looked straight into Kyles. “I want to give you your kiss tonight in your bedroom, Kyle.”
 Kyle sucked in a breath, feeling like Jesse was pushing at more than a threshold into a room. If he gave way, Jesse would be welcome as a lover.
 “David…”
 “Does your door have a lock?” Jesses open mouth was against his neck, making it hard for Kyle to remember his own name, never mind the setup for his bedroom. When Jesses hand slid down and palmed him through his jeans, squeezing appreciatively over his size, Kyle groaned.
 “Earth to Kyle.”
 “Yeah, it has a lock.” It was a habit hed gotten into when he and Mac lived with Jesse and David. Now, oddly, it was Jesse he was considering inviting into his bedroom. He rubbed his whiskered jaw.
 “Dont start on the age crap again.”
 “Its not crap. You cant wish away all those years, Jess. Even if things worked out the way you like to imagine, one day Id leave you alone. Thats serious, so you shouldnt trivialize it.”
 “I dont.” Jesse sat down on the chair next to him, leaning forward and cupping Kyles face. “I love you for who you are, and I happen to believe that loving the right man is worth it.”
 “Love…” Kyle felt his eyes widen.
 “Dont freak, okay?”
 “Whos freaking? I, ah, should go check the barn. Maybe do some paperwork.”
“Do you think I’d have brought David back to any old place? There was a reason we came back here. I could never stop thinking about you. Kyle, don’t run away, damn you.”
 “You don’t know your own mind. You’re too young! You’ll get tired of me—”
 “Fuck. You.”

Jesse grabbed the leftovers in the box for the garden and made to stride from the kitchen, his face composed, as if demonstrating he had far more control than Kyle.

Kyle looked around the battered table, remembering the meal, the laughter. “Dont go,” he begged. “Im being a dick, but Im…” Scared. Jesse paused and raised his eyebrows at Kyle, waiting. “We can do it after Davids asleep if you still want the kiss in my bedroom.” Jesse gave a stiff nod. “See you later, then.”

* * *

David rubbed Halls long nose. “Another carrot?” he whispered to the horse. “You big hog.”
 Hall took the offered treat, mouthing Davids hand wetly.
 David let out a long sigh, feeling something coiled tight unwind inside him. He had no idea why Kyle had assigned him Halls care; he wasnt exactly experienced, but taking care of the Percheron was almost as peaceful as time spent alone on the beach.
 Also, David had experienced a bad feeling about Halls bruise, almost as if he could feel an afterimage of something deliberate. He wanted to stay close, make sure Kyles prizewinner didnt get hurt again.
 He leaned against the horses big, warm body, feeling himself settle as Hall was settling. Closing his eyes, he remembered the unpleasant feeling hed had when hed read his fortune tonight. It was stupid since all it had said was  Someone distant will send you an e-mail or letter soon.
 Of course hed thought of Morrison.
 He tensed when he caught a footfall, but then relaxed when he saw it was only Jess. His older brother ran a worried blue gaze over him, and Davids stomach twisted. He used to be able to share everything with Jesse, but now he couldnt. He wasnt sure what Jesse would do if he knew about that night. Probably hunt Morrison down, and then Jesse might wind up in jail.
 “You about to go to bed?”
 “Yeah. Got a book from the library. Pretty tired,” David yawned. He didnt want to talk. He hoped Jesse took the hint.
 “Are you really worried about school?” Jesse probed. “You already have some friends in this area.”
 “Yeah, and they know a lot about our family.”
 “You mean about Mac living with Kyle or Morrisons drunken binges?”
 David shrugged. He wanted things to just be easy for a change. To not stand out. To blend in like his head going under the water at the nearby lake. He felt safe then; no one could see him.
 Jesse sighed and reached out to squeeze Davids shoulder. “Kids will eventually see who you are, and thats all that matters. Plus, working for Kyle has some cachet, as I remember. Get some rest.”
 David caught sight of Kyle in the hallway behind Jesse and couldnt help but shake his head, smiling. “You guys can relax. Just going to sleep here.”
 “I was checking on Hall,” Kyle said.
 “Sure,” David agreed, not buying it for a second.

* * *

Kyle had showered, something he liked to do late at night, right before bed. He sat at the desk in his bedroom wearing a towel, moisture still on his skin cooling him off pleasantly. Even with the air-conditioning, they were having a burning send-off from summer.

He ran a hand through his drying hair, surveying the numbers on his ledger and unhappy because he still didnt have enough drivers for his carriage service. Soon the tourists would be flocking to Pigeon for the fall festivities, and even if he himself wanted to get out there and help pick up the slack, theyd still be short people.

He was going to ask Jesse and David to help him out. Theyd both need training before theyd be ready, though Jesse had done a little bit of driving before he and David had been forced to leave.

Closing his laptop, he rubbed his eyes and got up, looked over at his queen-size bed. Hed slept alone in it since Macs death except for the handful of times Darren had been over. Now as he sat on the edge and let himself fall back, he couldnt keep his eyes open after another long, intense day.
 His last thought was hed really like a warm, hard body pressed against his. The right body. The right man. * * *

It began as a whisper. A voice calling his name, stirring him gently in his sleep.
 Kyle felt a ghostly caress down his bare chest, a hand brushing against his lower belly, removing the towel that covered him.
 Cool air touched his skin, and he shivered in response, but his cock was hard, so hard and aching.
 Kyle groaned, and when he opened his eyes, he wasnt in his spartan room on the ranch.
 Instead he was in some kind of fancy Victorian take on a brothel. Heavy red velvet drapery and black accents. A huge walnut four-poster bed with kissing cherubs carved into the headboard. A bench covered in leopard-spotted fabric crouching by a window. Faux gas lamps lit the space in a soft light.
 He knew at once he was in another of Jesses dreams.
 In this scenario, Jesse was dressed as formally as the room. He was wearing a dark suit with a high collar and string tie. His hair was tamed and swept back from his forehead. He also sported a mustache, the same soft chocolate as his ruff of hair. He was puffing from a cheroot as he stared at Kyle.
 Kyle was not dressed like a Victorian gentleman from the Old West.
 He wasnt dressed at all, unless that included the black ties that held his wrists and ankles secured to the bedposts.
 He sat up, blushing as he took in his nude, oiled, scarred, and muscled body displayed like a whore. And his cock—it was full and unsubtle, prodding the cool night air.
 “Jess…” he whispered, staring at the younger man.
 “Very nice,” Jesse said, passing some greenbacks to another gentleman, who was dressed in a similar manner. “I will enjoy your stallion.”
 “Stallion?” Kyle huffed. He was someones stallion? He was just…ordinary.
 But Jesse didnt appear to think so, and it was  his dream that had ensnared Kyle again. He was busy taking off his coat and loosening his collar. Kyle stared, his mouth going dry as Jesse slowly unbuttoned his shirt, revealing the smooth, tanned flesh Kyle wanted to put his lips to.
 “Have you been prepared properly for me, stallion?” Jesse asked.
 “Uh.” Kyle squeezed his ass cheeks together and felt how loose and lubricated he was. He was certainly all set up for someones use. He tugged at his bonds, curious, but found they werent window dressing; they pulled tight against his wrists. Helpless. In this fantasy, he was helpless.
 So why did it turn him on so goddamned much?
 Meanwhile, Jesse had removed his shirt and now had pulled off his trousers. When he folded them neatly and placed them atop a dresser, Kyle saw Jesse was also hard, and he caught a glimpse of a small tattoo on Jesses right ass cheek. He couldnt make it out, and damn if he didnt want to. But Jesse was writing this script, so a moment later he had a knee on the magnificent bed where Kyle lay oiled, tied, and helpless, his legs spread wide. If hed needed any other clue about what was on the menu, the pillow under his ass was a big one.
 Jesse stroked his cock, staring into his eyes with a gaze the pure blue that lives at the flick of a lighter. “Im going to have you, Kyle,” he whispered.

Chapter Nine

“Ive never been had…” Kyle whispered back. “Not like this.” He couldnt help but feel insecure, even if he knew it was just Jesses dream wrapping around him like tendrils of something from underground, pulling him deep.

Jesse shifted so his nude body was between Kyles legs. He smoothed his hands over Kyles thighs, as if savoring having him like this, open and accessible. His eyes were heavy-lidded, and Kyle had a sudden thought that Jesse must be able to see him, all of him, from the way he was positioned, including his warmed and slickedup dimple.

As if reading Kyles shocked thoughts, Jesse bent closer, and his fingers played over Kyles crease, light and teasing and then suddenly direct, pushing inside—
 “Nice,” Jesse murmured as his index finger sank in deep, and Kyle writhed on the bed from the uncompromising pleasure and pain. Jesse was using him like a paid fuck, and it was a role for himself Kyle had never imaged. His penis was engorged and throbbing, lying neglected and full against his quivering stomach. “You like this. You were made for this.”
 “Uh.” Kyle was losing any ability to be coherent.
 “You need more up you?” Jesse pushed in a second finger to the knuckle, filling Kyle fast and hard. Although Kyle mainly bottomed, Jesse was pushing, as if he wanted to underline Kyles helplessness, the way he had no choice but to take it. “You do, dont you? Look at you, your ass all greasy, clenching on my fingers, tied up and ready for it. I watched you a week ago when I visited this establishment and looked through the peep window. You took two men at the same time and you loved it.”
 Kyles breath stuttered at the idea. His balls were tight up to his body. He would come on just Jesses fingers if he kept playing and talking to him this way.
 Jesses lips grazed his as he leaned close and brushed his hard chest against Kyles. “You loved it, didnt you? Having those two men in you, desperate to fuck you.”
 “Yes!” Kyle exploded. “Yes, I want to…!”
 “What do you want now?” Jesse taunted. “I’ll make you beg,” he had promised Kyle once. Kyle had scoffed at the idea, unable to picture himself doing such a thing. But now…
 Kyles chest rose and fell heavily as he fought with the words that wanted to rise to the surface, almost like something inside him eating its way out.
 Jesse pinched his cockhead, and Kyle arched his body, trembling.
 “Tell me!” Jesse demanded, eyes searing Kyle, looking into him.
 “Treat me…”
 “Yes, damn you, Kyle, tell me!”
 “Treat me like a whore,” Kyle begged. He couldnt believe what hed asked for, something hed never imagined, never even fantasized about, but Jesse seemed to have drilled down deep into places and feelings Kyle had never known lay sleeping inside him.
 Jesses eyes flared, and yet he only offered Kyle a tender kiss. “You dont know what hearing that does to a man. Youre so honorable and strong, but Im the man to do you, to make you come?”
 Kyle felt confusion rise like a troubling incense. Yes, he wanted to admit, but how could he? What he ached for didnt matter. After everything Jesse and David had been through, he had to put them first.
 Jesse bit his neck, and Kyle cried out. If his legs had been free, he would have wrapped them around Jesses hips.

“You’re beginning to let yourself be the man I can see inside you. Look at you, all wanton and ready for it. What you are right now is a slut. My slut.”
 Jesse got up from the bed, all lean, cougarlike grace, his cock heavy and bobbing between his legs as he walked to the rooms door and opened it, calling. Kyle waited, dazed, aroused. What was Jesse up to? Oh God, he never could predict what Jess would do to him, what hed bring out of him.
 Several men entered the room, and Jesse pointed to the bench, to a chair near the bed.
 “Watch us,” Jesse ordered the neatly dressed gentlemen.
“Jesse!” This was one of the wildest dreams theyd shared yet. Jesse was uncompromising, raw, as if he was determined to show Kyle who possessed him.
 Jesse went to the bedside table and opened a drawer, shuffled through some accessories that Kyle didnt even recognize. He wondered what Jesse was up to. This was the stranger who had driven up on his Harley, his hair tousled, his eyes riveted on Kyle. From that moment Kyle had felt taken, claimed.
“It’s kind of a turn-on Mac had you first. You were my big brother’s lover. God, how I wanted you.”
 “Jesse!”
 “Don’t mistake me; I loved him, and if he’d… I’d never have touched you, but now you belong to a Coulter again.”
 Jesse pulled out a thick club with brown leather tails hanging from the end. It looked oddly familiar, though Kyle had never seen something precisely like it—at least not for real. He watched Jesse run the leather over his lips as he considered Kyle, wildly conscious that in this exotic dream, they were watched.
“You have a thing for voyeurism. So do I. I told you I wanted to show you off one day.”

Kyles heart was thudding in his ears as Jesse trailed the leather tail over his chest, smacking one nipple with it so Kyle arched and gasped, his hands making fists, straining.

“Fuck!”
 “Say it,” Jesse prodded, the little whip snapping over Kyles stomach. “Do it again!” Kyle rasped. “I liked it.”
 “Tell me.”
 “My…nipple. That thing. Uhn!” Kyles whole body jerked again as Jesse struck him lightly, a cat playing with his willing mouse. “I think you need something up you again,” Jesse noted in a conversational tone.
 Kyle panted as he twisted his body under Jesses wiry one, pushing up to brush himself as much as possible against Jesses slick skin.
 “Dont you?”
 “Please, Jess…”
 Kyle couldnt see what Jesse was doing, not with Kyles body blocking his vision, but he felt pressure at his opening. Thick, thicker than anything hed ever taken. His eyes widened when he guessed what was happening, just where that thick club fit in. It was a butt plug—with a brown tail.
 Jesse thrust it in suddenly, and Kyle shouted. The bed trembled as Jesse impaled him with the toy, and he came simultaneously, driven out of himself by Jesses relentless possession.
 As Kyle lay huffing in the aftermath, his cum still warm on his stomach, he could feel the thing splitting him deep inside, rubbing against his prostate.
 “Every stallion needs a tail,” Jesse whispered before he licked Kyles skin, tasting the completion hed brought on.

* * *

“ Uh!” Kyle jerked awake, his body throbbing, so hard, so painfully hard. He blinked, shoving the hair out of his eyes as he registered the breath against his chest. Jesse.
 Jesses blue eyes snapped open, catching fire in the dim light. 
 “I came for my kiss,” he said softly. “But you were asleep, so I just closed my eyes for a moment.” “Christ!” Kyle exclaimed. He sat up, running a hand over his sweaty face. “The stuff you dream about me.”
 “Dont see yourself that way?” Jesse smoothed a hand over Kyles chest, stopping to pop a nipple under his fingers and tug it sharply. Kyle gasped at the sensation of pleasure-pain. He liked it; he couldnt deny he liked Jesses authoritative brand of lovemaking, which was nothing hed ever experienced before. “You really are a virgin.”
 “Am not!” Kyle groused.
 “Oh, baby, you are.” Jesse kissed him. “Its hot how innocent you are. Youre my vanilla cowboy.”
 Kyle felt chagrined. “I guess thats another word for boring.”
 “Are you kidding? I feel like a man with you, such a man,” Jesse said, and then his voice lowered. “I make you crazy for it. I make you beg.”
 Kyle couldnt deny his Jesse had become a man who had the power to make him beg. He only wished he didnt still worry he wasnt enough for such a fiery person. Yet he discarded that worry as soon as Jesse mounted him, his boxers tenting around a formidable erection, Kyle shifted his hands under the cloth so he could cup Jesses full, tight ass in his palms.
 “Oh God, you feel so good!”
 Jesse blinked. “Youre not fighting it.”
 Kyle swallowed. “How can I? Im a pushover.”
 Jesse cocked a brow. “I like you that way.”
My young man. My lo—Kyle buried the thought. He never wanted Jesse to stay with him out of sentiment. When the time came that he wanted to get back on that Harley and leave Kyle Jacobss life, Kyle wouldnt hold him back.
 “Did you like the thing I used in you?” Jesse was studying him intently.
 “The fancy butt plug? Hell, I didnt recognize it at first.” It was true hed lived a pretty vanilla life. He might be embarrassed and want to hide his desire sometimes, but he couldnt. Jesse was inside him, whether he wanted him or not. The dream might as well have been a metaphor for how helpless and open he was for this hard stranger. He couldnt shut him out. It would be like ripping out his guts.
 Jesse leaned close. “Dont forget the horse tail,” he whispered.
 “God Almighty, you have one of those things, dont you?” Hed thought it was all part of the crazy, erotic dream.
 “Kyle, when I rode up that day, it was sitting in my leather knapsack. I planned to use it in you as soon as possible.”
 Kyle swallowed, unable to think of a thing to say.
 Jesse laughed. “Scared?”
 “Terrified. Just who have I let into my bedroom?”
 “Im going to make you come so hard.”
 “You already have,” Kyle admitted. “All those dreams for months. I got so I couldnt sleep without you touching my mind.”
 “I made you come in your sleep?” Jesses lips took on a wicked curl. “Some nights thats the only satisfaction I had, too tired from working on fishing boats or cutting lumber, but it was like I couldnt get any rest unless some part of me crawled close to you, held you, had you.”
 Oh, Kyle had been had, all right. He blushed to remember all the fantasy scenarios theyd lived and how hed begun to crave Jesse taking him, over and over again.
 “So do you”—he had to clear his throat—“have that plug, hot rod?”
 “Hot rod?” Jesses brows lifted, and he nuzzled his brown-whiskered chin gently against Kyles. “You still worry about the Harley.”
 “A little less,” Kyle admitted. “Ive seen how careful you are with David, how you look after him; youd never risk yourself, knowing he needs you.”
 Jesses eyes were solemn. “No, I wouldnt, and thanks for seeing that. I told you I never feel more a man than when you see me that way.” His lips quirked. “In fact, I may have been on the slightly pushy side about it.”
 “No, really?” Kyle raised his brows, slapping Jesses rump.
 “So you want me to put it in you, that special plug?”
 Kyle knew he was as red as a sunset over the foothills. “I, uh… Yeah. Still not sure about the tail on it, but it felt…”
 “Its got extra width,” Jesse said, reaching for a bag on Kyles bedside table. He opened it, and Kyles eyes fixed on the thing hed seen in Jesses fantasy, except it looked larger and thicker, and the tail was luxuriant, mimicking one of his horses. “Stallion,” he repeated the nickname Jesse had given him.
 “Youre blushing so hard I can feel the heat from here, cowboy,” Jesse said. “Is it okay? What we do in dreams, Im not sure my vanilla guy would be so comfortable with in real life.”
 “Will it feel like it did in the dream?” Kyle asked, watching as Jesse opened lube and anointed the toy generously. “Ive, uh, used those, but not for a long time. And never one with a tail thingie.”
 “Itll be better if I can help it, baby. Now open for me.”
 Holding Jesses gaze, Kyle slowly let his legs fall open so Jesse was between them, had access as he had in the dream to Kyles body. He felt calloused, oily fingers slide down his crease, and he shivered.
 “You are so sexy. I love the white in your hair, all your muscles. Its such a contrast to your innocence.”
 “Not used to thinking of myself that way,” Kyle said.
 “You wouldnt last a day in the massage parlor I worked. Youd have to hide in the john,” Jesse teased.
 “Probably,” Kyle admitted. “Why all the experience, Jesse? The leather club, the men?”
 Jesses eyes sobered. “Because I couldnt have who I really wanted, the hot older man who knotted up my guts. I couldnt have him. Not if I was just some kid.”
 “You slept with all those guys for me?” No, he couldnt have. Kyle focused intently on Jesse. He ached to know him, everything about him, all those years theyd lost when hed worried, but had to trust Jesse would keep his promise and take care of himself and David.
 “Well, I admit it also felt good, gettin off. Im no angel, Kyle. But I wanted to please you, make you crazy under my hands.”
 “You do that.” Jesse deserved the truth, so Kyle gave it to him. “I never imagined…”
 Jesses lips quirked again, but Kyle saw how he ate up the praise. It gave him a tender feeling, so he tunneled a hand gently through Jesses hair. “Im all yours. I want to be yours.”
 “All right, then.” Jesses fingers probed deeper, and as Kyle inhaled, he was penetrated on one. Jesse was inside him for real.
 “One day I want to fuck you just on my fingers, fuck you so you come,” Jesse whispered. “That would be something to see, me doing it, this kid you used to know.”

Chapter Ten

“Are you going to use it?” Kyles mouth dried up as he looked at the butt plug. He had no idea why, but he was aching to feel it, and he wanted Jesse to be the man who put it in him.
 Jesse gave the little tails a flick. “Youre curious about what youll look like with this coming out of your ass?” Kyle ducked his head, and Jesse rose from his bed. Kyle snagged his wrist, gripping hard. “Dont go. Dont go now youve come to me,” he croaked. “It will kill me if you leave me now.”

