
        
            
                
            
        

    For Willa Okati NO ONEcan see their reflection in running water. It is only in still water that we can see.
 —Taoist Proverb 

Chapter One

M
ORGAN GALLAGHER was waiting on a patient, Tom Hershey. Tom’s wife Ellen had passed away a week ago and Morgan was worried about the elderly man, who had a bad heart. It was late and Morgan rolled his shoulders, feeling the stiffness of his three a.m. morning. He’d had to go over to the Bronson Ranch and stitch up one of the cowhands who’d been in a brawl Saturday night.

Yawning, Morgan let his gaze move with familiar disinterest through Sylvan’s old mission church. He liked the new windows that folks had chipped in for, especially the one dedicated to Luke the Healer; the man’s face looked appropriately tired to Morgan’s eyes, for someone who took care of others. As he waited for Tom to finish chatting with Reverend Doyle, his gaze passed on and collided—bam!— with hazel eyes brimming with unshed tears.

Morgan’s breath hitched and his heartbeat picked up, even as the stranger looked away, his fawn-colored hair flattened from wearing the cowboy hat that rested on the pale wooden pew. But what Morgan also noticed along with the eyes were the man’s tanned hands, clenching the wooden seat in front of him.

He was tall and thin—maybe a bit too thin to Morgan’s critical eye. He possessed the muscular upper body of a man who worked hard out of doors, typical in their Western town. In his bleached jeans’ pocket, Morgan saw leather work gloves sticking out.

Throat tight as he remembered the look in those beautiful eyes, the blues and greens reminding Morgan of labradorite, he moved forward, feeling compelled to offer his help to the stranger.

But just then Reverend Doyle took his arm, startling Morgan. He didn’t catch what the man said, but then Tom was there and Morgan shoved aside the unsettling connection he’d experienced with the man sitting in the pew. He wanted to make sure Tom was taking his medicine, getting plenty of rest, and maybe he’d suggest he join the local senior’s bridge club, so the older man wouldn’t feel so alone.

By the time Morgan had satisfied himself he’d done right by Tom; his gaze went automatically to the blond pew where he’d spotted the cowhand.
 It was empty. The man was gone. L
UKEWALKERshoved his hair off his forehead and replaced his hat as he exited the small mission by the lakeside of Sylvan. He didn’t know why he’d gone in there, since God knew how long it had been since he’d been in a church, but he was so tired, and he’d hoped maybe he might find… something. Inspiration. Hope.

Instead, he’d sat there, fighting tears, and met the compassionate blue eyes of a lean stranger wearing a blue work shirt and jeans, but not quite looking like a man who worked out of doors. He’d had the feeling the man had read everything in his face, so he’d ducked away as soon as his attention was elsewhere.

He shook his head as he retraced his steps back to his truck and horse trailer. He’d found nothing in the church to help him in practical terms. His meager savings were almost gone, and he couldn’t find work because of Jessica. His last job had involved leaving civilization far behind, taking people on trail rides deep into a national park, and he’d loved it, but it wasn’t something he could do now.

The dark voice inside him whispered that maybe it was time to give her up. That he’d never counted on this. That this was not what he’d wanted.

But as he got closer to his old truck, he caught her thin cry, and the sound seemed to wrap around his guts. He unlocked the passenger door, feeling immediately guilty for leaving her, even for the few minutes he’d snatched thinking she was safely asleep.

She wasn’t asleep now. Her blue eyes were open as he raised his newborn baby girl high into his arms, rocking her gently. He thought she liked that, but hell, what did he know?
 “Jessie,” he whispered. “Jessie girl.” She made a fretful sound and on instinct, since he’d lived in fear the two weeks since he’d had her, Luke touched her forehead. She felt much warmer than she had when he’d gone in the church. Did she have a fever?
MORGANexited the church, still musing on the mysterious stranger he’d glimpsed. His eyes had been so tormented. Maybe he should ask Reverend Doyle if he knew him?

He grimaced, because he was aware that his attention had also been caught by basic attraction. He couldn’t help it; cowboys with sandy hair and rangy, muscular builds had always been his thing, ever since he read Shane. Maybe that was what had propelled him to come out West once he’d finished his residency in a Boston hospital: the hot, romantic dream of a cowboy of his own.

It hadn’t happened, of course, so instead, what had compelled him to stay was that people in the outlying farms and ranches around the Sylvan area really needed a doctor. He knew he’d saved lives and helped people in this town, so it did make up a little for having little life outside his work.

A baby’s cry made him look toward a tree-shadowed part of the cracked asphalt parking lot, and there he was, the tall, sandy-haired man of mystery wearing his cowboy hat… and holding a baby.

The man’s face was tight as he looked over at Morgan, who had hesitated by his SUV. “Is everything all right?” Morgan called gently.

“I don’t… shit, I don’t know!” the stranger rasped. His beautiful eyes were frightened. He was holding the baby all wrong.

Morgan unlocked his vehicle and pulled out his bag before striding over to the stranger. He held those hazel eyes calmly, trying to impart silent reassurance.
 “You a doctor, Mister?” the man asked him.
 “Yes,” Morgan said. “I’m Dr. Morgan Gallagher. I have a clinic at a homestead I own about a mile from here.” “Luke Walker.” Luke watched anxiously as Morgan studied the baby’s face. 
 “What seems to be the problem?” Morgan asked gently. “I think she’s running a fever,” Luke said. He flushed. “I’m not sure I can pay you. I was going to try the emergency clinic in Glenda Falls, since they take charity patients.”

“That’s a long way from here. I’m sure we can work something out,” Morgan offered. No way could he send off a possibly sick child when he might be able to help. “We’d probably be better to head to my clinic, however, so I can examine her.”
 Luke’s jaw bunched. “I’d be obliged, only if there is some way to pay you back, I’d rather work for it.” Morgan nodded, understanding pride. “I’m sure I can find something. Follow me back to my clinic,” he said briskly.

L
UKEfollowed Morgan’s SUV down an unpaved track with birch trees bending over the road, some in danger of falling over and blocking it; didn’t the doctor know to remove them if they were too weighed down by winter snows? Otherwise, they could be a real pain in the ass.

They passed some outbuildings made of logs, some with saplings spurting up from the roofs, the fall meadows surrounding them dotted with late purple coneflowers, blue asters, and wild roses already swollen with reddish hips. A few early fallen leaves rolled from under the passage of the vehicle ahead of him like scattered gold coins.

Luke pulled up outside a log farmhouse with a green roof opposite a dilapidated barn and a corral that had been left to rot and fall down in sections. He couldn’t help but shake his head at the decay. Maybe the doctor didn’t care, but this was good land and it was a shame.

For a moment, looking at his daughter, who was sleeping again from the movement of the truck, he wondered why it was he’d instantly felt trust in a stranger. But something about Dr. Morgan Gallagher had touched him. His blue eyes had been full of genuine concern, and there had been a strange… feeling that Luke had experienced from the first moment he’d seen Morgan in the church.

“ WELL, it’s not a fever,” Morgan said finally after he’d carefully examined Jessica, pulling the stethoscope from his ears.
 Luke’s shoulders slumped and he let out a deep breath. “Shit,” he whispered. “How long have you been taking care of your daughter?” Morgan probed, seeing familiar new-parent exhaustion in Luke’s eyes… and something more—a trace of the despair that he’d glimpsed in the mission.
 “Two weeks,” Luke said. “You sure she’s okay? She was so hot.” “She was warm from sleeping and the stuff she was wearing. See? She’s cooler to the touch now. Newborns can’t regulate their temperature as efficiently as older children. So she’s three months?”
 “Yes sir, just a day over.” Luke scrubbed his face, his fingers rasping against his growing beard. “And her mother?” Morgan continued to probe gently. He knew there was a story here, and probably not a very happy one.
 “Zelda Mancuso. She, uh, was a waitress in a road house I met in a town about a hundred miles from here.” “She didn’t want the baby?” Morgan guessed. “No,” Luke said with a sigh. “She told me she just wasn’t cut out to be a parent. Then she took off and left Jessie with me.”

“That’s rough,” Morgan said. He watched Luke caress Jessie’s cheek, seeing love and pain in the hazel eyes. The man had to be overwhelmed by the sudden crushing responsibility of a new baby. “I imagine you’ve felt that way too.”

Luke swallowed but didn’t speak. Instead, he shrugged before reaching into the heavy baby’s bag he’d brought into Morgan’s clinic for a fresh diaper.
 “When was the last time you had a good night’s sleep?” Morgan asked gently. Luke had the baby covered now, obviously having a lot of experience changing diapers. He gave a rusty laugh. “You know, I can’t remember. It seems like a blur of terror, the past two weeks. I don’t think I’m cut out to be a father.”

“I don’t think anyone feels that way at first,” Morgan said. “But if you can eat right and get some rest it would be better for both you and Jessie.” He hesitated to take Luke to task for leaving the baby alone in his truck earlier… maybe he’d get a chance to bring it up another time. Luke was out of his depth, and making him feel worse wouldn’t be constructive for him or Jessie.

Luke’s lips tightened, and Morgan could bet he’d been living on caffeine and fast food. “I can’t seem to find a job right now, but I’ve worked all my life, Doc—”

“Call me Morgan,” Morgan found himself offering. “Jessie is my patient, not you.” For some reason, Morgan wanted to hear his name on Luke’s lips. He shoved some of his shaggy brown hair out of his eyes and went to wash his hands in the small sink.
 “I’m good for it, though,” Luke continued. “I’m not worried about that, Luke,” Morgan reassured him. As he dried his hands with a paper towel, Morgan was struck by a sudden, slightly insane inspiration. He knew he was tired and he should think on it, but he had a feeling Luke and Jessie might head back on the road soon if he didn’t act. “Luke, you have the look of a working man.”

Having finished with Jessie, Luke looked over at Morgan. “Yes, Doc,” he said. “I never had any trouble finding a job before.”
 “Before you had a newborn, you mean.” Morgan’s lips twitched in sympathy. 
 Luke nodded, rubbing the back of his neck. “It does complicate things.” “I have a housekeeper, Luke,” Morgan said. “Gena Gardenia Anderson.” His lips pulled into a smile at the way Luke’s eyes widened at the unusual name. “Her mother was kind of a hippy, but Gena is very responsible, the oldest daughter from a family of six kids. She could probably watch over Jessie if you would consent to stay on and do some work for me.”
 Luke’s beautiful hazel eyes widened. “You’re offering me a job?” “Well, yes,” Morgan said. “I’m still a bit of a greenhorn, I admit, and this place is falling down, which seems a shame. Sometimes I think it might be nice to keep some horses and improve my riding. I occasionally rent one for an afternoon from a stable on the other side of town when I can catch the time.”
 Luke shook his head. “You couldn’t keep them now, unless you wanted them to wander off.” Morgan nodded in rueful agreement. “Plus, I admit I wouldn’t know how to take care of them, nor would I have the time, with my unpredictable doctor’s hours. I figured you would, since you have a horse trailer.”

“Yeah, it’s for my gelding, Sable, a Rocky Mountain Horse.” Luke cleared his throat. “He’s first class on trail rides. I, uh, was going to put him up for sale.”

“I don’t know if the barn is fit for him, but you’re welcome to stable him here tonight if you want to think on this,” Morgan said. “I really do need you. If I’d had time, I would have hired someone months ago, so it looks like it might have been my lucky night.”

Luke held Morgan’s eyes, and again Morgan experienced that flash of connection he’d felt in the church. He tried to shove it aside. He merely wanted to help Luke. It was obvious he was straight. Somehow, Morgan was going to have to keep his liking of the tall, rangy body and Luke’s steady hazel eyes to himself.
 “You’d be doing me a favor,” Luke rasped, looking down at his daughter. Morgan wanted to ask if Luke had been tempted to give up his child, but some subjects were too painful to share with a stranger.

“Why don’t you see if you can make use of one of the stalls in the barn for your horse. I can watch Jessie while you do that.” Luke, let me help you.

“The barn might do for my horse, but where would Jessie and I stay?” Luke shook his head. “Your out buildings look like they need some work.”

Morgan blinked, not having thought it out yet. “There is a guest room in the loft if you don’t mind your bedroom being open to the great room from below.”

“No, I don’t care, as long as you don’t mind that Jessie has yet to sleep through the night.” Luke gave a rueful laugh. “And here I thought going in that mission was a waste of time.” He looked at Morgan. “I asked for help.”
 Morgan suppressed the urge to reach out and touch the back of Luke’s hand. “I want to help you,” he said. 

Chapter Two

I
T GOTcold out in the barn, the autumn night air stinging Luke’s cheeks as he led Sable carefully out of the trailer. His horse looked like some exercise would do him good; Luke felt bad, because, until he’d wound up with an infant daughter to care for, Sable had been his family, the only constant in his life as he’d wandered from ranch to ranch. He’d ached over the need to sell him, but had been beginning to feel that it probably would be the best thing for his horse. But now… well, now maybe he had more options, though he was afraid to hope.

Was Morgan for real, or was Luke just letting his growing desperation and his exhaustion do his thinking? He sighed, since usually he had a good sense of people. When he thought of that first look they’d exchanged in the mission, he felt as if Morgan had wanted to reach out.

The barn had more holes than upright walls, but one corner seemed a likely place to house his horse. Luke first raked out the stall, disturbing a family of mice that made his horse stamp his hooves. “You’re much bigger than they are,” Luke teased him. “So cut that out.”

Once the stall was cleaned out, he gave Sable a quick brushing and settled him in with a fresh feedbag for the night. He latched the stall door closed and gave his horse a last look.

