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        Connor Westin and Early Jericho have a comfortable, busy life in Denver. Connor is a lawyer who brings home the bacon and Early is a stay at home dad to their two young boys.

      

        

      
        Sure, Early is a cowboy at heart, but he loves their kids and as far as Connor is concerned they’re happy in their suburban home.

      

        

      
        When Early inherits a ranch on the Western Slope of Colorado, neither is sure what they should do about it. That is until they visit, and Connor sees just how much it all means to his husband.

      

        

      
        Both men agree to uproot their family and take a shot at running the ranch together, but it takes time to shut down one life and start another. Early takes the boys to the ranch while Connor spends the summer in Denver to handle all the details of moving on.

      

        

      
        Between the long distance, the new responsibilities, and interference from a not so well meaning employee, Connor and Early have trouble staying connected. Will the ranch become the home they need it to be, or will it tear their family apart?
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      Connor Westin parked his BMW in the garage and climbed out, his phone switching from Bluetooth to speaker automatically. “Agree to fixing the window and the lock on the back door, but the kitchen appliances are as-is, and we’re not painting anything. That’s ridiculous.”

      “You want me to say it’s ridiculous?”

      Connor reminded himself that although Kit was a great paralegal, he was young. “That would be fun, wouldn’t it?”

      “So, no. Got it.” Kit was also way too serious.

      “Thank you. I’m around if they come back with anything tonight. Gotta run.” He hung up, dropped his phone in his pocket, and went into the house. “Smells good in here.” He made his way to the kitchen, where he knew his handsome husband would be cooking dinner for their family.

      “Chicken parm. Your sons had a request.” Early wore a pair of jeans and a T-shirt, button-down shirt draped over one of the dining room chairs. Pretty-pretty. “How goes it?”

      “Good, another day another house sale. And there’s some easement dispute downtown that I’m supposed to be talking to someone about tomorrow.” He slid a hand around Early’s waist, fingers spreading out across killer abs and kissed his nape. “My sons? What did they do now?”

      “Which one?” Early shot him a quick, easy grin. “Jaxson climbed behind the bleachers and found a mouse, which he proceeded to keep in his lunch box until he got ready to come home, and he showed it to Jenny Franklin. It’s now living in a cage in his room, his lunch box has been bleached, and I made him apologize to the teacher and Jenny. And Jayden…”

      Oh god.

      “He apparently climbed into the ceiling of the school using the pipes in the boys’ bathroom. Did you know he’s allergic to fiberglass? He is. He looks vaguely like he’s been boiled. I’m calling him Lobster Boy. He isn’t amused.”

      Oh, the poor kid. That had to itch. “Good. Great. They’re both still alive and taking after you.” Truth be told, Jayden was more like him in this case, but he wasn’t going to admit it.

      “Dad! I got a mouse. You wanna see?”

      “Has it had its shots?”

      “What?”

      He glanced at Early. “We’re keeping the mouse?”

      “You going to poison it?” Early shrugged, altogether too unconcerned about a possible disease-ridden rodent in their house.

      “Daddy! His name is Dennis. You can’t kill it if it has a name.”

      Connor sighed. “I didn’t mean we should kill it. Geez. But maybe Mrs. Mouse misses him?” It was worth a shot.

      “He’s not married. He’s a DJ, and he’s going to be all about the bass.” Save him from smartass sons.

      “DJ Dennis Mouse?” He ruffled Jaxson’s hair. “Fine. But he’s going to the vet.”

      “Okay! Wanna meet him?”

      Early shook his head. “After supper. Y’all have fifteen minutes. Go wash and tell Lobster Boy to get his butt down here.”

      Jaxson bounced up and ran for the stairs. “Lostber Boy! Daddy says get your butt butt butt down here!”

      “Stop calling me that!” Jayden came slumping down the stairs and shuffled into the kitchen. “Hi, Dad,” he said opening the fridge door and hiding behind it.

      “Hey, kid. So, what was the endgame here? After you made it into the ceiling?”

      “Endgame?”

      “What were you trying to do?”

      Jayden closed the fridge door and looked at him, clearly confused. He was definitely red and swollen. “I don’t know. I just did it.”

      “We’re raising monkeys.” Connor shook his head. “Set the table, boys.”

      Early just went about his business like nothing was out of the ordinary and, really, nothing was. This was par for the course. “So that was my day.”

      “Just another day in paradise. Did he get some Benadryl?”

      “Benadryl, oatmeal bath, cortisone cream—he got the whole enchilada.” Early rolled his eyes and started moving food to the table.

      “You’re a good dad.” Connor gave Early one more quick hug, then hung up his coat so he could help. “What can I do?”