“Im not going anywhere. But theres something I need to get from your guest room.”
 Kyle freed Jesse and put his arms around his knees, waiting as he saw him unlock his door and then disappear into the hallway. Crap. He was nervous. He heard a couple of gentle thumps and was glad David was still sleeping in the barn. Next thing Jesse was back, his scruff of hair in his eyes, his body too damn thin to Kyles protective eye, though his arms were rounded with muscle, his boxers showing just a hint of his sex and the dark pubic hair surrounding it under white fabric.
 “A mirror?” Kyle stared, trying to puzzle out why Jesse had brought in the freestanding mirror from the guest room. He figured the boss who owned the ranch had installed it for women guests so they could see how they looked. He sure as hell hadnt needed it in his room. He wore practically the same thing every day: jeans, boots, cowboy hat, T-shirt, and work gloves.
 Jesse calmly placed the stand next to Kyles bed, positioning it while he looked from Kyle to the glass.
 “Oh.” Kyle suddenly got it. “You want me—us—to watch, uh…”
 “I want you to see yourself the way I do.” Jesses eyes held a maturity and consideration that made Kyles throat tighten. For Jesse, this was for Kyle. This wasnt just about getting off or a little bit of forbidden kink. He wanted Kyle to feel good about himself.
 “Just having you as a lover; Jesse, do you know what it does to a man like me? Id never have believed you wanted me.”
 Jesse sat on the bed and gave Kyle a tender kiss. “Did you ever wonder why us? Why you didnt have some kind of connection with Mac?”
 Kyle shook his head. “I know Mac sometimes got flashes when he knew you boys were in trouble, like that time David fell from the cabin roof and broke his leg.” His head fell. “It was hard, shutting you out, but you were so young, and I was a man, living with a mans needs. I couldnt share that with you.”
 Jesse squeezed Kyles thigh. “Shutting me out was natural. You were with Mac. You did the honorable thing, just what Id expect of you.”
 “After you left with Morrison”—Kyle swallowed the burn of that memory—“I tried to use it to contact you, to make sure you had everything you needed. It ate at me that I was so fucking helpless.”
 Now Jesses eyes were a flash of blue pain, gone quickly as he veiled them with heavy eyelashes. “I didnt want anything about him to touch you. I knew you were already grieving for Mac.”
 “Jess, he hurt you. I know it.” Kyle remembered the bruise on Jesses face the day Morrison stormed the ranch and claimed both boys. “Goddamn it!” Kyles fists balled.
 Jesse covered those fists and leaned his forehead against Kyles. “Shhh. Its over. It wasnt pretty. I wont lie to you, but me and Davy got through it, and now were home.”
 Kyle swallowed thickly. “Id let you do just about anything you wanted with me, just for saying that.”
 “Lie back.” Jesses voice was soft now, and unlike the wild dream, this was gentle, as if he recognized how perilous it was to try to bring what they imagined into real life.
 “What are you going to…?”
 “Trust me; Im your man.” But Jesses blue eyes were asking Kyle, and Kyles chest tightened. He felt that protectiveness hed experienced earlier. Jesse was all man, but he was still vulnerable. He needed to see how much he moved Kyle.
 “Youre my man,” Kyle repeated. He ran a hand over the strong curves of Jesses arms, letting Jesse see appreciation in his eyes.
 Jesse made a purring sound and smoothed his hands back and forth over Kyles slightly open thighs. “Hey, youve got a little salt-and-pepper on your legs too.” He chuckled.
 “I do?” Kyle looked.
 “Its hot.”
 “It is?” Kyle shook his head. “I dont get it.”
 “Its hot because its you, Kyle. Watch the mirror.” Jesse nodded to the glass. “It might prove illuminating. Youll see how much you turn me on.”
 Kyles cock flexed at the words.  Damn. There was no aphrodisiac like being wanted.
 Jesse put both palms flat on either side of Kyle. He looked deliberately into the mirror, holding Kyles wide eyes before leaning down and licking Kyles chest.
 Kyle gasped, arching up, feeling that tiny caress with far more impact because he wasnt just experiencing it on his flesh, he was seeing it. Now he got why people had mirrors over their beds, though he admittedly would have been too bashful to ever go for something like that.
 Until Jesse.
 “See how I want you?” Jesse toyed with a nipple, and Kyle was riveted, as if watching their very own personal porn channel. He was visibly shaking, living the aftershocks of every manipulation of his body under Jesses hands.
 A nipple wasnt a big deal, was it? But then it was Jesses lips opening and his tongue flicking out, back and forth, and Kyles hands clenched in his hair; it might as well have been Kyles cock Jesse was playing with.
“Jess! Oh, Jess!”
 “You are so goddamned responsive. It’s a turn-on. I want to do all kinds of stuff to you. You’re mine, Kyle. Meant to be mine.”
 Kyles legs had fallen open into a deeper V as sweat broke out on his chest, underarms, and upper lip. Jesse ran his whiskers gently over Kyles nipple, and the plain brown disk, nothing that had ever struck Kyle as being anything more than nipples-like-to-be-tweaked-during-sex, was dark and swollen, like a tight fall berry.
 Jesses mouth closed over it again, and he sucked strongly. Kyles head fell back, and he wondered if it tasted like those sweet, stinging last fruits of summer. Oh God. He rubbed his erection shamelessly against Jesse, and Jesse flattened a palm on his leg, stilling him. He was in control. He was completely in control.
 “Jesse, I like this,” Kyle rasped. “I like you.” Color washed up his chest where it was paler, not browned like his arms and face and hands, the typical outdoor working mans tan.
 “You like me taking you over,” Jesse agreed, holding Kyles eyes. “Dont you?”
 “Yes.”
 Jesse rewarded his honesty with another rough lick of Kyles nipple, which made him bow up, his back arching in this flexible sexy motion echoed in the glass. Catching a glimpse of it, Kyle couldnt believe that was him, ordinary Kyle Jacobs, moving like that, crying out like that.
 “Put your wrists above your head since I cant trust you to behave,” Jesse ordered.
 When Kyle didnt react right away, Jesse smacked the side of the bed.
 “Yes, sir!” he joked.
 But Jesse seemed to like the sir. His lips quirked as Kyle obeyed him and lifted his arms so his hands were palms up, lying like abandoned seashells above his head. Kyle smiled.
 Goddamn it, this was fun! It was hot, untamed, and fun as hell!
 “Youre like no one Ive ever been with. No one!”
 Jesses tongue came out, and he licked the sensitive skin between Kyles jaw and ear. Kyle shivered and heard Jesses husky laugh of triumph. “Baby, youre mine. Youre all mine.” He squeezed Kyles erection gently, his hand making a tunnel, gripping firmly, possessively. Mine.
 “Im going to be yours covered in spunk in about two seconds flat if you keep that up,” Kyle warned. It hurt now, the tight balls, the pain of denial. He was close to going off like the proverbial rocket shooting into outer space.
 But then Jesse did something he wasnt ready for. Something even Mac had only done once or twice, and only on Kyles birthday.
 Jesse scooted down the bed, lifting Kyles thighs so they were on his shoulders, giving him an uncompromising view and access to Kyles ass. As Kyle sat up, unable to stop himself from watching, shocked, Jesse put his mouth to Kyles dimple.
 Kyle shouted.
 “Fuck!” Jesse was laughing again. He covered Kyles mouth with one hand. “Were going to have to get you a ball gag if you keep that up.”
 “God Almighty, Jess! I cant… When you do that, I cant think.”
 “Kind of the point, my innocent cowboy.”
 “Youd really…gag me?” Kyle held Jesses gaze, burning like oil set alight under his heavy lids.
 “The more interesting question is, would you let me?” Jesse prodded.
 “Hell!” Kyle gave himself a moment, chest heaving while Jesses tongue ran over him. He was going to lose it. Completely lose it. “Yeah, Id let you. Fuck knows what that makes me…” Color burned his cheeks.
 “Beautiful. It makes you beautiful.” Kyle heard a smile enter Jesses voice. “Which is why the mirror. Maybe youll give yourself two seconds tonight when you actually allow yourself to see yourself that way.”
 Kyle braced himself, and Jesse pressed his warm, seeking mouth against Kyles opening again so he felt breath, probing tongue, an act so intimate he couldnt hold back. His hands clenched in the bedding, his body fighting pleasure and begging for it at the same time.
 “Im going to eat you good,” Jesse promised in a low, sultry voice. “But dont. Come.”
 “Jesus Christ, Jesse,” Kyle protested.
 Jesses fingers tapped Kyles cock, almost a smack, and Kyle shuddered. It hurt. But he wanted Jesse to do it again.
 “You heard me.” A flash of stern blue eyes between his legs. “Im going to make you come so hard…”
 “N-no question of that.” He quivered under Jesses tongue as if under a lash. Jesse took his ass the same way he took everything else. He conquered. Kyle had an image of him as some wild biker leader, kidnapping Kyle off the road and taking him, making him his.
 “Oh fuck, thats erotic! We should playact that one. Still own that small cabin near the beach?” Jesse demanded.
 Kyle should have known Jesse would pick up the fantasy in his head. “Playact?” Another thing hed never done in all his days. “I dont know if I can…”
 Jesses lips were wet and glistening from rimming Kyle. He held his gaze. “We could start it on the highway. Id overtake you on my bike, force you to get on with me, and when I got you to my hideaway, Id take what I wanted, use you hard, use you all night.”
 Kyle didnt think he could get any stiffer, but that was before Jesse walked into his shameful idea and made it live, made it sizzle like fresh asphalt laid out under a noon sun. “I want it. Fuck, I want it.” He couldnt help it. He was probably being a fool, but Jesse caught him up, almost like he was flying down the highway on his Harley.
 “Shhh, its okay to want it,” Jesse said, as if feeling the tangle of conflict balled up in Kyles chest. And he probably could, because Kyle could feel how he loved to dominate, how he wanted to protect, to cover Kyle, with his body, with his heart. He wasnt put off by Kyles fears, not audacious Jesse. “I want to play your outlaw. I want to fuck your ass with my belt wrapped tight around your wrists and your face pushed to the ground.” Jesse seemed to savor the words, pressing his lower body against Kyles leg so he felt Jesse aching for it under his boxers, which were saturated now with precum. “I love the idea of making you crawl to me, lick my shiny black biker boots, and offer your ass.”
 Kyle couldnt take any more. He was going to shatter, explode into pieces, and God alone knew what would be left. No one he recognized in this needy stranger who would do anything Jesse ordered him to do. Do it and love it.
 “You dont have shiny black biker boots, do you?” he heard himself saying in a spacey tone, completely ensnared. “When you got here, you were wearing cowboy boots.” Hed never forget that moment when Jesse rode up. His first instinct had been to hide, sensing this man would take him over.
 Jesse gave a choked laugh, as if he was as lost as Kyle was to the heat between them, so that Kyle thought there should be shimmering lines above their tangled, needy bodies reflected in the cool mirror. “Id buy some to wear for you. In fact, with my first paycheck, boss. Will you play it out with me?”
 Kyle licked dry lips. Jesse gave no quarter. “Yes.”
 Jesses smile was dazzling, like the first sight of the lake water at the crest of a dry hill. “No ones ever let me go wild.”
 “Me either,” Kyle confessed and felt more of the bricks and rock that had defined what he would allow himself to feel fall away. Too old to experience this? Fuck that! For as long as Jesse wanted him, hed beg, hed spread himself on command.
 “Hold on, and remember, do  not come.” Somehow Kyled become loose and easy, his ass clenching, hungry to be filled while he and Jesse tangled with words, with flesh.
 “Jess, Ill try,” Kyle promised. “Ill try.”
 “Let me know if you get close. I can take care of it.” Jesses hands were experienced, frighteningly competent on his body. Thick fingers were inside him now, scissoring in lube, so he felt greasy, like the whore on his bed from Jesses dream, ready to take whatever the man wanted to shove into him.
 The thought made Kyle groan, and Jesse took hold of his prick, uncompromising pressure ringing the base. It hurt. And all Kyle wanted to do now was to come. Come and come, spurt all over himself, the heated splash of relief.
 Jesse shoved the butt plug up into him, and Kyle screamed.

Chapter Eleven

Hoarse voice shouting. Was that him? Jesse watching him, smiling, and Kyle realized when hed used the plug in him, hed…made a lot of noise when he came. He rubbed his eyebrow, a little embarrassed.

Still sex-dazed, Kyle looked over his shoulder at the mirror and met his own pedestrian brown eyes from where he was on all fours, saw the high color in his cheeks and the pale, round ass from which protruded the slinky dark lines of a leather tail.

He looked like someone who was owned. The tail screamed bottom to him, as if he were a slave decked out to entice a master into taking him. Kyle could even imagine himself walking in such a way that the leather swished from side to side, oddly seductive, until Jesse pushed him over a fence or a piece of furniture and inevitably fucked him.
 “Sexy Kyle,” Jesse said, obviously having picked up on Kyles idea. He gave his rear end a possessive pat. “Whoa,” Kyle huffed, arching his back in pleasure as Jesse stroked it. It felt good to be owned.
 “Good boy,” Jesse praised.
 “I feel like Im in the ring and youre training me,” Kyle said.
 “Mm.” Jesse kissed his ass, mouthing leather and skin so Kyle shivered, his balls contracting one last time so he creamed out the last of his spend.
 His body was dry, used, stretched. His arms trembled as Jesse murmured to him and removed the toy extra gently.
 “You came so hard!” Jesse whispered in his ear.
 “My ears are ringing. I think I bit my tongue.” He couldnt look at himself. It was too much as well as kind of…hot. Hot because Jesse thought so, and maybe for 2.0 seconds, so did Kyle. Now he just felt like hiding somewhere. He guessed he was mostly vanilla, and hoped Jesse wouldnt tire of him too soon. The thought made his chest constrict. Jesse. He didnt want to lose his Jesse again. It would kill him.
 But Jesse didnt seem tired of him now as he rubbed himself against Kyles ass, and Kyle felt how he was still hard, still in need.
 “Come here,” he said, turning around so he was on his back and gathering Jesse to him.
 “I cant believe you let me put that in you. You were so gorgeous, better than my dream,” Jesse murmured against Kyles sweat-damp chest.
 “Better?” Kyles brows rose as he reached down and gently pulled on Jesses cock.  Fuck! He was so firm the big vein pulsed against Kyles hand. “Your dream was off the charts.”
 “Better because you gave yourself for real.”
 “I guess I did,” Kyle admitted, shrugging as fresh heat touched his cheeks. “I should have been able to resist you.”
 “You can offer resistance when the big bad biker rides you down,” Jesse teased. “Initially, at least.” His face was slick with perspiration as Kyle stroked him, Kyles gaze moving from Jesses rigid cock to his strained expression.
 “Would my wild biker like a blowjob?” Kyle asked. “Maybe a little preview of the stuff you talked me into.”
 “Kyle!” Jesses face tightened even more.
“I never thought you’d ever take me in your mouth.”
 “And I thought you came here with a naughty toy, all full of brash confidence.”
 “This is just too good. Can’t be real!”

Kyle shifted down Jesses body and nuzzled his face against his penis. It was long and thick, with curly brown hair luxuriantly springing around it. The top was reddened like a fall plum, oozing Jesses excitement.
 “Kyle, go down on me now. I want to see it in you.” Kyle licked Jesses prominent vein, hearing him suck in his breath and feeling his hands suddenly grip Kyles head, making fists of his hair as if he was fighting not to take control.

“Maybe this is the first thing you have me do when you and your gang take me captive. Im just…you know, a cowboy repairing fences, and for some reason you take a shine to me.”

Jesse groaned as Kyle suckled his cockhead. “You had your shirt off. I saw your skin and a flash of that white streak in your hair as I was driving by, and I wanted you. Im not sure I care if youre gay or straight; youre going to take me in your mouth.”

“Fuck, Jesse!” Kyle felt raw, aroused again at Jesses uncompromising fantasy. He swallowed. “Your guys have me on my knees,” Kyle continued, enjoying their game and its effect on Jesse, who was trembling finely, his legs splayed wide, so Kyle wet a finger and trailed it up Jesses bottom into his crease. “And Ive never been with a guy before, but something about you… I look up into your blue eyes, and you cup my head, and then you feed me your cock, pushing it against my lips…”
 “You want me! I can see it, under the shock of me taking you over.” Kyle circled his finger gently around Jesses tight dimple. Had he ever taken anyone? Kyle felt a flash of jealousy, which he knew was stupid. “I can feel your men watching as I take a cock into my mouth for the first time—”
 “Oh Jesus!” Jesse writhed and Kyle speared him gently with his index finger, probing. Jesses hand flashed down to cover Kyles wrist, and Kyle wondered if he would tell him to stop. He was so tight, so fucking tight, like he was a virgin down there.
 “Shove it in. Give it to me hard, Kyle,” Jesse directed in a rough voice. “But you feel like youve never—” “I havent. I dont let guys touch my ass at all,” Jesse admitted.
 Kyles eyes narrowed, but Jesse huffed out a laugh, as if he read him easy. “No one ever hurt me. Not that way, so dont get all prickly.”
 Kyles muscles slowly relaxed. He couldnt help that he was protective of Jesse, that he thought of him as his Jesse.
 “How would that fit in with your biker fantasy?” He licked Jesses cock, sucking on the base. Jesses balls were hard and smelled of him so Kyle wanted to rub his face in the open V of his legs, rub his scent all over.
 “I drag you into my cabin by the lake, because I can tell youve never gone down on a man before,” Jesse said. “But as soon as youre on your knees again, I take your hand and suck on your fingers. I have a secret; I crave the feel of a guys finger up my ass, but of course, macho dude that I am, I cant just give it up to anyone.”
 “But Im your captive,” Kyle said, pushing his finger into Jesse, watching his eyes widen as he experienced it for the first time.
 “Uh, you give it to me so good, rubbing up and down while you suck cock like you were born to be stuffed full of someones prick—”
 Kyle took Jesse deep at last, losing himself in the role. He could almost see himself in the cabin of Jesses fantasy, on his knees for the biker leader, a penis filling his mouth, Jesse thrusting, demanding Kyle finger him, pleasure him.
 Kyle explored delicately, despite Jesses demanding grunt and a moment later found the bump inside him hed been searching for. He probed it, and Jesse tugged on his hair. Hard.
 “Kyle!” Surprise. Need. A little bit of fear since this was new. “Kyle, Im gonna—” Jesse pulled away and held Kyles gaze, and Kyle couldnt let go of that connection forging between them as cum shot against his face, dripping down his lips.
 A second later Jesse had slid down the bed, panting, and his mouth crashed against Kyles, licking the taste of himself from Kyles skin.
 “I never saw anything as smoking as you wearing that tail. It made me want to fuck you so bad.”
 “Maybe if things work out…” Jesse was trembling, and Kyle pulled him close, suddenly guessing that despite all Jesses experience, despite the gay massage parlor, the leather club, this was new for him too.

* * *

Whispering against his skin.
 David shifted on the cot in the barn, feeling a cold spot, shifting so it was on the back of his neck, where sweat had gathered. He smelled hay and the musky scent of the horses. His eyelids flickered.
 Heavy breathing.
 “Uh!” He sat up, blinking in the dim light and waiting for his heart to slow. He licked his lips, frowning. Nightmare. Not images, but more impressions, like feelings left tracks on his consciousness. Sometimes he could pick up peoples emotions, something he thought of as his radar. Hed wanted to ask Jesse if he had the same ability, but he had been holding back from his brother for a while. There was so much stuff hed started not to share with him when theyd been forced to move in with Morrison. Somehow his silence had become a habit.
 He cocked his head. That breathing—it hadnt been the dream. He could hear it now.
 Tossing the blanket off, David climbed from his bed, stepped into his boots, and headed to investigate.

* * *

Kyle squeezed Davids shoulder as he passed him with Marjorie. The vet shook her head. “Three of them, Kyle. Severe colic.”

“I reckoned,” Kyle rasped, his voice all dried up with fear for his horses. “What I dont understand is how! Were real careful here. You know we are, Marjorie. No mixing cattle feed with horse feed.” The horses were his babies. He was proud of them, and when hed lost Mac and Jesse and David, theyd been all hed had.

Marjorie sighed. “I want to take another look at Hall. So far hes the worst, though Sally is a close second. It looks like all the horses are sick that you noted had been in Pigeon doing circuits, except Hall. Is there anything special that sets them apart from the rest?”

Kyle rubbed his forehead. “Crap. A handful of grain. The carriage horses get it maybe three times a day when theyre working and then all the hay they can eat when theyre back here. And Ive been giving Hall grain to help him recuperate.”

Jesse was there, arms folded and posture stiff; he was studying the hands who had come out from the bunkhouse to see what the fuss was all about so early in the morning.

“I got some of his pile over there, like you asked, Marjorie,” David said. His gray eyes were riveted to her face. “So you can help him. You can make him feel better.”
 The woman sighed, the white threads in her brown hair gleaming under the tired yellow light of the bulb. “Ill try.” Hall had been moved into a bigger area outside his stall, where the Percheron continued to paw and stretch, moving restlessly, where normally hed be peacefully asleep. Marjorie patted his side and then entered the box behind him, squatting in her heavy boots, gloving her hands, and examining the fresh droppings. “Ill need a sample,” she said absently as Kyle knelt next to her and helped her to sort that out.

Kyle frowned. “Lots of lumps in there. Goddamn. Sugar beets?” Kyle gave his horses sugar beets, but the catch was they had to be soaked thoroughly beforehand. The pellets could expand and pose a danger inside a horse if they werent properly prepared.
 Marjories face was hard. “Get me a little water.” Kyle looked over his shoulder at David, seeing he needed something to do. He
 gave a nod, and the teen ran for the hose and a bucket, returning quickly with clean water. “Spill it over my palm real slow,” Marjorie commanded. She had a small, round pebble of Halls leavings. The teen did as she asked, and after a moment she raised her brows at Kyle, whod gone pale. “Looks like beets. Maybe some dry pellets salted into the grain.”

Behind them, Hall groaned, moving his head back, stretching as if to reach his swollen lower body.
 “Hes hurting!” David rasped. He made to go to the horse, but Jesse grabbed on to him. “Stay back now, Davy,” Jesse whispered.
 “Hes hurting, Jess,” David said. “Someone hurt him.”
 “I know,” Jesse agreed. “I know, kid.”
 Kyle looked to his vet. “Marjorie?”
 “I think itll be a long morning,” she said.
 Kyles jaw tightened. “Ill wait with you.” He could see she wasnt sure if his favorite horse was going to make it.
 Behind them, Hall bellowed his distress.
 Kyles gaze moving from Davids tense face to a grim-faced Jesse. “Maybe David should go back to the house and try to get some sleep.”
 If Hall didnt make it, Kyle didnt want the kid there.
 “No,” David said. “I want to stay.”
 Kyle and Jesse exchanged a look. Kyle could see Jess didnt like it any more than he did, but…
 “All right,” Jesse agreed.