“I wonder what you’d make of Morgan, boy?” he mused. Wiping his sweaty forehead, Luke considered the doctor’s gentle manner. He’d been good with Jessie, handling her more expertly than Luke did, if he were honest with himself. And he knew more about what to expect from a baby. Luke only had some time at the library, surfing the net and trying to find out all he could.

Despite the shoddy state of his outbuildings and land, the doctor appeared to be in good shape, Luke noted as he left the barn. Luke also liked his warm blue gaze and brown hair. He didn’t seem a flashy man, but capable.

M
ORGANwas sitting in a rocking chair in his kitchen with Jessie in his arms when the screen door creaked and Luke walked in. His face was rosy from the chill in the air. He wiped his boots off on the mat by the door, looking a little hesitant.
 “Leave them on if you like,” Morgan said. “It’s just old hardwood floors with bound rugs. Nothing fancy.” Luke relaxed, nodding. He went to the kitchen sink and washed his hands, and while he dried them, his hazel eyes softened on his daughter’s face. “You forget sometimes that she can seem like an angel.”
 “Um. I imagine around four a.m. when she won’t go to sleep,” Morgan noted. 
 Luke smiled shyly. “Yeah. You’re really good with her.” “It’s been a while since I’ve been spoiled with this much time with a healthy baby,” Morgan said, carefully passing Jessie into her father’s arms. He studied the other man for a moment, watching as he settled Jessie against him. “She maybe has your chin.”
 “You think so?” Luke asked. His face briefly glowed. “I’m probably a little punchy.” “You need some rest, and she seems down for the count now she’s been fed and burped.” Morgan pointed the way for his new houseguest into the great room. It was a large space with a wooden stove in the center and a fireplace made of river rock. Homemade log furniture was placed on islands of seating groups anchored with rag rugs.
 “This is… nice,” Luke noted, looking immediately at ease with Morgan’s home. 
 “I do get bats that get in sometimes,” Morgan felt he had to warn. “I have to get someone to take a look at the roof.” “I’ll go up tomorrow if you have a ladder,” Luke offered. “I’m not a carpenter, but I’m pretty handy.” 
 “I have a shed with all kinds of woodworking supplies left over from the woman who built this homestead.” “A woman? She did a damn good job.” “Better than I have, I know.” Seeing the weariness in Luke’s eyes, Morgan cut short the tour. “My room is through there,” he pointed to a door cut of logs at the far end of the room. “There’s another guest room right under the staircase, and then the loft is yours….”

Morgan led the way up the stairs, grazing a hand over a mobile made by the former resident out of Sylvan beach wood and seashells. At the top of the stairs, the loft stretched out the rest of the length of the cabin, a doublesized bed made of homespun logs under a window.
 But it was the cradle that made Luke pause, also made by hand with tall spindles. “Oh, man,” he whispered. “It was just here,” Morgan said. “More of that luck, I guess. You can move it close to the bed if you want. And here, you want me to hold her while you get settled? I don’t have baby bedding, but you can probably improvise tonight with some of the blankets and sheets. They’re all new and freshly washed.”

Luke handed Jessie back to Morgan, and Morgan paced back and forth with the baby while Luke sorted through the pile of bedding at the end of his bed, rigging something up for Jessie.
 “She may mess up this bedding,” Luke warned. “That’s what the washing machine is for.” Morgan wasn’t too worried. He liked holding Jessie for Luke while he watched the other man. Luke looked to be in about his midtwenties, about ten years younger than Morgan, and yet his tanned face was weathered by harsh experience. Man, he was appealing. And Morgan had to keep that thought to himself.

Instead, he concentrated on Jessie; but before he knew it, Luke was done, the cradle moved up so it was within touching distance of the bed.

“I’ll leave the light on downstairs so if you need to heat up some formula, you can find your way to the kitchen easily.”

“She will wake up sometime. And then she’ll wake you up,” Luke said, still looking uncertain over Morgan’s proposed arrangement.

“I’m a doctor, so I don’t always sleep through the night. I should warn you that if I get a call, I might have to go somewhere or help someone in my clinic.”

Luke sat on the bed with Jessie, his fawn hair rumpled, blond stubble on his lower jaw and chin. His blue work shirt was slightly open, revealing a tanned throat and the wisp of soft brown-blond hair on his chest. Morgan swallowed, flashing to what it would be like to put his hand there, feel Luke’s heart beating, touch his warm, healthy skin.
 He cleared his throat. “Well… goodnight.” 
 “Yeah, goodnight, Doc,” Luke called. “And… thanks.” M
ORGANlit a fire in the great room, since he felt too wound up to sleep. He didn’t think the dancing light or the slight crackle of wood burning would disturb Jessie or Luke.

He settled into a wooden chair and wished he hadn’t given up smoking. He could use something now to soothe himself from thinking so much that he found it impossible to rest.

Above, he caught the creak of wood and then a tall, man-shaped shadow moved around. It was Luke, taking off his shirt.

Morgan’s breath caught in his throat as he watched the shadow above, knowing he should look away. The soft sound of metal—Luke opening his belt?—and finally the groan of the mattress as Luke climbed into bed.

Whoa. Morgan’s heart was pounding and he felt even further away from sleep than before. As he watched the log consumed by licking gold flame, he decided he’d have to tell Luke that he was gay. Not because anything would happen between them, but because… he wanted Luke to know. He’d have to, if he was going to stay under Morgan’s roof.

As his head fell back on the chair and he watched the play of light through half-closed eyes, Morgan wondered if that would drive the other man away.

He hoped not, since despite his inconvenient attraction to Luke, which he would keep under wraps, he sincerely wanted to help him and Jessie.

L
UKEwoke up when sunlight warmed the top of his head through the window. He blinked a moment, not sure where he was, but that was a familiar feeling for a wanderer like him.
 Then he sat up, panicked, and looked over at Jess. The baby was sleeping, one palm open near her head like a little, pale, open heart. Luke’s heart settled down, staring at her. He couldn’t remember the last time she’d slept this long. Maybe the constant travel from motel to motel had upset her, though Luke had had no choice.
 “I have coffee on,” Morgan called from the stairs in a very soft voice, obviously not wanting to wake Jessie. Luke carefully got up, pulling on his jeans over his boxers, and then, barefooted and -chested, and shivering a little from the slight chill, he walked over to the top of the stairs.

Morgan’s blue eyes widened when he saw him and he immediately looked away. “I can bring it up so you can stay with Jessie.”
 “What time is it?” Luke asked, shoving his bed hair out of his eyes. 
 “After nine.” Morgan looked a little smug when he met Luke’s gaze again briefly. “She slept well, mmmm?” “Better than she has since I got her,” Luke confessed with feeling. “And it sure did me a world of good.” “You do look better.” Again, Morgan cleared his throat. Then he suddenly blurted, “Luke, I’m gay.” 
 Luke stared, not sure what to say. “Are you?” he finally replied. 
 Color stung Morgan’s cheeks as he swallowed. Obviously, this was hard for the other man. 
 “I just thought you should know,” Morgan said. “I don’t keep it a secret so folks in town know.” “Okay, then,” Luke said, still feeling blank. He guessed Morgan wanted him to know since they’d be living together. Uh, under the same roof, that was. “I’m sorry I slept so long. I wanted to get an early start… take a look at your roof.”

Morgan breathed out a sigh. “No… worry over that later. When Jessie’s ready to eat, bring her to the kitchen, since Gena should be by soon. I know you’ll want to meet her. Oh, and the bathroom’s through the kitchen. There is a pack of fresh razors under the sink and lots of other stuff on hand if you need anything.”

Morgan was still avoiding his eyes, but his shoulders had relaxed. He hesitated and then made to head back down the stairs.

Luke called, “I don’t care.”
 “Excuse me?” Morgan’s blue eyes shot to Luke’s face.

Luke swallowed. “I don’t care if you’re gay.” He ran his hands over his jeans in a nervous gesture. “Jessie slept through the night. Thank you.”
 Morgan’s face thawed. “I’m making scrambled eggs.” 

Chapter Three

M
ORGAN’Shousekeeper, Gena, had a curvaceous figure and bright red hair and green eyes, reminding Luke vaguely of a pretty Christmas ornament. In her thirties, she was normally Luke’s type for a one-nighter, though he felt nothing this morning other than relief that Jessie had experienced her first good night since he’d become her full-time father.

Or maybe it wasn’t merely parenthood that had crushed his libido into the dust. Before he’d known Jessie existed, he’d been dissatisfied, restlessly searching for… something. He’d spent most of his life since he’d moved out from his former rodeo star father’s apartment wandering. The funny thing was that Luke had always wanted a home, a family, roots… but somehow no woman he met seemed like the person he’d been searching for.

Now with Jessie on his hands, maybe it was better that he’d given up. He didn’t have the time or freedom any more to meet someone special. And who would want a cowboy who had no money and a kid? At this point, he could barely afford to rent a DVD to watch with someone.

So he ignored Gena’s speculative glances when Morgan first introduced her before the doc had headed into his clinic to see his morning patients.

“You know Morgan’s gay, right?” she asked once they were alone in the kitchen. Jessie was in Luke’s arms, sleepy again from her breakfast. She was very relaxed under Morgan’s roof; in the past, when Luke would be pulling out of the parking lot of a motel at this time of the morning, she got fretful.

“He told me.” Luke’s voice was a little chilly, like the autumn morning shining golden through the kitchen windows.
 “You disapprove?” Gena took a sip of her coffee, watching Luke. “No…. Not of him. I mean,” Luke sighed, wishing he was better with words, but he’d barely finished high school. “I just don’t feel comfortable with talking about him.”

Gena’s face softened. “You’ve really taken to him.” She cleared her throat. “I mean, as a friend and employee, of course.”
 “Of course,” Luke echoed. “I’m glad. Morgan’s a really good man. I think he works too much because he’s lonely. Having a friend would be a good thing for him.”
 “It might be a good thing for me too,” Luke said with some feeling. 
 “So Jessie’s mom just… dumped Jessie and ran?” “Pretty much. I woke up with a hangover and a baby on the bed next to me,” Luke remembered ruefully. “She did write me a note on how to take care of Jessie.”

“That’s some morning after!” Morgan put in, coming into the kitchen to refill his coffee mug. He was wearing a medical coat, his brown hair still damp around his ears, Luke noticed. Well, they’d had to share the bathroom to shave since Luke had been out of shaving cream. It had been a bit strange to be in the same steamy space, both of them wearing towels around their waists, Jessie propped up with pillows at the bathroom door so Luke could keep an eye on her. Strange because he’d been wildly conscious of Morgan’s confession that he was gay. He’d scolded himself that it was no different from sharing space with a guy in the gym, but Luke found himself wondering if the other man might find him attractive.

“It was definitely a morning after for the record books,” Luke agreed now, glad to push aside the unsettling thoughts of sharing a bathroom with Morgan. “But if I can just find regular work, I won’t complain.”

“You know I’ll need a lot done around here, and I still want to talk about maybe fixing up the barn so I can keep a couple of riding horses,” Morgan said seriously. “But I know that Leif Gunnar is always looking for workers for his construction company, and Charlie LaFountaine runs a big spread not far from here. He also always needs good men.”

Luke scratched his chin, considering. Suddenly, it seemed like he had options. “I’ll be happy to get started looking at your roof now. When do you want the barn rebuilt?”
 “Rebuilt? It’s that bad, huh?” “More than half of it is in fall-down shape,” Luke said. He looked down at his daughter and then over at Gena, who was sipping her coffee and listening silently to the conversation with interest. He bit his lip. “But I can repair the corral with fresh wood this week after a trip to the lumberyard.”

“Look, why don’t you just keep coming in here to check on Jessie?” Morgan suggested, as if easily reading the unease in Luke’s gut. “Gena will watch her while she cleans the house and does some cooking, and I’ll be in and out. If you get a little worried, just leave what you’re doing and look in on her, and if she needs you, stay with her.”

Luke’s throat tightened. He cleared it. “Thank you,” he said, liking Morgan more and more. The guy had to be crazy if he thought the fact he was gay was enough to drive Luke from staying here! Jessie liked this place. She was calmer. Had she been picking up on Luke’s growing depression and worry?

“Do you mind if I keep her in my office for a little while?” Morgan asked, face softening as he reached out and gently brushed a finger against Jessie’s cheek. “I have some paperwork to do.”

Luke lifted Jessie up and Morgan took her. “She really likes you,” Luke noted. It was stupid. Just yesterday he’d been thinking he’d have to give Jessie up, and now he felt a little anxious that someone else had her. He took a deep breath, reminding himself he wasn’t going far. He was going to work around the cabin today and check out the barn. If he could rig up something temporary for the corral, he’d shoot Sable out so the horse could get a little exercise.
 “You’re lucky to have her,” Morgan said. Lucky. Luke hadn’t felt that way since Jessie had come into his life. But maybe… yeah.
MORGANsat back in his office chair, hearing the clatter of a ladder just outside his window as Luke moved it into place to check the roof. He’d been at it for a while, with only two visits so far to check on Jessie, who was currently sleeping in the leather chair opposite Morgan.

Luke appeared in the window just then, and his hazel eyes went to his daughter, so he missed the way Morgan’s hands clenched on his pen and he had to take a deep breath… because Luke had removed his shirt, and was wearing just worn blue jeans and cowboy boots and healthy sweat.

Morgan forced himself to look away. Get a grip, Gallagher! He’d shared a bathroom with Luke just that morning. It had to be his kink for cowboys firing his response, and yet why was it that the more he saw him, the more attractive he seemed?
 Nope, it was becoming a kink for Luke Walker. “ FINISHEDyour paperwork?” Luke climbed down the ladder to greet Morgan, who had Jessie on his lap as he sat on a log bench in the sunshine.

