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      Nash

      “Yes.” Nash Vigil nodded, gritting his teeth as he did so. “Yes, I do understand how patient you’ve been.”

      It was a good thing it was physically impossible to reach through phone lines. He desperately wanted to strangle the condescending faceless fucker who was calmly reminding Nash how they’d allowed Twisted Pine Ranch plenty of time to pay the monthly installment—with a hefty late fee added to the balance, of course. He swore under his breath, worried that one of his molars had given up the ghost.

      Of course, Robin Simpson chose that very moment to stroll into the Twisted Pine kitchen. The owner of the ranch had been working out in one of the barns. She was bundled up against the October chill in a thigh-length barn coat that was older than she was and a hand-knit hot-pink cap pulled down over her ears. The hat made her look slightly impish. Or deranged. Nash wasn’t sure which. Spotting him sitting at the desk, she slowed down. He directed a frenzied smile in her direction, even though it made his face hurt.

      “What’s going on?” she mouthed, not fooled by Nash’s false enthusiasm. “Smoke’s coming out your ears.”

      “Nothing,” he mouthed back as he listened to the representative rattle off the new round of paperwork that needed to be filled out if they were going to miss or delay another payment.

      “I’ll send these to the email we have on file.”

      Nash certainly hoped they weren’t sending it to another, different email. Perhaps one they’d made up just to be bastards.

      Then they started in on how important it was to keep abreast of finances. Nash wanted to ask if they’d ever tried running a ranch. If they’d ever ridden a horse or been so isolated only satellite phones worked—and not reliably. He did not. Instead, he tuned out and focused on the game of spider solitaire he had going on the desktop computer in front of him.

      Peeling off her fleece-lined jacket along with the hideous cap, Robin hung them together on a hook next to the kitchen door. Shooting him another questioning look, she toed off her boots and padded over to the sink where she began to fill the kettle.

      “Coffee?” she asked.

      Nash nodded as the rep droned on.

      Finally, they got to the point. “You have fourteen business days to fill out the paperwork and get it back to the agency. We can’t guarantee that Twisted Pine qualifies for the exemption,” they said.

      Of course they couldn’t. Nash nodded. “Will do.”

      “It’s been a pleasure speaking with you, Mr. Vigil. Is there anything else we can help you with today?”

      Nash sincerely doubted it had been a pleasure. It certainly hadn’t been a pleasure on his end.

      What he really wanted to do was tell the rep it would be great if the loan servicing company would actually help the ranch by reworking their loan and lowering the crippling interest rate they were paying. But, apparently, that was “not something that could be considered at this time.” Managing not to say what he was really thinking, Nash clicked off with a “no, thank you,” and set the phone aside.

      Saying anything negative to Robin about the loan was not an option. She was the one who’d taken out the predatory loan in a moment of panic a few years ago, after her mother had died. Ranch finances had been in the worst shape they’d been in since the recession in the 1980s—when Robin was a toddler and Nash hadn’t been born yet—and the possibility of losing the ranch as well as her mother had made her reckless. Nash didn’t blame Robin but did wish she’d reached out for help before signing on the dotted line.

      “What was that?” Robin asked.

      “Just talking to the loan servicing company again. My semiannual attempt to get them to rework the rate.”

      “I’m sorry, Nash.”

      Robin felt deeply guilty about the state of affairs, and Nash knew that, like him, she lost sleep worrying about their future. This was the only place Robin had ever lived and Nash had been at Twisted Pine since adolescence. This was their home. Nash couldn’t imagine himself living anywhere else. The land under his feet had a grip on his soul like no other. 

      “One of these days when I call, they will have a different answer.”

      “Isn’t that the definition of insanity?” she asked. “Doing the same thing over and over and expecting a different outcome?”

      “Call me crazy, I guess,” Nash said with a grin. “Want a cup of coffee?”

      

      A few hours later, after visiting the horses and checking in on his not-so-secret project—goats—Nash drove the twenty miles into Collier’s Creek. He wanted a beer and needed some downtime that didn’t include the folks at Twisted Pine. As much as he enjoyed and appreciated his coworkers, sometimes a man just wanted to sit at a bar and brood.

