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      “Hey, you know that kid from Washington state? The new kid?”

      Jed glanced up at Eli from where he sat reading the Sunday funnies, the late fall sun just warm enough that he could get away with an open flannel and his oldest pair of jeans. Eli was looking fine himself in a pair of sweats and a long sleeved t-shirt. Lord, that man was built like a brick shit house.

      “Uh-huh. The Toby kid, right? The one you took to dinner last week.”

      “That's the one.” Eli grinned at him, brows rising and falling. “He's gay.”

      “Yeah? How'd you figure that one?” Jed put down the paper, waiting. Even though Eli Marshall had taken on the rookie training for the smoke jumping headquarters in Western Colorado, he wasn't one to get personally involved with his trainees. Eli had about as much patience for personal confidence as a mule did for a pack saddle.

      Eli's grin widened. “He made a pass at me.”

      Jed stood up, moving close, frowning at the stupidest man on earth, save for Jed's brother Ross. “Uh-huh. And what did you do?”

      Backing up a step, Eli held up his hands. “Now, Thatcher, you know I turned him down flat.”

      “You'd best have, Mister, or I'll skin you alive.”

      “You a little jealous, Thatcher?”

      “No, I'm a lot possessive.”

      Eli laughed right out loud and grabbed him to give him a sound kiss on the mouth. “Good. I like it that way.”

      “So why tell me, then?” Jed asked, getting distracted by the feel of Eli's hands on his upper arms and Eli's mouth in his.

      “Because the kid needs a man. At least for a bit. I figured you'd have an old friend you could set him up with.”

      Jed rolled his eyes. Lord Almighty, but Eli was never going to let him forget the few times he'd called up old friends before he and Eli were solid as a couple…

      “Most of my old friends are too afraid of you to come around.”

      “Good,” Eli repeated. “I don't want them to. But if you could dig someone up for Toby, then I'd be nice.”

      Jed pressed his lips to Eli's throat, his hands grabbing that fine ass. “You really like this kid, huh?”

      “Yeah.” Eli shrugged, shoulders rolling. “He reminds me of me. Very much an island or some shit.”

      “Okay. Then I'll look.”

      “Thanks, Thatcher.”

      “Uh-huh. I think you owe me something, Mister,” Jed said, looping his arms around Eli's neck.

      “A beer? Fajitas?”

      Jed nudged Eli's thighs apart and slid his leg between them. “I was thinking more along the lines of a massage and a good, hard fuck.”

      Eli's cheeks went pink, but he nodded, looking tickled as all fuck. “You got it, Thatcher. And I won't even think about fire once.”

      Jed laughed, leaning back to look into those dark eyes that seemed so happy these days. “You're gonna spoil me.”

      Nodding, Eli hoisted him up and headed for the door, hauling his ass inside. “That,” Eli said, “is my favorite job in the world.”
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      Buddy James was sick to death of going out on Friday night and watching the little birds and bees swarm around each other. Living in a college town could be hell when you were a high school drop-out and a cowboy besides. And when you were all that and queer as a three dollar bill to boot?

      You were shit outta luck.

      He threw the six pack of Coors behind the seat of his truck and headed back to the Thatcher place. Ken Thatcher was a good man, and he'd taken Buddy on when no one else would. Hell, Buddy knew the man didn't have two nickels to rub together, either, but he'd given Buddy a full time job, and room and board besides.

      And that little wife of his was a damned good cook, too.

      He toodled on back to the ranch, pulling up and staring at the unfamiliar pick-up parked in his usual place. Well, shit. Maybe he shoulda stayed in town and had supper, if the boss had company.

      He'd check, maybe offer to share his beer, as it was still cold in the chill of the October evening. Gunnison was one of the coldest places on the fucking earth, but Buddy loved it with a fierce passion. The Blue Mesa and the reservoir, just all of it.

      Buddy knocked on the back door, and one of the kids let him in. Lord, those folks had a lot of them. This one was, uh…shit. The one with the gap-toothed smile.

      “You don't have to knock, Mister Buddy. You know that.”

      “Well, I do anyway. You know why?”

      “Uh-huh!” That was one of the girls. “It's so you don't walk in on Momma and Daddy kissing.”

      His cheeks heated almost painfully as Ken Thatcher came into the living room, shooing the kids off and clapping him on the back. “Little snots,” Ken said companionably. “Come and meet my brother.”

      “Oh, I don't want to interrupt,” he said.

      “Shit, Jed and Eli brought chili. You don't want to miss Jed's chili.”