“No, I just wanted to get out for a little while. Not too many nice days like this one before winter comes,” Morgan said. “And I think Jessie appreciates it too.”

Luke lifted his white T-shirt and put it back on, feeling weirdly self-conscious with Morgan there. Why? But it felt like something was humming in the air. He used a corner of his shirt to wipe the sweat from his face and caught Morgan looking at his stomach. He almost looked down at it himself to see what the other man was looking at.
 “Did you finish looking over the roof?” Morgan asked after he cleared his throat. “Yes sir. I think the bats are getting in through a hole near the fireplace. I can probably patch it, but you’ll need to replace the roof in a few years.”

“But it’s all right for now?” Morgan looked relieved, which made sense with the work he wanted done on the outbuildings.
 “I think so. The woman who built this place knew what she was doing.” 
 Morgan grimaced. “Better than me. I was hoping I’d get to see your horse.” Luke nodded. “I’m off to the barn now. I checked on Sable earlier, but if I can rig something up, I’d love to let him loose in the corral.”
 “I’ll help you,” Morgan offered. “I’ve had enough of sitting around for one morning; I like to keep in shape.” “You’re not bad for a doctor,” Luke said, taking his daughter. N
OT bad? Did that mean that Luke thought Morgan was attractive? You really are a pathetic bastard, Morgan scolded himself.
 But it was Luke who brought it up. “Do you, uh, think
 I’m hot or something?” 
 Morgan took a deep breath and then forced himself to meet Luke’s eyes. “Yes,” he said flatly. 
 Luke’s hazel gaze considered him. “But that’s not why you offered me the job here.” 
 “No,” Morgan said, disgust heavy in his tone. “I’d never….” 
 Luke was nodding. “Didn’t think so.” B
UT Luke found himself curious about the other man as they put Jessie down nearby and worked to lift some fallen logs to close off the corral temporarily. “What is it like, being gay?”

“Challenging sometimes. My mom paid for medical school, since my father just about disowned me. I was lucky to have her. She worked two jobs to support me and my sister, managing to put us both through school.”
 “Do you see her and your sister often?” Morgan smiled. “Mom’s coming out for Christmas, I think. She thinks I work too hard. My sister Heather is a pediatrician, married about ten years now, so I don’t get to see her unless I visit Boston, usually.”

“Your mom sounds like a neat lady.” Luke used a wooden mallet to hammer in a post, gathering his thoughts. “This is a nice spread you have here. A place with roots,” Luke praised.

“That’s what I thought when I bought it. I always wanted a home and, uh, you know, someone to share it with,” Morgan finished awkwardly.

“Are you dating someone?” Luke blushed when the question just blurted out. What the hell…? But he’d always been impulsive.

“I do visit someone,” Morgan said. “He lives in a smaller town not too far from here, and we’ve been good friends for a while.”

“Oh.” Luke closed his mouth, forcing himself not to ask any more questions. Geez! Morgan hadn’t been so probing about his love life, not that he had one anymore.

“I go there for sex,” Morgan confessed baldly. He was flushing, but again he held Luke’s eyes, as if wanting him to get the message that Morgan wouldn’t be chasing after him.

“Uh-huh,” Luke said. He took a deep breath, and then, suddenly, he had to go into the barn, because this conversation…. “Watch Jessie for a sec?” he rasped.

He strode into the concealing shadows, seeing Sable raise his head. Soothed, he went to his horse, reaching out to stroke his dark head. He took a couple of deep breaths, his heart pounding.
 “Shit,” he muttered, wondering what had come over him. 

Chapter Four

L
UKEand Jessie had been living under Morgan’s roof a week when the subject of Morgan’s boyfriend came up again. During that time, Luke had shoved his unsettling thoughts pretty much from his head, successful because of Jessie, who mostly slept through the nights now—but not always— and the hard work of rebuilding Morgan’s barn.

Morgan had hired Leif Gunnar’s local construction company, so his guys worked with Luke during the days, as the autumn sun still had the power to make it pretty warm.

During this time, Luke also tried to make a little room for exercising Sable, though he still wasn’t comfortable riding too far from Morgan’s house and away from Jessie. Most days, he settled for riding back and forth over the unpaved road that led from the log cabin to the turn off onto the local road. It was also a good way to take a closer look at the outbuildings that Morgan wanted restored.

One night, Jessie wouldn’t settle, and Luke was pacing the loft with her, the lamp by the bed providing dim light. He was hoping she wouldn’t wake up Morgan, who had had a long day treating some patients with early flu bugs and a cowboy from a nearby ranch who had fallen off his horse and broken his leg. But when he heard the creak of the step just out of eyesight, he knew he’d failed.

“Sorry we woke you,” he called, letting Morgan know it was okay to come up. Morgan was respectful of Luke and Jessie’s space and never came all the way up the stairs without an invitation.

Morgan appeared, brown hair mussed around his face from sleep, eyes heavy. Luke figured he probably looked the same way. Only Jessie wanted to be up at this hour!

“I could make some hot cocoa for us,” Morgan offered. “Why don’t you come into the kitchen with her and we’ll have some.”

Luke nodded. Sometimes when he gave up trying to get Jess back to sleep and resigned himself to being awake was that when she fell asleep. Babies were very contrary, he’d discovered.

He followed Morgan down the stairs, the little mobile tinkling softly from the air disturbed by their passage. Since Luke had repaired the gap in the roof, they no longer had bats winging just below the peaked ceiling anymore. The cabin was a little shabby, but sound and comfortable. What Luke liked best about it was listening to the wind moving through the trees beyond his window in the loft; that and the soft starlight that lit his room.

In the kitchen, Morgan poured milk into a saucepan, yawning. He was wearing a blue T-shirt that fit tightly around his chest and some gray boxers. Luke noticed, not for the first time, that his new boss was lean and muscular for a doctor. He looked away from Morgan to his daughter, settling in one of the wooden chairs with her. “Are you sure you aren’t sick of us?” he asked Morgan for the tenth time. He couldn’t imagine why anyone in their right mind would want to be in the same house with a newborn night after night.

“I told you I’m used to snatching sleep when I can,” Morgan said, looking peaceful. “And sometimes medicine… it’s damned depressing. Telling someone they have cancer, or stitching them up and knowing they are in pain. It’s nice to be around a healthy baby.”

“Did you ever want kids?” Luke dared to ask. It had to be the late night inviting confidences, since he’d carefully avoided asking Morgan any more personal questions since that first time. He’d felt out of sorts for days afterwards, sometimes unable to sleep even when Jessie didn’t wake him up.

“Yeah, but it’s unlikely,” Morgan said, pulling out some mugs. “I don’t have a partner. I’ll have to settle for vicariously enjoying your Jessica.”

“You’re certainly getting to enjoy her tonight,” Luke said dryly. But Morgan really didn’t seem to mind. The truth was, he was as easy to live with as his house. He spent a lot of his time wearing glasses—doing paperwork or reading in the evenings—so Luke was left on his own. Sometimes Luke brought Jessie down to the great room and sat with Morgan, or walked through the woods near the cabin while Morgan watched her, which offered Luke time on his own.
 Morgan never pressed his company on Luke. “What a way to spend Friday night,” Luke continued. “In a million years, I never saw myself doing this.” “But you don’t regret it now,” Morgan said. He was mixing the cocoa powder into the milk now, and adding a little sugar and nutmeg, which was his own twist on it. Jessie had settled in Luke’s arms, blinking up at him, calmer now, as if she liked listening to the voices of the men talking.

“No, just… sometimes. I guess it’s like if you suddenly buy a dog and then you have to go out and walk him in a snowstorm. Times one thousand.”
 Morgan handed Luke his drink, settling in the chair opposite him. “Um,” he agreed. “So… why aren’t you with your, um, boyfriend?” Luke kept his eyes focused on the steam rising from his mug. “It being Friday night.”
 “He’s not—” Morgan cut himself off and bit his lip. “It’s casual with us.” 
 “Oh.” Luke felt out of his depth. He could feel his cheeks heating. “Right.” “He’s a professor at the local university,” Morgan went on to explain. “So usually we’ll do something cultural, like see foreign films.”

“I’m more into action movies than, um… guess I’m a cliché, huh?” He had so little in common with Morgan. He worked with his back and his hands, not his mind, and he was used to roughing it. He was used to one-nighters. Even if this thing that Morgan had going was casual, it was sure as hell more settled than anything Luke had ever experienced.

“I always had a thing for cowboys,” Morgan confessed, his gaze on Luke’s tanned hands where he held his baby daughter. “Laconic, capable, muscled, hard men in cowboy boots and jeans. There was this one gay stripper I used to….” Then he put his cup down abruptly. “Excuse me; I hope I didn’t make you feel uncomfortable. I think I’m a little punchy.”

“You didn’t,” Luke said. Wow. Did Morgan ever imagine Luke stripping out of his jeans? He swallowed hard. “So will you see your… friend on Saturday night?”
 “Actually, I will,” Morgan said. “I invited him here for dinner.” That freaked Luke out more than the cowboy stripper thing. What would he have to say to a professor, someone into foreign films? Or would Morgan expect the hired help and his daughter to make themselves scarce so he could be alone with the guy?

Morgan gave a rusty laugh. “I invited him here since I thought it might make you more comfortable with me.” He shook his head. “From the look on your face, I missed something. But last week, when you asked me those questions, I could see you were a little… confused.”

“I wasn’t sure what I was feeling,” Luke confessed, trying to match Morgan’s honesty. “You didn’t have to do that, invite him here for me. It’s your house.”
 “But I share it with you and Jessie now,” Morgan said. Then he flushed. “I think I overcompensated.” 
 “What will I say to him?” Luke asked. “I mean, I have never seen a film where they don’t speak English.” “You don’t have to impress him,” Morgan said gently. “Any more than I guess I needed to reassure you. Now I wish I hadn’t invited Steven….”

Luke wished he hadn’t, either, but it was Morgan’s house and his friend. But just how close were they, and would this Steven kiss and touch Morgan?

S
PLITTINGlogs by the barn the next morning, his shirt off, his body getting into the groove, Luke asked himself why he’d had such a dumb thought, about Morgan and Steven kissing in front of him. Why did it bother him so much? He’d honestly not cared when Morgan had told him he was gay, other than hoping he wouldn’t somehow say the wrong thing to him. His father had been a very tolerant man, maybe because he’d been a working man all his life, and he’d tried to teach Luke to respect someone based on their actions, not their differences.
 Whump! Splinters shot out and sections of log fell like slices from an orange. Would Morgan and Steven go into Morgan’s room?
 Whump! The axe got caught in the spine of wood and Luke left it, walking away with his hands on his hips. No, he answered his own question. Morgan was really focused on making Luke feel comfortable. He’d never do that. But would that mean that Morgan would follow his friend home after their dinner?

Luke shoved his hair off his forehead, annoyed with himself. What the hell was he thinking about this shit for all the time? It was none of his business.

“You look like a man with a lot on his mind,” Leif Gunnar noted. The tall, Nordic-looking guy was the owner of the construction company restoring the barn. He came by once or twice a day to make sure that work was going smoothly.
 Luke gave the other man a rueful look as he rubbed the back of his neck. “Yeah, I guess.” 
 Leif’s gray eyes moved over Luke’s face. “It must be rough, being a new father,” he said. That wasn’t what was eating at Luke, but of course, he couldn’t bring up the burr under his saddle over Morgan. It was too strange. “Can be,” he agreed.
 “I have the opposite problem,” Leif said. “My father can be a handful.” 
 Luke nodded, since he’d heard that from Leif’s men. “Are you finding it… easy living here with Morgan?” Leif asked, his gaze on his work gloves as he tugged them on. Luke instantly knew it was the gay thing, like when Gena had asked him. But as with Gena, he sensed this wasn’t idle gossip. “It’s different from what I’m used to,” he confessed.

“My partner Mal just moved in for the winter,” Leif said, a quiet glow lighting up his face. And oh, boy, that was why he’d brought up the topic with Luke…. “His cottage needs more work before it’s ready for a long winter.”

Luke understood Leif was letting him know he was someone that Luke could talk to, if he needed. Someone not Morgan. “I find myself thinking about him a lot,” he said. “Uh, that sounded odd. What I mean is… he has a boyfriend.”

“And that makes you uncomfortable?” Leif asked mildly. “Yes!”
 Leif’s eyes widened.
 Luke nudged a log so it rolled toward the woodpile he was building for winter. He was so finished with this topic. “The corral you built is good work,” Leif finally said. “If you ever want a job, look me up.” “Thanks,” Luke called, watching the other man walk away. He went back to the axe resting in the log, tugging it free and swinging again.

“ STEAKS, salad… French bread,” Morgan was itemizing with Gena when Luke walked in. His hair was cold around his neck since he’d used the hose outside to wash off his head and chest. Now his blue work shirt stuck in damp patches to his skin.
 Morgan’s gaze moved over him and then moved quickly away. “You like steak, don’t you?” he asked Luke. “Sure,” Luke said. At least it sounded like the menu was normal. He’d been worried this guy Steven would expect something fancy that Luke would have to choke down with a name he couldn’t possibly pronounce.

“Jessie’s sleeping here with us,” Gena put in, seeing Luke looking at his daughter. “She’s been an angel all morning.”
 “We can’t decide what to have for dessert,” Morgan went on absently. “How about sawdust,” Luke growled under his breath as he headed for the bathroom. But he heard Gena suggest apple pie.