* * *

“Its my fault,” David whispered later. His head was down as he watched Marjorie wash her hands at the sink in the stable.
 Jesse snagged his little brother close, hating the dead tone in his voice. It was what hed sounded like, more and more, when Jesse had been forced to leave him with Morrison for longer stretches of time. It was why Jesse had done his best to get work and then to get custody. “No, kid, this is not on you.”
 “I should have known something was wrong. I spend a lot of time with Hall.”
 “This is not your doing! In fact, if you hadnt have been down here, found out something was wrong before morning, Hall might not have made it this far.”
 “I didnt know this would happen,” David said. “This time Ill keep him safe, keep everyone safe…” His brow furrowed, as if he was thinking of something, but before he could say more Kyle joined them, putting a hand on Davids neck and pulling him and Jesse close, as if he wanted to shield them, keep them safe. He looked his age this morning, heavy lines around his mouth, dark circles under his eyes. “The grains all been dumped, and the other horses are fine. Just the top of my draft herd seems to have been affected.”
 “Poisoned, you mean,” Jesse said bitterly.
 “Yes.” Kyle looked at David and said, very gently. “Come on back to the house. Were all going to have breakfast, including Marjorie. I called in the housekeeper, so therell be flapjacks and hot coffee waiting.”
 “I dont want to,” David said. “I could feel him, all the time I swear I could feel him hurting!”
 The men walked David from the barn, and in a moment Marjorie caught up with them. “Nice going, assisting me with Hall, David,” she said. “Kyles always competent, but you have a gift for anticipation.”
 David shrugged.
 Marjorie looked at Jesse. “Your brother should seriously consider veterinary medicine, Jesse.”
 “Hed have to get better grades in science,” Jesse said.
 Kyle still had a hand on Davids shoulder as his gaze met Jesses again. “Well hire a tutor this fall.”

* * *

An hour later, the kitchen was full of empty coffee cups and the smell of grease and maple syrup and grilled bacon. Kyle had watered his plants since he couldnt work up much more of an appetite than David.

“Why dont you go on up to the extra guest room, Marjorie? The owner keeps all the stuff youd need,” Kyle suggested. “You could use a break.”
 She wasnt planning on leaving for a while. Hall wasnt out of the woods yet. Kyles throat ached when he thought of his favorite horse, when he remembered how much Mac had doted on Hall when hed been a colt. It had been Mac, Jesse, and David who had encouraged Kyle in his plan to begin his business with the draft horses. Kyle had always loved the big animals, grown up hearing stories of them worked on farms in the old days.
 “Thanks, Ill do that.” She nodded back to Jesse, seated close to David. “Now thats something to break your heart. I guess it wasnt fun living with Morrison, poor kid.”
 Kyles face hardened. “Yeah. But hes tough, and Jesse would cut off an arm for him.”
 Marjorie raised her brows, studying Kyle. “I dont think hes the only one somehow.”

* * *

Later, Kyle followed Jesse and David out to the flattened grass of the parking lot.
 Jesse looked at him, his brown hair stirred by the wind, so it brushed close to those incandescent blue eyes. “Its not that we want to leave you behind,” he whispered.
 Kyles chest was tight, but he knew what Jesse was trying to tell him. Was it only last night theyd come so close, so fucking close he couldnt believe where theyd gone? Hed fucked men, but never been as intimate with someone as he had Jesse.
 “David needs his brother,” Kyle said. “Besides, you can only carry one passenger. You heading to the lake?”
 “Its close by.” Jesse nodded as David put on his helmet. “Theres a place where its just reeds and marsh. Remember where we buried Davids spaniel, Alice?”
 Kyle nodded. Theyd all gone out. He and Mac had dug the little grave.
 Jesse mounted the Harley, and David got on behind him, wrapping his arms around his brother.
 “See you,” Jesse said. “Maybe around dinnertime, unless—”
 “Ill call you if anything changes with Hall.” Kyle wasnt sure why, but watching the two brothers drive away from him again hurt almost as much as the last time.

Chapter Twelve

A leaf wavered in midair and then slowly fell from a birch tree like a brassy yellow medallion as Jesse wiped sweat from his forehead, looking back to see the last of the fence upright and strung tight. It had been a long couple of days, riding the fence and making repairs. And Kyle had added on to the land, acquiring some that had come up through the Bureau of Land Management recently, which had made the Double M the largest spread in two hundred miles.

Only it turned out success had its problems, like finding people to work it. He picked up the sound of a truck approaching, and he and Miles, the older cowboy hed been partnered with, looked up to see Kyle arriving in a ranch vehicle, a long plume of dust riding his tail like a dusty arrow against the hard blue sky.
 Jesses heart picked up on his seeing the other man since hed barely had any time with him since the horses grain had been salted. David had reluctantly started school, though he still spent all his free time exercising Hall and the other two stricken Percherons. Sally and Makepeace had recovered, but were unable to return to their circuits in Pigeon. And Hall wasnt his old self, the big gelding showing barely any interest in his surroundings. Only David seemed to reach the horse, bringing him apples and putting a halter on him and just walking him in circles in the ring, over and over again, forcing him to move. Jesses chest always ached as he watched this, because Christ, that horse could just give up at any time, and then how would David handle it? He was fucking afraid of that, because David was already locked into himself, much like Hall.
 He knew Kyle felt it too, that he searched for a hundred ways to get David to open up and talk to them. But at least for the moment Davids caring for Hall seemed to give him a measure of peace.
 “Jesse, dont get uptight,” Kyle warned, taking off his cowboy hat and shoving back his brown hair flagged with white. He cleared his throat and then lowered his tone so it was for Jesse only. “But it looks like Davys been in a fight.”
 “Fuck!” Jesse tore off his work gloves and checked his watch. “Yeah, hed have been finished with school an hour ago. I thought Id talked him into trying out for the football team again.”
 Kyle only shook his head. “I dont think hes into it this year. Anyway, the principal called the house since your cell reception wasnt working. He wants you to go in and talk to him later this week. Something about a clique David may have run afoul with.”
 Jesse scrubbed his jaw, taking a moment to study the prairie landscape. It seemed that not since the day hed spent out at the lake with David, chewing on dry stalks of grass and listening to the gentle ripple of the water hitting the beach, had they had a simpatico moment. And they hadnt talked then. Theyd just been silent together, and Jesse had felt like they were brothers. “Ive left him alone too much, havent tried to push him.”
 “Thats horseshit,” Kyle said, summing up his feelings succinctly so Jesse couldnt help the reluctant smile that touched his lips. Kyle was his biggest supporter. “I texted David; he wanted to walk home so you should be able to talk to him within a half hour.” Kyle looked over at Miles; the other hand had walked off to give them both a little privacy, which Jesse certainly appreciated. He was a good guy, and whatever his suspicions about the relationship Jesse and Kyle were dancing around, he kept it to himself. “Take my truck back in, Miles. Ill drive back with Jess.” Kyle tossed him the keys, and the man nodded his silver head, dipping his hat to the boss before he climbed into Kyles vehicle.
 Jesse waited, and when the dust cloud from Miless passage was distilling into the air, he rubbed his arms, pacing.
 Kyle stopped him with a hand on his chest. “God, Ive missed you!”
 “These last few days have been crappy,” Jesse agreed. It had sucked watching the horses suffering and wondering who could have done such a deliberate and cruel act. David hadnt wanted to leave the barn, even when school started, so Kyle had picked him up an electric blanket since the nights were getting chilly.
 Jesse would have worried more about him all alone out there in the barn but he had reason to believe David had not spent the nights on his own.
 Kyle kissed him, at first gently, but then it was like a match flared, and they kissed so hard Jesses lips and skin stung from whisker burn, but still he couldnt let go of Kyles mouth, hungry. Oh, this was his man. Oh yeah. His back collided with the truck he and Miles had taken out, and his hands dug into Kyles lower back, right above his ass, feeling the solid, warm flesh of a working man.
 “Kyle!”
 Kyle had worked Jesses jeans loose. “I know, I know…” They only had time lately for quick tangles, like two cougars mating, and today was no exception. Jesse had to get back to the ranch house to confront David.
 He unzipped Kyle and pulled down his plain white briefs, and then they were rocking together, kissing, rutting, hard cock sliding against hard cock. “Fuck!” Jesse gasped, hands tightening on Kyles hips. “Give it to me.”
 Kyle sucked on two fingers, and Jesse felt that deep, forbidden throb in his ass as Kyle reached behind him and rubbed his opening. Kyle was the only man hed ever let play with him there. Hed have punched any other guy in the face rather than let him, but Kyle…
Ohhh…
 “Relax, baby,” Kyle whispered, his lips grazing Jesses. “Give it up for me. Come on.”
 Huffing, Jesse held Kyles gaze as the other man penetrated him carefully. He groaned at the heavy feel, the pressure that hurt but felt so good. He knew Kyle was gently preparing him for bottoming with all the teasing of his rear end. Hell, he couldnt believe he was considering it, that he actually wanted it. He was a pretty dominant guy, but Kyle—sometimes he craved it, Kyles big prick up his ass. Of course, he probably would drive from the bottom.
 Besides, it felt—oh yeah…
 “So does the biker leader still like it when his captive fingers him?” Kyle asked.
 “Mmmm.”
 “I think that sometimes after you take me in our fantasy scenario, you like it when we lie in bed next to each other and I finger you until you get excited again.”
 “Im never giving you back,” Jesse said, playing with the white streak at Kyles temple. “Never setting you free. You can work the pastures surrounding the cabin where I keep you, but Ive found an ingenious way of keeping you from escaping.”
 Kyle widened his eyes playfully. “Oh, whats that?”
 Jesse leaned close and nipped Kyles ear. “I took away your clothes,” he said. “And I keep a rope around your neck or ankle so you can only go so far. Sometimes I go to the cabin window and watch you working out in my vegetable garden—Im a green type of biker—and I can see the red marks on your skin from my handprint, from my rough lovin. I look at those marks and remember making you scream. Youre so hot for it.”
 Kyles chest moved deeply in and out. His pupils were blown as he held Jesses gaze. “Ive never had erotic thoughts like this all my life!” he said. “Whoa.”
 “Better late than never,” Jesse teased, and then they were crushed close, hearts hammering, kissing so their teeth clicked and one of them whimpered, but Jesse didnt know if it was him or Kyle. He grabbed Kyles hips and held them still while he rutted, painfully full, needing to come, oh, to come all over Kyles skin and have Kyle come on him.
 He gave a hoarse shout when it happened, neck arched. Kyle bit him, shuddering through his moment.
 After, he wavered on his feet, dizzy, holding on to Kyle like a too-friendly drunk.
 “Hell! What the hell are they doing out here?” Kyle growled. “I assigned them to the east pasture.”
 Jesse looked up to see Jed Whats His Name, the hand who seemed strangely familiar to him as well as another guy, Lee Marrow, a young blond who was a bit immature. They were staring wide-eyed from their horses at Kyle and Jesse, pressed half-naked against Kyles truck.
 There could be no mistaking what Kyle and Jesse had got up to.
 Jesse gave a low growl, feeling weirdly like a primitive man protecting his mate.
 Kyle opened the truck door and tumbled them inside, tugging Jesse by his Tshirt.
 “I dont give a fuck!” Jesse swore, glaring at the retreating men, who he could see were having some kind of cozy fucking tête-à-tête about what theyd seen. Well, let them look! He wasnt ashamed of what he had done with Kyle, and they hadnt exactly invited them over to watch.
 “David…” Kyle reminded Jesse, pushing Jesses hair off his damp forehead in a gesture that reminded Jesse of how gentle Kyle had always been, how aware and considerate of others. Lao Tzu wrote once that the best leader was the invisible one, and that certainly suited Kyle. He was unassuming but rock solid.
 “Fuck. New school for our teenager, yeah,” Jesse huffed. “Its hard keeping it a secret. I want to spend the night in your bed.”


* * *

David braced himself for todays fight with Hall.
 He placed a palm flat on the Percherons neck and felt the red burn of Halls silent pain. It wasnt the lightning it had been when the gelding was really sick, but now a kind of angry withdrawal. The animal was hurting, and his faith in the people who surrounded him had been shattered.
 Hall wanted to let go, but David wouldnt allow it. “Were going to do some circuits, damn you,” David muttered, pressing his will against the horses.
 Hall snorted, tossing his head, but it was a spark of life—that defiance.
 David lifted the halter and placed it gently on the animal before leading him toward the ring. It was so dry this fall that the clumps of mud there kicked up dust under their footfalls. David knew from conversations hed had with Kyle or trusted hand Miles McKinnon that they were all hoping for rain soon. It had already been a long, dry summer, and some of the creeks and watering holes had dried up. There was always the fear a camper in the nearby national park in the foothills would light a spark in the grass and theyd have a prairie fire.
 Patiently, following what Kyle had taught him, he walked Hall in circles. Eventually the exercise brought a damp sheen to the horses coat under the hot sun, and knowing hed be thirsty, David fed him an apple as a reward.
 He lifted his head when the horse did, sensing someone approaching, and only relaxed when he saw it was Kyle and Jesse. Not that he wasnt in trouble. His shiner throbbed, and he grimaced.
 Kyle climbed on the fence and sat there, but Jesse opened the gate and entered the ring. He didnt ask about the bruises right away but spent some time patting Hall and looking him over. Jesse and Kyle were very worried about the horse. David could tell them he wouldnt let Hall give up, but he wasnt sure he could explain exactly how he knew that.
 “So what happened?” Jesse sighed, finally asking.
 “Debbie Hardwick,” David said succinctly.
 “Uh-huh. You got a thing for her, maybe?” “Nope.” “Oh.”
 “She thought I liked her, but her boyfriend, Alan, said I couldnt, on account that all the Coulter men are fags.” Davids jaw tightened. “Hes a fucker.”
 Jesse said, “Yeah. So then you got in a fight with him?”
 “No, then I kissed him.”
 “Jesus H.!” Kyle swore, staring at David. “Hes the captain of the frickin football team.”
 David rubbed his jaw. “Yeah, he hits like he is.”
 Jesse covered his mouth as if hiding a smile, and Kyle gave a crack of laughter, jumping down from the corral fence to put his hands on Jesses shoulder and Davids.
 “Put Hall back in the pasture, and lets go make dinner,” Kyle said.
 “Its your turn,” David grumbled. “So I guess that means Chinese takeout again.”
 “Bitch, bitch, bitch.” Kyle was smiling as David led Hall back to the pasture. Hed leave him there until twilight, and then hed bed down near him in the barn. And, he wouldnt be alone. Either Kyle slept in the barn most nights now, or Miles McKinnon did.
 “Yeah, I guess it beats eggs for dinner,” David said.

Chapter Thirteen

“So when do you think Hall will be better?” David broached the question extra casually over dinner, his gaze on the pile of finished plastic servers Jesse was washing out for recycling. Nothing on the ranch was thrown out unless it truly was garbage, something Kyle believed in.

Kyle stilled at Davids words, gripping his fortune tighter.  Your lost treasure has been found.
 His gaze went to Jess, of course, to watch him putting away the extra food into the fridge. Kyle saw how the muscles of his back tightened through his T-shirt at Davids words. He looked over his shoulder, blue eyes colliding with Kyles.
 Kyle could read his thought: Fuck, what now?
 “You dont think hell get better.” David answered his own tentative question, crumbling his fortune cookie without reading his fortune. “Yeah, stupid question. Im stupid, thinking…I was, like, making any difference.”
 Jesse sat next to David, letting out a breath. He looked to Kyle, and Kyle felt the weight he carried. He was responsible for the horses, the ranch—but most of all these Coulter men he loved.
 “I dont know, David,” Kyle admitted, feeling like he was swimming out into deep lake water. “I hope so because I dont think hed have come this far without you. You know that, dont you, that its you whos kept that horse going?”
 David was making piles of his silted cookie. “I dont want him to die. I dont want him to pay for something that isnt his fault, but some asshole humans who was playing a prank.”
 Kyle nodded. “I dont want that either. Were doing everything we can to make sure it doesnt. Marjorie will be over after supper to look him over. Maybe you could talk to her again. I can tell you shes been very impressed with how youve helped the horses recover. She mentioned next summer taking you on as an intern in her clinic.”
 David shrugged, though Kyle knew he had been building a solid relationship with their vet and sometimes went with her on her rounds of the ranch. “Yeah, she told me.”
 “David, when I talk to your principal to put the fighting to rest, I was thinking of asking for recommendations for a science tutor,” Jesse said. “I dont know if youre going to want to try for veterinarian school, but—”
 “We cant afford it,” David said flatly.
 “Bullshit. Yeah, we can,” Kyle said.
 Davids eyes widened. “But youre not a Coulter.”
 “Now youre really going to piss me off.” Kyle put down his napkin and nodded his thanks to Jesse for the cleanup. “I know youre hurting, and I wish youd talk to Jess about whats going on with you lately, but if you want to be a vet, the only thing that will stop that from happening is you. Got that?”
 David swallowed. “Okay.”
 “Okay. Now are you ready for tonights lesson?” Kyle stood up from the table. Hed had enough. It was time for action.
 “What lesson?” David frowned.
 “The one where you begin grooming and harnessing our horses before they go out for their circuits. I want you to take over the morning shift. That means youll be getting up earlier. Think you can handle that?”
 Davids eyes widened again, and he looked over at Jesse, who was smiling at Kyle. “Really, I get to do that?”
 “If you want to be a vet, youre right. Youre going to have to pull your own weight as much as possible. Carriage driving would be good money, plus the tourists give some decent tips if they enjoy the ride and like the driver,” Kyle said. “This could be a first step in getting what you want. So you up for that?”

* * *

On the way to the barn—David racing ahead of both men as if he were a lot younger than he was—Jesse sighed. “Thanks for this, Kyle. Its like he comes alive whenever he spends time with the horses, just like Mac did.”

“Thanks, hell. I just wish Id been able to take care of you both,” Kyle said in disgust. It still burned his ass that the Coulters had had to live with Morrison. Would David ever confide what had made him so miserable?

Jesses brows raised and his lips quirked at Kyles words.
 “All right. You did a good job of it, damn it,” Kyle admitted.
 “I think it went a long way in showing you Im not your responsibility.” Kyle had given up this battle a while back. Anyway, he knew the real reason

he had told himself Jesse was too young—because he was afraid of loving him. “No, youre not. Youre a man. Speaking of which…have you thought again about university yourself?”

Jesse muttered something about how Kyle wanted to take care of the frickin world, but Kyle didnt mind so much. Jesse wasnt cut out to be just a cowhand like Kyle. He could make something of himself, same as David, and Kyle would break his back to see it happen—even if it meant that eventually Jesse outgrew this ranch and Kyle.

* * *

“I want you to dress Hall up in full harness, as if you were going to hitch him to a carriage or wagon,” Kyle instructed David. “You groomed him already?”
 David nodded. “Yes, sir.”
 Marjorie gave David a smile as she finished putting her diagnostic tools back into her doctors bag. “Hall seems a little more interested in his surroundings today. Really wanted a carrot,” she said. “Good sign, I think.”
 “That is good news,” Kyle said, feeling hope like a branch under his weight. He just needed to believe it wouldnt give. He looked to David. “Okay, go and choose your harness.”
 David chewed his lip as if he knew it was a test—which it was—and strode for the tack room.
 “Hows Hall really doing?” Kyle asked Marjorie in a low tone.
 She shook her head. “He was dispirited. In a human, Id say depressed. Its almost as if he knows something isnt right on this ranch.”
 Jesses jaw flexed. “Its not, but so far we havent had any luck finding out who salted the horses grain. Any more than we know who damaged so much fencing.”
 “It has to be an inside job,” Marjorie said. “No one else would have access to the barn.”
 “I know it,” Kyle said. “But we need all the hands we can get right now, so Ill have to have proof of who is behind all this before I fire anyone. In the meantime, I can trust Miles, so he and I have been trading off watching over the horses at night.”
 David returned with the correct pieces of training harness, and Kyle nodded in approval. The kid hadnt bothered with the polished brass add-ons. He was going for function, not dressage.
 David grinned, gray eyes sparkling for the first time since hed come to stay on the ranch. Kyle saw Jesses face soften as he watched his brother begin with the bridle, carefully adjusting and buckling on the throat lash, blinkers, nose band, and bit.
 Hall whinnied and stamped his front hooves, looking more alert, as if he recognized his work harness.
 “Nice job,” Marjorie praised, leaning with Kyle and Jesse against a railing as all three watched.
 “Piece of cake,” David muttered, but Kyle noted perspiration had slicked his forehead. He was concentrating hard, trying to impress the boss, trying to prove he could do this. Next he attached the collar and pad, taking extra care to rub Halls back soothingly as he fit it to the Percherons girth. Hall stood still for him, as if hed settled into acceptance, so David sailed through adding the breeching last of all, his hands constantly smoothing over the horses coat. “Okay,” David finally huffed. “Take a look.”
 Marjorie, Jesse, and Kyle checked Halls outfit carefully while David watched, face tight. Finally Kyle nodded. “Hes all ready to pull the old hay wagon. Maybe after you get things straightened out at school with Jess, you can invite some friends back here for a fall hayride and a picnic.”
 “And you are so totally fishing to find out if I have a girlfriend—or a boyfriend,” David said.
 “I dont care. If theyre good enough for you, Id like to meet them.”
 David dropped his head. “Kyle… Jeez.” He hesitated a moment and then said, “I maybe know someone who could tutor me in science. Shes, uh…”
 “Okay, well talk about it after you put Hall back in his box,” Jesse ordered after the men bade Marjorie good night, because she was tired from an early call that morning. “Its a school night, so you better get your homework done before you bed down. The light bright enough in here for that?”
 “Yeah,” David said. His face was still flushed from his girlfriend-boyfriend comment. He paused, and his face tightened again. “Maybe…sometime I can talk to you guys about something.” He gave Jesse an apprehensive look. “But you have to promise you wont do anything.”
 Kyle gripped Jesses shoulder hard, feeling the tight muscles.
“Patience. He’s talking to us.”
 “Morrison hurt him, Kyle.” “I know, Jess. I know.” Jesse swallowed. “Im not sure I can make a promise like that.”