      “And cornbread.” A big guy with black hair and pretty eyes came out, smiling and picking up one of the rugrats. “Is this your hand?”

      “Yep. Buddy, this is Eli Marshall, my brother's significant other, as they say. Eli, Buddy James.”

      “Hey.” Eli stuck his free hand out to shake even as he tossed the kid up in the air with the other.

      “Hi.” Man, that man did something seriously physical for a living, because he had a grip that would squash a guy flat. “Pleased.”

      “Hey, Eli, is it true that you got knocked out in the middle of a fire…Oh, hey. Sorry.”

      Well, hello. That was one cute man. Tall and a little skinny, but old enough to know better, with brown hair and gray eyes, he was something to look at. He came out of the kitchen with a beer and a smile, looking from one of them to another, waiting for an introduction.

      “Hey, I was just doing my job. Toby Lawrence, this is Buddy James. He's Ken's new hand.”

      “Nice to meetcha,” Toby said, shaking his hand with a shadow of the same strength Eli showed. He had the same calluses, though, and the same pocked scars on the back his hand. Toby caught him staring and grinned. “Firefighter hands.”

      “Ah. Makes sense.” He held up his own too-old hands. “Cowboy hands.”

      “Uh-huh. I've seen a lot of those lately.” But Toby was sure checking his out, which was kind of cool. And kind of unnerving in front of the boss, even if Ken's brother was gay and all…”So what do you do for fun around here?”

      “Huh? Well, uh.” What did he do for fun? “Fishing. Trail riding. Maybe some river rafting in the summer.” It was too late for rafting now, being mid-fall, but the other two he still did a good bit on the days off.

      “I've never been on a horse. Will that get me kicked out of Colorado?”

      “Nah, but you might have to move to Boulder.” That was Ken, clapping the kid on the back and making them all hoot.

      “Well, you can come on over any weekend you want to and I'll take you out,” Buddy added, glancing at Toby from under his lashes.

      “That would rock, man.”

      “Well, then come on.”

      “How about next weekend?”

      He grinned a little, feeling the tiny spark of a new flame lighting up in his chest. “Sure. We'll just have to exchange numbers in case something comes up. Fire. Spontaneous cow escape.”

      “Sure.” They chit-chatted while Mandy got the chili laid out, and damned if Toby didn't offer to do dishes.

      Buddy hopped to his feet. “I'll help out.”

      Ken and Mandy and the brother and the big guy, all of them watched them go with these little smiles on their faces.

      “You ever get the feeling we're being set up?” he asked, hauling a load of plates over to the sink.

      “Yeah. I mean, is that okay? It's kind of a haul to get over here, but I'd love to hang out, you know?” He got a grin, those gray eyes twinkling for him.

      “I would, too. I mean, I assume you're…”

      “Queer? As a bull in a dress.” Toby lowered his voice. “I hit on the bossman, and now his boyfriend wants to hook me up. I didn't know he was taken.”

      For a minute he couldn't figure how Toby could have hit on Ken, but then light dawned. “Oh, the big guy. He's awful pretty.”

      “Uh-huh. And solid as a rock with your boss' brother.”

      “Yeah. I mean, I hadn't met them until today, but the kids talk a lot about how Uncle Jed is the lucky one.”

      “Uh-huh. So are you from around here?” Water went everywhichways when Toby started scrubbing, and Buddy took over.

      “You dry. Mandy will have a fit if you ruinate her kitchen.”

      “Ruinate.” Toby hooted. “That's a great word.”

      “Yeah, well just wait until she ruinate's your ass.”

      Long eyelashes batted for him. “Oh, I'd rather have someone else do that.”

      Man, it felt good to flirt, and Buddy smiled as he set to washing. “Anyway, yeah, I'm from up around Telluride. So you're from Oregon?”

      “Yup.” Toby rubbed a dish so hard it squeaked. “It rains a lot. I'm looking forward to seeing snow.”

      “Well, you won't get near as much down over in Delta, though if you're staying up in Cedaredge, you'll see it.” That was where Jed lived, he thought.

      “Oh, I have a little place down in Grand Junction. Near the jump center.”

      “Oh, Hell, you'll have to come here, then. Grand Junction is too low for the heavy stuff.”

      “Then I'll visit. Do you really want me to come up for a trail ride next weekend?”

      “I really do.”

      Toby's fingers touched his, sliding along them when he handed over a bowl.

      Suddenly life looked a little less lonely, and Buddy decided he hoped Toby would come by often.
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