Chapter Five

“ LUKE, can you bring out the steaks?” Morgan called from the wooden patio off the great room. As Luke grudgingly did as asked, he passed the long dining table, made up for company for the first time since he’d come to live with Morgan. Gena had even put reddened wild rose hips, late strawberries, and bright fall leaves in a vase in the center of the table. It did look nice, which didn’t seem to lighten Luke’s mood.

“Here,” he said, handing a big plate to Morgan, who was looking pleased as he fired up what looked like a space-age grill.
 “This is the first time I’m cooking like a real country man,” Morgan said. “Just be sure you don’t put a foot through the decking out here,” Luke said dourly. “I need to get around to replacing it; it’s falling apart.”

Morgan frowned. “Is something wrong?”
 “Why would there be?” Luke raised his brows. “Nothing… you just seem in a bad mood.”
 “I’m not in a bad mood!”
 “If you say so.”
 “I just did.”
 Morgan sighed. “Add stubborn to the cowboy thing.”

That made Luke smile a bit. Morgan had said he liked cowboys. “You have to be stubborn, considering all the times you rough it outdoors, get your foot stepped on by a cow or your horse, or wind up on your ass in the dirt.”

“You’re sure you’re not apprehensive about meeting Steven?” Morgan probed, sloshing whisky onto the steaks to marinate them. Despite his grumpiness, Luke was looking forward to dinner. He was damn hungry after cutting firewood and working on the barn.
 “Why would I be?” Morgan shrugged. “I don’t know. I’m trying to understand you. It’s strange the way we met in the mission and I just… knew I needed to help you. And it turned out we could help each other.” He looked at Luke, his blue eyes grave. “In just over a week, you’ve made my home much more comfortable. I like having Jessie here, and I like looking out the window and seeing you riding Sable.”
 Luke’s stiff shoulders relaxed a little. “I like it too.” “Do the guys you work with tease you about working for a gay man?” 
 Luke shook his head. “No, probably because Leif is….” “Yes.” Morgan nodded. “I had kind of a crush on him, before he met his lover Mal.” Luke ground his teeth. “Huh.”
 There was a knock on the door so Luke gave Morgan a tight smile. “I’ll get it. By the way, what is Steven’s last name? You didn’t mention it.”
 Now it was Morgan who looked a little apprehensive. “Chalmers.” 
 “Right. Don’t let the steaks burn.” L
UKEliked being the one to open Morgan’s front door, as if this were really his home. He smiled at the sandy-haired man waiting, who had a bottle of something under his arm. He was wearing glasses over serious gray eyes. His hair was pretty long, almost ponytail length, and he was slender, kind of nerdy looking.

And Luke realized he was looking at the other man in a new light, trying to see what made him attractive. Weird. He held the screen door open. “I’m Luke Walker,” he said.
 Chalmers adjusted his glasses. “Yes, Morgan told me he’d hired someone to help around the homestead.” “Uh-huh,” Luke said. “Morgan’s just getting the steaks started.” Inside the kitchen, Steven handed Luke the bottle. It was white wine. Geez, who’d want to drink that? Luke always thought the stuff tasted like day-old piss. He didn’t mind red so much, but he was definitely a beer man.
 “I hope you like white wine,” Steven said. 
 “I don’t,” Luke answered. T
HE long handmade wooden table had an island of salad mixed by Gena, fresh-baked French bread, and a platter of steaks that Morgan proudly laid down. Jessie was sitting on the chair next to Luke, and that left Steven sitting next to Morgan.
 He looked at Luke and Steven and wanted to sigh. Were he and Jessie the only ones having a good time? Morgan also noticed that Luke was drinking fruit juice while he and Steven had white wine. Probably because he didn’t want to drink anything alcoholic when his daughter might need him, since Morgan did keep some beer in the fridge. For someone who had only recently become a father, he was a conscientious one.

“…There’s a scene in A Room with a View that I really enjoyed,” Steven was saying to Luke, obviously working to be friendly. Morgan couldn’t figure out what Luke’s problem was. He was speaking in monosyllables, like a surly brat. So much for this evening making him more comfortable living here with Morgan.
 “Is that in English?” Luke asked, taking a bite out of some of his French bread. “Yes,” Steven said, laughing. “It literally is English.” “Oh,” Luke said.

Morgan took a sip of his white wine when Steven raised his brows at him. Yep, his first Western dinner party was turning out really great.
IN THEkitchen, Morgan cornered him when Luke came in to warm some formula for Jessie. His head was thumping and he just wanted to head up to the loft. Morgan and Steven had started talking about cities they’d visited in Europe. Like Luke knew anything about Frankfurt or Paris.

“Why are you being such a jerk to Steven?” Morgan demanded, closing the door softly between the kitchen and dining room so they wouldn’t be overheard.

“I’m….” But Luke couldn’t deny it. He’d barely said two words. No wonder the other two men had started ignoring him. “I don’t know, all right?”
 “Something’s wrong. Tell me what it is,” Morgan pressed. Shit, he looked worried, which raised Luke’s frustration a notch. “Nothing is wrong. I just have a headache and I’m hoping Jessie will let me sleep it off.” And that sounded pissy even to his own ears. Crap.
 “I thought this evening would make you more comfortable.” “I’m not,” Luke said. “Are you going home with him?” He put his palm flat against the log wall next to Morgan’s head. Morgan’s blue eyes widened.
 “Excuse me?” Morgan glared at Luke. “Just answer the question,” Luke said. This was closer than he’d ever stood to Morgan. He had freckles the same color as his silky brown hair, which was usually in his blue eyes. And there were flecks of gray and green in with the blue of those eyes. Luke had never noticed that before.
 “I wouldn’t stay here and….” “I know that.” Luke’s irritation softened. “I know you wouldn’t play around with him while me and Jess are here in the house with you.”
 “Luke…?” Morgan obviously still wanted to know what was wrong. Luke swallowed thickly. His heart was pounding. “You don’t need to bring him here to make me feel more comfortable living with you just because you’re gay. I like to go riding on my own in the meadows here. I like to walk your land and fix up your house. And I like you, Morgan. You saved my life.”

M
ORGANfelt something simmering between him and Luke as he had that first time their eyes had connected in the mission. “You were going to give her up, weren’t you?” he rasped.

Luke gave a slow nod. “I thought it was best for her.” “What’s best for her is you, Luke.”

Luke’s gaze dropped and Morgan reached out. His hand almost went to Luke’s cheek, but he dropped it at the last moment to his shoulder. He squeezed it gently.

“I’m beginning to see that now because of you,” Luke admitted, his beautiful hazel eyes lifting again to hold Morgan’s. The moment stretched….
 “Hey, can I help with dessert, Morgan?” Steven called from behind the closed door. Morgan let out a breath as Luke pulled away, turning his back. He cleared his throat. “No, I’m just getting some ice cream to go with the pie. Be right out,” he called.

A
FTERdessert, Morgan took Steven for a tour of the halffinished barn, insisting Luke go with them so he could point out what they were doing. Morgan thought it would be a good opportunity to show off Luke’s skills.

“The rear of the barn was in okay shape, so after we got the corral fixed up, I put Sable out there during the day while we reinforced it and replaced some of the boards,” Luke said, switching on the lights, which had been newly wired inside the barn. From the back, Sable’s eyes shone as he looked up from his stall.
 “The silver wood is beautiful,” Steven noted, looking around. “Like driftwood.” “Yeah,” Luke said, seeming to soften a little at the honest admiration. “That’s what I love about older structures. They really are worth preserving.”

“Leif Gunnar has his men helping Luke out,” Morgan said. “In another week, the work should be done and I’ll be able to get a couple of riding horses. Maybe… you and I could go riding?” He looked hopefully to Steven.
 Steven shrugged. “I’m not a really good rider. Never had the time to learn, I’m afraid.” 
 “I’m sure Luke could teach you. He is an excellent rider.” 
 Luke’s jaw ticked. “Excuse me,” he said. “I should get back to my daughter.” “Gena’s watching her,” Morgan said, since Gena had returned from seeing a movie with friends specifically to make sure Jessie had someone to watch her while Morgan and Luke entertained.
 Luke ignored his mild comment, nodding to Steven. “It was nice, uh….” 
 “Likewise. I’m glad that Morgan found such a capable handyman.” “I’m not a handyman,” Luke corrected. Then his eyes took on a gleam. “That would be Leif Gunnar. Did you know Morgan has a thing for carpenters as well as cowboys? Goodnight.”

Steven gave Morgan an enquiring look and Morgan let out a deep sigh, his head falling back. Well, hadn’t that been fun.

M
ORGAN flipped on a single light in the great room, not wanting to wake Luke and Jessie, but he saw after a moment that Luke was still up, kneeling by the stone fireplace where a fire was going. Jessie was lying on the couch nearby, sleeping.

Luke looked up, hazel eyes tracking Morgan as he hesitantly approached, his boots thudding dully over the bound rugs.
 “So you went back to his place,” Luke said. 
 Morgan flushed at the censure in Luke’s tone. “I’m an adult and I have needs.” 
 “Boy, do you. Apparently you have a thing for a lot of guys,” Luke said, turning his back to look at the flames. “I do not!” Morgan hissed. He’d had it with Luke being so surly. “You knocked up some girl who worked in a bar, so I hardly think—”

“I know,” Luke said. He looked up at Morgan again. “Maybe that’s why I don’t approve of casual… stuff anymore.”

“I don’t need your approval, Luke,” Morgan said coldly, pulling off his silk and cotton turtleneck sweater so he was just in his T-shirt and jeans. It felt more comfortable with Luke and Jessie, whom he didn’t have to dress up for.

But after a moment, Morgan settled down beside Luke on the braided rug in front of the fire. “I don’t like being at odds with you. Since you’ve come here, we’ve gotten along so well.”
 Luke nodded, but his face was still stiff, his jaw a hard line as he stared at the fire. “Do you want to toast some marshmallows?” Morgan coaxed. “We could have them and some hot cocoa. I noticed you didn’t touch your pie.”
 “It’s late, and you must be tired after….” “I didn’t stay long,” Morgan said. And then when Luke looked at him, he admitted, “I didn’t sleep with Steven. He, uh, had an early day tomorrow, some tutoring he’s doing with some of his graduate students.”
 “Right,” Luke said, his voice hushed. Morgan was conscious that they were sitting close together, close like they’d been in the kitchen earlier. He’d tried to push that moment aside, thinking he was imagining—

“I just want to try one thing….” Luke whispered. His hazel eyes studied Morgan’s face carefully; as if Morgan were a grizzly bear he was wary of approaching. “So don’t move.”
 “What?” Morgan asked. 
 Luke leaned close, his fawn hair falling into his eyes, and then his lips softly brushed against Morgan’s. 

Chapter Six

L
UKEwas conscious of the fire warming one side of his body, of his torso twisted so he could kiss Morgan properly. Of the smooth texture of Morgan’s closed lips and then the rasp of his heavier night beard against Luke’s. Weird, Luke thought, but then Morgan opened his mouth and his tongue caressed Luke’s, and Luke—

Panting, flushed, he broke away.
 Morgan frowned, looking cranky. “What was that?” Luke blinked. “From where I’m sitting, it was a kiss.”

“I mean, why did you kiss me?” Morgan demanded. He shoved his brown hair out of his eyes, and Luke noticed his hand was shaking. He could affect the cool, collected doc that much?
 “I just wanted to know what it would be like, Doc,” Luke admitted. He had a feeling he was saying the wrong thing. “I am not a straight guy. When someone kisses me like that—” “You liked it?”
 “I expect… I want—!” Morgan got up and paced.

Luke pulled his knees closer to his body. His heart was still pounding from the gentle brush of lips. He put his head on his knees, squeezing his eyes shut. “I can be impulsive,” he admitted.

After a moment, he heard the rustle of clothing as Morgan knelt next to him again. “Oh, Luke. You don’t know what you’re doing,” Morgan said. His hand touched Luke’s shoulder and then slipped into his hair, stroking. The kiss… everything changed by the kiss.
 “I just needed to kiss you,” Luke whispered. “I’m sorry it was a mistake.” “Was it?” Morgan asked. Then he sighed. “You work for me, you’re a new father, which has to be scary as hell, and I… helped you out.”
 “I didn’t kiss you because I feel grateful,” Luke grumped, raising his head. “I did it because I couldn’t not do it.” “You don’t make it sound like something you wanted to do,” Morgan said. “Because it’s not.” Luke got up, feeling even pissier than he had earlier in the evening. His father would say his blood was up, but it wasn’t just his blood, it turned out. “It’s a mistake, so we’ll forget it.” He went to Jessie and gently picked her up.

Morgan’s blue eyes were shadowed as he watched Luke head up the log stairs in bare feet. “Can we forget?” he asked.

Luke had no idea.
LUKEstretched out on his double bed, the light on, Jessie sleeping beside him. If he ever felt sleepy again, he’d shift her back to her cradle, since he was afraid of rolling over and crushing her if he fell asleep.

But now… she was a comfort to him. Reaching out and gently stroking her open hand, he studied her chubby baby face. Did she really have his chin, like Morgan had suggested?
 “Can’t sleep?” Morgan’s deep voice called from the foot of the stairs. Luke sighed. “No.”
 “May I come up?”
 “Yeah.” He guessed he couldn’t put off seeing the other man again, because they were sharing the same cabin. Morgan’s eyes were even more tired than previously, and his brown hair was wild around his unshaven face, but then, it was much later. He looked like he hadn’t had any more luck sleeping than Luke.

“I used to think she was my biggest mistake,” Luke admitted softly, his gaze on his daughter. “But now I think she might be the only good thing I’ve done as a man.”