      When he rolled up to the first stop sign in town, he took a left, deciding to head to Randy’s Rodeo Grill and Bar since they had barbecue and the best of the local beers. There was also plenty of parking, one of the benefits of a small town. Thankfully, there was no line dancing tonight.

      Nash loved small-town rural life—with the exception of square dancing. The lack of suitable men was irritating too. He wasn’t the only gay man in town by any means, but most of them seemed to have already found partners. There were a few outliers, but Nash wasn’t interested in Logan or Coop. He’d known them too long. He knew the sheriff swung his way too, but he did not have a law enforcement kink.

      Besides, Nash wasn’t looking for love. He knew better. Love was just a way for someone to break your heart.

      After pushing inside Randy’s, Nash paused near the entrance. The tavern was warm, dimly lit, and smelled faintly of stale cigarette smoke, a ghost of times long past. Lucinda Williams played overhead, and Nash automatically started humming along with her.

      The place wasn’t jam-packed, but most of the tables were taken. Cooper Ellis, Will Evans, and a guy Nash didn’t recognize right off the bat were playing pool in the back, the sound of the balls chinking against each other just audible over Lucinda’s voice. But he wasn’t there to shoot the shit with old friends; he was there to brood.

      A spot opened at the bar, and he headed for it.

      “This spot taken?” he asked the person sitting on the next stool over.

      Nash didn’t recognize him. Slowly, the stranger turned his head and took Nash in, down and back up, before meeting his gaze. He looked at him hard. A hunger glinted in his eyes that Nash could all but feel brushing against his skin, and surprisingly he reciprocated it.

      Yup, Coop and Logan were off the menu, but this silver fox fit the bill perfectly.

      “Now it is,” the stranger replied, his smile wide and welcoming.

      Randy’s was one of the more open-minded bars in town, but a guy still needed to be careful. Overall, Collier’s Creek was more tolerant than it had been even ten years ago, but even so, this was no place for a stranger to feel comfortable picking up men.

      Randy himself was behind the bar tonight. The man had to be almost seventy and complained constantly about arthritis and being on his feet all the time, but he still worked full time, probably more. He twitched an almost-smile in Nash’s direction.

      “Nash, we haven’t seen you in a while. What can I pour you?”

      “What’s good?”

      Randy glanced back at the taps as he pondered the question.

      “CCB’s new coffee porter is worth a pint.”

      Collier’s Creek Brewery had been around a few years now and even won a medal or two in Denver. Plus, one of the ingredients was coffee. In Nash’s opinion, there really wasn’t a wrong way to go when coffee was involved.

      “You should have one. I’m on my second,” New Guy said, wobbling his glass back and forth and licking his lips as he did so.

      “Alright then, I will.”

      A lifetime of living in a small town meant Nash knew better than to stare at strange men, and he was trying to keep his gawking to a minimum. But really? This silver fox was his catnip. His thick hair had a slight curl to it, and Nash briefly imagined himself running his fingers through it. Silver-white streaks threaded through darker strands, gleaming like crystal where the light landed on them and adding to the temptation.

      Too bad the light was so low. Nash wanted to see him more clearly. What color were his eyes anyway?

      And he needed not to be thinking those thoughts. 

      “Here ya go,” Randy said, setting the porter in front of him. “How’re things?”

      Nash waggled his head and took a long gulp, emptying his glass a few inches. Everyone in town knew everyone else’s business and it was an open secret that Twisted Pine was struggling and had been for years. They weren’t the only ones, but it was a club Nash would rather not belong to.

      “Meh,” Nash admitted wryly. “We’re not going anywhere yet. But damn, it seems like it gets harder and harder every day.”

      “How’s the trip doing?” Randy asked with a grin. The bar owner knew Nash would rather talk about his newest project than anything else.

      Nash couldn’t help but smile, thinking of the goats he’d talked Robin into giving space to in one of the barns and one of the yards. New Guy—who also smelled damn good— leaned a little closer, almost brushing his shoulder.

      “A trip? What’s a trip? Other than the obvious—a trip,” he asked. His words seemed a little blurry, making Nash wonder just how much the man had had to drink, but it also could have been his overactive imagination. Nah, he snorted. An overactive imagination was not something he suffered from.

