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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Lightning flashed, sending a crash of thunder rumbling through the house. Erick shivered and sank down under the covers. The desire to pull the sheets over his head clawed at him, but he feared another attack. If he couldn't see the door, they might slip in without him noticing, or worse, burst through like last time. Erick shivered, his heart hammered, and his head hurt.

      What if they did come back? What if someone tried to abduct him again? The door could come crashing in at any second, bringing fists, Tasers, and guns to control him. His gut twisted, leaving him gasping for breath. How had he let them take him last time?

      Before the attack, he'd prided himself in his strength. He could easily take down two men in a fair fight, four in a dirty one when he had the advantage, but the men who abducted him didn't fight fair. Worse, they'd had the advantage because they knew the score before he saw them coming. Thunder cracked, and he jumped. The scrape of a tree across the window left him trembling. He fought to not get lost in the fear of the visions haunting his thoughts, but they tore at him, ripping him from the present.

      The feel of the chain across his back as they beat him played through his mind. Remembering the attacks and thrashings turned him inward. The room around him disappeared as painful memories swirled. He was lost, alone, and cold. He would die soon, and he knew it. There wasn't anything to live for. Another beating, and he'd break.

      Strong hands pulled him from the black depths of his nightmare, bringing him back to reality. The world of dreams mixed with the here and now, and he shook violently. The room grew focused around him, bringing him clarity. For a moment, he thought the strong hands belonged to Conner, but no such luck. Riley held him close and patted his back, saying soothing words to calm the internal storm. Erick recoiled automatically. Why couldn't it be Connor here holding him? Riley had stolen his lover, taken his man, and now he was supposed to welcome his help? Erick pushed away and stumbled to the bathroom. Riley followed, standing in the door, his brows raised in concern. He hated being ungrateful. Riley was trying to help, but he didn't want support from this man whom Connor loved.

      Pain ripped through his gut, and he sagged. Riley stepped forward, reaching out to help, but Erick moved back. "Don't."

      "Erick, I know you're unhappy that Connor and I are together, but—Hell, do you want something to help you sleep?"

      “No.” The last thing he wanted was to be helpless again. Being helpless sucked, and he would never willingly put himself in a weak position ever again. “Just leave.”

      “No.”

      Erick spun around and almost fell. Riley was there, reaching for him, holding him. Erick thought about fighting off his hold, fantasized about punching Riley in the gut and kicking him when he was down, but he didn't have the energy. He was too weak. His balance screwed up because of the beatings. Riley had told him about some weird condition screwing with his balance because of the abuse he'd suffered.

      Riley's explanation was all gobbledygook to him. Really, he hated being so useless. His career as a Ranger was over. Maybe if he recovered, he'd eventually return to police work, but it would take years. Of course, while he'd been sitting in one of the many closets, aching and bruised from the latest torture session, he'd vowed to never return to police work. He had no idea what he'd do now that he was free. With no place to go, he felt trapped. The only thing keeping him grounded to reality was Connor and, of course, Riley, but he sure as hell didn't want to voice his gratitude to Riley.

      “Erick?”

      “What?”

      “Why don’t you lay down? I’ll be in the den on the couch.” Riley’s lips were at his ear, whispering to him.

      He gritted his teeth, praying Riley would go away and Connor would sit with him. “You don’t have to stay.”

      “I’ll stay. I want to.”

      "God, Riley, I fucking hate you."

      Riley smoothed his hand down Erick's back and tightened his hold on him. "I know. I'm sorry, too. If I wasn't utterly in love with Connor, I would let him go, but I can't."

      “Fuck.”

      Erick allowed Riley to lead him to the bed and cover him with a blanket. He stared after his rival as he left the room, wishing there was a way to go back in time and tell Connor to wait for him, that he wanted a relationship. If he'd only known back then what he knew now, everything would be different. Being abducted made him look at the world with a new take. He should have jumped at the chance to be with Connor last year, now he was too late.
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        * * *

      

      Lane rolled over, snuggling close to Gresh. He breathed in deeply, closing his eyes tightly. Last night when the storm rolled through, they'd woken and spent an hour creating their own tempest in the bedroom. His body still ached a little from their playtime that had them crashing against each other in fiery passion. His cell phone buzzed, and Lane groaned as he stretched to catch the call before it fell to voice mail. His body ached, and he moaned again, trying like hell to force his muscles to obey.