* * *

David sat on his cot in the barn, his homework stacked beside him, the paperwork slightly messy.
 Kyle put his hands in his pockets, not sure if he should leave the brothers alone. But David gave him such an imploring look that Kyle caught on; the kid was afraid of Jesses reaction to whatever he wanted to share with them. He needed Kyle to stay.
 “What did you want to talk to us about?” Jesse finally asked, his blue eyes intent on his brothers face.
 David avoided that gaze. “First I want to say that Sam could help me with my science homework.”
 “Sam,” Jesse repeated. “Friend of yours?”
 “Sam Munroes a girl.”
 “Uh-huh.”
 “Morrison, he wanted to make sure I wasnt like you or Mac.”
 Jesses face tightened. “Yeah.”
 “So he… I had to pass a test.”
“What the fuck?”
 “Easy, Jess. He’s opening up to us. Let him talk.”
 After an awkward pause, Kyle made a silent motion for Jesse to keep the conversation going, and Jesse cleared his throat. “It doesnt matter to me who you date, as long as youre safe and happy. And, uh, I guess you shouldnt be doing too much stuff yet anyway.” Jesse flushed as he tagged on the last bit. Kyle gave him points for tackling a difficult topic.
 David fiddled with the sheets of his homework. “I just want things to be normal. Sams parents are really into church stuff. She wants to invite me over to her place, but I need to make a good impression.”
 “I remember feeling that way when I was your age, wanting normal,” Jesse said. “Living with Morrison was like living in an earthquake zone. Never knew when the ground would shake.”
 “One night I got to missing Mac and Kyle really bad,” David confided, his voice softening to a whisper. “I didnt know why you didnt come and get us back then. You know, I was just a kid.” He looked at Kyle, and Kyle refrained from pointing out it hadnt been that long ago. Instead he reached out and gripped Davids shoulder. “Im sorry,” he said simply.
 “Davy, weve been over this; Kyle couldnt come get us,” Jesse said. “It about killed him, but he…he had no rights.”
 “Thats fucked.” Davids voice cracked.
 “Yeah, its fucked,” Jesse agreed.
 Davids posture was rigid, and Kyle held his breath. This was it. “Jess, you had that bartending job, remember?”
 Jesse nodded.
 “Morrison was real pissed I was thinking of Mac. He didnt want me to turn out that way, so he…” Davids gray gaze touched on Jesses boots and then Kyles.
 “You can tell us, Davy,” Kyle encouraged.
 David picked up his pen, flipping it over and over and over again. “He hired someone. I had to… I didnt know what to do.”
 “Jesus Christ!” Jesse was on his feet.
 David flinched.
 Kyle wanted to ram a fist through the wall. He hung on to his composure by his fingernails. “It doesnt matter. Whatever happened, it wasnt your fault—”
 “No, it was that son of a bitch Morrisons!” Jesse growled. “Goddamn it!” He looked at David. “You were safe. Tell me you were safe like I taught you?”
 David swallowed. “I… Yeah. I knew youd get mad if I didnt do like you told me, so thats why I snagged one of the condoms you put in my bedside drawer. It was over…real fast. No big deal.”
 Jesse didnt say anything. After a moment Kyle reached out and squeezed Davids shoulder.
 “I didnt want Jess to know about Morrison.” Davids voice was choked. “I knew sooner or later hed rub it in Jesses face, how Im not like him.”
 “He really is a dumb asshole,” Kyle agreed. “Because if Jesse didnt kill him, I would.”
 “I said it wasnt a big deal.”
 Kyle inhaled deeply. “Do your homework. Sam is welcome here for a hayride anytime. Just let us know so we dont have takeout that night, okay?”
 “I like Sam and, uh, Thomas too,” David confessed in a rush, face as red as the proverbial tomato. “Toms a guy on the football team, but not an asshole like Michael. Hes…he, uh…”
 Kyle saw that Jesse was still strung out like the Christmas lights he decked the pine tree with every year. “I imagine thats confusing.”
 “I dont want him to know how I, uh… But I thought Id maybe invite both him and Sam?” David asked in a rush. “We all kind of hang out together.”
 Jesses gaze met Kyles, and he saw parental apprehension living there. Crap. Theyd have kids here in a couple of days. Kids who were important to David.
 “Thatll be fine, David,” Kyle said calmly, praying it would be.

Chapter Fourteen

“Orchids. Did you just order orchids?” Jesse asked as he entered Kyles office off the kitchen in the ranch house. Kyle was looking tired, rings under his eyes despite his deep tan. Jesse noticed him rip a pair of glasses off and put them on the desk.

Jeez, he was acting like he didnt know how hot he looked to Jesse, giving rise to familiar exasperation. As it was, Jesse had to look away from Kyle for a moment and take a deep breath, because Kyle had stripped down to a black wifebeater since the AC was on the fritz. It showed off his muscled arms and deep chest.
 Jesse swallowed, feeling heat that had nothing to do with the temperature. He wanted to lick Kyles skin, suck his nipples through the thin cotton until they pointed into his tongue. “Are orchids wrong?” Kyle gave him an abstracted look and closed the file hed been working on, but not before Jesse saw that this month theyd just break even in the carriage business between vet bills and lack of drivers.  Hell. No wonder Kyle looked so worn down.
 Jesse reached out and closed the door and then locked it. Kyles eyes widened. Oh yeah, he had his attention now. “Orchids are for weddings.” “I saw them at Mary Ellen Danverss wedding, yeah. Thought…might be less a cliché than roses at this picnic.”
 Jesse fought a smile, seeing Kyle was deadly serious. “Its two teenagers visiting the ranch. Not the president.”
 “Overkill, huh? But David told me today more kids are coming. I guess the horses are a draw.”
 “Yeah, of course the horses are a draw. But just remember you dont need to impress anyone. Youve got the finest spread in the state,” Jesse said, feeling tenderness tighten his chest as he looked at weary Kyle. “You do, since the owner is barely ever around. You built this place, Kyle.”
 “I, uh, actually have a partnership with him. I put in the sweat equity and…” Kyle shrugged.
 “Fuck.” Jesse blinked. Kyle was land-rich, not that you could never tell from the plain leather belt and jeans, the battered cowboy hat resting on the desk beside him. “Lucky for us white-trash Coulters.”
 “What?” Kyle sat up abruptly. “What did you say?”
 Jesse swallowed, looking away. “Never mind.”
 Kyle got up from his chair and put a hand on the door, crowding Jesse. “I never want to hear you call yourself or David that name again. Youre both honorable men, like Mac. You work hard for a living.”
 “Morrison is—”
 “Morrison is trash,” Kyle said. “And I want to kill him for what he did to David.”
 “Yeah,” Jesse said, on the same page with Kyle now. “I couldnt ask David for more details, though I know I have to. I was too sick to my gut. I did make that call to the social worker.”
 “Its smart to get this one on the record and find out what she recommends. I was thinking we might arrange for him to talk to someone.”
 “Like a counselor.” Jesse nodded. Hed already thought of this.
 “Hes yours now, Jess,” Kyle told him, cupping his cheek. Jesse rubbed his face against that calloused hand. “Morrison cant hurt him anymore. Youll keep him safe.”
 “And you have nothing to do with keeping him safe, with giving him hope?” Jesse scoffed.
 Color touched the tops of Kyles tanned cheeks. “Uh, do you think sushi is over the top for dinner?” he asked, obviously wanting to drop the topic.
 “Sushi.” Jesse blinked.
 “Yeah, I ordered it from that fancy place in town that caters to tourists. Cant eat the stuff myself since Im usually still hungry afterward—”
 “You being a working man.”
 “Right.” Kyle was smiling, and Jesse was enjoying himself. They were talking about the spread Kyle was putting on for David and his friends, which he knew the other man had been sweating. But at the same time they were also flirting, the pull between them heating inevitably.
 “I cant believe how much old Pigeon has evolved since we lived here. Sushi and orchids.”
 “Cosmopolitan. But we are still sadly lacking gay massage parlors.”
 “Would you patronize such an establishment?” Jesse teased.
 Kyle blushed. “Depends on who was working there.” His arm was stretched above his head, so Jesse had no problem nuzzling his face into the lusty tuft of dark armpit hair, smelling man and leather and musk.
 “Jesus!” Kyle exclaimed. He shivered, and Jesse laughed before opening his lips and sucking where Kyles inner arm was pale, the flesh looking oddly vulnerable. “Jess!”
 “Youre doing too much for this party. You need to relax, dude,” Jesse said.
 “Let me spoil my Coulter men,” Kyle said. “Id have given a goddamned kidney to do it when you were gone.”
 “If thats how you feel, then its okay for me to worry about you.” Jesse put his hands on Kyles shoulders, digging in and finding tendons strung tight under silky skin. He instantly hardened just from caring for Kyle. He wouldnt leave this room without being inside him. He felt something shift inside himself, and something between the two of them, something that seemed as natural as the leaves turning color outdoors.
 Kyles brown eyes were heavy-lidded as his breathing picked up. “I did come in here to relax,” he admitted in a drowsy voice.
 “Doesnt look like it to me.”
 “Looks can be deceiving.”
 “No kidding. Who knew such a vanilla cowboy would be so sexy?” Jesse was chewing slowly on Kyles earlobe, making him shudder. Kyle took a step back into the larger part of the room and stumbled.
 “Wha…?” Jesse looked at the floor. A round, hand-beaten brass bowl with a carved wooden utensil and a plum-colored pillow that was shaped like a flat, open daisy poked out from beside the desk. “Huh?”
 Kyle reddened even more than he had when Jesse was teasing him sexually. His gaze fell shyly from Jesses.
 Jesse finally put the pieces together. “Oh. You, like, meditate?”
 “Yeah.”
 “Is this what you have concealed in your closet? Youre kind of funny about anyone seeing inside it.”
 Kyle gave a rueful grin. “You noticed that, huh?”
 “That pillow looks a little uncomfortable.”
 “Its hard. I actually use it as a bolster for—”
 “For what?” Jesses eyebrows rose.
 “For, uh, yoga.”
 “Yoga.”
 “Yep.”
 “Wow, you are a man of deep, dark secrets.”
 “Jess…”
 Jesse put his hands up. “Sorry. Im being a dick. Its just not something I remember you doing when we lived with you before.”
 Kyles lips tightened. “No.”
 “Is there a reason why?”
 “Cant we just say I want to remain flexible, and leave it at that?”
 “Nope.” Jesse moved closer, nuzzling Kyle, feeling the primal sensation, the rasp of his whiskers against Kyles, the smell of his skin, lime blossoms from the soap he used. “Although flexible is good, for obvious reasons,” he purred.
 “I got hurt,” Kyle said, very succinctly, as if he didnt want to go into detail.
 Jesse just stared at him, pulling back to cross his arms.
 Kyle sighed. “All right. It was just after Mac died and you and David were taken from me. I was out riding, and I wasnt paying attention. I got thrown, and I fell wrong.”
 “Jesus, youve never been thrown as long as Ive known you, and you always pay attention! Its the first thing you drummed into me and David when you taught us to ride.” Jesse was driven to run his hands over Kyles arms again, wanting reassurance he was okay.
 Kyles eyes when he finally looked up and returned Jesses gaze were the saddest shade of brown Jesse had ever seen them. “It was a bad time.”

Kyle rubbed his jaw, feeling the burn of shame grip his throat. It was a moment before he could speak, could knock down the clay feet of the hero he knew Jesse still saw in him and reveal the very fallible man.
 “I had a beer…” “Oh God, Kyle… One beer and you always fall asleep.” Jesses face became expressionless, and Kyle dropped his head. Morrison drank; hed beaten all his kids while drunk. “You hardly ever drink.”

“I did the night we buried Mac and Morrison took you away from me,” Kyle admitted. “I got some stupid-ass idea Id go back to the accident site where Mac died, that somehow Id make sense of the before and after of my life.”

Jesse was supposed to step away. He was supposed to have disgust in his eyes, hearing this, something Kyle had never wanted him to know, but instead the blue flame gaze had softened to leaden gray, the color of the sky when it was crying.
 “What happened?” Jesse prodded. 
 Forcing himself to hold Jesses eyes, Kyle continued, “I took out Holiday, Macs horse.” “I miss that horse,” Jesse said. “Mac was so proud of her. Miles told me she had to be put down. Oh shit.”
 Kyle raised his hand again, covering his eyes and just breathing. “Im not the man you think I am,” he whispered. “I killed that horse.”
 “I dont believe it! Theres more to the story. Tell me what happened.” Jesse peeled Kyles concealing fingers away, and Kyle was ashamed to see they were shaking. But Jesse continued to hold his gaze, confusion and demand in his eyes— but not the condemnation Kyle knew he deserved.
 “I went back to where the mudslide went down. You were gone. I didnt care what happened to me.”
 “Fuck, Kyle…”
 “I prodded Holiday to climb a hill, and suddenly we were sliding backward. It was loose rock, loose so she lost her footing and she fell.” Kyle swallowed. “I hit my head. When I came to, she was fighting to breathe. I had the rifle I always carry in case I run into a cougar.” He squeezed his eyes shut. “I shot her. I shot Macs horse.”
 Jesse grabbed his shoulders, shaking him. “You did right by her. You didnt let her suffer, which is what you taught me.”
 “It was my fault she was out there in the first place!”
 “Youd just lost your partner,” Jesse said, pulling Kyle close. “First chance I got after wed gone to live with Morrison, I borrowed the old mans motorbike. I nearly creamed myself over the highway, taking too many chances, but it hurt, just hurt to be alive. Mac gone, you gone. The only reason I got home that night was Id promised you Id take care of David.”
 “Jess.” Kyle cupped his cheek. “I hate that bike.”
 “Im much more careful now,” Jess promised, covering Kyles hand with his, knitting their fingers together. “I swear. I even want to take you out soon for a moonlight ride, just the two of us.”
 Kyle leaned his forehead against Jesses. “It would kill me—something happening to you.”
 “Same goes,” Jesse chided. “So you were hurt that night?”
 “Busted ribs and one of my hands was fucky for a while. I actually had to do some physical rehabilitation work, but I was lucky to walk away. Doesnt make up for what happened to Holiday.”
 “No, Kyle, but it was an accident. I havent noticed you drinking much since then.”
 “No, sir,” Kyle said.
 Jesse sighed, still rubbing Kyles arms. “So the yoga and meditation were something you got into when you were working on your hand?” Jesses voice was extra gentle, as if he sensed how raw Kyle was feeling.
 “Started out that way.” Kyle shrugged. “I didnt want anyone to know. A cowboy doing yoga.”
 “But it does mean youre flexible,” Jesse reminded him. “Mmmm.”
 “The meditation was so I could stop thinking of you,” Kyle admitted. “I couldnt ever stop thinking of you, so I had to learn to shut that off so I could do my job around here.”
 “Kyle.” Jesse pressed his face against Kyles neck. “I did the same thing with men. I had so many…”
 “Dont make me jealous.”
 “I can do that?” Jesses tone was a little delighted.
 “Yeah, you can do that,” Kyle said, annoyed. “When you leave me, I dont want to hear about who youre with. I dont want to meet him.”
 “Kyle, what the fuck? Who said therell be someone else?” Jesse growled.
 Kyle shrugged.
 “Well talk about that another time,” Jesse said. “Meantime, I want… You know what I want.”
 Kyle had to clear his throat. “Yes.”
 “Is that an all-encompassing yes?” Jesse asked.
 “It is as long as David isnt around. I dont want… Id never—”
 “Davy knows that were both adults.”
 “He doesnt know were adults together,” Kyle pointed out. “Hes got enough on his plate.”
 “Agreed. Maybe we tell him after his friends have been here, break it to him gently.”
 Kyle knew Jess was right. It was better coming from them. They couldnt expect David to be honest with them, to confide in them, when they were keeping secrets.
 “Dont worry about David; hes doing a three-way,” Jesse said, his open mouth against Kyles neck in a way that made Kyles nipples stab against the damp cotton of his tank top.
 “Excuse me?”
 “I meant hes texting with his friends while he works on his homework in the barn,” Jesse said. The gleam in his eyes said hed been trying to tug Kyles chain, lift his mood.
 “Damn. I should punish you for that,” Kyle said. “Id be into that.” Kyles eyes widened, and he flushed again. Jesse laughed. “I love how shy you are.” “Im forty-four,” Kyle reminded his young lover gruffly.
 Jesse cupped Kyles erection, stroking him through his jeans until Kyle thought his eyes would cross. God, it felt so good! “Squeeze it harder,” he rasped. “I want to see your hand on it.”
 Jesse obeyed, squeezing firmly, on the edge of pain, just the way Kyle liked it.
 “You like it rough, cowboy?”
 “Sometimes,” Kyle admitted.
 “Maybe not this time,” Jesse said.
 “What do you have in mind?” Jesse tugged at his black tank, and Kyle raised his arms, letting Jesse strip it off. He liked the gleam of awe in Jesses eyes as he touched Kyles bare skin, tracing his muscles first with his fingers and then with his tongue.
 “Jess!” Hed come just from that if they didnt get down to it. He was a simple man, and when Jesse touched him, he was easy, like a bull that needed to rut.
 “Show me some yoga,” Jesse demanded. “Strip and show me just how flexible you are.”

Chapter Fifteen

“Technically yoga isnt for sexual arousal,” Kyle said primly. His hands were on his loosened jeans, letting the pants fall along with his belt and briefs so he stood naked in front of Jesse. Jesse sat on the edge of the desk, his gaze running over the flat planes of Kyles body. He was naturally sculpted through hard work, his ass high and round and firm, so that seeing it made Jesse break out into a sweat.

“Right, not for sexual arousal.”
 Kyle gave a crack of laughter. “I dont think you got the point.”
 “Oh, believe me, I did.” Jesse cupped himself through his jeans, groaning at
 how sensitized he was. “Kyle, Im dying here.” 
 “Maybe I can help you with that…” Kyle picked up a bottle of baby oil that had been sitting with his meditation paraphernalia. Jesse waited, expecting Kyle to use it on him, his body tensing in anticipation like the strings on a guitar, but instead Kyle gave him a smile and poured some into a broad calloused hand before slathering it on to his chest.

“Fuck me!” Jesse swore, seeing how the slick emollient made Kyles skin shine like a merman fresh from the ocean. His mouth watered, wanting to taste a shiny, flat nipple.

“Not today, dear,” Kyle said. He was light and teasing, lifting a leg and slathering lotion on it as if he were covering himself with suntan lotion, completely Zen. He put the bottle down, knee still raised and to the side, splaying his legs open so his cock and balls were framed by his body, his penis half-aroused. “This is tree pose, or what we call in yoga an asana,” Kyle said, his tone a little self-conscious, as if he were still embarrassed by Jesses finding him out. Kyle raised his hands above his head, palms flat together, so his body seemed to form an arch, reminding Jesse of the shape of a door to a Moroccan restaurant he liked.

“Sweet Jesus!” He could smell baby oil and man, a combination he never would have thought of as erotic. Kyle held the pose, breathing in and out deeply, his brown eyes focused on Jesse, so Jesse felt a weird sense of calm come over him like a cloak over his shoulders. He knew this was going to be so good, so pleasurable. He knew hed feel so happy when he merged their bodies at last. His eyes stung. He couldnt pretend this wasnt a big deal to him—unlike other encounters in his experience, speedy and unimportant. This was the man—his man—if only hed give Jesse a chance, take him seriously as a lover.

A trickle of sweat ran down the arch of Kyles neck, and Jesse couldnt stop himself from participating now. He shifted closer and licked the bead from Kyles skin, without making contact anywhere else.

Kyle gasped as if hed licked the head of his fully erect cock. “Draw it out. I want to be so crazy for you when you come inside,” he whispered.
 “Whatever you want.” I love you. But he couldnt repeat the words. He wasnt sure Kyle was ready to see him yet as a man capable of making his own choices, especially about being with someone for the rest of his life.
 “Lean back against my desk and drop your jeans,” Kyle ordered.
 Heart thundering, prick stiff and sticking straight out, Jesse let his jeans and boxers fall to his ankles and braced himself.
 Kyle lowered gracefully to the hardwood floor, his oiled body like a primitive warriors, each muscle catching the light so Jesse could see the undulation of movement, the flex and give of firm flesh. He was smooth and freckled and tanned. His frank brown eyes held innocence.
 “This is bhujangasana nagaasana, cobra pose,” Kyle said, his palms on the floor as he arched his back, lifted his head, stretched, and tongued Jesses erection.
 Jesse shuddered, digging his hands into the wood of the desk just to keep from losing it, from coming just from that gentle lick. God, Kyle was the sexiest thing hed ever seen, doing a dance just for Jesse.
 “Get down on your knees.” Kyles voice was guttural, his lips wet and parted from kissing Jesses cock. “Itll be easier.”
 Jesse knelt, huffing as he watched Kyle reposition and lean closer. “Do me. I like my cock in your mouth. I like watching it go in, like watching you take it.”
 Kyle opened wide, taking Jesse deep, sucking cock, sucking it so good, like he was born to do it, and Jesse could hear himself saying that aloud, a mantra broken by need, by the lick of the flame touching his skin. He felt that tight sensation in his lower back, as if a brush of thorns rasped against his skin, signaling he was close.
 Jesse made haystacks out of his cowboys hair, kneading the tousled silk as he thrust, fucking Kyles mouth. Brokenly, he confessed, “I wanted this when I was sixteen. It was one of my fantasies—you going down on me.”
 Kyle licked his lips, and color touched his cheeks. “I know.”
 Jesses eyes widened. “You know? Damn, I, ah, channeled that one? You never said anything.”
 “It wasnt something you were doing deliberately. It was embarrassing and…kind of flattering to be the focus of your teenage crush.”
 “I had one about you after studying ancient Rome in school.”
 Kyle swallowed. “Yes, I know.”
 “You know how I fantasized you were my slave and I could fuck you whenever I wanted?” Jesses voice cracked, and he winced, feeling like the kid hed once been. God, hed been yearning for this man, yearning and miserable since he belonged to his brother.
 “I had to block you out.” More pink touched Kyles face. “I managed to find a way to stop picking up from you, thank God, out of sheer self-preservation.”
 “Uh-huh. Then you never saw the one where you were a centaur in ancient Greece, and I was a warrior, and I—”
 “Jesus!”
 “Take me in your mouth again, Kyle. I like you on your knees. I never get tired of seeing it for real.”
 Kyle cocked an amused eyebrow, but then he complied, and Jesse threw his head back, feeling his balls raise tight. His body pulsed with the need to come. “Kyle, it’s always been you, baby.”
 “Crap, do more yoga, or Im going to lose it, lose it all over you.” Jesse wasnt ready for it to be over quite so soon.
 Kyle blinked, as if he was having trouble bringing himself back. “Yoga. Right.” He kissed Jesses balls, very gently, pressing his lips against them as if he really was the slave in Jesses fantasy, and he had been commanded to please his master.
 His round ass in the air was working on Jesse. He wanted to shove Kyle to the floor and pound into him.
 “Uh, hatha stands for sun and moon; it symbolizes balance.”
 “Cant believe you got into this stuff, but its smokin.”