      “Salad. Green beans. Something healthy that we have to force our children to eat.”

      “There’s leftover broccoli.” There was always leftover broccoli because their kids were not good eaters. He opened up the fridge, grabbed the bowl, and stuck in the microwave.

      Early seemed…tired, maybe? Something felt a little dull, a little off. Not enough to worry about, he supposed. It was the end of another incredibly busy day with two active boys. He hoped the kids hadn’t brought a bug home; it was so close to the end of the school year.

      He grabbed the bowl and carried it carefully into the dining room, setting down right in front of Jaxson. “It’s hot guys, careful.”

      “Yay. Limp trees.”

      Early’s growl was immediate. “You watch it, or I’ll serve nothing but brussels sprouts for a week.”

      Oh, god. Not that. Not again.

      Never again.

      He reached over and put two florets on each of the kids’ plates. “No arguments.” Then he took some for himself because he actually liked broccoli. “Chicken parm was a good call, though.” He served them each some of that too, and himself before handing Early the plate. “Looks as good as it smells, honey.”

      “Thanks.” Early chuckled and shook his head. “So, we’ve survived another school day. Go team Jericho.”

      “Oh they’re yours again now, huh? Why? Because I didn’t lose my mind over the mouse?” Connor grinned at Early, teasing.

      “He’s a nice mouse, Dad!”

      He rolled his eyes. “Eat. Jayden, tell me about the math test.”

      Jayden gave him a deadpan look. “You mean the one that I aced?”

      He laughed. “I guess that’s the one. Nice work.”

      “I got done early, that’s when I⁠—”

      “I don’t really need the details unless the principal calls me.”

      Jayden arched one eyebrow, somehow looking just like Early. “Principal Shields always calls Daddy. She thinks he’s hot. She calls him ‘Mister Early’ and puts her hand on his arm.”

      He mimicked that look, giving it to Early instead. “He is hot, but he’s mine.” And Principal Shields probably didn’t want to talk to him anyway, he’d been deemed “less reasonable” a few years back.

      “Dad! Ew! That’s nasty!” Jaxson gagged dramatically, slumping against his brother, sending his fork flying, red sauce spraying across the floor.

      “Jax! Ugh.” He sighed and got up, going for a damp towel. And another fork. “I know we taught you table manners at some point. Daddy insists on it.” He brought the towel back and handed it to Jaxson, then traded a clean fork for the one that landed on the floor. “Clean up the floor, please. Jayden, you keep eating.”

      Jayden shoved an entire stalk of broccoli in his mouth, chewing dramatically.

      “Did you want a beer, babe? I need a beer. There’s an open red wine in there too.”

      “I’ll have the red. Thank you. Jax, that’s good enough. Hand that to Daddy and finish your dinner.” God, he was ready to broil them both.

      Early headed back to the kitchen, turning on the music on his way. Ah, the boys were getting their next warning sign that Daddy was about to stroke out.

      “Both of you finish up. Jax? Broccoli. Now. And then upstairs for reading.”

      “Reading?” Jaxson started to whine, but his big brother gave him the elbow. “Okay. Reading.”

      “Thank you. Don’t forget to tell your daddy thank you for the dinner, please? He made you chicken parm.”

      “Yes, sir. It was really good.”

      Connor watched as Early set down his wine. “Thanks, honey.”

      “Thankyoufordinnerdaddymaywepleasebe…” Jaxson took a deep breath. “’Scused?”

      “It was so good, Daddy. Thank you.”

      “You’re very welcome, sons. Please wash your hands after feeding/handling/touching the mouse in any way and before your reading.” Early sat with his beer, waiting for the boys to leave. “I bet that mouse escapes and infests the house.”

      “I won’t say I told you so.” They’d had mice before; it was a thing. They’d just go to battle stations. “DEFCON 1.” He looked his husband over critically. “Thank you for the wine. Something’s wrong. What is it?” This was the part where the cowboy in Early won out first, and Early would say “I’m fine”, until they were done with dishes or headed to bed and then he might sigh and fess up.

      If it was really awful Early would find an excuse to go hide in the garage for a few minutes and then they’d talk.

      “I’m fine. I—” Early twisted the top of his bottle. “It’s just some bad news from my dad.”

      And then there was this scenario. “Oh, honey.” He got up from his chair and pulled one closer to Early. “Not your Momma?” Please not his mother; she was the queen of amazing women.

      “Fuck no. She’s going to outlive us all. Uncle Rick. It won’t be long now.”