      “Lane here. This better be good.”

      “Hey Lane, it’s Riley.”

      Lane sat up, his aches no longer an issue. “Riley, what’s up?”

      Gresh rolled over and grabbed the phone out of Lane’s hand. “Riley, he’s mine. I don’t care if Connor is gone for the week. You can’t have him.”

      Lane rolled his eyes and fought for the phone. “Hey, he’s just calling to talk.”

      Gresh laughed at something Riley said, and Lane stopped fighting for the phone. He rolled out of bed. "Fine, be that way. You two just have your little conversation about me."

      "Don't leave yet. We were about to talk about how fine your ass was. Let me tell you, Riley, he's amazing."

      “God, Gresh, stop teasing Riley, and give me the phone.”

      Gresh handed over the device, and Lane stuck out his tongue.

      “Stick that out again, and I’ll show you where you can put it.”

      "Promises, promises. Buddy, I'm going there soon, and you're going to like it."

      Lane heard Gresh’s sharp intake of breath. He hadn’t fucked Gresh yet, but he wanted to. He understood Gresh’s hesitancy. The man had been hurt, and when he finally allowed Lane to take him, he’d be patient and loving, giving so much more than taking.

      "Hey Lane, you back on the line?" Riley's voice broke through Lane's lust-filled musings.

      “Yeah, what’s up?”

      “I think it’s time for Erick to move to your place.”

      “Is he trying to make the moves on Connor?” Lane asked.

      “No, he needs the safety of people surrounding him, and I can’t spend every night with him. If Connor were to sleep over here, it wouldn’t be good.”

      "Huh, well, we're building the new bunkhouse, then we'll remodel the current one. We have the space. He's welcome to come out here. Of course, we'll put him to work, give him something to occupy his mind and wear out his body."

      "That's good, but his physical abilities are limited. He still has some vertigo and other balance issues, and his strength hasn't really returned. Actually, it's a waste for you to hire him, but I really appreciate the favor."

      “Hey, what are friends for?”

      “I’m glad to hear you call us friends after the way I chased you. You could hold a grudge, or Gresh could be a real dick about it.”

      "Yeah, well, I'm irresistible. What can I say?"

      Lane yelped as Gresh spun him around and pulled him into a crushing kiss. The phone started to slide from his hand, and he fumbled for it. Gresh grabbed onto the phone, keeping it from hitting the ground. He didn't let up on the kiss, his body pressing into Lane's.

      There was noise on the other end of the line, but Lane couldn't hear Riley's words. Gresh ended the kiss and allowed Lane to have the phone back. Lane pretended to be annoyed, but he loved the attention. Gresh popped him on the ass with his shirt, and Lane jumped, laughing while he put the phone to his ear.

      “Sorry Riley, Gresh went all caveman on me.”

      Riley chuckled, and his laughter sent a thrill through Lane. They were friends now and hung out as often as they could, but there were times Lane felt the old attraction pulling at him, making him want things from Riley he swore he’d never want from the man.

      “Yeah, well, I’ll bring Erick by today.” Riley cleared his throat, “I think this will be a good opportunity for him to gain some perspective.”

      “Come by for dinner soon.”

      “I’ll see what I can arrange.”

      Lane was a little disappointed Riley didn’t set a date, but Connor wasn’t around, and they usually didn’t get together unless it was the four of them. He said bye and hung up before spinning around to find his partner. “Gresham Miller, you are trying my patience.”

      “Good, you need something tried.”

      “Hey, Erick is coming to live here today.”

      “About time.”

      “You think the guys are ready to deal with his issues?” Lane asked.

      "Yeah, we've talked to them about it. I think everyone will be fine with him living in the bunkhouse. We'll probably have to watch Jake, but otherwise, I think everything will be great."