* * *

“No one knows but you,” Kyle said, pulling away to shift into lotus position on the pillow. “Id rather the men in the bunkhouse didnt find out.” His chest was heaving, and his balance was seriously upset. He wanted to just spread himself like a slut and let Jesse take him. Where was his self-control?

To try to calm his racing heart, he lifted the brass bowl, closing his eyes and focusing before running the wooden paddle around it. When he opened his eyes, Jesse was staring in wonder, having kicked off his jeans and boxers from around his ankles and pulled off his T-shirt. He was sitting watching Kyle, and Kyle had to avert his gaze from the intensity of that look, scorching him.

“That sound, like a tuning fork—just keeps vibrating.”
 “Its a Tibetan singing bowl. I use it for meditation. Helps me to focus,” Kyle said. “Shove away stuff I dont want to think about.” Such as the thought that once Jesse had him, his attachment would wane. It was natural. He was just the focus of his coming-of-age desires.

Jesses jaw was flexing, as if hed picked up on that one. “You better put some lube up your ass,” he said, not at all subtle about what was about to happen. “Better yet, Ill do it. Sit up on your knees.”

Kyles body shook as Jesse moved behind him. He felt the brush of warm, naked body against warm, naked body and Jesses breath against his shoulder as he took lube out of his jeans pocket and squirted it onto his palm. “Open your ass for me,” he commanded hoarsely.

Kyle made a kind of moaning sound, beyond speech. He reached down and pulled open his cheeks, feeling crazy intimate, because hed never done this for any of his men—exposed himself quite this way.

Jesses fingers entered him, no hesitation, and because he was warmed and stretched from the yoga, it was just the right burn, like he was holding the stretch of a difficult position. He breathed in and out, concentrating on remaining relaxed. Jesse laughed. “Thats the same kind of breathing from your routine.”
 “Jess…” “I hear you. Get into something. Something to show off all these muscles, all the scars from the ranch. Condom! Fuck, where did I…?”
 Kyle laughed at the breathless quality of Jesses voice. For a blank second he couldnt think of anything, but then he moved into the half-moon posture, his right hand on the floor, right foot helping to balance his raised left leg and left arm. When Jesses body made contact with his, he let himself drift back to all fours.
 Jesse mounted him, panting against his neck. “Kyle!”
 Jesse didnt probe. He slid inside on the lube, straight inside until he speared Kyles prostate in one thrust.
 Kyle was unprepared. “ Uh!”
 “Have to get you that gag…” Jesse was thrusting, smooth, slick, one hand wrapped around Kyles throat.
“Love taking you on all fours like an animal.”
 Kyle could see himself the way Jesse envisioned, a ball gag in his mouth, his body shuddering from the deep thrusts of the man behind him. He pushed back, shamelessly wanting Jesses cock to hit him again where he lived, spreading himself wide, offering himself so Jesse could go deeper, could fuck him harder.
 “This is what you needed.” Jesses hand tangled in Kyles hair, tugging. “I dont know why I waited so long, letting you hide from me. I should have got off my bike that first day I saw you, hunted you down, and made you take it.”
 Kyle laughed again. “You romantic.”
“I want that too.”
 Was Jesses voice a little sad? Kyle frowned, but he couldnt hold the thought, stuffed full of the other man, sweaty, grinding. “Oh, Jess!”
 “Turn around,” Jesse suddenly ordered, pulling out with a groan.
 His opening contracting, dissatisfied not to be split open by Jesse, Kyle obeyed, looking up to see Jesses damp, tangled hair, his eyes burning like pools of gasoline set alight. “Open for me. Get your legs up.”
 The act felt huge, lifting his legs and holding them, holding himself wide for Jesse so he could take and use Kyles body.
 “Lets be clear; youre doing this for Macs kid brother. Youre taking it from me,” Jesse said.
 “Jess—”
 “Look at you. You cant wait for me to shove it in you again.” Jesses cock stuttered against Kyles raised thigh as he tried to impale Kyle. Kyles legs were shaking under his grip. “I want you to see me, see what youre letting me do.”
 Jesse was over him, taking him, untamed like the biker from their fantasy. Kyle couldnt escape his gaze or the sound of his needy thread of a voice as Jesse pushed inside, steady, filling him, conquering him.
 “Jess…” Kyle moaned, letting go of his thighs—which were draped over Jesses shoulders—and digging his fingers into Jesses firm upper arms. It hurt. It felt good. Taking someone so deep, so deep he knew if he went riding soon, hed sit a saddle awkwardly, still feeling Jesses possession, as if the younger man had marked him his.
 “Youre mine now, Kyle.” Jesse surged, and Kyle gave a choked scream. “Yeah, listen to you, all you can do is make those sounds while I fuck you.”
“It wasn’t just me getting off on fantasizing about you as my captive, as my slave. You’ve wanted someone to take you this way, and I think I knew it even then. Admit it.”
 “Jess—”
 “Admit it, damn you. You’ve wanted under me ever since I came home.”
 “Yes.”
 Kyle saw satisfaction, possession flash through Jesses eyes, and then he lifted Kyle higher, bending him in half, grunting as he rutted, a primitive man taking his mate.
 Kyle couldnt hide anymore. Not from Jesse, not from himself. Jesse was right. Part of him had always wanted Jesse, even when he was forbidden to him. He never would have acted on that wanting had Mac lived, but sometimes hed found himself wondering what it would be like to be taken by the quiet brother, the intense brother. Jesse had never been like Mac, open and laughing. Hed burned with a darker flame.
 “Am I too rough?” Jesse reached for Kyle, engorged and flexing at his touch.
 Even in that moment Kyle could feel himself flush; he had never known he was such a shameless slut, happy to take it like this with barely a touch on his cock. And he didnt care. He loved—he needed it.
 “Damn, cowboy…” Jesse gripped his penis the way he took his ass, aggressively, so Kyles feet curled in pleasure. “Look at how you love it. I dont know how Im going to stop myself from taking you to a club somewhere, spreading you open, and taking you, showing all those other men how you love it, how you were born for it.”
 Kyles head moved from side to side, and he felt utterly helpless, like this was the first time hed taken a man, like he was lost and didnt know how to get his burning moment. His body throbbed, his cock, his willing ass belonging completely to Jesse.
 “Im going to come,” Jesse rasped.
 “Come on me,” Kyle heard himself beg. “Mark me.”
 Jesse thrust one more time, Kyles ass swallowing him as if hungry from the battering Jesse gave it, and then he pulled out, tugged off his condom, and painted Kyles sex and belly and chest with cum, shooting while his head fell back and he growled out his triumph over Kyle.
 A couple of heartbeats later, Jesse was back, prying Kyle open again, teasing him with two cool, freshly lubed fingers. He speared them in, unrelenting. “You need something in you, slut?”
 Kyle screamed as he came, his legs still up, his fists curling into the Navajo rug beneath him as his body bucked and exploded at Jesses touch.

* * *
 Kyle was sweaty, covered with spend, body raw when Jesse turned away, his back slick and heaving, as if it had been too much, just too goddamned much. And then he saw it clearly for the first time—Jesses tattoo, which rode above his ass.
 A rose with thorns dripping blood. Kyles name. Jesse stiffened when Kyle made a soft sound and curled around to put his lips 
 against the tattoo. 
 After a moment he tugged Kyle up and buried his face against his neck, breathing heavily while Kyle held him, never wanting to let him go. Chapter Sixteen
 Davids friend Sam fell in love with the Cinderella carriage. Taking off his work gloves and striding over to greet the kids and their parents, Kyle saw that right off. It softened some of the nervousness he could feel bubbling in his blood like a crazy cocktail.

“You have nothing to be nervous about, cowboy,” Jesse sent him in a frankly caressing tone. Hed sounded like that ever since theyd made love for the first time—or wrecked themselves. Kyle wasnt sure which, since hed never experienced a first time with anyone like the one he and Jesse had shared.  “There won’t be another first time for you,” Jesse continued in a jealous tone. “No more Doug.”

Kyle blinked. “His name is Darren, and he’s a very sweet man.”
 “Whatever. He’s not touching what’s mine again.”
 David was also uptight, Kyle noticed. He was pale, his blond-brown hair

brushed off his forehead, his clothes neat and pressed, unlike the dusty jeans and Tshirt he usually lived in. Sam stood close to him, a cute thing with red hair and freckles and a shy smile. Kyle could see right away why David liked her as well as Thomas, a tall youth with brown eyes and clear, tanned skin, who looked like he was comfortable around horses.

“This is Kyle,” David introduced Kyle to his friends. “Hes—theres just nothing about horses he doesnt know.”
 Kyle flushed, a little embarrassed, a little pleased as he shook Sams hand and then Thomass. Their parents were standing behind the teens, so he also greeted them, recognizing hed seen them around sometimes. Oh, man, although as a businessperson he had met often with influential people in the town, today felt like a higher bar. He had a kid depending on him, a kid he loved.
 He only hoped today went well.
“Are you kidding, with the spread you have waiting for a picnic? It’s good enough for frickin’ royalty,” Jesse scoffed.  “Steak sandwiches, sushi, fancy French pastries, and let’s not forget you even included tofu salad for any vegetarians—not that you’ll find many in this county.”
 “I just want this to go right. I want something in Davy’s life to go right.”
 Jesses tone was soft. “I know.”
 “You like our Cinderella carriage, huh?” Kyle asked Sam, watching as David gave her a bashful smile and escorted her closer to the jewel of their collection. It was white, a round upright body with wrought-iron scrolls, just like the one from the Disney picture. Inside pale pink upholstery gleamed. It was fit for a princess, and Sams eyes were wide as she stared at it.
 “Hitch it up,” Kyle found himself ordering. Already they had the hay wagons they used for the fall and Thanksgiving festivals set to go, but he couldnt resist Sams silent wonder.
 “Yes, sir!” David said, ripping off to prepare two extra horses. He ducked his head back a second later. “Which horses?”
 “Hall and Sally,” Kyle said. They hadnt worked in harnesses since theyd been ill, but hell, he was through babying Hall. It was time the horse got back to the work he loved. It might even be the key to his final recovery.
 David flashed a grin and disappeared again, and Kyle was soon surrounded by kids and their parents as he sorted out which wagons they would ride in, complete with picnic blankets and supplies. Hed even had them gussied up with fall flowers and berries, and the chattering and shouts of laughter filled him with pride.
 Hed had some bad times, but this was something he knew: these big, gentle horses and how to help people enjoy them.

* * *

They wound up in a pretty meadow next to a stream where Kyle sometimes went fishing, when he could find the time. He remembered coming here with Mac. He remembered showing Jesse and David how to fish, and he saw those memories living in Jesses blue eyes as he pulled up in the fancy white carriage usually only used for weddings or graduations. In the carriage were David, Sam, Thomas, and Sams and Thomass parents.

“Howd Hall and Sally make out?” Kyle asked in a low voice, tramping through the tall, dried grass and yellow flowers to pat the big horses neck. The day was as clear as a bell, the sky that hard blue perfection that set off the yellow warmth of the sun.
 “Smooth as silk,” Jesse said, smiling. “You made a good call, boss.” “Uh-huh.” Kyle watched David take charge of the picnic blanket and supplies for his carriage. Most of the hands were out for the afternoon, driving carriages and enjoying the party. Kyle figured it would be the talk of the town, which was what he wanted for David.

As he watched folks setting up, Kyle gave Hall a carrot hed brought specially, hoping his favorite horse would be in better spirits. “Looks like everything will work out,” he whispered. He was even beginning to believe he and Jesse might have…something. His fears over being too old for Jesse, about being too vanilla, had so far been disproved by how Jesse took him, how together they caught fire. And after being with him when theyd played around with Kyles yoga positions, he felt as if Jesse had marked him, as if it were Kyle wearing the tattoo.

* * *

Marjorie laughed as she dug into more of the sushi. “Mmmm! Very cosmopolitan, Mr. Jacobs,” she praised Kyle. “And the fresh strawberries covered in white and dark chocolate are divine.”
 “Youve eaten your fair share.” He smiled as he watched her take a sip of the champagne hed provided for the adults who wouldnt be driving the carriages back. “You bet. I havent enjoyed myself so much since you and Mac…you know, when he was alive you used to do stuff like this,” she said.
 Kyles gaze went to Jesse sitting in jeans, a T-shirt, and his battered leather jacket and cowboy boots. His blue eyes gleamed with a lazy light as they caught on Kyles, and he flashed an impudent grin. “Yeah.”
 “Careful, or itll be really obvious to David,” she warned him after taking another calm sip.
 Kyle flushed, dropping his hungry gaze.
 “You havent told the kid yet?” Concern wrinkled her forehead, and Kyle understood, since shed taken such an interest in David. They were simpatico when it came to caring for animals on the ranch.
 Kyle shook his head. “He remembers me with Mac. Itll be hard to tell him Ive moved on with my life. And… I wasnt sure there was going to be anything to tell him for a while.”
 “Uh-huh.” Amusement sparkled in her eyes. “I knew there was something between you and Jesse the first time I saw you standing together—just a tad too close.”
 Kyle cleared his throat, a little embarrassed. “Hes very young, but I cant seem to… Damn it, it feels right.”
 “He seems to know his own mind,” she pointed out. “Like all the Coulter men, very determined to get what he wants.”
 Now some real color heated Kyles cheeks, and Marjorie snickered.
 “We will tell David about us. Though well get this party out of the way first.”
 Marjorie nodded in approval, looking around at the laughing parents, teachers, cowhands, and teens enjoying the lavish spread. “This is a hell of a thing youve done for love of that kid.”

* * *

David wasnt even irritated when some of the kids he wasnt too fond of sat near him and Sam and Thomas, distracting his new friends. He couldnt believe all the trouble Kyle and Jesse had gone to. He felt like his life had been a big pumpkin, and then it had been turned into that ornate carriage theyd used to get out to the meadow.

But as much as he was enjoying himself, he felt that familiar worry eat at him. Whenever things were going really well, something always went wrong, crushed his happiness. He knew he had to get over this feeling, but it continued to haunt him.

Listening to Sams enthusiasm helped. She was certainly enjoying herself. David liked how she was almost as shy as he was. Thomas said if it werent for him, David and Sam would probably never talk at all. Thomas was older than both of them, and he liked to tease. Just looking at him leaning back on his arms in the sunshine twisted up Davids insides and made sweat coat his upper lip. He wanted to touch that long body, to kiss those lips.

He pulled his knees closer, trying to curb his feeling. He didnt even know if Thomas felt that way. But he was a good friend, and David didnt want to lose him, so hed keep this pain to himself.

His restless gaze moved over to Jesse and Kyle locking eyes. Huh. He made a note to talk to Jess soon. Hed been picking up this weird red-orange vibe running hot between him and Kyle, especially lately. If they were still fighting, he wanted them to settle things. Hed never been happier, and Kyle was a good guy. Hed made Mac happy, and living with him again on the ranch had given David back a ghost of the brother hed lost.

* * *

Jed watched the picnickers enjoying the spread that Jacobs had put on. He ate the food, but his gut burned. The fucker was still finding a way to shine. Didnt they care he was a fudge packer? Jed had seen him himself with Jesse, kissing him, practically doing him against one of the ranch vehicles.

His gaze fell on David, who was talking to his new friends, looking something other than sullen for a change.
 The kid had actually threatened him if he didnt leave the horses alone. Jed had sworn he had nothing to do with it, and had offered proof hed been repairing fencing with Miles for the days leading up to the incident. David had finally bought it, obviously unsure how Jed could manage to be in two places at the same time. He smirked, remembering. But lately only his threat that Jacobs or his precious brother Jesse might suffer an accident seemed to be keeping David in line.

* * *

Kyle and Jesse sat next to Principal James Compton and some of the parents on the largest blanket. They were all enjoying iced coffee now the meal was over. “I wanted to speak to you,” Compton said. “Im very impressed with what youve done for the kids today. You might know I run the youth programs in town. Do you think you would be able to educate kids on these big horses at some point, Mr. Jacobs?”

Kyle couldnt help blinking. It would be great PR, exactly what his ailing business needed right now. “Of course,” he said, thinking hed put in the extra time himself since they were still perilously shorthanded.

“Are you going to take part in the Fall Festival again this year?” Compton continued.
 He wasnt sure where hed get the drivers, but one way or another… “Yeah,” Kyle said. “Jesse here will be driving.”
 He saw amusement and contentment in Jesses eyes and had to resist bending close for a kiss. What was he thinking?
“You’re thinking…”
 Kyle shook his head minutely, not ready. “I intend to enter Hall again,” he said, hoping his luck was changing and his horse was up to it.
 The principal nodded. “Hes brought honors to our town in the past, best in the state.” He looked at Jesse. “I remember when you took classes at our school. Mac was very involved in coaching the kids. Hes still missed.” His green eyes took in both men, so Kyle gave a slight nod of acknowledgment as Macs former partner.
 Mac had always liked kids. He would have been a hell of a father, and Kyle was only sorry Mac had never had the chance. Hed done well by David and Jesse, though.
 “Its good of you to take in his kid brothers.”
 Jesse bristled. “Im twenty, sir.”
 Compton blinked. “Of course, Im sorry. Its just Kyle is so much older. I imagine hes like a father figure for you boys.”
 Jesse growled something under his breath.

* * *

“Wait till I get you alone. You’ll forget all about that asshole calling you a father figure.”
 “I don’t doubt it.” In Jesses arms, Kyle found it hard to remember all the reasons hed put up to stay away from him.
“Kyle, there isn’t a lick of truth to it. People are just people; we love who we love.”
 Yet Kyle couldnt help feeling slightly morose as he took the reins and encouraged Hall and Sally to head back to the ranch. There was nothing behind them but flattened fall grass and waving flowers, and the day seemed a little darker, but he knew it was just because this big event hed worked so hard to bring off was over.
 He glanced over his shoulder at David, relieved to hear him laughing as he talked to his friends. He hoped this made it a little easier for him to fit in at his new school.
 Ahead he saw the hay wagon Jesse was driving rattling down the unpaved road, leaving spindly grooves in the dried mud. He was entertaining his passengers, full of that big-city charisma that had bowled Kyle over when Jesse got off his Harley and strode confidently back into Kyles life.
 Almost as if he had always meant to return.
 Remembering the tattoo, Kyle wondered.
“I came back to claim my man, Kyle. Make no mistake.”
 Kyle inhaled sharply, feeling more of his fears drop aside.  “Jess.” His Jess didnt try to hide what he was feeling, and it made Kyle relive that moment the younger man had wrapped his arms around Kyle after their first time. Maybe Jesse was right, and he was worrying too much about what folks would say about them— even if the remark about his being old enough to be Jesses father stung his pride.
 Maybe that part of his life—where he loved someone and became a partner again—wasnt over the way hed figured.

* * *

As they neared the barn a little while later, Kyle caught raised voices. He was suddenly alert, wondering if there was some problem with his horses or one of the guests.

Jesse was standing with his hands on his hips, shouting something at Miles. Trouble. Something was wrong.
 And then he saw it, and it was like a fist slamming into his chest. Spray paint the color of blood scrawled words over the side of the barn. KYLE JACOBS FUCKED MAC COULTER, AND NOW HES FUCKING
 JESSE COULTER. Kyle stared at the words, unable to process how they could be there. He saw papers littering the ground, saw Miles and Jesse frantically gathering them, but some of their guests had them, and they were looking at Kyle.
 Miles snatched one from Sams parents, growling, “The boss is a good man!” Kyle jumped down from the carriage, only years of discipline making him secure the horses before he investigated. A leaflet crunched under his boots, and he reached down to pick it up. It was a grainy photocopy of a picture of him and Jess, caught kissing against the side of the truck while out on the range.

Oh God, no.
David said, crushing paper in his fist as he glared at Kyle, “Youre Macs. You loved Mac!”
 Feeling like everything hed tried so hard to do that day was burning away like a match lighting kindling, curling up, smoking ash, Kyle watched David run away from him and Jess toward the open field.

Chapter Seventeen

“Any sign of him?” Kyle asked hours later, rubbing his eyes wearily after pulling up the truck to talk to Miles McKinnon, who was on horseback. Miles shook his head, looking as gloomy as Kyle felt.