      Early’s Uncle Rick was one of Early’s biggest supporters, a good, amazing man who had rapid-onset Alzheimer’s. The last time they’d gone out for Easter, Rick had been violent, terrified, and restrained.

      “You need to go. Why are you sitting here? When did you find out? Let’s get you on a plane.” He pulled out his phone.

      “No. He’s not there. Pop says he’s not there at all. He had a stroke this morning, and they’re just waiting for the end. Me being there won’t help. I’ll go afterward, when I can be useful.”

      “You’re sure? I’m so sorry. You should have told me. I could have at least come home early, dealt with this lunacy.” He leaned closer and kissed Early’s cheek, then took a hand in his. “I know, it’s not worth hashing out. I’m here now, though.”

      “Thanks, babe. I love you. I’m just tired.”

      Ha hated this for Early. Early was close with his parents, but Rick had been the first one in Early’s corner, the first person Early really trusted with difficult things like how to manage being gay on a ranch.

      “Go take a shower, put on comfy PJ’s, and go to bed. I got the dishes. I didn’t bring home any work tonight, so I’ll join you as soon as I get the hooligans in bed.” Early liked a back rub, and he had magic fingers. It was a gift.

      “I’ll deal with the dishes, babe. You handle Thing One and Thing Two.” Early sighed and shook his head. “Lord have mercy, I hate this for him.”

      God, the man was impossible to pamper, even when he needed it. He ran a soothing hand over Early’s shoulder and stood. “Rick was loved. If he can manage to remember anything, he’ll remember that. Doesn’t matter by who.”

      “I’ll shoot myself first, before I let myself get there. I won’t make you watch me become a…whatever Rick is now.” Early’s expression was pure horror, pure pain. “I don’t understand how the good lord lets someone’s brain dissolve in their damn skulls.”

      “Oh, Early.” He caught his husband by the nape and pulled the cowboy into his arms. “It’s going to be okay, honey. It’s okay.” God, he hoped so. Early was scaring him a little bit. “I love you.”

      “I love you.” Early let him hold on, leaning in hard. “This is hard. I miss him.”

      “I know. I know it is. Just breathe and do what you need to do, okay?” He’d insist they go for the service. Bring the boys.

      “Yeah. Yeah, we’ll need to plan on going out for the funeral. I’m betting either Monday or Tuesday next week, if he dies during the night.” Early took a hitching breath. “I need to go. Do you—we haven’t ever talked about how to do funerals with the boys. How do you feel?”

      “I think this was someone very important to you, and the kids should be there.”

      “Can you come? I can’t—I can’t do this and deal with them alone.”

      “Of course I’ll come. I’m not going to let you do this by yourself. We’ll all go.” He had to be there; where else would he be? Early and their boys were all the family he had.

      It was a six-hour drive to Durango, but it was a beautiful ride, and the boys were happy to have extra time on their games. They could head out Friday after school, have supper on the road, and get themselves a hotel. Early’s folks had sold their home and bought a two-bedroom condo, and while it was a lovely place, it was about two thousand square feet too small for their sons.

      He could keep them busy while Early talked with his parents. Board games, cards…

      Okay, their Switches. Or Benadryl.

      “You’re not alone, honey.”

      “No.” Early kissed his jaw. “Not since I picked up this guy at a little dive bar.”

      “I’ve never set foot in a dive bar. I’m way too classy.” It had definitely been a dive bar. But he’d never admitted it before, so why start now?

      “Mmhmm. Dive bar. Neon lights. Scary bathroom. Shots of tequila.”

      “Tequila and neon, sure. I don’t believe I used the bathroom. A sports bar maybe.” He flirted, playing Early’s game.

      “There was a TV, I think…and a piece of shit pool table.”

      “The hottest man on earth was playing pool.” And losing, but the table had been warped and the felt was bunched up near one of the side pockets. It’d looked like a neglected mini-golf course. He hadn’t cared if Early had won or lost, he’d just been watching.

      “Eh, I saw you, and it was over. I never saw another man.” Early said the words like they were simply a fact, just something that was an unalienable truth.

      “Doesn’t make it a dive bar.” He took a kiss and brought the last of the dishes into the kitchen.

      “Dive. Deep dive. Like one of them submarines.”

      Connor laughed. He couldn’t help it. “That’s a new one. I like it.”

      Early bowed deeply. “Well, thank you, sir. I worked hard for it.”

      They loaded the dishwasher, moving around each other easily. Early should have gone up to bed, but he didn’t go, he waited and helped until everything was done, and the house was locked up and quiet. Maybe his man just didn’t want to be alone. He could understand that.

      “You sure you don’t want to shower while I tuck the boys in?”