      Lane worried about Jake, too. He had attitude issues that had gotten him into trouble on more than one occasion. Last year, Jake started a fight, landing him in the hospital, which started the mess between Lane and Riley, almost ending in Gresh killing the good doctor. Well, not really killing the guy, but they did go at each other's throats on one occasion. Lane's pleading had been the only thing to keep the two of them from ripping each other apart.

      Lane followed Gresh into the shower, pinning his man against the wall and telling him to stay before dropping to his knees. He glanced up at Gresh and returned the devilish smile before sucking Gresh’s cock into his mouth and closing his eyes, loving the feel of the silken rod on his tongue.
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        * * *

      

      Jake knew the other men were waiting for him to blow, but he wasn't going to. He'd spent the last six months learning to deal with the realities of being in a fight and getting the shit beat out of him. No matter how often he made excuses for his behavior, he had to live with the pain from that beating. Lane had just come down to tell them Erick would be moving in today. He knew Erick was gay and wanted to make him feel at home. It wouldn't make up for the trouble he'd caused, but maybe helping the guy adjust would bring some healing to Erick. He hoped the dude didn't take his hospitality wrong. When he'd been beaten, and the guy came back to kill Lane, it had made an impression. Jake wanted to change, to conquer his anger.

      Sterling sauntered in, his no-cares attitude grating on Jake's nerves. The guy had talked about pussy so much last night Jake had to tell him to shut up. They'd almost gotten into it, but Jake had been tired of listening to how many girls the guy was doing. The stories started to sound fake. Kind of like Sterling was making it all up to sound more impressive than he was.

      “What time is this Erick dude supposed to get here?” Sterling asked.

      “Soon.” Jake held his voice steady and thought about leaving the bunkhouse to get away from the lie-machine, but he wouldn’t let Sterling run him out of his own home.

      “I guess he’s gay.”

      Jake turned to stare at Sterling, wondering what the guy was getting at. He acted nervous and jumpy.

      “It doesn’t matter if he’s gay or not. It’s not our business.” Jake made sure the small nightstand beside Erick’s new bed was empty and straightened the sheets. A car door slammed outside, and Jake turned to go out and meet Erick. Sterling blocked his way, frozen on the spot with a pained look on his face.

      “Hey, are you going to move?”

      Sterling shook his head and grumbled. “Whatever.” He raced off to the bathroom, slamming the door.

      Jake hated Sterling’s antics and hoped they didn’t screw up the good mood prevalent here at Crazy Hills. Jake needed to concentrate on getting better, and one way to get his issues under control was to help someone who actually needed his support.

      Jake pushed open the screen door to the bunkhouse, watching Erick exit the car. The guy had to be in pain based on the way he limped. His jerky movements told a story of broken bones and aching muscles. They had two weeks before the dude ranch opened for business, and he hoped Erick was up to the task. Jake would pitch in where needed, picking up the slack for the man. Sterling might have a bad attitude because Erick was gay, but he sure as hell wouldn't hold it against the dude.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Lane picked up the new bridle and reigns he needed and paid for his purchase, glad he was getting back into riding. His leg was healed as far as he was concerned, and he would soon return to running the ranch. On his way out of the Tack Shoppe, he saw a display for a beautiful black and brown saddle with exceptional stitch work. It was a showpiece, something to brag about. He walked around the display, looking at the exquisite leather from all angles.

      He felt a hand on his shoulder and turned. Riley stood close enough for Lane to see the dark flecks in his eyes. He breathed in and caught the delicious scent that was all Riley. His dick twitched, and he glanced around, finding the area empty.

      “Hey, it’s good to see you.” Lane lifted up on his toes and kissed Riley’s cheek. Heat raced up his neck to his face. Why had he just kissed Riley? He’d been working so hard to squash the desire he felt for the man. Kissing him would only cause trouble. How could he have been so stupid?

      Riley lifted one eyebrow and tilted his head. “It’s good to see you too.”

      “Sorry about that. I didn’t…”

      Riley glanced down at the display and stroked the saddle, walking around the item and coming up beside Lane again. “It feels good under my fingers.” Riley’s gaze rose slowly, burning Lane’s flesh with his heated stare.

      Lane swallowed over the lump in his throat, fearful of the beast he’d just unleashed. “Gresh would look good on this saddle.”

