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      He popped the top of his Dr Pepper and put the pedal to the metal, heading home. The day was hot—damned hot, even for September, but there was a nasty storm brewing and he needed this feed and corn and shit home before it broke.

      Rusty zipped down the highway, slowing before every place the state troopers tended to roost, his curls sweat-damp on his neck, itching at him. Old Man Ketchum had remarked on his hair, noting that Granny wouldn’t have let him out of the house without a trim, that Pappy’d been smooth-shaved and well-trimmed every day of their fifty-two years of marriage.

      Yeah, well, given that he didn’t have Pappy or Granny or anybody else helping him run the goddamned farm for damned near a year now? Rusty was damned lucky his hair was the only thing out of control.

      So, okay, his hair and the fence between him and the Henderson’s and the house plumbing and that damned bull that kept coming up lame and Miss Pol who insisted on biting every damned colt she got stabled next to. Old bitch.

      Something was smoking like all get out up ahead and he slowed, peering to see what was burning. He damned near passed right by when he saw it was a stranger, but his better nature kicked at him and he pulled over. Once that storm hit, there’d be no one on this stretch of road and Granny’d roll in her grave to think he’d just left some guy to fate.

      He killed the engine and stepped out, tipping his hat, hand near enough to his bowie—decent, but not stupid. “Howdy. Anything I can do to help?”

      “You got a gun?” came the instant reply. “I’m gonna shoot this old bitch and leave her here to die.” The fella that belonged to the voice stepped out and turned to grin at him, tipping a battered old straw Stetson back to show him a lean, tanned face and a flash of a white smile.

      He chuckled and tilted his head towards his gun rack. “I do, but I tell you what, I’m not sure the buckshot’d get past the steam. Where you headed?”

      “Wherever the next town is. Gotta tell ya, you got a whole lotta state down this way. I sure would appreciate a ride.” At least the man didn’t look like a crazed killer or anything. Those boots were down at the heel a bit, but well loved, and the clothes were neat, if worn.

      “Oh, good Lord, you’ve got a travel in front of you and a badass storm nipping your heels.” He shook his head. “You’re a fair piece from Abilene and looks like you’ve prolly seen San Angelo. Tell you what, let’s haul your hunk of junk down to my place, let her cool down. Worse comes to worse, I can see if someone in Potosi’s headed up north this evening, yeah?”

      The man looked at him for a long moment, then nodded, holding out one hand to shake. “Much obliged. Name’s Anthony Wayne, but Wayne’ll do.”

      “Rusty Hamilton.” He shook quick, then turned to grab a length of chain from his toolbox. “I’d usually spend a bit jawing, but my pocketbook needs this feed in the barn afore the storm hits, and I’d not feel right just abandoning you here. You can call Sheriff Malone when we hit the house, if you’re nervous. He’ll vouch for me. I mean, he’ll vouch for my pappy, I’m still new meat.”

      He handed Wayne the free end of the chain, attaching his end to the trailer hitch. See God? A good deed. I’m doing a good deed. Please let the barn roof weather the storm.

      Easy as pie, Wayne fell in beside him to help, shoving the hood down on the broken down truck and helping him set up to tow. “Let’s get a move on then. Can smell the rain coming.” A quick grin and a wink came his way and Wayne hopped into the poor old thing to steer as he pulled. That beat up hat popped out at him from the window. “But we’ll beat it. Don’t you worry.”

      He nodded. “Flash your lights if you get into trouble. We’re going another ten miles, give or take.”

      “Got it.” He got a thumbs up.

      Rusty hopped in his truck and cranked her, easing out until the Chevy started rolling behind. They went easy, making it down the highway in good time. He signaled long before the turn into the driveway, stopping to unlock the gate, the raindrops just beginning to fall.

      By the time they’d pulled up, relocked the gate, and driven down to the barns, the rain was more than threatening. Damnit.

      There wasn’t any discussion. Wayne just pitched in and helped him get everything where it needed to go, with as little rain damage as possible to his feed. Man knew his way around a barn well enough and had a strong back besides.

      They poured the wet bags out into the feeders, the critters pushing and wrestling to get to it. “Thanks for the help, man. Looks like we saved it all.”

      “Least I could do, since you were racing the storm thanks to me.” Wayne took off his hat and shook water out of overlong blond curls, smiling at him, clapping him on the shoulder. “’Sides, it felt good to do something besides drive and listen to myself mumble.”

      “You been on the road a while?” He grinned over, forcing himself not to take a nice long look.

      “Seems like a long damned time, for sure. Faithless old bitch of a truck seemed like it broke down every fifty miles or so. I think she’s good and dead now, though.”

      “That’s shit luck. Sounds like you could sure use a beer, man. Come on in. I’ll rustle up some longnecks.” He had the better part of a six-pack in the icebox, along with enough ham and cheese for sandwiches for two.