“Don’t count yourself too short.” Morgan had a trace of amusement in his eyes. “Speaking as a man who enjoyed your kiss….”
 Luke shifted. “I don’t know what I’m doing.” Morgan sighed, “It has to be a mistake, Luke. You said it yourself; you’re impulsive. So you were just… experimenting with the dark side.”
 “You’re probably right.” Luke sounded depressed to his own ears. Morgan looked around the loft and seemed to remember there wasn’t a single chair up here. Luke gestured to the other side of the bed, and, after a pause, Morgan sat down on the edge, joining Luke in studying his sleeping daughter. “You’re lucky you have her. I feel instantly Zen sitting here looking at her.”

Luke nodded. “My worst nights, just listening to her breathe made me feel better, like somehow, despite being so fucking scared, things would work out.”

“I hope those nights are over, now you’re here under my roof,” Morgan said. “Sylvan’s a good place; it gives a man time to think, time to find himself. I know it helped me.”

Luke sagged back against the headboard, and somehow Morgan’s bare feet were propped up on his side of the bed as he settled next to Luke. “I don’t worry so much. I sleep more, and sleeping is something I will never goddamned take for granted again. Sometimes I get a hit of anxiety, but I’m not alone on the road anymore. There are people I can talk to, just in passing.”

Morgan’s face smoothed into something peaceful, and Luke looked over at him. Morgan looked so sleepy it seemed okay to just stare at him.

Their hands collided, stroking Jessie’s wispy hair, and there was another electric pause, just like that bit of lightning that had manifested the first time their eyes met in the mission church. Luke meshed the bottom of his fingers through Morgan’s in a tentative net.

Morgan’s lips parted, as if he was about to speak, but Luke said, “You look tired. Why don’t we just rest now, Doc? I know I’m more impulsive than you are, but shit, aren’t you sick of thinking?”
 “Just for a moment,” Morgan mumbled. “And yeah, I’m so exhausted my head hurts.” “I wonder if Steven’s favorite moment in A Room with a View was when all the men go skinny dipping,” Luke mused softly, as he went over the evening again.

Morgan’s eyes widened. “You had too seen that movie!” Luke smiled. “Yeah.”
 “Playing the hick cowboy. What am I going to do with you?” Morgan growled. “I have no idea.” Luke looked pensive. “I don’t know any women here in Sylvan yet, and I think it’s a bad idea to ask Gena out… but maybe I should visit a road house. Maybe that’s what’s wrong with me, why I… did what I did tonight.”
 Morgan swallowed, nodding in understanding. “I was going to go stay with Steven tonight.” “I figured, Doc,” Luke said. He turned his head and stared openly at Morgan, studying him. Then he leaned close again, inevitably, like one of the leaves outdoors falling from a tree. His lips met Morgan’s, warmly.

This time, Morgan wasn’t hesitant. He reached out and dug his hands into Luke’s bare shoulders. “Oh,” he whispered as he ran his palms over Luke’s skin, his fingers seeming to appreciate the hard slopes of muscle.

Luke’s tongue licked its way into Morgan’s mouth, Morgan shuddering at the first caress of tongue on tongue. Rasping for breath, Morgan pulled away. “We’ll crush Jessie!”

Holding Morgan’s gaze, Luke sat up and gently lifted his sleeping daughter. He turned away to carefully settle her in the crib by the bed. His hand was trembling as he smoothed her hair before he got up and walked to the opposite side of the bed, where Morgan was lying.

As he sat on the edge of the mattress, he heard the bed creak, and then Morgan’s body was behind his, pressed against him as Morgan’s arms wound around him, Morgan kissing his neck. “Luke, God…! You can’t want this.”

Luke’s head fell back against Morgan’s solid body when Morgan’s hands ran over his smooth chest. When he tweaked a nipple, Luke gasped. “Shit!”

Morgan gave a rough laugh, one hand running back and forth over Luke’s flat lower belly and the line of his worn blue jeans. “Jessie’s beautiful, sleeping like that. Almost as beautiful as you are,” Morgan said.
 Luke turned his head and made a face. “…Beautiful?” “You are.” Morgan studied him with hot blue eyes, the eyes of a lover, and Luke could feel himself blush to be seen in that light. “Your hair reminds me of the color of a fawn’s coat and your eyes… expressive. They were what caught me that first time I saw you.”
 “Ordinary hazel,” Luke dismissed with a self-conscious shrug. “Extraordinary hazel, like a hunk of labradorite gemstone I have on the mantle. And your body….” Morgan’s fingers clenched over the pad of muscle on Luke’s chest. “I kept having to look away from you when you took your shirt off. Tall, blond, cowboy boots, muscle and sweat. I was afraid you’d see how sexy I find you!”
 “Is that why you invited Steven here? So I wouldn’t be threatened?” “I was so attracted to you, I was afraid somehow it was leaking out of my eyeballs,” Morgan admitted ruefully. He flushed and his gaze dropped. “You shouldn’t let me touch you, Luke.”
 “Why not?” Luke pushed himself shamelessly into Morgan’s touch. “It feels good,” he added in a whisper. “I’
LLwant more.” Morgan’s index finger ran over the rim of the top of Luke’s jeans. When Luke didn’t do anything, he held his gaze and undid the first button. Luke again didn’t react, except to lick his lips. Morgan couldn’t resist homing in on those lips, covering them with his own. Oh, God, it was heaven, kissing that mouth. He’d struggled with the visceral need for this man, right from the beginning.
 His hand reached in the gap of Luke’s open, washsoftened jeans, and his eyes widened at what he found. Luke laughed at his expression. “Usually women want to back off about now.” Then he sobered. “I have to go real slow.”

“I’m not a woman,” Morgan said, stroking the hardness he’d uncovered. He wanted to see Luke. He wanted to drop to his knees by the bed and suck and worship him, but he was afraid of breaking this spell.
 “Yeah.” Luke’s voice was rusty. “I sure noticed.” Luke was open to him, his body braced against Morgan’s, his sex under his touch and control. It had to be enough. Morgan couldn’t ask for more. In the morning, wouldn’t Luke be wondering what the hell he’d been doing to let another man touch him?

But Morgan couldn’t stop himself from gripping Luke gently through his briefs, running his fingers up and down. “I want to see you come,” he said.

Luke wasn’t as coherent. “Uh, Doc!” His eyelids were tightly shut and he was panting, thrusting into Morgan’s touch. It could be just that he was deprived and shut down and anyone’s touch would feel good, but—
 Morgan gloried over his control over his cowboy. His cowboy. Luke was shivering finely in his arms, as if living for every brush of fingers against the erection prodding through his briefs. Impatient, Morgan pushed them down and Luke sprung free, curving toward his stomach, his cock smooth and warm and velvet over iron so that Morgan’s mouth watered with the need to taste. Oh, God, if only he could…. But could Luke accept a gay man going down on him? A hand job was nothing. They could forget it, put it down to the darkness, to being tired, lonely….
 “Touch me!” Luke’s hand gripped Morgan’s. “Oh, fuck…!” “You like that?” Morgan’s mouth was open against the side of Luke’s face, tasting his skin the way he longed to taste his cock. “You’re hot for it, aren’t you?”

Luke thrust into his hand, impatient for his relief, and Morgan laughed. All Luke’s muscle and tanned skin, spread out and open for him, begging for his touch. Luke needed him, needed his hand on him. He couldn’t come, couldn’t have his moment, without Morgan giving it to him.

Morgan used the tricks he’d learned from his encounters with other men to make the moment last. This was the only time he’d touch Luke, and he wanted him to always remember that another man had given him the most pleasure, known exactly how to hold and pet him. He reached down and squeezed Luke’s sac gently, Luke just about shouting at the touch. Oh, he was sensitive there! Morgan again wished he could put his mouth to Luke, suck his balls.
 “Beautiful,” Morgan whispered. Luke had broken out in a fine sweat, his eyelids quivering, his body strung tight. “Morgan….” Luke hissed out his name, and Morgan loved the sound of it on his lips. He sounded so needy. “Come for me,” Morgan urged, pumping Luke. “Come for me; I want to see it.” Luke’s bare feet thudded against the hardwood as his neck arched and he hissed, “Fuck, Morgan!” His relief spilled hot on Morgan’s hand as Morgan held Luke, made him come.



Chapter Seven

“UH,GUYS?”
Luke blinked his eyes, not wanting to wake up since he was snuggled against a warm, firm body that had an arm around him. He couldn’t remember feeling this good in forever. His body was heavy and relaxed and sexually satisfied. He liked the possessive hand curled in his hair. His head resting against a… flat chest?

He opened his eyes, blank, and met a flash of worried blue. Morgan. Morgan with his brown hair in his eyes and his lean body in his bed. He’d slept in Morgan’s arms.
 Luke’s heartbeat kicked up. He yanked free of Morgan’s gentle hold, turning his back to look at his daughter. Still asleep? The sun was shining in through the window, warming the bed like a spotlight, unlike the kinder starlight from the night before.

Gena had her arms crossed as she stood just below floor level on the loft stairs. “Morgan, you have patients waiting,” she prompted. “And Leif Gunnar wants to talk to Luke about restoring one of the outbuildings.”

“Shit!” Jessie woke up and, predictably, let Luke know she wasn’t happy, but hungry. Struggling to also wake up, to assimilate the night before, Luke felt a wash of familiar helplessness, looking at her. He needed to reboot, but he also needed to take care of her.
 “I’ll take her,” Gena offered. “Since you look seriously hung over.” 
 Without a look in Luke’s direction, Morgan barreled past her. Luke swallowed.
 Gena raised one eyebrow.

“I’m not hung over, except from not getting enough sleep,” he said. “I don’t know exactly what happened last night.”

“Yeah, that seems to happen to you a lot,” Gena noted, taking Jessie. “You might want to cover yourself with, uh, a towel.”

Luke’s face flamed as he realized that his morning erection, which had grown tall innocently against Morgan’s solid warmth, was prodding his briefs. The same ones that last night Morgan had—

Embarrassed, he snatched one of the generous beach towels that were folded neatly on the end of the bed, covering himself.

“You know, Morgan’s a really good guy,” Gena said in a severe tone. “And he’s really lonely. That’s why he works too much.”

“Don’t you think I know that?” Luke asked. “He’s….” He remembered how he’d pulled away from Morgan just a few moments ago. How would Morgan see that?

“Something’s brewing between you two,” Gena said. “I felt it right from the start even though I told myself… well; you have a kid, so… but I’m saying he’s more vulnerable than he seems.”
 Luke’s shoulders sagged as Gena rocked Jessie. “I guess I behaved like a total cliché this morning.” “You’ve got some time to think on it.” Gena took Jessie from Luke and headed down the stairs to give the baby her feeding, leaving Luke with tousled hair, a morning beard, and tumbling rocks lodged in his gut.

L
UKEhad no time to talk to Morgan alone that morning, not that he knew what he’d fucking say. He still felt as if he’d just woken up from a strange, erotic dream, as if at night Morgan had been his perfect lover, handling him confidently, stroking his chest, making him come, but now…. He managed to shower, shave, and grab one of Gena’s freshbaked bran muffins before striding out to find Leif Gunnar.

Because it was still chilly this morning, he was wearing a blue work shirt over his white T-shirt, faded jeans, boots, and his hat. He paused when hot blue eyes raked him and then looked away.

Morgan.
 Beautiful. Luke, you are beautiful.

Luke flushed. Had Morgan really whispered those words in his ear when Luke was wrapped in possessive arms, coming on command last night?

“Morgan is just out here on a break between patients,” Leif explained as he snapped his work gloves against his thigh. When Luke caught up with the other two men, he avoided looking at Morgan, trying to force his mind to business. They headed toward the first of the outbuildings, what had once been a bunkhouse. “He wants this place fixed up pronto, for you and your daughter.”

Luke stared at the long roof, covered with moss, a sapling shooting out near the crooked lightning rod. The long row of windows were dusty, some broken. It had no heating, no electricity, and no running water. Then what Leif said impacted. Morgan wanted Luke to move into his own place. He didn’t want Luke living under the same roof any more after last night?
 Beautiful. The unfamiliar name that Morgan had called him the night before. 
 Disorientated with Morgan’s behavior, Luke rubbed his forehead. “He’s the boss,” Luke rasped, still avoiding Morgan’s gaze though he felt it on him. He struggled to shove down emotion and concentrate on the task at hand. “Leif, this is going to be a major project before winter sets in.”

Leif nodded. “Last I knew, Morgan here was content to wait till spring. It was going to be a guest house for when his mother or sister visit.”

“Guess things have changed.” Luke was pale, sweating, like when he had a hangover. The last time he’d felt this confused was when he’d woken up with Jessie and found out he’d be a full-time daddy, ready or not.
 “Luke, are you all right?” Leif suddenly asked him gently. 
 Feeling Morgan’s eyes on him, Luke merely shook his head. He didn’t know. 
 “Funny how you and Morgan both look like you got hit by the same truck,” Leif observed dryly. A
T NOON, Luke was resolved to talk to Morgan. His head was thumping and he was tired, but they should talk, shouldn’t they? Or was Morgan going to pretend it had never happened?

Shit, did that mean he was supposed to pretend as well? Morgan had touched his cock, pleasured him. How the fuck was he supposed to forget it ever happened?

He rubbed his palms over his jeans nervously as he entered the kitchen, spotting Gena spooning out some soup, Morgan sitting at the table, blue eyes even more shadowed than they’d been this morning, and—

Luke’s stomach twisted, sick.
 No, oh no.