      “I bet he looks good on you,” Riley whispered.

      Lane reached out to slap Riley's arm, but Riley grabbed his wrist. They were both breathing harder than they should be, considering all they were doing was standing around talking.

      “What’s going on?” Lane stepped away and tried like hell to remember he wasn’t going to have feelings for Riley. He loved Gresh.

      Riley scrubbed at his jaw. "Sorry. I saw you, then you turned around. You kissed me, and bam, it was like lightning all over again. I swear I'm going to behave around you."

      Lane ignored the comment, cursing himself for kissing Riley. “How’s Connor?”

      Riley smiled. “Yeah, that will make me behave.”

      “I think you two should come over soon. I miss seeing you.”

      “We were there three days ago.”

      Lane glanced away from Riley and sighed. How could he explain his feelings in a way that wouldn't get him in trouble? It wasn't fair to Riley. They'd been spending time together recently, and he'd begun to enjoy Riley's company a bit too much.

      "Hey," Riley ran a finger over Lane's arm, gaining his attention.

      Lane smiled up at him, unable to hide the thrill from Riley’s touch. “You are so nice to me. I’ve been hell on you. Do you realize how much we touch when we’re together?”

      Riley smirked and flicked his thumb over Lane’s chin. “So I shouldn’t touch you?”

      Lane didn’t know how to answer. “I’m not saying that. I guess I’m the one who started the touching thing.” Lane glanced around the store, seeing the section they were in empty. He closed the distance between them and wrapped his arms around Riley, squeezing once before backing off. “Yeah, I started it. Sorry, but I like touching you.”

      Riley backed up and shook his head. “You know, I think you like to play with fire.”

      Lane bit his bottom lip and rolled his eyes. “I’ll go grab a fire extinguisher.”

      “Don’t.”

      He sighed and turned his attention back to the saddle. “So you think Gresh will like this?”

      Rile placed his hand on the saddle, running his palm over the spot where Gresh’s butt would be. “Yeah, I do. I’ll call you with a date for us to all get together.”

      “Thanks.”

      Riley slid his gaze to Lane’s. “Connor is a good guy, you know that, right?”

      Lane huffed out a breath. He still felt weird about the big man. Things weren't as strained as they had been, but there were misgivings hanging around that he couldn't shake. Maybe it was because some small part of him wanted Riley no matter how much he tried to deny it. "If he's good for you, then I'm happy for you."

      Riley grabbed Lane’s hand as he walked past and squeezed. “See you around.”

      Lane didn't want to watch after Riley as he walked away, but his eyes swung to the man as he receded, watching his butt retreat. They'd been down this road so many times there were ruts already carved in the surface. He loved Gresh, not Riley. Riley might have some sex appeal, but he wasn't the man of his dreams. Still, at least once every few weeks, he had a resurgence of lust for the man that knocked him for a loop.

      Lane closed his eyes and thought of Gresh, focusing on making his husband happy. He grabbed the tag for the saddle and took it to the register. Gresh was going to get an early birthday present.
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        * * *

      

      Since coming to work at the ranch, the week had flown past. His strength was improving a bit, but not enough to satisfy him fully. Erick tossed the saddle over the back of the horse and winced at the pain. Connor had found him this job. He couldn't think of Riley in a good light yet, though the man had been the one to talk Lane and Gresh into hiring him. If Riley dropped dead now, he wouldn't be too heartbroken. Of course, Connor would be, so it wouldn't be good in the end, but still, he wished he had a stab at Connor, just a fair chance instead of having nothing to fight with to win an opportunity for a relationship with the man.

      The door to the bunkhouse banged closed behind him. He spun around, almost losing his balance. Sterling sighted him and stalked off the other way. That cowboy was the angriest son of a bitch Erick had ever seen. Sterling tossed a heated scowl over his shoulder before he raced around the barn and out of Erick’s sight.

      The door slammed again, and this time Erick didn’t look to see who it was. A heavy hand on his shoulder scared the crap out of him. He turned, this time losing his balance and stumbling right into Jake’s arms.

      “Hey buddy, sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Erick pushed away and backed up. Jake had a reputation as a fighter, and the last thing he wanted was to get into a fight. "Sorry."