      “Trip’s another name for a group of goats,” Nash replied.

      The stranger squinted at Nash, then at Randy, then back at Nash. Nash raised an eyebrow in response and sipped more of his beer as he tried not to laugh at the expression on the other guy’s face. The beer was excellent.

      “Ahhh.” New Guy’s brow furrowed. “But what’s wrong with herd?” He downed the rest of his drink and waved his empty glass at Randy. “Can I get another one of these, please?” He asked Randy. “It’s really hitting the spot.”

      Plucking a fresh glass from a tray behind the bar, Randy turned back to the taps, rinsed the glass out, and began filling it. However, the tap chose that moment to blow, forcing a bunch of foam into the glass that then shot back out and onto Randy’s face. With an irritated sigh, Randy set it back down.

      “Gotta change the damn keg,” he informed them before heading toward the back room where Nash knew all the fresh kegs were stored.

      “Well?” New Guy prompted, nudging Nash with his elbow and leaning in again. “Trip?”

      Nash should hate that he was being pestered. He should be wary of this seemingly oblivious but handsome man sitting next to him. But he didn’t mind the questions and alarm bells were not ringing. At least, not the right ones. Damn, it had been too long since he’d had sex with anything other than his hand—or even been attracted to someone. But no way was he picking up some stranger at Randy’s, he told himself. The town gossips would find out within seconds, and Nash hated people knowing his business.

      No offense to Randy.

      “Uh.” Nash forced himself to focus on the question. “Trip. Right. First of all, it’s a more interesting word than herd.”

      Really, that was the only reason Nash needed.

      “Yeah, duh.” New Guy was watching Nash closely, a warmth to his eyes that Nash was unused to; it almost made him want to break his rules.

      “And, um, it’s very specific to goats. No other group of animals has that name. You know, like a murder of crows or a cauldron of bats. Supposedly, it comes from the Dutch word trippen, which means to skip or hop. I thought it was cool when I found out.” He finished his short etymology lesson feeling a bit self-conscious. Surely, this guy was just feigning interest.

      The man stared at him for so long that Nash started to wonder if he’d paid any attention at all to what Nash had said. Then, languidly, like the sun climbing up over the horizon on a winter day, a smile slowly formed on New Guy’s lips.

      Nash’s cock twitched.

      Down, boy. This one is not for you.

      “That is so cool,” the man whispered just as Randy set his beer in front of him. “That is definitely the best word ever. Hold it. You have goats?” he asked as if it was akin to owning a diamond mine. “Tell me about them. Do they have names?”

      

      Halfway through his second beer and explaining his plans for the goats, Nash felt New Guy’s warm hand land on his thigh.

      “Uhhh,” Nash stuttered to a stop. Granted, goats themselves were probably boring—although he wasn’t sure boredom was worth a grope. And his plans weren’t exciting either. Nash wanted to try his hand at making artisan cheeses, maybe soaps, and then maybe try selling them at the farmer’s market. If they took off, it’d be another income source for the ranch. 

      And if they weren’t successful, he’d see if Robin would open space in the barn during the summer tourist season for goat yoga. That was popular and hip, right? Maybe even locals would come out for classes. 

      “Um, that’s my thigh you have your hand on.”

      “It’s a nice thigh,” New Guy said wistfully, squeezing Nash a little harder and rubbing the outside of Nash’s leg with his thumb.

      Nash rolled his eyes up to the ceiling. Only he would sit next to a stranger with roaming octopus hands. Gently, he pried the hand off his thigh, then immediately missed the heat of it. Fucking hell, he snorted at himself. He needed to make up his mind.

      Luckily, Randy had wandered off to see if the guys playing pool wanted anything. He’d heard everything about the goats a multitude of times.

      “You need to be more careful. Not everyone is… er… friendly.”

      Nash thought about joining the pool players but something about the man he was sitting next to kept him there. He felt somewhat protective of New Guy, which was ridiculous since he obviously had a few years on Nash. He’d survived this long, so he obviously wasn’t an idiot.