      “Join me after?” Early still looked a little shell-shocked, stressed out, with red-rimmed eyes and tight lips.

      “Yeah. I’m all yours tonight. Promise.” He gave Early another kiss, wondering how Early had hidden this so well from him until dinner and marveling how quickly his husband was falling apart now that that burden was off his shoulders. “I won’t be long.” He followed Early up the stairs toward the kids and the bedroom.

      “Sounds good to me.” Early tugged his shirt up and off as he walked. “Y’all sleep good, boys. I love you.”

      “Night, Daddy!” Jayden called, while Jaxon’s greeting was totally muffled. Possibly because Jayden was trying to smother him with a pillow.

      He could see Early’s shoulders slumping as he disappeared into the bedroom.
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      Early grabbed the phone as soon as it lit up. He’d turned off the sound so it wouldn’t wake anyone, and god knew he hadn’t been sleeping, so he saw it immediately and slipped from the bed and down the stairs to answer his dad. “Hey, old man. It over?”

      There was a hefty sigh, and then his dad said, “Yes, thank god. He didn’t go easy, but when the good lord came for him, he had a look of peace on him. I’ll take it.”

      “I’m sorry. This sucks.”

      “Me too, but it was time. He was lost in his own mind, and he was scared. It was no way to go.”

      “No, sir. When you need me to come?”

      “Can you come out by this weekend? We’ll bury him Monday, I imagine. I’ve already spoken to Jacob, and he’s going to do the service for us at the church. All the details were dealt with before Rick got too sick to make them.”

      He nodded, making notes on the notebook that lived in the little basket with cards and keys and change. “We’ll be there. I’ll grab a hotel room for the kids.”

      “Just stay at Rick’s, son. It’s clean, and Momma says she’ll buy y’all a bill of groceries.” Pop sounded so goddamn tired. “It’ll be a hard week, yessir.”

      Oh, man. It would be weird to stay at Rick’s, but the place was a damn mansion, not to mention beautiful. “You sure that’s… I don’t know, appropriate?”

      “He loved you like you were his own. He’d want you there.”

      He closed his eyes, refusing to cry. If he was a believer—and he was—then he had to believe that Rick was in a better place, where his pain was over. That was nothing to wail about. “All right. Do you need anything? Like right now, I mean?”

      “Nah. I’m going to bed. I’m pondering sleeping for three days. Call me tomorrow with times and such, okay?”

      “Will do. Love you, Pop.”

      “I love you more. Night, son.”

      Early hung up and made himself a cup of coffee, knowing he wasn’t heading back to bed.

      He watched it brew and had just taken his first eye-opening sip when Connor wandered in wearing slippers and a thick robe. “Too early for coffee,” Connor mumbled and walked right up to lean in. “Can’t sleep?”

      “Pop called. It’s over.” It was never too early for coffee.

      “Oh. I’m sorry. But it’s cold, honey. Come on back to bed.” Connor’s hand slipped into his.

      He wasn’t going to be able to sleep, but he could play Candy Crush and drink coffee and relax. “All right. We can do that.”

      “Good. We can stoke up the fire when we get up there.” Connor led him upstairs. “Do you want to leave as soon as they’re done with school? I’ll take the day off and pack us all up.”

      “It’s up to you, love. You’ll need Friday, Monday and Tuesday at the least. Can you take Thursday too?” God, that would be good, to have another set of hands, someone to be there to make noise.

      “Honey, I’ll take the week. Okay? I can get a couple of hours in there if I need to, I’ll just bring my laptop. We’ll tell the kids’ teachers.”

      “Thank you.” He put his coffee on the bedside table and grabbed Connor’s hand, holding on.

      Connor fussed over him, helping him back into bed, getting them settled together so he could lie on Connor’s chest. “There, now.” Connor pulled the blankets back up, warming them both. “We don’t have to sleep; we can just be here. Okay? Together?”

      “Yeah. Pop sounded wrecked. He wants us to stay at Rick’s with the boys.” Was that okay? Was that good with Connor?

      “Whoa, that’s kind of…weird, isn’t it? To stay…what did you tell him?”

      He couldn’t help but chuckle, tickled to death. “I said it was weird.”

      Connor’s chest vibrated and his abs jumped with the giggles. “But we’re doing it anyway, aren’t we?”

      “I guess so, yeah. I can get with Demming about the ranch details while we’re there.” Demming had been Uncle Rick’s lover once upon a time and had been the ranch manager for decades.

      “I haven’t met Demming, have I? He always seemed like a busy guy. That’ll be good I guess.” Connor’s fingers slid through his hair and rubbed his nape. His husband loved to touch.