A voluptuous woman with brown hair and green eyes was leaning against the counter by the window, nursing Jessie with a bottle.

“Your fiancée is here to see you, Luke,” Gena said, raising her eyebrows coolly in Luke’s direction. Morgan looked away.
 “Zelda?” Zelda Mancuso, who had dumped Jessie and him weeks ago in a shitty little motel room. Luke wanted to snatch Jessie from her, but he couldn’t help but notice she was holding their baby much more adeptly than Luke had ever managed. Shit, a week ago, he would have been thrilled to see her. He might even have given into her demands to marry her. Anything for Jessie.
 A blue gaze lifted and caught his own, and Luke knew all his pain and uncertainty must be written on his face. What now? Oh, Christ. Gena’s words from this morning repeated themselves in his mind. You’ve got some time to think on it. Luke took a deep breath, and then he moved forward and held his arms out to take Jessie.

M
ORGAN found traces that Luke had mucked out Sable’s stall when he entered the barn later that afternoon. He noticed the tack room had been organized: some of the old gear repaired, hanging up neatly; the mess from the floor cleaned up.

His barn was ready to house the riding horses he wanted. Rubbing the back of his neck, Morgan wondered when he’d get around to that. He’d imagined bringing Luke with him, getting his opinion of some of Charlie LaFountaine’s horses before buying one or two. But now….

Where was Luke?
 Morgan paused to rub Sable’s head, liking the calm dark eyes of Luke’s horse, before he wandered deeper under the loft…. And then he caught it—the sound of water falling. Luke must be using the old sun shower on the outside of the barn to get cleaned up. Morgan had been a bit dubious about it, but Luke had convinced him to let him restore it. During the day, the sun warmed collected rainwater in a tank on the side of the barn roof. It was only practical when the weather was warm, of course.

Morgan hesitated, heart thudding. He should go back to the house. What had happened last night had been an impulsive mistake. Luke had pushed him away. Luke had a fiancée.

L
UKE’Sass gleamed white against the brown of his back and thighs, highlighting his butt and making Morgan want to dig his fingers into it in appreciation, kiss Luke’s neck as he touched him, made love to him—

As if feeling Morgan’s gaze from the shadows where he watched Luke through hooded eyes, Luke turned around, daylight hiding nothing, not the muscles, slick with water, the rounded arms above his head, his hair back from his high forehead, his lips wet and soft… his heavy hanging cock and luxuriant pubic hair.
 His hazel eyes collided with Morgan’s, and his lips parted. Morgan knew he should look away, give Luke some privacy. Instead, he raked the other man with his eyes, hungry. Desperate to get on his knees this time and suck Luke, wanting his come in his mouth, hitting his face as Luke cried out, gave himself to Morgan.

Luke swallowed as the moment stretched between them. Then, unbelievably, he held out a hand. “Coming in?” he croaked.

Morgan yanked off one boot, hopping, stumbled over Luke’s discarded boots and jeans and laughed breathlessly. “Shit!”
 Luke smiled back, white teeth against tanned skin, breathtaking. “Whoa.” “That’s my line,” Morgan growled. He didn’t give a fuck about why he should stay away, how crazy this was. Luke’s wet skin beckoned. He needed to taste Luke’s stiffening sex, needed to be on his knees to take it into his mouth….

He yanked off his T-shirt and walked into the sunwarmed water, his boxers saturating and hiding nothing of his own aching erection, staring into beautiful hazel eyes, capturing him. “Jesus, Luke,” he whispered. “I just can’t stay away from you.”

Luke yanked him close, desperate, and their lips crashed in a kiss. Morgan moaned, hands running down Luke’s back to his bare ass, cupping, loving the hard, round shape filling his palms. God, he wanted to fuck that ass. He wanted Luke bent over, hands clawing the wall as Morgan took him.

He squeezed his eyes shut, feeling the hurt from earlier making his throat ache, but not caring now. Luke. Luke against his body, naked, wild, briefly his.

He fell to his knees in the sand, glimpsing startled hazel eyes as his hands clenched over Luke’s hips, and then he opened his mouth and took the hardened tip of Luke’s penis in his mouth.
 He moaned again, and Luke cried out, “Morgan, fuck!” Morgan broke away, water hitting his face as he looked up, licking his lips and the taste of Luke. “I wanted to do that last night. I want to suck your cock. I want to do it all the time, get on my knees, pull your jeans down and let you fuck my mouth….”

Luke’s eyes were huge. “God almighty…!” Then his hands clenched in Morgan’s wet hair. “Take it. I want to see you take it all—” he ordered.

Morgan opened his mouth obediently and let Luke thrust into it. Luke stiffened and his body arched, his prick growing huge in Morgan’s mouth, hungry, needing sensation.

Morgan licked at it, taking Luke deep, sucking strong. To fuck with technique! Fast, hard, Luke slammed into him again, all of him, long, thick, and then he spilled hot with a choked cry….

Morgan tasted and then pulled away a little, and Luke shot against his skin. As Luke’s come slid down his lips and chin in the water, he saw Luke staring at him under heavy lids, his eyelashes clumped together from the shower, his beautiful eyes the color of clear rain, his fingers digging into Morgan’s skull, huffing. “God, that’s hot,” he rasped.



Chapter Eight

M
ORGAN rested his forehead against Luke’s thigh, puffing himself. He struggled with his own arousal. He couldn’t… Luke was innocent to men being with men. Morgan didn’t want to turn him off. Surely he couldn’t want—

“Water’s running down,” Luke said calmly, and Morgan blinked, seeing that only the occasional drop was spattering from above them.

“We….” He looked up at Luke and his breath caught. Luke’s eyes again reminded him of labradorite gemstones, lit by the autumn sunshine. “We need to talk.”
 “Talk later, Doc,” Luke rasped. “Action first.” And with that, the taller man lifted Morgan up and over his shoulder. “ Luke!” Morgan gasped. No one had ever treated Morgan this way! There was always witty conversation and light anticipation and fine food before bed. In contrast, Luke just kissed him, invited him into the sun shower, threw him over his muscular shoulder, and carried him up to the loft in the barn….

“Cowboy,” Morgan murmured. Luke put him down in a fresh bed of straw. It prickled a little against Morgan’s back and Morgan almost sneezed, so he turned over onto his hands and knees, looking over his shoulder at Luke.

“Yes sir, I am,” Luke murmured. His gaze ran over Morgan’s raised ass with his wrinkled boxers; Luke knelt behind Morgan and carefully removed them, catching Morgan’s gasp with his lips when the saturated cloth caught on his erection. “Better?” he whispered.
 “Yes,” Morgan whispered back. He felt the imprint against his rear end of Luke’s cock, stiffening with renewed interest, brushing Morgan’s cooler skin and making him shiver. He could still taste Luke, coating his lips.

Luke’s lips brushing against his back made Morgan arch, his penis hanging heavy between his legs, aching for relief. Morgan swallowed, able to count his heartbeat in the throbbing of his sex. He looked over his shoulder again as Luke mounted him from behind, rubbing his cock against Morgan’s ass.
 “I need to do this,” Luke’s voice was stifled. “Morgan…?” In answer, Morgan pushed his rear higher, and Luke wrapped his arms tightly around him, panting hot against the chilled skin of Morgan’s neck as he thrust, needing to hump Morgan.

Luke’s hand hesitantly wrapped around him, thumb caressing the rim of Morgan’s penis. Morgan groaned, unable to keep from thrusting in that callused grip. “Luke, God, touch it!”

“You like it, huh, Doc?” Luke’s blank, unfocused hazel eyes were hazy with passion as he rubbed himself against Morgan. He reached down and touched Morgan’s balls, rolling them in the way he probably did his own when he masturbated, weighing him. “I’ve never held one of these, ’cept my own.”

Morgan thrust against Luke’s touch, and Luke made a channel for him with his moist fingers. Then Luke’s hands tightened, choking Morgan’s cock as hot come splashed his ass.

“You needed… to fuck me,” Morgan huffed as lightning shot through his nipples, his tight balls, his strangled penis, and he creamed Luke’s hand full, dripping.
 “Yeah, but don’t know how.” Luke wobbled, thighs trembling. L
UKE hefted Morgan onto his back, his hand leaving a slippery imprint of Morgan’s spill on his chest as he collapsed on top of him. Sticky, straw prickling, crushed close together. Morgan rubbed Luke’s heaving back, feeling the rapid thump of his heart as their bodies lay skin to skin. He knew next time, he’d let Luke fuck him.
 Luke whispered, “Do you think I’m going to lose my little girl?” 
 Morgan pulled him closer. “You aren’t alone.” L
UKEput Die Hard in the DVD player and then came back to the couch in the great room where Morgan waited with Jessie. Morgan handed his daughter to him and then hesitantly cuddled up behind him, putting one hand on Luke’s hip. When Luke didn’t stiffen, he relaxed slightly.
 “I think Jess likes action movies,” Luke reflected. “She especially likes Bruce.” “How did Zelda get pregnant?” Morgan asked, obviously refusing to leave the touchy shit alone. But his hand ruffled Luke’s hair, stroking it.

“We used protection,” Luke answered. “I guess it didn’t work. At first… when she met me at a road house with Jessie, I was….” Luke swallowed.
 “It’s all right,” Morgan encouraged. “I didn’t want Jess. I didn’t even want to see Zelda again,” Luke admitted. “Stuff never seemed to work out with girls.”
 Luke saw the curious light in Morgan’s eyes and wasn’t surprised when Morgan asked, “Ever think of men?” “I always liked a guy’s body,” Luke said. “But I never let myself think about it much. The old man was tolerant and he raised me to have an open mind.” He looked at Jess. “I want that for her. I guess I’ll have to find out how Zelda feels about shit like that.”

Morgan rubbed Luke’s shoulder, his fingers curving over muscle as if he appreciated it. Jess was a little puddle in Luke’s arms, avidly slurping her formula as Bruce arrived in L.A. for his first adventure. “You don’t even know that much about her, her attitudes?”
 “We just….” Luke’s jaw ticked. “We got drunk and fucked. Now I guess she’s in my life forever.” 
 Morgan nodded. “Yes, Luke.” 
 “I guess I also got impulsive with you,” Luke said. “I get real physical when I like someone. I need to fuck.” “I noticed,” Morgan said, his voice a little droll. Luke flushed, remembering how he’d positioned Morgan so he could rut against his ass. Morgan cupped his cheek. “I didn’t mind.”
 Luke searched his eyes. “Can we do it again, Doc?” “I thought you only did one-nighters?”
 “I used to, but Jess changed me, like the side of a mountain after a wildfire, you know? I feel stripped down.” “I think you should see a lawyer and make sure that Zelda can’t take Jess from you, that you protect your rights,” Morgan suggested. “Even though you are going to have to talk to her, negotiate with her over Jessica.”
 Luke sighed. “She wanted me to go dancing with her.” “Sounds like she hasn’t given up the party lifestyle.” Morgan’s voice was carefully neutral. “Like me, you mean? I was usually too tired except for Saturday nights,” Luke said. “And she’s not my fiancée. I never asked her.”
 Morgan swallowed. “Oh?” 
 “I didn’t love her,” Luke admitted. He studied Morgan. “I guess men don’t love other men in your world.” 
 “Leif and Mal seem to love each other,” Morgan countered. “But I’ve never….” “But you have that casual thing with Steven.” “It’s good for both of us. I have needs, Luke.” “I don’t like him,” Luke said.
 Morgan’s eyes widened. “No, really?”
 “Guess it was obvious.”

“It was neon.” Morgan shook his head. “Luke, you have so much going on in your life right now. I’m not sure it’s a good time for you to think about… a relationship.”

Luke felt like a boulder rolled onto his back at the “R” word. Whenever a girl brought it up, he moved on to another town. “Is that what I have to have with you?”
 Morgan sighed. “No, that’s what you might want with me. I don’t want you to have to do anything.” “Will you sleep in my bed tonight?” Luke wanted those arms around him again. It was stupid, but he felt grounded with Morgan there. He liked his smell and the rasp of his night beard against his hair.
 “I think we should take some time,” Morgan said. “That means ‘no,’ right?” No Morgan in his bed. Not that Luke could blame him. He’d made a mess of his life. The only good thing in it was Jess. Luke would have to prove himself if he wanted Morgan.
 “That means ‘not just yet’,” Morgan said gently, holding Luke’s gaze. “We have time. Time to sort things out.” “It’s funny, but ever since I came to this town, people have said that,” Luke noted. “And Jess is sleeping through the night now, mostly.”
 Morgan pulled Luke closer, and Luke soaked up the feeling. “Are there things you want to do with your life?” Morgan asked after a moment. They were both ignoring the movie now, but Jessie seemed to like the flashes of explosions coming from the screen.

“I was a foreman in an outfit that took tenderfoot tourists into the foothills for trail riding when I met Zelda,” Luke mused. “I loved that, giving people a real taste of the West.”

“The foothills aren’t so far from here,” Morgan noted. “And the barn is large enough to house quite a few riding horses. Once the outbuildings are restored, this could be a good place to run something like that.”
 Luke chewed his lip, thoughtful. Morgan cleared his throat. “That is… if you decide to stay here.” What he didn’t say, but what Luke heard, was, with me.

A
T CHARLIE LAFOUNTAINE’S ranch, Morgan watched as Luke shook hands with Charlie, a tall man with a single black braid down his back, wearing the typical dusty boots, jean jacket and jeans. Charlie was a fixture in Sylvan, running both cattle into the foothills of his spread and some of the best riding horses in the area. Today Morgan and Luke had come here to purchase a couple for Morgan’s use.