“I checked the north pastures up into the foothills. Hope to hell he hasnt gone that far. You know theres cougars up there. Taken some of our calves this year,” Miles said.
 “Damn, Miles, thats rough country.” One of his cowhands had broken a leg there once and hadnt been found in time. 
 “Hes just a kid, boss. And hes a Coulter, Macs kin.” Kyle saw the determination in Miless gaze that matched his own. They couldnt lose another Coulter. “Check the east fields. Im driving to the west line cabin,” Kyle said. “Now the Durrants have moved out, its empty. He might have holed up there.”

“I still cant believe the Durrants moved out last week,” McKinnon said. “I know Chet was making noise, but I figured it was just talk. Theyd been here a long time…”

“Yeah, I know. Plus, three more hands quit, including Jed and that young guy whos into bull riding.”
 “Hell, they were no-accounts, boss. And that man Jed is no loss. I think hes been behind all the rumors that made people up and quit,” Miles said. “We need some good men with staying power. At least Jesse is no slouch. He does the job of two men.”
 “Good men wont work for me.” Kyles jaw ticked. “Not after…” He flushed hot, unwilling to bring up the goddamned spray paint that was still slathered on the side of his beloved horse barn. It would be there awhile; he couldnt spare the men to paint over it.
 “What do you mean, boss? What am I, sliced apple turnover?” Miles widened his eyes, and Kyle gave a rusty laugh.
 “Okay, maybe you and me and Jesse can keep the place going along with Albert and Michael and our field hands.”
 “Damn straight, if we have to.”
 “Okay, lets find David. Then we can all go back to work.”

* * *

Jesse watched through the open door, his hand tapping a nervous tattoo against the open jamb. Kyle pulled into the drive. Jessed been tending Kyles plants, despite his brown thumb. He needed to do something, nurture something since it sucked being the one who stayed at home base in case David called or returned. Now he tensed, watching Kyle step out of his truck, even knowing through their special connection that David wasnt with him.

Kyle slammed the door shut and looked at Jesse.
 “Hes all right. Id feel it if he werent,” Jesse said.
 Kyle strode over and crushed Jesse close, murmuring into his hair, “Of course 

he is.”
 “Have you eaten?”
 Kyle swallowed. “Not a thing. Couldnt.”
 “Me either, but…”
 “Yeah, I suppose we have to. Come on.”
 When they entered the kitchen, Jesse opened a cupboard and stared at the 
 pots. “Its Davys turn to cook,” he said. “I know. Im going to order takeout.” Kyle snagged the phone, reaching out to stroke Jesses forearm as he called in what they usually ordered.
 “You were right.” Jesse rubbed his eyes. “I was wrong. I thought because of how I felt, how right it is with you, David would just—”
 “He just needs time, Jess. Well talk to him.”
 Jesse cleared his throat. “Does that mean you arent…giving up on us? I thought, all those people, David—”
 “Fuck it. So they saw a picture of us kissing. So they know I… They know how I feel. Big deal.”
 “It might be a big deal for the Fall Festival. I know you were hoping doing well there would pull the carriage business out of the red,” Jesse pointed out wearily. “A few of our guests were saying some pretty ugly things.”
 “Let them squawk. You think Mac and I didnt go through that crap? A lot of people were more comfortable calling us friends than seeing who we really were. I was lucky the owner didnt care as long as the ranch ran smoothly.”
 “But its not doing that now. How many people have we got left to work it?”
 “Just enough until we can find some new hands. Jess”—Kyle squeezed his hand—“let me worry about that. Ive been doing this for a long time. What matters now is we find David, we get him back, and we talk to him.”
 “We really fucked up his big day.”
 “We didnt do anything, and when I find the asshole behind all this shit—”
 “Youll have to wait in line,” Jesse growled. “You worked so hard to make it special for him with sushi and flowers and even the frickin Cinderella carriage.”
 Kyle shrugged. “I might have to make a few sacrifices, but well manage.”
 Jesse frowned. “What do you mean?”
 But Kyle only climbed to his feet. “I think I heard the doorbell. Thatll be dinner.”
 “Yeah.” Jesses head fell. It was hard to ask; why was it so hard to ask? But he felt exposed, his usual never-say-die confidence battered into dust.
 “Youll stay with me tonight. Might as well, since our secret is out,” Kyle said, looking over his shoulder at Jesse.
 “David…”
 “If he comes home on his own, I have the alarms on the doors set to ping a warning in my bedroom. Not just these kids that can take advantage of new technology, turns out.”
 “You do hate texting.”
 “I wouldnt mind it so much from him right now.”
 “Me too.” Jesse could clearly see that caring that had drawn him like a warm bonfire to return to this man. “Thanks, Kyle.”

* * *

David didnt feel lost, which was kind of a joke, because hed been walking forever. Couple times hed seen Miles and even Kyle in ranch vehicles out looking for him, but hed hidden in tall grass or behind some brush, so theyd passed him by.
 His throat burned with anger and tears, which was stupid. He just needed to think, and then hed be fine. He walked over a little rise and looked down to see lights strung around a small shed. Lights were good. It was really fucking late, and he didnt want to stay out in the woods anymore. Hed already caught the sound of deadfall crackling behind him once when he was fording a stream. He hadnt heard or seen anything else, but whatever it was had trailed him the space of three creeks until hed reached this sign of civilization.

It had probably been a cougar. Jesse would totally freak if he knew, which was rich, considering his brother was a natural daredevil. But he didnt like David taking chances.

As he grew closer, something about the little building and the fence-post construction caught his attention. Mac. It was Macs work. He recognized the way the corral was set up, the pattern of the logs in the shed, almost like a fingerprint. Hed helped Mac out often enough when hed been building or repairing something. Hed been a good cowhand, but a better carpenter, always in demand for projects on the ranch.

David hated that he needed a photograph to remember Mac now—excepting his gray eyes, which David met in the mirror every day.
 How could Kyle want to be with Jesse? It didnt make sense. Jesse was nothing like Mac. He was like a lit trail of gasoline, ready to ignite, where Mac had been patient and weathered, with battered hands and dinged-up nails. And jeez, wasnt David an idiot? Hed thought theyd been fighting or something all this time. They must have thought it was so funny, keeping it a secret from the dumb kid.
“David.”
 David growled to himself. Sometimes hed thought he heard Jesse tonight, like he was whispering in his ear, telling him to be careful, to come home.
 The rising sun touched the low grass on the horizon. Hed been out wandering what seemed like ages. He wasnt even sure he was still on ranch property, except this little collection of buildings were definitely Macs handiwork.
 A horse whinnied in challenge, and he made out a barrel-shaped mare, head raised, studying the intruder. Next to the large brown animal was a spindly legged foal, all ribs and bones and fawn eyes.
 That foal tugged him closer, and something in him settled.

* * *
 Jesse sat up, Kyles sheets tangled around his hips, and scrubbed the sweat from his cheeks. 
 “You okay?” Kyle asked. Kyle had spooned him for hours, stroking Jesses arms and chest, holding on and not talking, as if he knew Jesse needed the quiet. Jesse had also felt the prod of Kyles erection against his ass, but Kyle had made no move to get relief, though Jesse wouldnt have minded if hed rubbed off against him.
 “Anything from David?” Jesse ran his index finger over his lips, trying to make sense of the impressions. “Hes…happy. Hes in a good place. Earlier I picked up him feeling tired and a little bit scared.”
 “Crap!” Kyle got out of bed to pace. “We know hes not close by, because Im sure you would have found him. I think he walked a long time.”
 “Its a big range,” Kyle said. Then he frowned. “Theres one place. Its on the outskirts of the ranch, right snug against the foothills.”
 “Yeah?” Jesse blinked. “You mean that pasture you first staked out for training the draft horses, right? When Mac helped you to build a little shelter and corral.”
 Kyle nodded. “Yeah.” While he opened a drawer and pulled out a clean T-shirt, Jesse headed to his room to dress.

* * *

“You were a while,” Jesse said, impatient as Kyle slammed the truck door shut. Kyle gunned the engine, and they spun out onto the unpaved road that bisected the ranch.

“Had to get something,” Kyle said.
 “Do you think hes there?” Jesse was afraid to hope.
 “Yeah, I think theres a good chance from what you caught from him.” “Mac was better at picking up feelings than me.”
 Kyle shook his head. “I dont think I knew he did that. Are all the Coulters 

magic?”
 “Magic?” Jesse raised a brow. “Me?” Kyle glanced at him before focusing back on the road. “Yeah, you.”

* * *

David didnt look their way when they parked the truck just outside the corral. Jesse shoved the passenger door open, and he didnt realize that Jesses hands were fisted until Kyle was there, until he caught Jesses hand. He looked at Jesse, and Jesse relaxed them slowly, taking a deep breath in Kyles silent, firm hold.

He heard the sound of the birds stirring and a drip of water coming from the old sun shower Mac had been fond of. He absorbed the fine lines around Kyles eyes and mouth, the silver at his temples and the way his ordinary brown eyes held Jesses.
 Finally Jesse sighed, “Okay.” Kyle nodded and let him go, stepping back so he was leaning against the truck, clearly intending to leave the brothers to work this out.
 And Jesse had never loved him more, plain brown eyes, wrinkles, touch of gray hair, and all.

* * *

“Nice foal,” Jesse said, seeing David was stroking the little animal when it wasnt flopping around on twig legs.
 “Yeah. I think hes related to Hall. Same coloring,” David said.
 Jesse patted the horse, nodding.
 David flashed him a look, resentment and resignation tangled like burnished fall ivy. “Im not sorry I took a break. It wasnt running away or some stupid shit.”
 “We worried, David Shiloh Coulter…” Jesse drew out the name so David would know to listen. He only ever used it when he was really serious. “But I guess you wanted that.”
 “Cant say it bothers me, no. And its we now?”
 Jesse felt his brother testing the new boundaries. “You remember my tat.”
 David grimaced. “I thought it was some kind of „in memory of thing. So it was like…a love deal?”
 “Yes,” Jesse admitted huskily.
 “I dont get it. How can you want Macs guy?”
 Jesse gave a rueful laugh. “I hate to break it to you, but I wanted him even when Mac was around—not that I would have ever done anything. Im not sure it makes sense. Hes just…” Jesses gaze caught on Kyle, still leaning patiently against the vehicle, head back as if he was listening to the birdsong, appreciating it.
 “Everyone in town knows, after yesterday.”
 “Yeah.”
 “And in my school.”
 “Im sorry about that. We wanted to make things easier for you.” Jesse rubbed the back of his neck. “I wouldnt be surprised if Im asked to clarify the situation for the social worker.”
 “They wont give me back to Morrison.” David stopped stroking the small horse.
 “No. Especially not after you talk to her about…that stuff you confided in me and Kyle.” Jesses lips tightened. “David, do you know anything about who left that spray paint? It seemed like someone wanted to hurt Kyle—and you.”
 “Theres a guy who works here called Jed,” David said, eyes on his brush as he returned to grooming the colt. “I was trying to keep an eye on him. He said…he threatened you or Kyle might get hurt if I told you about him.”
 “David, fuck, you should have confided in us. Kyle would have fired him for sure.”
 “Wouldnt stop him from coming back and keeping his word. Mac died here from an accident, Jess.”
 Jesse swallowed. “Yeah, kid, I know. I get it. Jed… I had a weird feeling Id seen him before. Kyle mentioned he might have been behind the people leaving, some kind of whisper campaign.”
 “Hes a drinking buddy of Pas. I dont think he did the spray painting, because he was at the picnic, but he may have messed around with the fences.”
 “Well, its over now; he quit.”
 “Good.”
 Kyle had walked up finally, hands in his pockets.
 “What you going to do with the foal?” David asked.
 “I was going to train him, but I dont have anyone to spare. Might have to sell him.”
 “You know, back in 1945, there were only two thousand registered draft horses left in the country,” David said. “I looked it up.”
 Kyle nodded. “Yep.”
 “In the sixties, they started coming back, though some were on endangered lists.”
 Kyle patted the mare, who butted his shoulder. “I love these horses. Once they carried knights into battle. Theyre intelligent, gentle, loyal, and they helped build farms and families. Then we nearly let them die out.”
 “So you and Jesse…?”
 Kyle flushed. “I would have been with Mac the rest of my life if Id had the choice. But Jess…” He shrugged. “I tried not to.”
 David seemed to mull that over before saying, “Dont sell the foal.”
 “Davy, I cant be sentimental. This baby is going to need training, someone who has the time and resources.”
 “Ill help you,” David said. “You know Im a man of my word.” He swallowed, holding Kyles gaze.
 Kyle chewed his lip before finally nodding. “All right. Ill train both of you, and you can look after the foal. That way I get a new driver, and you can help me train a new animal.”
 “In time for the Fall Festival?”
 Kyle raised his brows. “Thats in November, which is coming up real soon. You dont ask much. Well talk about it, because your school has to come first. Go in and muck out the lean-to. I brought fresh hay and some of those cinnamon scones you like from the bakery.”
 Jesse looked at Kyle in belated admiration. “Thats why you were so slow this morning when we were heading out; you were bringing breakfast.”
 Kyles eyes twinkled as he put an arm around each Coulter man. “I maybe brought enough for three.”

Chapter Eighteen

“Whoa!” David tightened the lines, and Hall came to a halt, stamping his feet, steam rising from his breath on the cool, misty Sunday morning. Fog had rolled in, wreathing the trees and foothills, but it would burn off toward noon.
 Kyle nodded. “So far so good. He paid attention to you; a horse that doesnt recognize whoa cant work in an urban environment.” David gave a grave nod. It had been a long session while he and Kyle had gone over handling the lines properly, which wasnt easy to do with one hand juggling both whip and a line—not to mention keeping straight the vocal commands and observing safety considerations. Kyle had made sure David learned to check for anything between the gear and the animal, because something rubbing uncomfortably against its skin could understandably make a horse act up.

“Im so nervous, doing this,” David admitted. “I mean…thinking I might carry kids around in my carriage, you know?”
 Kyle nodded. “Yeah, thats why were taking things so slow. I appreciate that you have a serious attitude about this, David. But this is just a ride on a country lane, right? And this is what well be doing after school for the next few weeks. That is, if you still intend to drive in the Fall Festival.”
 “I want to,” David said.
 “Then well do our best to make it happen.”
 It had already been a few weeks since the upset that had made David take off. Kyle and Jess had been tiptoeing around the teen because of it. Kyle was afraid of upsetting him by sharing a bed openly with Jesse, so all he and Jesse had managed to exchange were some desperate kisses and rubbing off against each other when they were so crazy for it they couldnt hold back.
 But he knew Jesse wasnt happy. He had said more than once that he wanted to move into Kyles room—permanently and openly.
 Kyle rubbed his jaw, absently aware of the even  clip-clop of Halls hooves. Jesse had guessed Davids feelings about the two of them were largely an excuse on Kyles part; he wasnt sure he was ready to take that final step, to say to himself this young man was his.
 What did it matter what his body craved, what his heart wanted? He loved Jesse, and he didnt want to take anything away from him. The last barrier he couldnt seem to jump was that one day hed leave Jesse alone, just given their differences in age. Of course, his worries served to piss off Jesse.
 “Halls head just came up,” David said.
 “Mmmm. See that recycling box by the road? It wasnt there yesterday when we did this circuit, so Hall is looking at it, wondering if it poses a danger. You always have to remember that horses use flight to protect themselves. In an urban environment, youll have to be relaxed and reassure him. Hell pick up on that through the tone of your voice and your touch on the lines.”
 “Its cool how responsive he is,” David agreed.
 “Its not unlike, uh, meditation. If youre centered, then your horse will be calm too.”
 David glanced at him. “You think you could teach me how to meditate?”
 “Sure, if you want. Hows it been going at school?” Kyle asked.
 David had gone through a rough time in the aftermath of the picnic. Kyle and Jesse knew this from Davids teachers, since he didnt talk about it.
 “Okay, I guess.” David shrugged.
 “I noticed you didnt try for the football team this year.” Kyle kept his tone neutral as they swung around the bend that led to the training ring and barn. “It was football or this.” “Davy—”
 “No, really. And with Marjorie wanting me to do some work for her”—David exhaled—“its what I want.”
 “I can understand that. Hows the tutoring going with Marjorie?”
 Marjorie had taken over tutoring David in sciences when Sam didnt follow up on her offer.
 “She knows a lot, but its been a long time since she was in high school,” David said, amusement in his gray eyes. “She argues with the textbooks sometimes.”
 Kyle smiled, but he had to ask, “Your friend Sam isnt coming for another ride in the Cinderella carriage?” He knew David had wanted to take her sometime, just here on the ranch.
 Davids gaze fell to his hands grasping the reins firmly. “She wont be coming.”
 So it was what hed thought, her parents had probably forbidden her to see David.

* * *

Back in the ring, Kyle had David practice the all-important hitching operation. This was where a lot of accidents happened, so he was vigilant about it, watching as David encouraged Hall to walk backward into place, where he could be attached to the training carriage.

Jesse joined them, sitting on the rails of the corral until Hall was set up again. Kyle noticed he had his large drawing pad. Lately he drew up plans or roughs of the buildings on the ranch. That bug to be something more was obviously blossoming here on the ranch. Kyle intended to keep pushing the younger man to get into the local university.

Jesse put aside his pad and jumped down from the fence, butting David with his shoulder. “Hey, bud. Want to see how to parallel park?”
 “On your bike?”
 “No bike for you. I made Kyle a promise.”
 David gave Kyle an impatient look, but Kyle felt not the slightest remorse. He was only just getting used to Jesse using the Harley. He couldnt take it if David started driving it too—hell no. “My house, my rules. Well talk about it when youre a little older,” he said, hoping that day would never come.
 “Hes not related to us, Jess. I dont see why—” David fumed.
 “You little ass,” Jesse growled. “Hes worried about you, dont you get it? He doesnt want anything to happen to you.”
 It hurt when David said that. Kyle knew he was being stupid and that the kid had a point, but it still hurt.
 “He doesnt stop you from driving the bike,” David said.
 “Jesses a man, so he gets to make that call,” Kyle said quietly. David and Jesse both looked at him as he patted Hall. “But youre right that you need to learn to drive. Well look into lessons with my truck if you keep your grades up. For now, get in the wagon, and well work on parallel parking. Itll be one of the tests for that blue ribbon.”

* * *

“Over, over, over…” Jesse ordered Hall, and the big Percheron sidestepped, front legs weaving like the horse was performing some kind of country dance as he pivoted in the direction Jesse guided him to take with the lines.

Kyle watched, appreciating Jesses intense focus. Jesse had offered to take a couple of days a week giving tours in Pigeon, and Kyle was grateful for the support. One of the drivers was giving him a refresher course, and he was speeding through it.
 “Whoa.” The horse came to a halt, and then Jesse guided him through the routine again in the opposite direction, while David watched. Although David was sitting between them, there was a split second when Jesses blue eyes caught Kyles, and Kyle felt the impact in his chest, in his breathing, which stuttered.

“Jess.” He couldnt help calling out to him. 
“Come out with me tonight. Come out with me for a bike ride to the lake. We can visit your cottage there.”
“David…”
 “Marjorie offered to stay over if we ever…you know.”
 Kyle found himself blushing. “You asked her?”
 “We’re adults. We’re entitled to go out on a date when we want, aren’t we?”

Kyle nodded, letting Jesse get back to teaching David. When the teen had rehearsed giving the command himself a couple times, they called the session to a halt, and David carefully unhitched Hall and removed his harness.

“The parking was pretty cool, even if it wasnt a bike,” David admitted. “You better get it, since youll be the one driving Hall this year at the festival.”

David blinked, and Jesse turned to look at Kyle. Kyle stretched his arms over his head, feeling the burn of the sun now it had come out. He knew his idea was impulsive, but it felt right. Maybe it would go a ways to making up for what had happened the day of the picnic.
 “But…what if I lose?” “What if you do? Winning isnt everything.” Kyle shrugged. After going through some hard times for his business, somehow his earlier ambition to win at the festival didnt seem as important. What mattered was he just kept going. He was feeling fresh hope with Jesses and Davids help. Theyd weather the rough patch. “Remember youll only have a permit to drive a carriage on the fair grounds.”
 David nodded. “But someday…” 
 “Someday soon, the way youre going, youll be driving in Pigeon along with Jesse,” Kyle promised.
 Jesse was smiling at him, that ruff of brown hair blowing around in the slight breeze so Kyle had to put an arm around him. He cleared his throat. “Your brother and I are going on a date tonight, but we wont be very far away, just the cottage. Dont forget your homework.” Jesse lifted up to brush his lips against Kyles, the first kiss theyd ever shared in public.
 “Jeez.” David made a face. “Get a room, you two.” 
 “Good idea,” Jesse said. * * *
 Kyle paused and did a double take as he looked at Jesse waiting for him beside his bike, an extra helmet in his hand. “I wasnt expecting the suit,” he said, absorbing Jesse in formal dress the same dark flame of his eyes. He even had a tie that looked like silk in bands of green and blue. “Wow.”
 “First date,” Jesse said with a shrug. “Its still me in here.” Kyle took the helmet. “My wild boy.” He gave the bike an apprehensive look. “I havent been on one of these…in forever.”
 Jesse smiled, the starlight giving his face a hardness, a maturity. “Copy my movements, as if were riding a horse double. Most important thing is to lean with my weight.”
 Jesse would be in charge tonight. Kyles heart started to pound in response.
 “Im in for it, arent I?” he asked.
 “About time. I let you run free for a while, but Ive had enough of this.” Jesse snagged Kyles wrist, and Kyle felt a fork of electricity flash between them. It was suddenly living the fantasy theyd shared of the biker leader and the cowboy. He felt instantly claimed.
 “Get on,” Jesse ordered.