      “You’ve seen him at Christmas and all. He’s quiet, but you liked him well enough.” Demming was a master at blending.

      “Wow, okay. Well, I’ll pay better attention?” Connor sighed. “Okay so we’re staying in a…haunted house. Got it. Are you okay? Tell me what’s on your mind. I know who he was to you, hon.”

      “I’m just tired. It breaks my heart that he died so hard, but I know he has to be at peace now. I’m not sure what I’m going to tell the boys, but they’re going to have to love on their Papaw pretty hard.”

      “You just tell them that. That your dad is sad because he lost his older brother and needs extra love and lots of help. Hell, you need some extra love too.”

      “Yeah.” Part of him wanted to tell Pop the kids were sick, the car had problems, they couldn’t come, but that was the bullshit coward’s way out, and he wouldn’t take it, dammit.

      “Don’t worry, the kids always make your parents happy. They love the boys. Just having them there will be good for them.”

      “True that.” He had to grin. His folks had fussed when he’d come out of the closet, not because he was gay, but because they weren’t going to have grandbabies. But Connor was determined to make it happen, and it was one of the reasons he knew they were meant for each other. He hadn’t been sure he was destined to be a father, but Connor showed him he was.

      And now they had two of the wildest amazing monkeys in the world.

      Connor sighed heavily. “What are we going to do with the damn mouse?”

      “Let it go? See if Janey next door will watch it?”

      “I’m not sending a wild mouse to Janey. We’re going to have to let it go. He’s going to be so mad.” Connor chuckled. “Well, let him be mad at me. I’ll take this one.”

      “They’re old enough to have a dog. When we get home, maybe we should get them a puppy.” Boys needed dogs.

      Connor hummed. “Perfect. Maybe two. You’re really not going back to sleep are you?”

      “I don’t know. Probably not. You never know with me.” He kissed Connor’s chin.

      “You want a blowjob?” By Connor’s tone, he should have guessed that was coming. “I might know how to do one of those.”

      “You might, huh?” He cracked up, because his husband, as stressful as life was, did make him laugh. “I might be addicted to your mouth.”

      “I think?” Connor rolled them so he was on his back. “Can I try? I wanna try.” A hot tongue that knew damn well what it was doing tasted a nipple, then lapped at his sternum. “Could be fun.”

      “You’re a bad man.” But his prick started paying attention, didn’t it? Hell yes it did.

      “You’re my stunningly hot husband.” Connor wiggled his PJ’s down just enough that he could feel the cool air on his prick.

      “Yes, sir. All yours.” His eyelids went heavy, and he spread for Connor.

      “Mmm. That’s my man.” Connor started slow, letting him slide past those hungry lips and then pop back out again, fingers tugging and stroking his balls. Little things that demanded his attention.

      It was so easy to let himself relax, let himself feel every second of Connor’s focus. He braced himself on the mattress, his bent legs cradling Connor.

      “Mmm.” Connor hummed around him, then took his cock in deep and did it again, making his toes curl. “Love your cock,” Connor said when he pulled up again, and followed that by tracing the line through the tip with his tongue. “Taste so good.”

      His answer was a whimper and a soft, needy shiver. He never had been able to refuse Connor anything. Ever.

      Connor didn’t say anything more, just repeated that move again and again, humming, driving his tongue around the head and taking him in deep like his only purpose was to drive Early out of his mind.

      He pushed up onto his elbows, needing to see this, to watch that dark head bob. His husband was focused and enjoying himself, which only made the whole thing hotter. Every so often Connor would let him go to nuzzle his balls or stroke the sensitive skin behind them, throwing off the rhythm and distracting him again.

      “Love you,” he groaned, his eyes rolling. “Love you so goddamn much.”

      Connor hummed in response, then swallowed around his prick, over and over.

      “Oh fuck. Gonna…” The threat was too late, because it was all over but the crying.

      Connor brought him down easy with lots of soft sounds and gentle touches, finally climbing back up to kiss him and share his pillow. “My cowboy. So fucking pretty.”

      “Yours.” He curled in, soaking up Connor’s heat. “Hold me, please?”

      “You know it.” Connor’s solid arms went around him and held on. “I’m right here. You’re going to be okay.”

      “I am. He’s in a better place. He’s home and in his right mind.” And he had faith in that. He had to.

      “Try to sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a long day—the drive, the kids, the grandparents…”

      “Mmhmm. After school.” He nuzzled closer, sinking into the sound of Connor’s heartbeat. “Love you. Gonna make it.”

      “We got this far. Odds are pretty damn good, honey.” Connor’s breathing was sure and even, his heartbeat strong and reassuring.

      He kissed
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