      “Oh, damn. That sounds good.” That grin went downright blinding, and Wayne looked a good five years younger and a lot less tired. “I’m gonna owe you big, kid.”

      “What comes around goes around, yeah?” He couldn’t help smiling back, pushing the pups out of the way and pointing to the back door through the downpour. “Third step up is broke-dick, don’t get caught up on it. You ready to run for it?”

      “You bet. Lead me to it.” Another one of those damned stunning smiles followed him all the way to the house.

      They made it in without dying or breaking anything and Rusty pointed to the old table before pulling out two beers and grabbing two clean towels off the dryer. One day, he’d put the laundry up where it went.

      Maybe.

      “Here you go, Wayne.” He pulled out a chair and sat, wiping his face and drying his hair a bit.

      “Thanks.” Hooking a chair around backward, Wayne sat and started drying off, popping the beer open and taking a long draw off the bottle. “Now that hits the spot.”

      He popped the top of his own beer and drank deep. Oh, yeah. Damn. “No shit. Damn, there’s nothing like a cold beer.”

      “Yeah.” The label of Wayne’s bottle got peeled off in long strips, the man’s expression turning wry. “Nice to have someone to drink it with, too.” Wayne laughed. “Not that I’m meaning to sound all new best friend like.”

      Rusty nodded. “There’s something damned odd about drinking alone, makes a fella nervous.”

      He watched those fingers, allowing himself a second of private fantasies—he reckoned he was allowed, once a year or so.

      With a stranger.

      Who didn’t even know.

      “You know it. Any man who drinks alone either has something to hide or no one worth knowing.” There. That was what made that smile stand out. Dimples. The man had dimples a mile deep.

      “I got nothing much to hide, but I left my friends back in Austin and have only been here on Granny’s farm a year. I’m still a foreigner.”

      “Ah. Small town blues, yeah?” Wayne nodded. “I hear ya. My hometown has 251 people. Well, 252 according to mom. Anna Kopekne had a baby last week.”

      Wayne’s stomach grumbled just then, loud enough to make him jump.

      “I grew up here, but left for college. Didn’t reckon I’d be back.” He stood up, grabbed a loaf of Wonder Bread and tossed it over. “I got ham and cheese. You want mustard or salad dressing?”

      “Mustard sounds good. And, uh. You got a bathroom? It’s been awhile since the last rest stop.”

      “Down the hall, second door on the left.”

      He managed to get the mustard and the sandwich-fixings on the table before he had sense enough to worry whether those jack-off books Mark and Leo’d send him up from Austin were hid proper in the magazine basket.

      Oh. Oh, shit. Surely he had put them up under the newspaper and the Texas Monthly after the last time he’d…

      Which was just first thing this morning…

      Right before he’d headed out to do chores and run to town…

      Oh shit.

      Wayne didn’t look anything but easy when he came back from the john, so maybe he’d hidden them after all. ’Course if the man was desperate to go, he might not have looked at all, anyway.

      Rusty closed his eyes and said the littlest prayer of thanks as he dug through the pantry for some chips, finding a half-bag in the back.

      “Found some chips. You want some?”

      “Hey, that’d be great. Anything I can do? I promise, I washed my hands.” Damn, he was imagining things, ’cause he could swear Wayne brushed his ass in passing.

      “Uh… grab the paper towels?” No getting all puffy before company, Rus. Come on. Think mud and baseball and spoiled eggs.

      “Sure.” Though it was a lot nicer to think of lean legs in an old pair of Wranglers as Wayne stretched over the counter to grab the roll of towels.

      Maybe sitting down was his best bet, ’cause he was twitchy as a flea on a short-haired dog. He grabbed a butter knife and sat, spreading yellow mustard on the bread, ignoring his stubborn prick that insisted that Wayne was something worth waking up for.

      They munched companionably, and he had to wonder. If Wayne made noises like that over ham and cheese and BBQ chips, what would the man do for a cheeseburger?

      Rusty was sitting, trying to find a polite way of asking where Wayne was headed, what the man was searching for, when the sky went pitch black. He looked out the kitchen window, wincing as the lightning hit and the house shook with the thunder. “Shit! That’s a fierce damned storm.”

      “You got anything out that needs in? ’Cause I hate to invite myself, but I don’t imagine I’m going anywhere tonight, so I could help tie down.”

      He frowned, “I reckon I ought to make sure the horses are all home. The heifers’ll manage and the goat barn’s open. We’d best dig up some candles, too. Our electricity’s sure to…”

      His voice trailed off as the lights flickered out. “Yeah. Candles.”

      “Yeah.” He couldn’t see, but he could definitely hear the laughter in Wayne’s voice. “Shit, it could be worse. I coulda been a five hundred pound redneck named Bubba, yeah? I’m much better company than that would be.”

      He started laughing, standing to stumble over to the junk drawer. “Oh, I’m thinking your company’s just
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