Charlie had them wait outside the ring by the barn and brought out the first of the horses, a Tennessee Walker named Meg. After watching her move around the ring, Luke climbed over and joined Charlie, and Morgan was immediately taken by how affectionately Meg responded to Luke.
 “Come and try her out,” Luke called. “I haven’t ridden in….” Morgan shrugged. He barely had time, but sometimes made it over to Charlie’s for an afternoon.
 “She’s smooth as silk,” Luke reassured him. With Luke’s recommendation, Morgan climbed into the saddle, settling for a moment as Luke handed him the reins and stepped back to join Charlie sitting on the corral. The two men watched as Morgan tentatively did some circuits. By the second one, Morgan smiled, feeling more at ease. He would not be saddle sore from riding Meg, who didn’t seem to care he was still a beginner.

The sun was hot and warm against the skin when Luke joined him on Ed, a small Blazer with a calm disposition. They set out on a trail that ran behind Charlie’s ranch house, the horses’ hooves crunching on fall leaves from arching birch trees.

They dismounted by a stream, and Morgan watched as Luke hunted for late wild strawberries, gathering them in the palm of his hand before bringing them back to share.

When he ate the first one, sweet from the combination of frost and sunshine, Luke watched him, eyes on his lips, before brushing his mouth against Morgan’s. Morgan stiffened a little, aching to surrender.
 “What?” Luke asked, licking the last of the strawberry from his pink-stained palm. 
 “Someone might see us. I’m not sure….” Morgan shrugged. 
 “I just wanted to kiss you.” “I couldn’t sleep last night,” Morgan found himself admitting. He’d laid in his bed, staring at the log door, imagining opening it and going upstairs to Luke. Jessie would be sleeping in her cradle, and he could be in Luke’s arms, though he knew Luke’s hot temperament enough to know that they wouldn’t sleep, not right away.
 Luke would want him, would press him into the mattress…. 
 “Me, neither,” Luke said, grimacing. “Sleeping alone sucks, Doc.” “But just the fact you haven’t thought of what it would be like to be out with me says you need some time,” Morgan cautioned. “You’re so impulsive.”

Luke put his palms flat above the willow tree Morgan was leaning against. He glanced his lips against Morgan’s, the caress singing through Morgan’s skin, through his beading nipples and hardening cock. “And I’m so easy,” Luke whispered. “I’ll wait for you, Doc.”



Chapter Nine

A
FEWweeks later, Morgan jolted from sleep at the sound of a fist hammering on his bedroom door. He shoved his hair back, sitting up and grimacing at his erection. He’d had another hot dream about Luke again….

“Doc?”
 Luke’s voice, muffled by the wood.
 Morgan opened his door, then gripped Luke’s bare shoulder. “What’s wrong?” he immediately demanded. “Jess—I think she has another fever—for real this time! She was fucking choking and her legs were all rigid…!” “I’m right behind you,” Morgan reassured him, snatching for his robe as Luke’s bare feet pounded up the stairs to the loft ahead of him.

Jessie. Shit. He took a deep breath, but he couldn’t be detached. This was Luke’s baby, and somehow Luke had become his.

“ WHAT happened?” Jessie was half-undressed, as if Luke had tried peeling free the layers in an attempt to help her. She was lying in her crib with her eyes open, drooling, looking innocent-baby-blank.

“She made some soft sounds and I woke up,” Luke fired out rapidly, shoving his bed hair out of his eyes. He was wearing jeans and nothing else, and his pants weren’t zipped, so they were about ready to fall off his butt. “Scared the fuck out of me! When I looked at her, her legs and arms were jerking like a zombie’s….”

Morgan touched the baby’s forehead carefully with the back of his hand. “She’s damp and warm. How long did she behave like that?”

“Not long,” Luke rasped, wide-eyed as Morgan gently removed Jessie from her crib, heading down the stairs at a rapid pace for his clinic. “It looked like some kind of… seizure. I was about to shout for you, Christ…! But then she just stopped, as if everything was back to fucking normal!” Luke laughed, but Morgan heard the panicked tears he was suppressing.

“It may have been a febrile seizure,” Morgan agreed absently. Seeing the panic in Luke’s face, he reassured. “That’s the first sign of a fever sometimes, and it’s good it didn’t last long. I’m going to check her over now for the cause. Can you switch on all the lights, please?”
 Swallowing thickly, Luke nodded. He rubbed his eyes. “Is she going to be okay, Doc?” Compassion lodged in Morgan’s throat after one quick glance at Luke. His face was so pale that his freckles stood out from his tan. Morgan wanted to take more time to reassure him, even pull him into his arms, but there was no time for that now. He had to take care of Jessie for Luke.

LUKEwas slumped against the wall of Morgan’s examination room. Water tinkled. Morgan was using a facecloth and lukewarm water to rub Jessie down, carefully avoiding her ears and eyes. The baby waved her arms weakly, giving an irritated cry, as if she really wanted to howl but felt too shitty.

Luke took a deep breath as his eyes stung. Shit. Shit. Kids got sick all the time, right? And he was so fucking lucky, living with a doctor.
 Had he done something? Was Jess sick because he’d— Luke swallowed around the dry boulder lodged in his throat. His phone vibrated, so he checked it. Hey, I got your message! Let me know how Jessica is doing. I’m sure she’ll be okay. I met someone!!! Talk later, Zelda.

“Fuck,” Luke muttered, scrubbing his unshaven jaw. Looked like he was all Jessie had, and he was no prize. He hadn’t even wanted her for the first… maybe twenty-seven hours of sheer panic. Then she’d fallen asleep in his arms, and he’d held her and ached, worrying about what kind of formula to buy, and whether she should sleep on a bed or if a drawer was better since he didn’t have any baby shit….
 His phone vibrated again. Zelda again, responding to his first text message. Okay, I’m coming over. I’ve had a little bit to drink so the bartender is giving me a ride to your place. Be there soon, okay?
 “Luke,” Morgan called softly. “Yes sir? God!” Luke nearly dropped his phone, heart thudding. The sounds from the examination table had not been ominous, and neither was Morgan’s expression, but shit, who knew…?

Morgan looked tired, with wrinkles creased into the dark rings around his eyes and his face unshaven, but he didn’t look alarmed. He reached out and squeezed Luke’s shoulder gently. “Jess has an ear infection. It spiked a fever, which I’m treating along with her ear.”
 “So….” Luke swallowed, his saliva sparking off a feeling of nausea. He felt kind of spacey. “She’s going to be okay?” “Yes,” Morgan said, looking both calm and tired. And Luke whispered, “…It wasn’t anything I did?”
 Morgan took a deep breath. “Oh, shit. No. Come here, Daddy.” Luke went into Morgan’s arms. He was trembling. Tomorrow he’d be embarrassed, he knew. “She’s really… small, you know?”
 “She is,” Morgan agreed. 
 “You’re a doctor.” Luke pulled back to look into Morgan’s eyes. “This shit happens all the time, right?” “She’s… yours,” Morgan said. “And she lives under my roof. This was scary for me too.” He huffed out a sigh. “We’re both car wrecks now, but she’ll probably sleep this off.”

“I don’t think I can sleep. Zelda’s coming over.” Morgan nodded. “Good. She should be here.”

“Can I take her into the great room?” There was a rocking chair there. Jess normally loved lying in Luke’s arms, sleeping while he slowly swayed back and forth.
 “I’ll light a fire,” Morgan offered. 
 “We’d like that, Jess and me,” Luke said. M
ORGANleaned against the base of the rocking chair, his hand on the armrest, occasionally rocking it as he and Luke held their vigil.

Luke cleared his throat. “You haven’t had Steven over for dinner for a while,” he noted. Morgan had invited the other man a couple of times after telling Luke they needed to slow down. Luke hadn’t handled it well, preferring to go riding when Steven was here.
 “Luke, I told you that other than a single polite kiss, we didn’t….” 
 Luke’s head fell back. “That single kiss makes me a little crazy.” Morgan’s gaze touched on the sleeping baby before he knelt higher, his face upturned. Holding his gaze, Luke bent down and their lips connected. “Oh, man….” Luke whispered.

Morgan swallowed. “Yeah.” He scratched his stubble, rueful. A hard-on wouldn’t kill him. “Want some granola and yogurt? It’s just about breakfast time. In Tibet.”
 Luke cracked up a little. “Granola? Doc, what am I going to do with you?” 
 Lights arched through the great room from a vehicle, and both men heard a car door slam. 
 Luke said, “Zelda.” 
 Morgan nodded. “I’ll put on some coffee.” Z
ELDAslept on the couch by the far window. Jessie was still lodged in his arms, since Luke couldn’t bring himself to let her go, as if there was a web of skin stretching from him to his kid. Instead, he paced the great room.

Morgan had been right. Jess had scared the shit out of them both and then slept it off like someone recovering from a bender.
 “I always thought you’d do this, Jess,” Luke told her. “But that’s okay.” Morgan came in from seeing a patient, looking pale and wasted, and went to Luke, putting his arms around him from behind. It felt good just to breathe then, not saying anything for a moment. Almost as good as it was to wake up next to Morgan. Luke was sick of sleeping alone.

“Jessie’s lucky to have you,” Morgan said. It was his campaign to make Luke feel better as a dad, Luke knew. Sometimes his words penetrated like rain hitting the forest floor through thick trees.
 Zelda’s eyes opened. “Oh, wow,” she said, staring at them together. Morgan stiffened, but Luke said, “Yeah.”
 “Kind of makes me feel better,” she rasped.

“Do you want some more coffee?” Morgan asked politely. He was always nice to Zelda, though Luke felt a kind of buried lightning in him when she was around. On a gut level, he got that; it was what he experienced with Steven.

“No, thanks. Matt, the bartender from last night, wanted to have brunch with me at the diner,” Zelda said, looking pleased. “He was impressed I cut loose a good-looking cowboy to come see if my kid was okay. He was raised by a single mom.”
 “Thanks for coming,” Luke said. “You know, if you weren’t the way you are, I’d have to take care of her all the time.” Zelda chewed her lip. “And I love her, but I don’t want that.”
 “It’s okay.” Luke looked away, flushing. “I, uh, didn’t want it at first, either.” 
 “But now you’re a family,” Zelda said, looking at Luke and Jess… and Morgan. 

Chapter Ten

Z
ELDApassed Luke another gourd, along with some wired pinecones and acorns. He attached it to the swag over the doorway.
 “So are you planning on dancing naked tonight?” “I can’t dance, as you might remember,” Luke said absently, taking a frost ripe apple from Gena, who was decorating the outside of the single window of the little cottage Leif and his team had just finished restoring in time for winter. “And I’m a gay cowboy, not a pagan. This whole festival idea… it was Gena’s.” Luke still stumbled over thinking of himself that way, but there was no denying it when Morgan made his palms damp and his heart pick up.

“Hey, I’m not named Gena Gardenia for nothing. Now I need more ivy,” Gena said. “And hand me some of the corn.” She took a handful from Zelda.

“Morgan’s going to flip,” Zelda said, looking inside where a fire was already lit as the sun glimmered golden through the trees, lighting tufts of yellowed grass and damp leaves.

Luke climbed down the ladder and then carried it down the stairs, replacing it by the cabin wall. “I hope he’ll like it,” he said. He looked at his two friends. “Okay, I think it’s ready.”
 “LUKE, I don’t know….”

The first thing to go wrong was Morgan got a call just before their scheduled horseback ride. He’d been gone for hours, and now it was dark and cold, not the scenic sunset ride Luke had been picturing.

The second thing had been Luke had twisted his ankle over a slippery pothole walking back to the house. It was throbbing now, telling him to give it up tonight and send up a white flag.

“Gena and Zelda are having a manicure party while they watch Jess. If we stay, there’s a chance we’ll wind up with a pedicure,” Luke warned. Shit, maybe he should call this off. If it wasn’t Jess with an ear infection, or one of the horses with a strained leg, it was Morgan out late. It seemed like they’d never get things straightened out between them.

Luke’s jaw tightened. No, fuck that. He was sick of their current arrangement. What if Morgan called Steven again and they exchanged another “friendly” kiss? He’d go out of his mind. And damn it, he’d come out, at least to his ex-onenight-stand-mother-of-his-child.

“But….” Morgan looked like he’d argue some more, despite Luke luring him into the stable. Okay, the carrot had worked, now it was time for the stick….

“That’s it, Doc,” Luke swore. From his seat in Sable’s saddle, Luke leaned down and fucking hefted Morgan up. Sable snorted, and for a moment, it seemed as if they’d both take a tumble, but then Morgan settled behind him, hands clenched around Luke’s waist.
 He gaped at Luke. 
 “You said you liked cowboys,” Luke muttered, face burning. T
HEclear string of bulbs from the cabin glittered like fairy lights through the brush as Sable walked them to their destination. Leaves rotated slowly from the trees and Sable huffed out a breath, white dragon’s mist in the autumn night. Morgan’s hands relaxed around Luke’s hips, and Luke began to hope again.
 When they arrived, Luke dismounted first and then held a hand out for Morgan, who was staring at the cottage. Luke rubbed his palms against his jeans. “It’s, uh, Mabon, or Autumn Equinox,” he said, watching as Morgan walked up the three steps to where the door waited, open. “I couldn’t think of any special occasions this time of year. Gena suggested it.”
 Morgan flashed him a look of surprise. “I wanted something….” He couldn’t say romantic. He could not say that. But would Morgan get it? “Gena said it was like a theme.”