* * *

It was like he took on some of Jesses wildness as they drove down unpaved roads to his cottage on the lakeside. The breeze had a bite but still felt refreshing against his skin.

Jesse sped up on a long stretch, and Kyle gripped his waist, intimately locked to him, as if they were making love. The bike felt incredibly good vibrating between his legs, so he could see why Jesse enjoyed the sensation.

“Faster?” Jesse asked.
“Oh yeah.”
 No sooner had he given in to the secret part of himself than Jesse floored it, 

and they flew over the humps and valleys, past silent grain elevators and the hanging heads of feathery, dried grass, and roadside flowers. Here and there, a ranch house or farmhouse was lit by a single bulb on the porch, but mostly the night was all about the big bowl of sky and the two of them, clinging together as Jesse took them faster…and faster.

They tumbled off the bike when they arrived at the sandy parking lot for his cottage, banging helmets as they tried to kiss.
 Jesse was beautiful, his hair tousled now, not brushed and civilized the way it had been before their ride. His eyes were indigo under the light of the rising full moon which was set to sail through the skies all through their night.
 Helmets bounced on the hard ground, and then male lips crushed male lips, and they were kissing, hungry, Kyle making that needy sound that would embarrass him faintly when he later remember making it. But he couldnt help himself. Jesse was his man, and as he cupped Kyle through his jeans, squeezing, Kyle broke away, whispering, “ Please.”
 “I know youre scared to take what we have seriously,” Jesse began.
 “Im not as…flexible as you are. I thought my courting days were over.”
 “Courting?” Jesse smiled. “Kyle, you are one of a kind.”
 “Is that right?”
 “Thats right. And Im keeping you, cowboy.” Kyle felt as if he were taking that first dive into deep lake water. “Okay.”
 “Okay, you finally fucking get it that I want you, that Im not here in this town for any other reason than that youve been under my skin for as long as Ive taken my cock in my hand and fantasized?”
 Kyle broke out in a sweat, thinking of that.  Whoa. “Im, uh, flattered I was ever fantasy material.”
 “You mean you cant believe it.” Jesses lips burned his cheek, his hands cupping his ass, confident, kneading his flesh so he felt ripe and ready to be opened and used. “What do you want now?” Jesse purred.
 Kyle glanced at the cottage, which despite its close proximity to the ranch house, he hadnt had time to visit in a few weeks. It was two stories, vaguely Tudor inspired, a darkened hump shading their view of the sky. “I want to go down to my beach and make love to you. I want…” He swallowed, but Jesse was his lover, and he deserved to hear everything Kyle felt, even the stuff that made him blush later. Surrendering to Jesse was so good. He pleasured Kyle like hed never been pleasured, so Kyle just wanted to spread himself and let Jesse take him. “I want what you said I wanted—to be under you.”
 “Thats a given, baby,” Jesse drawled, cupping Kyles neck to draw him closer, kissing him hard enough that the rasp of beard against beard roughened Kyles skin. “You were made to bottom for me, werent you?”
 Kyle rubbed his erection against Jesse, suddenly desperate to feel him, thick, thrusting inside, making Kyle take him, swallow him deep with his body.
 “Strip. I want to watch your bare ass as you walk in front of me.”
 Kyle pulled back to see the heavy-lidded way Jesse regarded him, and it was exhilarating, damn it, to be a man of his years and still be sexy to someone.
 Feeling like a stripper in one of those places Jesse had no doubt frequented, Kyle tried to draw it out, his chest heaving and his balls drawn up tight. He wanted to come—already he wanted to come—but he knew if he tried now, Jesse would reach down and ruthlessly squeeze the base of his cock, controlling him.
 The thought only excited him all the more.
 He unbuttoned his shirt and peeled off the T-shirt beneath, all while holding Jesses gaze. When he undid his jeans, Jesse stood back, folding his arms, and Kyle felt like a stallion being judged for stud duty. His clothing fell to reveal Kyles stiff, uncut cock and heavy, hanging sac. Jesse reached out and stroked Kyle, like he was petting a horse he admired.
 “No, you dont come yet, do you?” Jesse kept fondling him, tormenting him, but Kyle only pushed himself deeper into that calloused hand.
 “No,” Kyle said.
 “Not till I say you can.” Jesse, still wearing his formal clothing, reached around to squeeze Kyles bare ass, so Kyle had a vision of himself getting pounded by Jesse in a business suit.

Chapter Nineteen

Kyles chest expanded as he took a deep breath of night air; it almost had a taste on his tongue, rich with dried pine needles and the faint whiff of the lakeside. He took the lead, walking on the dark, sandy path that led to the beach. Fortunately he knew it well, as did Jesse, from days theyd stayed here. He experienced that familiar pang as he remembered Mac around the place, repairing and maintaining it, so it had become haunted for Kyle. That was why he hadnt come here much in the past three years. Hed remembered Mac and Jess and David here and felt more alone than ever sitting watching the moonlight on Pigeon.

He caught a silver gleam in Jesses eyes that said he felt it too—felt it and then pushed it gently aside. “I loved him,” Jesse said, pausing to stand near Kyle, to nuzzle his forehead against his. “God, I loved him. But were the future now.” Jesses voice cracked on the last two words, and Kyle pulled him close.

“Okay,” Kyle agreed and felt another barrier between them fall aside, like a sand castle hed built subconsciously, crumbling at last in a run of new tide. Hed loved Mac, but he wasnt…dead like Mac. His body was alive, and he wanted.

Experiencing something like his meditation, he centered himself, aware of everything around him, aware of the scent of Jesses cologne, no doubt worn just for him. He moved forward again, feeling the rub of the grit under the soles of his feet, something that made his body vibrate, like a sensual massage.
 He was living fully in his body, the cool air against the hairs on his legs, arms, and around his cock, his stiff penis wobbling as he walked. Jesse stopped him with a hand on his shoulder and then squeezed his sex, and Kyle was aware of the strange juxtaposition of a neat sleeve with a gleaming silver cuff link on a suit jacket and the calloused hand that milked him gently.
 “Like that, dont you, baby?” Jesse whispered in his ear. “Yesss.” What wasnt to like? He even liked the way Jesse patted his ass. For some reason being treated like Jesses personal slut turned Kyle on. He didnt feel too old. He just wanted to get on his knees for Jesse.

“I think its time to see if you pass inspection,” Jesse drawled. The wind off the water had picked up, blowing Jesses brown hair in his eyes as they reached the small beach. Kyle was glad that willows veiled either side of his property, offering him some privacy as he stood naked for Jesse, heart thudding in his ears, mouth dry. “Oh, Jess.”

“I love you, Kyle.” Jesse cupped his cheeks, rubbing against the rough and smooth skin and the faint prod of whiskers. A man touching him, not a kid. A man who possessed, who controlled, who loved.

“I know.” Words balled up in his chest, heavy, like something he was trying to lift, but he couldnt… “Youre beautiful, and I want you forever. I want you at Davys graduation with me.” Jesse swallowed, and Kyles chest tightened. To be a part of that day, to share it with Jesse. “I want to put him through vet school, if thats what he wants, and I want to wake up with you here and back at the ranch. Just you, your sexy body, and some white sheets. Mmmm.”

Kyle took Jesses hand and nested their fingers. Did Jesse hear the silent yes? He couldnt speak just then. Hed never thought anyone would propose to him. But here Jesse was doing it.

“Kyle.” Jesse reached up and cupped his cheek, and Kyle felt the cool trail there. He hadnt cried since the funeral. He dropped his gaze, more embarrassed than he was with his nudity or giving his body.

Kyle hung in the moment with Jesse, strung out like the Christmas lights he knew hed hang this year. Because now he had people in his life again. Now he wouldnt be alone, staring out his bedroom window with an aching gut.

Jesse finally parted from him to lean down and switch on a radio. Music softly wafted up, John Mellencamp singing “Paper in Fire.”
 “You were here earlier setting this up!” Kyle exclaimed, taken by surprise. He saw there was more than the radio. There was a picnic blanket and hamper; there were candles Jesse knelt to light—and there was a ball gag. Seeing it, Kyle nearly whimpered. He never would have thought… But damn, it was an arousing idea, to wear such a thing for his Jess.
 “I wanted tonight to be special,” Jesse said. “When we go home, I want stuff worked out between us.”
 “My bed—our bed,” Kyle said, summing it up.
 “Yes.” Jesses eyes were sober as he held Kyles gaze, kneeling at his feet. Kyle lowered his body and took one of the tea lights in a simple jelly glass from Jesse. Hed once lit them for a late-night swim for all of them; Mac had teased him about the romantic gesture, and hed never done it again.
 Jesse was giving him back that moment, rewriting it, saying, It’ll be different now it’s you and me.
 Again words crowded his throat. He looked to Jesse.
 “I didnt say you could sit down, stallion,” Jesse said calmly. “We have to finish your inspection.”
 Kyles heart gave a big thump. He licked dry lips, painfully excited. He was so getting off on being a sex object—plain, ordinary working man Kyle Jacobs.
 He stood and Jesse followed, circling him as if they were about to begin some kind of intense dance like the tango. Kyle couldnt help but moan again when Jesse feathered fingers over his thigh, teasing him.
 “You think this is ordinary?” Jesse ran a finger over Kyles cock, which flexed in response. “Look at you, all uncut like a cowboy from a hundred years ago. I like it. I like the way the foreskin peels back when youre so excited.”
 He felt the brush of Jesses silk suit against his skin, and he shivered, his ass pulsing now along with his sex. Jesse ran a nail over one of his nipples, and it was like lighting a spark from bone-dry kindling. Kyle gave a hoarse cry. Jesse smiled, a little wicked, perhaps a little proud. That it was the same smile hed once worn when Kyle taught him how to ride added poignancy to the moment.
 “These are nice and heavy,” Jesse commented, weighing Kyles balls in his hand and squeezing them carefully.
 “Ahhh!”
 Jesses index finger went behind his balls, flirting with the tight skin. Kyle thrust himself against Jesse, leaving a wet spot on his pant leg.
 “You really want to get this show on the road, hmmm?” On this pass of their bodies, Jesse pulled Kyles ass cheeks apart, and he felt cool night air against him intimately and then Jesses probing fingers. “Youre pretty flexible from that goddamned arousing yoga.” Now Jesses voice was hoarse, as if touching Kyles opening was working on him. “Reach down and grab your ankles. Do it now.” Jesse gave him a sharp tap on the hip.
 Kyle obeyed, breathing in and out deeply, hearing Jesse opening something and then slick cool fingers were inside him, and in Jesse manner, he pressed in steady. “Took it nicely,” Jesse whispered. “Oh yeah, Kyle, you are the perfect bottom, cowboy.”
 Kyle caught an image of himself in Jesses mind on all fours, head rearing back, back arching as Jesse rode him. Without any further command from Jesse, Kyle got into position, staring out at the dark water, at the line of trees on the other side of the lake, just clumps breaking up the skyline.
 Jesse squatted in front of him, and knowing what was coming, Kyle opened his mouth, and Jesse inserted the gag. It felt weird and rubbery, but also arousing, the idea of it. Between them it truly was a game, since he could yell at Jesse in his mind if he wanted to, but still Jesse said, “If you dont like it, need it out at any time, tell me, and its gone.”
 Kyle nodded, and Jesse kissed his cheek gently before running a finger over the strap against his cheek.
 Jesse shifted away again, and then Kyle heard the heart-stopping sound of his pants zipper coming down, and he knew his first vision of being pounded by Jesse in his business suit was happening. Jesse mounted him, taking a moment to cover himself with a condom before placing a hand over the back of Kyles neck and pressing his face gently into the sand.
 And then he thrust into Kyle, slow but unrelenting, the way he took Kyle in all their shared dreams. Kyle gave a groan around his gag, and Jesse laughed, his voice husky with pleasure. “Oh, thats good,” he said. “I love having you like this, ass up nice and high for me. You better get used to gags when I move in with you, since you make so much noise when I fuck you.”
 Kyle pushed back against Jesse insistently, and in response to that silent demand, Jesse pressed Kyles cheek deeper into the ground, fingers snaring in his hair. “You hot slut.” Jesse choked, and Kyle knew Jesses control had snapped. He was fully invaded, stuffed with Jesses cock shoving in and out, riding him hard, his face rubbing against the grit like Jesses slave, like Jesses captive.
 He was making some kind of long, sustained sound, low, needy, and suddenly Jesse slapped one of his thighs, pushing him wider. Penetrated so deep, but he lifted up, whoring himself for it.
 His body went rigid, arched, and he gave a muffled cry to the impervious moon above them as he painted the sand and rock and his clenched hands with the force of his coming. It went on and on…drawn out, Jesse calling him a slut, his slut, and goddamn if he wasnt, split open by Jesses prick, taking him up the ass, on fire for it.
 His contractions squeezed Jesse, and Jesse growled, sounding almost angry as his body curled over Kyles, his palm crushing Kyles deeper into the sand.
 Kyle was still huffing around the gag when it was roughly removed, and then he was rolled on his back. He looked up to see Jesses tight face, saw him tug the condom off his prick, and then Jesse put a shoe on Kyles bare stomach, leather, finely made, and as Kyle held Jesses gaze, Jesse spurted over Kyle, the white spend landing in Kyles damp, tangled pubic hair.
 Jesse swayed a little, his pupils blown like a hunting owls as he stared down at Kyle. He did not remove his foot.
 Finally Kyle gently pushed it aside and managed on the second try to get on his trembling knees and walk on them to Jesse and lean his whole body against Jesses pant leg, smearing it with cum and sweat as he wrapped his arms tightly around the limb.
 Hed never submitted to another man this way, never imagined it, raw, so he couldnt imagine a damn thing he wouldnt give to this man who took him without quarter.
 His fingers clenched into Jesses pant leg, and he squeezed his eyes shut.
“I love you more than Mac!” Tears stung his eyes, but it was true, it was true, and he couldnt hold it back anymore. “I love you more than Ive ever—Jesse!”
 Jesse knelt, and his eyes were a little less wild, a little less spacey as if he could see the words had broken parts of Kyle on their way out. “Shhh,” he said, putting an arm around Kyle, saying silently it was okay, that Kyle was forgiven for feeling this way. “Mac wouldnt give a damn. He loved us.”

* * *

David was stuffing cold Chinese takeout in his mouth, when he heard the doorbell ring. He frowned. Had Kyle and Jess forgotten their keys, or was Marjorie back from the emergency call shed had to run? Kyle and Jess been so shmoopy when they took off, making weird eyes at each other, and Jesse in that suit—what the hell was that about?
 But whatever. 
 He put down his chopsticks and headed for the door. Maybe it was even Sam. He missed her so much. If shed just talk to him, hed—
 Morrison snagged his wrist when he tried to slam the door between them. He 
 yanked David outside, nearly pulling his arm from his socket.
 “Jesse is lost,” Morrison said calmly. “I saw that myself from the picture Jed
 took. Just like Mac.”
 “No!” David panted, seeing Jed standing behind Morrison, in his fist an open
 five-gallon can that smelled of gasoline.
 “Well torch the house and barn,” Morrison said. “Well finish Jacobs this time.” David struggled, and Morrison slugged him in the gut. “Youre not lost too, are
 you? I thought we settled that.”
 He wanted to say yes, but he was scared. Jesse and Kyle were gone. He was
 alone just like all those times Morrison would come home before Jesse managed to 
 get him safe.
 “Those accidents Jed threatened might happen to Kyle or Jess… Ive been
 thinking about that. You killed Mac, didnt you?” David whispered. “It wasnt an
 accident.”
 Morrison shook his head. “Not quite. We just had words. He was paying me so
 he could keep you and Jesse, and he came up short. He was in a temper when I
 left.”
 Davids eyes widened. “Now you mean to put the squeeze on Kyle and Jesse?
 Then why burn anything down? You can just—”
 “Shut up.” Morrison yanked him to his feet, and David cupped his mouth, the
 Chinese food on the verge of coming up. He hung heavily in Morrisons arm as his
 father shoved the door open wider.
 David could see one of Kyles battered cowboy hats resting on the hall table,
 Jesses boots under the table, and his own extra pair of sneakers. There was a green 
 spider plant swaying minutely in a macramé basket from the ceiling. Home. This
 had become his home again.
 Jed spattered the entranceway with gasoline.

Chapter Twenty

It was like white noise blasting in his head. Kyle grabbed his skull, grunting as his body absorbed stabbing, invisible pain like thick, hot needles entering his brain. Tears washed his cheeks, and he choked on his saliva, convulsing on the sand. It wouldnt stop. It wouldnt stop.

“Help me!”
The voice wasnt his or Jesses, but it felt familiar, using the same strange pathway theyd always employed to speak telepathically.
 “Wha—” The sound abruptly shut off, and Kyle found himself on his knees, gripping Jesses hand like a lifeline. Sweat ran freely down his face, prickling his skin. His eyes ached in the aftermath, like theyd been rubbed with something acidic.
 “K-Kyle!” Jesses face was bone pale under the wash of the moon, which only a moment before had been romantic. Theyd been sharing the late-fall strawberries Jesse had collected especially for this date in the meadows of the ranch, Jesse with an arm slung around Kyle, nuzzling and kissing him in a possessive and frankly tender way, which…damn it, Kyle had been enjoying. He was still as shaky as a colt on new legs in the wake of his confession, not that he wanted to make a goddamned production out of it, but Jesse knew. Jesse had always known him from the inside.
 “Jess…” Kyle croaked. He felt his age now, as if hed done something stupid, like take up the bull riding hed indulged in when he was in his twenties. What the fuck?

“Are you all right?” Jesse gripped his arm, bending close so his warm breath washed over Kyles cold skin. “I blocked it. I saw it was hurting you, and I…shut it off.”

“Blocked it?” Kyle blinked. Now he was recovering a little, he noticed that Jesses face was strained, and yet there was a strange kind of remote quality to it, as if Kyle were looking at a face carved from stone, solemn, sorrowful, and full of purpose. Jesse cocked his head, almost as if he was listening for something, but other than the soft sounds of the radio and the croak of late frogs, the night was hushed, the same lovers night theyd shared before the pain had suddenly flared out of nowhere.
 Kyle sat up. “Its Davy, isnt it?” Jesses fingers were digging hard enough into Kyles skin to leave bruises. “He reached out to us.” 
 Kyle was on his feet, grateful the night had been chilly enough hed returned to the bike and retrieved his clothes earlier. 
 Jesse ran ahead of him, retracing their path. “We have to go. Now.” * * *

If Jesse had driven fast before, it was nothing compared to the speed he reached this time. But Kyle made no complaint, even when they took a turn he thought they just couldnt make. He merely closed his eyes and tightened his arms around his Jess, putting his faith completely in him.

And then they were airborne, jogging up and down until they hit a smoother road, and Jesse really opened up, gravel spattering behind them like hard rain.
 Kyle gritted his teeth, hanging on. Something was wrong. Fear burned a hot kernel in his gut.

* * *

“Itll be, you know, dangerous for you if I dont let him out,” David told Jed, who held him by one arm. Fear made Davids skin feel tight, made sounds seem extra loud as Jed shoved open one of the stall doors to spatter fuel on the floor, the wood banging against the wall and almost making David flinch.

But he was resolved.
 Goddamn Jed wasnt hurting his friends or his family.

Lately with all the time hed spent training with Kyle and Jesse, hed worked with all the draft horses. But he still had a special bond with Hall, something he couldnt quite put into words, except hed known the horse had given up at one point, and David hadnt let him.

He dragged a breath through his teeth and focused. Reached out, feeling sweat prickle on his forehead, feeling pain fork through his skull. He concentrated on Hall. On his smooth moon-colored coat. On his large intelligent eyes and the way they followed David whenever he was in sight.

Bang! Bang!
 Halls big hooves suddenly struck the wood of his stall like a warning drum. “See?” David panted. His T-shirt was stuck to him, his back slick and clammy. Jed twisted his arm. “Shut up. I need to get this place torched.” David reached behind his back for the latch. If he could just keep Jed
 distracted… “Have you thought this through? I mean…it started out as a few stupid pranks with your drinking buddy, but this is you going to jail.” “I said shut up!” Jed looked uncertain, which for some reason made David even more uneasy. “I had a pal put the beets in the grain, but I didnt know it was that big a deal, for fucks sake. And those fences I took out were about ready to fall over.”
 “Uh-huh.” Holding Jeds gaze, David yanked open Halls stall door. “The hell!” Jed released him, cringing as two thousand pounds of Percheron suddenly bounced him against the side of the barn. The gasoline tank fell from his grasp and was absorbed into more wood.
 David swung onto Halls back, twisting a hand in his mane. “Youll take care of me. I know it.” * * *

Flames were licking through the big loft windows at the side of the barn, eating away at the words Kyle hadnt had the time to remove. He heard the scream of horses—his horses—and leaped off the bike as it was skidding gravel.

Jesse was right with him. “David!” Jesse yelled, removing his helmet and flinging it aside. “Davy!”
 “God, oh God.” Kyle couldnt imagine a scenario where David wouldnt be in that barn, trying to free crazed horses. He ran inside, eyes watering instantly from the smoke. The fire was like the breath of a hungry dragon, devouring the barn rapidly.
 Sally struck him, and Kyle went down on one knee, gasping as the mare galloped out of the barn. “David!” he croaked. “Where are you?”
 “H-here,” a voice called over the hiss of flames, over the groan of the loft, which could give way at any time. Hell!
 Jesse got to the teen before Kyle did, no doubt guided by that uncanny sense the Coulter brothers shared. “Get out now. Do it!”
 “But the horses!” David protested.
 “Goddamn you. Get the hell out of here!” Kyle yelled, lifting David bodily and tossing him out the nearest open doorway.
 Jesse wrenched open Mercys stall, throwing himself out of the way like a matador as she bellowed in terror and pounded to freedom, pale blonde mane and tail flying.
 Kyle covered his lower jaw with his handkerchief, dipped quickly in an open barrel of water. He squinted through the heated air as he checked each stall. Empty. Empty. Thank God empty, except for the fucking barn cat with one eye. The animal was walking in circles, disoriented.
 Swearing, Kyle snatched the cat to his chest, peering to see Jesse through the haze. They wasted no time in running free, Kyle gasping desperately for cool air that didnt hurt going in.
 The cat clawed Kyle for his trouble, hissing rage and disgust as it leaped from his arms. “Youre welcome,” Kyle rasped, still coughing.
 He looked around, but there was no sign of David.
Now what?