      “No worries. So you want to go for a ride after you finish?”

      Erick held his breath, wondering if Jake was going to laugh or maybe try to torture him in some way. Was this just a gag for him? “I was planning on it, but you don’t have to go.”

      "Hey, I think it would be great. Let me grab a horse, and we'll go together."

      “You don’t have to.” Erick didn’t want to anger the man. Angering Jake would be bad.

      “I want to. Plus, we’ll be working close together once the guests start pouring in. It’s probably good we get to know each other. You and I have been busy on other projects in the last week, and I guess we’ve been missing each other coming and going.”

      Erick didn't mention he'd been avoiding Jake, trying like hell to stay out of his path. He shrugged his shoulders. "Okay. You can come along if you wish." Erick finished saddling the horse, using all of his strength to get the strap tight enough. A year ago, saddling a horse wouldn't have caused him to break a sweat, but today he could barely complete the task. Being held captive had taken the life out of him. He hated being an invalid. Some of his strength had returned but not enough. He found himself constantly relying on others to perform the simplest of tasks.

      Jake came around the barn with a horse already saddled. Fuck, it was taking him forever to finish this, and Jake was already done. Sterling walked up to Jake. The man narrowed his eyes at Erick and shook his head. Fuck, he had no idea what he'd done to Sterling to piss him off.

      “What are you two doing?” Sterling asked Jake.

      “Going for a ride. I thought Erick and I would check the fence line.”

      “I did that yesterday. There’s no reason for you to go,” Sterling spat out.

      “Give it a rest, Sterling. Go help Cookie or something. You’re acting like a jerk.”

      “Fuck off.” Sterling stalked away, his shoulders held stiff.

      “What’s his problem?” Jake asked as he rolled his eyes. “Come on, let’s go check the fence.”

      The confrontation had left Erick wondering if working at Crazy Hills was his best decision. He could leave, go somewhere else and settle down, but fear of the unknown kept him here. That and a little secret he prayed Sterling never found out about because obviously, he wouldn't be pleased. Erick led his horse over to the stepladder, embarrassed that he had to resort to climbing up on a horse with help. Using a stair step to swing up into the saddle was something out of shape people had to resort to, not young men like himself. Fuck, he felt old. Maybe he was old, and any thoughts of youth were an illusion. The break had healed, but he was still in pain and had little strength. He'd hoped he would be able to mount a horse like a normal person by the time the guests started to arrive in one week, but there was no way he'd meet that goal, not now with the pain in his leg. Riley said he'd get better but sitting for so long in the closets they'd kept him in during his torture, as well as the broken bones, had made his situation worse. There wasn't enough time to heal.

      “Hey Erick, why the long face?” Jake had circled around and walked his horse next to Erick’s horse.

      “It’s nothing.”

      “Sure as hell doesn’t look like nothing to me. You seem sad, maybe a little unhappy. Is it an issue with your physical abilities?”

      Erick felt as though he’d been socked in the gut. Everybody pitied him and his injuries, treating him like a baby. He fucking hated it. “I’m fine.”

      "You know, a few months ago, I broke a few bones. It took me a while to get back to normal. You need to do your physical therapy."

      Fuck, another twist of the knife to his gut. Riley was doing his physical therapy through his office at the hospital. Every time he went in, he'd invariably run into the man so he stopped going.

      “Yeah, I know.”

      “You’re not going to physical therapy, are you?”

      “What are you, my mother?”

      Jake reached down and ripped the reigns out of Erick’s hand, causing him to jump. He lost his balance and almost fell. Jake reached out and grabbed him, steadying Erick in his saddle, his hand clamped onto Erick’s shoulder.
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        * * *

      

      Bile, anger, and fear twisted in Sterling's gut. Ever since Erick had shown up on the ranch, he'd been unable to find any peace. The man got under his skin and into his mind, leaving Sterling feeling like a hurricane had ripped through him. The desire to punch Erick and pull him into his arms, kissing the hell out of him had Sterling so mixed up he'd put syrup in his cereal, poured milk on his pancakes, and put salt in his coffee this morning
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