“A theme?” Morgan looked into the little cabin, where a table waited, festooned with pomegranates, dried milkweed, thistles, and reeds from Sylvan Lake, exploding with white tufts. And wine, both red and white, since Luke hadn’t known what Morgan might prefer. He was willing to drink the white if that impressed Morgan. “Luke, it’s late, and this seems so impulsive—”

“No, Doc, it’s not,” Luke growled, on surer ground now, even if it felt like a skim of ice over too deep water. He swallowed, and his fingers reached for Morgan’s as they stood on opposite sides of the open doorway; at the last moment, he let his own fall. But then he moved closer so his breath brushed Morgan’s lips. “Don’t keep closing your door and leaving me on the outside. I know our schedules are fucked. I know I fucked up a lot in the past with my onenighters, but don’t lock me out anymore, Doc.”
 Morgan studied him, blue eyes calm and mysterious as the starlight over the lakeside. What was he thinking? Luke swallowed again, since his throat was already dry. “I want you for a lover.” He flushed, but held Morgan’s gaze. “Doc, show me….”
 This time when he put his hand out, Morgan took it, and Luke knew it would be okay. “ IT’S beef stew,” Luke said, shrugging as if the meal he’d procured was no big deal, but he was watching Morgan closely for signs that he liked it. “I didn’t make it, and I’m sorry I couldn’t get you something fancier.” What would be fancier, Luke didn’t know exactly. “It was on special in the diner and Gina said it had the right vegetables for her theme.”

Morgan’s lips twitched, and Luke colored when Morgan took a sip of his wine—red, thank fuck—and looked over his shoulder at the waiting bed, made up with pressed white sheets and also decorated with ivy and pinecones. The women had gone a little overboard, so it resembled a wedding bed, but everything felt significant somehow, like sign left on a trail. Luke just didn’t know where it led.
 But he wanted to. “Luke, when Jess got sick, I found myself worrying it was meningitis,” Morgan admitted. “And I never do that before diagnosing a patient.”
 “You were scared too?” Somehow, that seemed important. “Yeah.” Morgan put his fork down, having apparently enjoyed his stew. Luke had been too nerved up to eat much himself, like a groom at his own wedding. “I think this is the first time we’ve ever been alone together. Without Jess, I mean.”

Luke got up from the table and walked to the window, looking outside at the forlorn trees holding rags of leaves. What had seemed almost magical earlier had evaporated like a soap bubble. What was he doing? Maybe Morgan was right… impulsive. He’d never been with another man. Could he please him?

He started when Morgan wrapped his arms around him from behind, but then the steady heartbeat and lean body and rasp of Morgan’s beard against the skin of his neck settled him. Weird. He’d never thought he could feel—
 “I’m a little nervous,” Morgan confessed. 
 “Yeah!” Luke breathed out a laugh. Morgan felt that way too? “At least you’ve been here before.” 
 Morgan’s blue eyes were solemn. “No, I really think I haven’t.” 
 Luke’s throat tightened. “I want it nice. I want to make it nice for you….” “Just kiss me the way you did that first time,” Morgan asked, his eyes on Luke’s lips, and then Luke cupped his face and bent down and met Morgan warmly, caressing him with his tongue. He moaned at tasting him, pulling him closer.

His erection ground against Morgan’s, nudging, and there was no guessing now. He knew he was wanted. His hands cupped Morgan’s ass, squeezing, and then Morgan gave a little leap, almost like he was mounting Luke’s horse again….

Luke crashed against the side of the wall and some of the decorations clattered to the floor. He gasped out a laugh, Morgan’s legs hooked around his hips. “What are you doing?”

“I’m a bottom, well, mostly,” Morgan whispered, blue eyes roaming Luke’s face until they ground together again, perfect, and Morgan’s head fell back. “So I’m doing what comes naturally.”

Luke felt another moment of uncertainty prickle his spine and mix with the cocktail of wanting to just rut himself against Morgan again. Oh, yeah, spill his come on his legs, his penis, and look into his eyes and know that he belonged to Luke alone. But he was supposed to be the one to…?

Morgan hooked a leg higher and Luke spun around so Morgan was lodged half on the wall, half on a side table under the window. A lamp fell, rolled, and the cabin was abruptly a little darker.
 Morgan’s hands cupped Luke’s neck, his eyes promising— Luke’s breath panted a rapid tattoo against Morgan’s skin as he reached down and freed himself while Morgan pushed down his own jeans so they sagged.
 “Condom?” Morgan prompted. “In my pocket, Doc,” Luke said, but he needed to press himself against Morgan’s groin again. He wanted to rub his cock there, dominate Morgan….

Morgan fumbled, touching more than Luke’s pocket so Luke thought he’d shoot in the other man’s hand. Oh, God. He wanted Morgan all the time now. He’d wanted him the first time lightning had hit him in the mission, meeting his eyes, though he hadn’t been ready to process it then, and now he wanted him when he was rocking Jess in his arms, listening to Morgan talk about his day, and he wanted him when they went riding and got soaked in the rain, so he imagined pulling him down to the mud and climbing him—

“Here,” Morgan offered, but Luke dropped it. “Shit!”

“It’s all right.” Morgan’s eyes were dilated so that the black iris only left a thin rim of blue, seeming to swallow Luke’s reflection.

“Doc….” Luke found the goddamned thing, but he couldn’t get it on himself. Fuck! He’d been putting them on for years, but he was shaking so hard—
 Morgan rolled it on, hands competent, smooth, though he was also panting. “It’s lubed,” he said. Lubed. That meant…. One of Morgan’s legs was up on his shoulder and the table was trembling like it would fall like the lamp, but he needed to fuck, needed to fuck Morgan, and he positioned himself and pushed, sweat running down his back. Slow? He had to… he couldn’t just use the other man like a stallion.

Morgan hissed and his hands clenched on Luke’s arms, locking him in place, and Luke didn’t know if he was doing this right, but Morgan’s hot tight body was fitting him snug, milking his cock. The table wobbled and they slid to the floor, and Luke pressed Morgan so his back was against the wall, but he couldn’t… gravity made it awkward, Morgan still sliding…. Luke lifted him with desperate hands, digging into his ass, hammering into him at a shallow angle because it was the only goddamned angle he had, and Morgan growled out a curse as if Luke had touched on something that really made him live. Morgan’s arms were around him, and Luke had meant to make love to him, but this was fucking.
 “Morgan, take it!” “Luke!” Morgan’s body tightened and jerked and then Luke felt hot jizz splash his skin where his T-shirt was shoved aside and he pressed his lips against Morgan’s as he spent inside him, nailing him against the wall….
LUKE’Sankle throbbed, swollen in his boot, and he stared at his hand, which was fisted possessively in Morgan’s twisted T-shirt. He blinked, damp in places, chilling, hard floor, sore knees, and his face stung since he’d kissed someone who had beard shadow.

He jolted away, but Morgan was there with him, completely there, as if he’d been waiting, and his eyes were serene as he smoothed a hand down Luke’s cheek.
 “So much for ambiance, cowboy,” Morgan drawled. “I think you broke me for the saddle.” “What? Really?” Luke stiffened, trying to untangle, but sticky and Morgan’s legs were practically around his neck in some kind of fucking yoga position and all Luke wanted to do was melt his body into Morgan’s.

“Oh, yeah,” Morgan whispered, and Luke blushed, selfconscious now that he’d finished ramming into the other man like a spring bull.
 “I guess it’s nothing like what you’d… no culture or foreign films.” “Just someone who wanted me the way I’ve never been wanted before,” Morgan agreed, smiling faintly, blue eyes heavy and satisfied. “Are you all right?” His brow wrinkled in concern.

“I want to stay here with you and Jess until spring,” Luke blurted. “Can we, Doc?” He wanted to ask if they could stay the next year… or more, but spring seemed less intimidating, a smaller jump to take.

Morgan was up now, wobbly, reaching for one of the linen napkins to rub off his spunk from his body… and Luke’s. “Oops, dropped it,” he said, kneeling, but his face was between Luke’s spread legs and he pressed it against Luke’s thigh, nuzzling him with open lips. “I love you,” he whispered.

“You’ll get fucked again, doing that,” Luke warned. He swallowed; Morgan’s words…. He guessed that meant he could stay.
 Morgan’s eyes glinted. But Luke’s BlackBerry buzzed from their dining table and Luke reached for it, sighing but not surprised. “Jess won’t settle.”

“No, she’s used to us both putting her to bed,” Morgan agreed, also not surprised. He kissed Luke’s leg and then climbed to his feet, finishing wiping away their spill more briskly. Both men pulled up their jeans, Luke raking a stilltrembling hand through his hair.

“I heard what you said, Doc,” Luke said. He cleared his throat. “I guess two men can… love each other.” Say it. Tell him.

But Morgan’s eyes said he knew already. And then the Blackberry buzzed again and the message read For God’s sake, get back here! It’s too early for Jess to be teething, right???
 “We didn’t get to use the fancy bed,” Luke lamented as they both left the cabin, closing the door behind them. “It’ll keep, cowboy,” Morgan said, putting a hand in Luke’s back pocket and squeezing his ass. 
 Luke smiled, feeling that. “Let’s put our girl to bed,” he said. 
Epilogue

“ SHHHHH, Jessie girl,” Morgan whispered. Although he was focused on settling the baby in his arms, he was aware of the whispers behind him in Sylvan’s mission church. Morgan was here, Jessica’s biological mother and sometime baby sitter, Zelda, was here… the church was in fact packed with neighbors and friends and patients, all here at sundown to attend little Jessica’s christening with the two men who were raising her.
 The only one conspicuously absent was Luke, Morgan’s cowboy lover. “I’m sure it’s the usual stuff: one of the new foals needs the vet, or….” Gena shrugged, standing near Reverend Doyle as they waited on Luke. “If it’s not you I have to hold dinner for some nights, it’s Luke.”

Morgan sighed. “I know.” Ever since Luke had taken Morgan at his word and started up his trail-riding business, he’d been working like a man possessed. He’d called in favors from the other operations he’d worked for, getting advice, renting horses, and hiring two experienced hands. And Luke also had to go out with the tenderfoot tourists and guide them through the foothills, giving them a taste of real Western life.
 “He’ll be here. He’s very responsible!” Zelda added. “Just like you, Morgan.” Morgan hid a grin. Yes, he and Luke took their responsibilities very seriously: Morgan to his patients and to Jess and Luke, and Luke to his new business and his lover and child. But even when they were stiff with exhaustion, once they were under Morgan’s handmade quilt, Luke was definitely hot to explore lovemaking with Morgan. And he especially enjoyed making love to him on the trail rides they went on together when they could cobble together the time.

The mission door banged open, and a perspiring Luke ran into the church. There was a cough from the pews that sounded like a stifled laugh. Luke flushed, yanking off his cowboy hat and hitting his chaps to knock off some of the dust, which were also crusted with mud. His fawn-colored hair was sticking to his neck in sweaty ringlets, but his labradorite gaze, those compelling blues and greens that had ensnared Morgan the first time he saw Luke here in the mission, went right to Morgan.
 Their gaze held, and feeling built like wood stacked for a bonfire. Then Luke took a deep breath and gave a rueful halfsmile before walking more sedately to where Morgan and Jess waited.

“Hey, Doc,” he drawled. “Sorry I’m late.” He reached out and touched Jessica’s yellow christening gown in awe. “Whew! She looks like a porcelain flower. I’m almost afraid to touch her.”

“She was waiting for her daddy,” Morgan said softly. “Look, before we do this….” Luke huffed out a breath, color touching his tanned cheeks. “I was never one to ask for help.” He faltered, and Morgan knew Luke was remembering the first night they’d met, when the desperate cowboy had come to the mission.

“I know, Luke,” Morgan said, wanting his lover to know he understood. “But it was more than you who found what you needed that night.”

Luke swallowed thickly, staring into Morgan’s eyes, and Morgan could read the love there. Sometimes, deep in the night, Luke whispered the words against Morgan’s skin.

Luke put his arm around Morgan and Jessie. “Well, all right then, Doc.”
JANIRVINGhas worked in all kinds of creative fields, from painting silk to making porcelain ceramics, to interior design, but writing was always her passion.

She feels you can’t fully understand characters until you follow their journey through a story world. Many kinds of worlds interest her, fantasy, historical, science fiction and suspense—but all have one thing in common, people finding a way to live together—in the most emotional and erotic fashion possible, of course!
 Visit Jan’s blog at http://jan-revealed.livejournal.com. 
Don’t Miss


Also byJANIRVING

Luke ©Copyright Jan Irving, 2010 Published by
 Dreamspinner Press
 4760 Preston Road
 Suite 244-149
 Frisco, TX 75034
 http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com/

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are the product of the authors’ imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events or locales is entirely coincidental.
 Cover Art by Dan Skinner/Cerberus Inc. cerberusinc@hotmail.com Cover Design by Mara McKennen This book is licensed to the original purchaser only. Duplication or distribution via any means is illegal and a violation of International Copyright Law, subject to criminal prosecution and upon conviction, fines and/or imprisonment. This eBook cannot be legally loaned or given to others. No part of this eBook can be shared or reproduced without the express permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact Dreamspinner Press at: 4760 Preston Road, Suite 244-149, Frisco, TX 75034 http://www.dreamspinnerpress.com/
 Released in the United States of America June 2010
eBook Edition
 eBook ISBN: 978-1-61581-563-0
  
cover.jpeg





images/00002.jpg





images/00001.jpg





images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg
: &

Fy =






images/00006.jpg
The +
Star Man

f JanTrving .





images/00005.jpg
A The PLeAsire






images/00007.jpg
¢ @Wﬂ%

For more of'the
best M/M romance,
visit
Breamdpinner Press

www.dreamspinnerpress.com