* * *

“I got your plants out. Hall and Sally are in the corral. Miles is with them and getting the other horses.” David panted as they finally caught up with him outside the ranch house, standing in the middle of the vegetable garden with a large cardboard box. “They didnt burn it down yet, but Jed splashed it with gasoline, so I got all your spider plants and the fountain out, Kyle.”
 Kyle snagged David close, seeing him more clearly outside the hazy barn; he had a bruise on his cheek. “You went in the house when it was set to go up?” “Yeah, but technically it wasnt on fire,” David said. “Morrison,” Jesse said flatly. He was standing a little apart from Kyle and David, his fists balled as he faced Morrison and Jed. Jed had a handgun gripped in a shaking fist.
 “Holy fuck!” Kyle thrust David behind him. “This is our home now. You cant steal it from us again,” Jesse said. “Our family.”
 A horse galloped past, a long shadow in the Halloween red and orange glare reflected from the burning barn. Kyle caught the distant sound of sirens. David was digging his fingers into Kyles back.
 Morrison scoffed, but Jed looked worried. “Were in trouble now, and I told you I didnt want that!”
 “Jesse and David wont cross me,” Morrison said. “Not if Jesse wants to keep David.”
 “What about him?” Jed pointed the wavering handgun at Kyle.
Crap. Kyle didnt like what he saw in Jeds restless gaze.
 David reached for Jesses hand, stared at Jed, both he and Jesse staring—
 Jed grabbed his skull with one clawing hand, and Kyle remembered the pain hed experienced at the beach, like an ice pick entering his head. “You wont stop me.” Jeds face twisted.
 He dropped the gun, and Kyle wasted no time in snatching it from the ground, covering Jed where he was on his knees now, rocking.
 Kyle studied the stricken man in shock. He could feel them somehow, his Coulter men, like some kind of machinery that had revved up yet was as elemental as the fire sending ash into the sky. Jesses face was still and hard, and David looked just as eerily calm. Kyle felt a distant brush of fear, but he was alive. He was alive, and somehow they had protected him.
 “You dont come here anymore,” Jesse told Morrison. Morrison put a hand up, as if warding Jesse away. “Well deal with you if you ever come back. You dont hurt David. You dont hurt Kyle or our horses or our home. Were strong now.”
 Morrison fell to the ground, curling up like a shriveled fall leaf.
 “Fuck!” Kyle saw with relief that Sheriff Albany was pulling up, gravel shooting out under his tires, blue and red lights flashing. Miles came running from the corral caught in the strobes of more emergency vehicles making their way hastily up the driveway.
 In very short order, two sheriffs deputies were cuffing Morrison and Jed, who still lay on the ground.
 Kyle rubbed his eyebrow, feeling out of his depth as he looked at Jesse and David. He saw they picked up on his hesitation. Finally he muttered, “Plants! Shit, David, what goes through your head?”
 “You take such good care of them,” David said passionately. “I couldnt let them burn, even if they didnt get around to setting our house on fire.”
 Jesse snagged Kyles wrist, as if hed grown impatient waiting on him—typical Jesse—and then Kyle was tugged close, part of the circle.
 Together they watched a deputy put Morrison into a squad car.
 “He wont be back,” David said, his face briefly as stony as his brothers had been. Then the gray eyes softened as if he read the worry in Kyles eyes. “Dont worry, Kyle,” he added softly, a little compassionately.
 Jesse was staring at him, his wild Jesse with his windblown hair and his ruined silk suit, the cold fire dying down, so he looked rumpled and tired and relieved. But he didnt let Kyle or David go, as if he needed to feel them safe.
 Kyle made an exasperated sound. “I guess we keep this in the family.”
 And Jesse said, “I guess we do.”

Epilogue

Kyle found David in the temporary horse stable on a chilly night in November before the approaching Fall Festival.
 He was grooming Hall, the sound of the brush moving over the Percheron punctuated by Davids words—not telepathic ones, thank fuck, since Kyle didnt think he was up to having two Coulters in his head. Fortunately there had been no repeat of Davids showing any unsettling signs of his gift or communicating with Jesse and Kyle. Maybe it was because the drama had finally settled down. Kyle hoped so. Hed had a hell of a headache for two days after the last time.
 “So you got to prove that whatever Jed did to you, however my…my pa fucked up your life, you can still go on, you know? Kyle and Jesse are letting me be your driver, so you got to do real good, especially the parallel parking.”
 Kyle covered a grin with his hand at the last thought. David and Hall had become a very good team. Kyle had still not put the draft horse back to work, leaving the horse free when David wanted to work with him after school. Theyd developed a bond Kyle envied. He wished he had the time to spend with Hall, but…maybe David needed him more. And David was deadly serious with his lessons, especially anything challenging like parking the carriage.
 “How was the foal?” David asked.
 Kyle smiled. “He loves to run. Its nice to see.” In the wake of losing their barn, Kyle had moved some of the draft herd back to the old training shed, expanding it temporarily. Meanwhile, Jesse had designed and was overseeing the construction of a deluxe new barn, which would offer room for expansion and just might be finished by the time winter really got rolling. Kyle had been so impressed with Jesses skills hed pushed again on the courses at the state university.
 Jesse had flushed and not said much, but Kyle had spotted a spring calendar of local classes sitting on the kitchen table recently. He didnt care what Jess did, as long as he was happy. For the moment he seemed content just working as a cowhand on the ranch, training their new employees.
 Kyle had hired two people whod been turned away at other ranches in the area. Amanda Manson, a retired veterinarian from Boston who had always wanted to work with horses, and a recent Chinese immigrant, Robert Chan. Neither of them had any experience with ranching or working with a draft herd, and hed had to set up Amanda in her own line cabin instead of the bunkhouse, but they both worked hard.
 “Chinese lanterns,” Kyle said, offering a dried bouquet to David.
 Davids lips quirked. “You so grew these.”
 “From seed in the vegetable patch. Do not tell anyone.”
 “Its okay,” David assured him. “Im good at keeping secrets. So these are to dress up the carriages and junk?”
 “Without the junk, yep. The judges are susceptible to a nice-looking fall design. You can get up to five points just for that.”
 “Good to know,” David said.
 Kyle cleared his throat, reaching out to rub Halls long neck. “Your friend Sam coming?”
 David immediately looked away. “Shes not my friend anymore.”
 “Im sorry.”
 David shrugged. “Her choice.”
 “Is it? I was under the impression that her parents might be uncomfortable about me and Jess.”
 “Lame,” David said.
 “Yeah.” Kyle squeezed Davids shoulder. “Dont stay out too late.”
 But David had already tuned him out, absorbed in sorting through Kyles donated flowers. Kyle had no doubt that, come morning, the carriage would be decked out fit for the harvest celebration, and David would have his five points.

* * *

“And hold the pose for two more breaths…” Kyles yoga instructor was chanting. She looked about fifteen to Jesse, smiling as she did when she twisted her body into all kinds of positions. But it was watching Kyle assume those same asanas that had had his blood simmering the past half hour.

Jesse leaned against the window looking in at the class, his motorcycle helmet and the extra hed brought for Kyle gripped in one hand.
 Kyle lifted up into something called a cobra. His muscles flexing in his tight tank T-shirt, his nipples poking the thin material, his body coated with a light sweat while his face was calm, focused.
Mmmm.
 Despite how gloriously fit Kyle was, Jesse had had to talk him out of using something to cover up the silver in his hair recently. He knew it stemmed from their first public date, when theyd gone to the local diner, Cherrys, to share meatloaf. Everyone had watched them, humming with gossip over the doings that had gone down at the Double M this fall.
 Jesse shoved thoughts of the talk aside. It didnt matter; in time it would die down. What mattered was, hed come home, hed got his man.
 “The light in me honors the light in all of you,” the yoga instructor finished in a perky tone. “ Namaste!”
 “Namaste,” the class murmured, doing the hands-over-their-hearts chakra thingie as they bowed. Jesse knew the routine now.

* * *

When Kyle exited the yoga studio, he couldnt help a smile as he spotted Jesse waiting for him. The tall young man caught a lot of looks, in his cowboy boots and battered brown leather jacket, his dark hair in his blue eyes. All those looks he ignored, his gaze firmly fixed on Kyle.

He slung an arm around him.
 “How did orientation at the university go?” Kyle asked. He couldnt help wanting Jesse to make the most of his opportunities. Mac would have wanted it too. And it had eased the last of his concerns about being with him. If Jess had more than his relationship with Kyle, he would always have something of his own.
 “Okay.” Jesse waited until they were outside in the parking lot before pulling Kyle into his arms. They shared a kiss that made Kyle moan, sagging against the studios brick wall.
 Jesse reached down and cupped Kyle through his loose yoga pants.
 “Are we still on to see that tattoo artist?” Jesse asked as he stroked Kyles hardened prick. “Or do you need me to take care of this first?”
 “Please, Jess,” Kyle whispered. It had gotten easier to ask, beg even. They both enjoyed it whenever Jesse brought him to that point.
 “I think I want it now too,” Jesse said, snagging Kyles wrist and his leather knapsack and leaving the helmets with his bike.
 Kyle didnt question him, giving himself over. Jesse pulled open a rusty door that led to what looked like a maintenance room with warm pipes running through it and the sound of machinery humming. He hit the light.
 “Youve cased this place,” Kyle said.
 Jesse smirked. “Yep.” He raised a brow. “Why are you still dressed?”
 Kyles heart thudded as he recognized the special commanding tone of voice. Hed never thought hed go for playacting, but sometimes they did it. Now Jesse had assumed the role of the biker leader, and Kyle was expected to act his captive.
 He quickly slipped out of his loose yoga wear, his head falling back as Jesse took hold of his cock, stroking it.
 Kyle whimpered.
 “Do you need the gag?” Jesse whispered, eyes summer-sky bright with excitement as he watched Kyle.
 Kyle knelt at his feet, wrapping his arms around one of Jesses legs. “Yes.” He loved his gag almost as much as his plug with the tails. Hed been right that when he walked a certain way, hed inflame Jesse with the tail on that thing. And Kyle had surprised himself with how much he liked to entice Jesse, how much he enjoyed teasing and flirting.
 Jesse pulled their favorite toy out of his bag and wasted no time in fitting Kyle into it. Kyle felt his desire rise as he rubbed his face against Jesses thigh. Jesse teased him about how Kyle shouted when he came. They used it at home to muffle his sounds.
 He rutted against Jesses leg, feeling the jeans loosen as Jesse undid them.
 Kyle fell down on his back, without caring the floor was cold and unyielding against his bare skin. He looked up at Jesse.
 Jesse nudged his legs open wider with one cowboy boot before planting it firmly on Kyles stomach. He held his gaze.
“Please, Jess.”
 “Get ready for me,” Jesse rasped, stepping back to pull lube and a condom out of his knapsack.
 Kyle raised his legs, pulling them against his chest. His body was throbbing, on fire to feel Jesse inside him, taking him.
 Jesse lubed him up, still staring into Kyles eyes. He always wanted Kyle to acknowledge who it was who made love to him; Kyle knew it was a remnant of insecurity, so he had no problem giving himself completely, letting Jesse know how much he wanted, how much he needed.
 Without further preamble, Jesse mounted him, positioning his cock and shoving inside.
“Oh Christ!”
 “I offered to set my cowboy free one day and do you know what happened?” Jesse asked as he slid in and out, torturing Kyle with a slow fuck.
“I begged to be allowed to stay.”
 “Oh yeah. You like it when I shove you into the dirt of your vegetable garden and take you right there. But we kept the ankle chain, and I don’t allow you to wear clothing. I want you to remember your place, what I keep you for, so you’re ready to spread yourself for me whenever I want.”
 Kyle groaned around his gag at the image while Jesse sawed in and out of his body, one hand running over the leather strap. “I love it that you wear this for me. But tonight I want…” Jesses forehead creased.
 Reading him, loving him, and knowing this was still a big step for him, Kyle asked, “Jesse, let me play with your ass? You’re so sexy when you let me touch you. I’m the only one you’ve let pleasure you there, just like my cowboy and your biker.”
 Jesse pulled out with a gasp, panting. It was a moment before he and Kyle could shift gears, since it felt so good when Jesse took Kyle, when Kyle was squeezing Jesses cock while he rode him.
 “I think my biker must be in love with your cowboy. I think it must have been love at first sight when he saw him beside the road that day, because he lets him do him with his fingers.”
“Because he loves it,” Kyle agreed, giving Jesse a tender kiss. Jesse grunted softly, a sign he appreciated Kyles sensitivity.
 After giving them both a moment, hurting so good for it, Kyle shifted their positions so he had access. He lubed his fingers and gently broached his man, delving inside to tease Jesse so his body bowed from the floor, perspiration breaking out on Jesses face as he let Kyle in, moaning because he loved the feel of it, even though he resisted bottoming.
 Kyle splayed his fingers, taking time, wanting Jesse to like the process of being opened, wanting to make it as sexy for him.
 “Uh!” Jesse gasped.
“Sing for me,” Kyle said. “I want to fuck you so bad, God I’ve wanted to forever.”
 Jesse pushed his hand away, restless, impatient now, and snagged another condom. Kyles eyes rounded. Hed never let Kyle inside him, except for his fingers and occasionally his tongue.
 “On your back,” Jesse ordered in a hoarse voice, making it clear who would be in control.
 Kyle obeyed, breathing around the intense sensation of Jesse rolling a condom on him and then sitting on him. “Wait—”
 “Its okay, I, uh, have been using some of those plugs you like so much in me,” Jesse reassured. “I wanted to give this to you.”
Oh. Kyle processed that and felt his throat tighten. Jesse must have known how much Kyle ached to take him. “Jess.”
 Jesse held Kyles prick upright and slowly impaled himself on it.
 Kyle gave a muffled cry. Jesse felt so good, virgin tight despite the plugs, in command as he used Kyles prick, raising and lowering himself, his face at first shadowed with pain, but now lighting up as they experimented and finally Kyle prodded his pleasure spot.
 “You like being my toy,” Jesse said. “Dont you, cowboy?”
“Yes.”
 Jesse grabbed himself, pulling off as Kyle trembled under him, feeling muscles clamping him tight. His head moved from side to side, tormented.
 A hand smacked his thigh. “Come now!”
 Kyle screamed in his head, his toes curling, his body thrusting up as he came and came and came, the spasms long and sustained.
 “My nice toy is still firm,” Jesse said, his hand behind him, curling around Kyles prick as he rose on his knees, his eyes unfocused, his brown hair matted to his forehead. He let himself fall, and then his neck arched, and he spattered Kyles stomach and chest with spend.
 Sweaty and cum covered, Kyle stared up at Jesse, feeling his body aching with gentle satisfaction. Oh yeah, his Jesse took him so good.
 Laughing, he freed Kyles gag, giving him a very gentle kiss. “Do you know what youll ask for with your tattoo?”
 “I cant believe Im getting one.”
 “Dont start the age crap.” Jesses eyes flashed.
 Kyle gave a little smile. “Nope.” He leaned back on one arm, luxuriating, body happy and satiated with his sexy younger lover draped over him. “And yes, I know exactly what I want.”

* * *
 David inhaled deeply as he climbed onto the carriage via the hub on the tall wheel. When he was seated, Kyle handed him the lines. 
 Jesse passed him an envelope. “Put it in your shirt pocket. Open it when youre done.” 
 David gave it a curious glance but nodded and did as Jesse asked. “Okay…” He was about to take Hall in a circuit through Fall Festival, past all the people whod been gossiping about the Coulters since the spray paint incident. “Remember Im proud of you,” Kyle said, as if he could sense Davids apprehension.
 David cocked his head. “I havent done anything yet.”
 “Youre here, arent you?”
 David managed a nervous nod and gave Hall his first command, heading for the ring.

* * *

“Mr. and Mrs. Munroe?” Kyle asked, ducking under a fall-leaf-festooned awning to confront Sam Munroes parents. Hed been hoping to find them here, along with most of the town.

Sams father nodded, a wary look in frosty gray eyes. Theyd been warm the day of the picnic until hed hustled his daughter quickly away in the aftermath. Fuck, Kyle still winced over it. Served him right, he guessed, for doling out sushi and orchids when he was at heart a simple cowboy. But what he wanted to share now was something simple.

“I wanted a moment to talk to you,” Kyle said. “David is friends with your daughter.”
 “We dont want her associating with him anymore,” Mr. Munroe said flatly.
 Kyle shook his head, determined. “No, I think you mean, sir, you dont want her associating with me. Mac Coulter was my partner for many years. Had he lived, wed be together now, but Ive learned that when you are lucky enough to find love again, you take it by the horns, and you run with it.”
 Mrs. Munroe swallowed. “You can see how it looks, you being involved with someone so much younger. It took everyone by surprise.”
 Kyles face hardened. “I guess you have to decide what to worry about, how things look or what your heart tells you is truth.” He tipped his hat to the couple. “Enjoy the festivities.”

* * *

Adjusting his tie, David shifted nervously on the seat. Halls head came up as they waited for their turn in the ring before the judges, and David concentrated on the breathing techniques Kyle had been teaching him from yoga. He knew Hall was picking up on his nerves so he had to cool it.

He caught the eye of someone in the crowd. Sam, standing next to Thomas. She gave him a shy wave. Did that mean they were friends again?
 Before he could follow that thread, the bell rang, and he was up. He took his cowboy hat off and nodded respectfully to the judging panel before his hands tightened ever so carefully on the lines, and he and Hall began their circuit.
 “Over, over, over… Whoa!”
 Hall maneuvered into place, and David took another deep gulp of air. Halfway around. So far he thought Hall had performed really well, and they had a chance. He wanted that for Kyle, because Kyle loved his draft horses and his business was really all so he could feed them and keep them working, give them a home and a place the way he had David.
 “Last part of our tournament today…” the announcer was saying before David tuned him out. He had Hall unhitched now and looked up with surprise when Sam was one of the people helping him secure the Percheron to another rig in the short time given. He hadnt been mistaken; she was really there, and hed also glimpsed her mother in the crowd. What the fuck?
 He stared at her, at her hair in her eyes, at the way she held his gaze. Thomas was also nearby; hed been hanging out a lot with Sam since shed retreated from David.
 “Good luck,” Sam whispered. “David, when this is over, can I call you?”
 “Thanks, and, uh, yeah, I guess.” David was up in the carriage, ready to prove Hall had the versatility to look sharp behind the more ornate rig, dressed with Kyles specially grown fall flowers, for the last part of the competition. He saw Kyle and Jesse sitting close together in the stands, watching him.
 And then Hall picked up speed, and all David heard were the deep drumbeats of his horses hooves. He gave his first command, working with his horse as part of a team, just the way Kyle and Jesse had taught him. The faces of the crowd blurred.

* * *

Splashing through water, Hall was smooth and unruffled by the final challenge. David could hear the crowd cheering. He slowed Hall to a dignified pace. Had they finished well?

Now Davids heart seemed to pound louder in his ears, agonizing. Kyle took Halls reins, and they waited to hear the numbers. Tense, David blinked on seeing the final tally. He looked at Kyle, at Jesse and Sam.

You won ! Jesse mouthed, smiling, because he seemed to get Davids astonishment. David wasnt sure he believed it until the mayor put a wreath around Halls neck, patting him with affection, and Marjorie came to crow over the blue ribbon earned by her favorite soon-to-be intern. Hed won something? It reminded him of the note Jess had given him before he started his round, so he pulled out the envelope and read the joint letter from Kyle and Jess:

From Jesse: Kyle can’t stand the thought of you on a bike. PS: Sorry. From Kyle: Find the keys to my old truck here in the envelope. You’re right; it’s time you were driving more than a carriage. PS: Jesse and I are proud of you.
* * *

Back home that night Kyle ordered takeout since they hadnt had time for cooking with all the excitement. Some of the leftover leaves and flowers that had adorned Hall were in a vase in the center of the table. Jess and David had made no remark about Kyles fussing with the plants, but theyd both smiled indulgently on seeing the display. Next to the Chinese lanterns and fall leaves was Hall and Davids blue ribbon, which Kyle couldnt wait to have framed so it could go on display in their hallway. He wanted David to see it every day.

“I heard you on the phone with Sam,” Kyle said now without caring if his fishing had to be obvious.
 “Yeah, her mom came over and apologized to me after Hall and I won. It was weird. Im going to do homework at Sams place Tuesday night.”
 “Uh-huh,” Jesse said, raising his eyebrows at Kyle so Kyle wondered if hed seen him talking to Sams parents. “Weird, but good weird. Just like…this!” Jesse held up his fortune.
 “Hey, same one as me and Kyle,” David said. He ignored the two men when Jesse put a possessive hand just above Kyles lower back, where his new tattoo stretched.
 Kyle could imagine them back in their room later, when he was naked and his young partner knelt behind him, ardently pressing his lips against the inked lucky horseshoe with the initial M in one corner and in the center the words Jesse Always. “They probably ran out of sayings for these cookies,” David scoffed, and three fortunes fluttered to the battered maple table. You will take a chance and win.
 But Kyle thought this time fate had got it right.
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