      “Yeah,” the man finally said with a gusty sigh. “I know. Be careful. Follow the rules.” He rocked his head back and forth. “That’s what makes me tick. Tick tock, tick tock. Blah blah blah” The last head waggle included a giggle and had him nearly tipping over and falling against Nash’s side.

      Whoever he was, he needed a keeper. The irrational thought that the keeper should be him slunk into Nash’s head. And once he’d thought it, he couldn’t ignore it.

      “How much have you had to drink?” Nash asked.

      “Just enough.” The guy leaned close again, and this time gravity won. 

      “Okay dokey, I think it’s time to get you home,” Nash stated as he righted his new friend and looked for Randy, who was still nowhere in sight.

      Damn.

      The guy perked up at Nash’s words and unsuccessfully tried to balance himself. “Home? With you? I’m just staying”—he waved vaguely—“that way.” Turning around, he squinted at the entrance. “Pretty sure. It’s one way or the other.”

      Oh, for fuck’s sake.

      Standing up, Nash tossed a couple bills on the bar to cover his tab and enough for New Guy’s if he hadn’t paid already.

      “Come on, let’s get you home before you get in serious trouble.”

      Without arguing, the guy rose to his feet, swaying a bit before he began a shambling stumble toward the door. Catching up with him, Nash looped the other man’s arm over his shoulders to keep him from falling over. At least, that’s what he told himself. The fact that his body was tingling from wrist to shoulder meant nothing. 

      “Since I don’t know where you’re staying, I’ll buy you a night at the Wagon Wheel.”

      Collier’s Creek oldest motel was just around the corner from Randy’s.

      “Ssure… Waaagon Wheeeel. I like that. Did you ever play that game as a kid? Oregon… Oregon… something.”

      “Oregon Trail?”

      “Yeah! That! I’m from there. Well, not there specifically, but kind of. That was a fun game until you died of cholera.” 

      He sounded so sad about his character dying, Nash was almost moved to comfort him. Nash had been more of a Grand Theft Auto and Left4Dead kind of guy. Not that he’d had a lot of time to play those kinds of games when he was a kid. Or money.

      Nash steered them around the next corner and the Wagon Wheel came into view. It was everything the name implied: kitschy, quaint, and basic. Nash knew the manager fairly well and was sure Kai would let the guy crash for the night as long as Nash footed the bill.

      “I’ve never been this close to the sky.” New Guy tried to spin in a circle but tripped and Nash grabbed at his arm before he hit the pavement. Collier’s Creek was almost seven thousand feet above sea level, so the sky did feel very close here, as if a person only had to reach up a foot or two and you’d be able to run your fingers against the expanse of it. The sky was just one of the things Nash loved about his adopted hometown.

      “Come on, Wonder Boy. Let’s go talk to Kai.”

      Once he got Mr. No-Name settled—he wasn’t asking for the guy’s wallet and Kai was fine using Nash’s card—Nash headed to the other side of town to grab a massive burger at The Peaks so he wouldn’t be tempted to check in on the stranger later. Which was ridiculous. It’s not like he knew this guy. He’d never see him again.
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      What the hell had he done? 

      The question bobbed in the murky ether of Max’s semiconsciousness, teasing him with its unanswerability.

      He had no idea.

      But he’d done something, that was certain.

      His head ached and his tongue was bone dry.

      Slept with his mouth open? Had a car accident? Got run over by a train? His body felt like he’d been hit repeatedly with metal pipes, but that seemed more metaphorical than a reality. Try as he could, he couldn’t recall a car or a train, much less metal pipes.

      He risked moving his head. A pathetic mewing sound escaped his lips, the minuscule vibration causing his skull to throb painfully. Instinctively, he smacked his lips together, trying to create moisture somewhere in his mouth.

      Spoiler, it didn’t work.

      Keeping his eyes closed, he reached out blindly with one hand, feeling for the nightstand and the can of water he normally had sitting on it. He’d put one there yesterday, he was sure. The tips of his fingers encountered nothing. Reluctantly forcing himself closer to being fully awake, the pain in his head becoming more acute, Max scooted his body toward the edge of the mattress in search of water.

      Still nothing.

      That was when he realized the morning sounds were all wrong as well. They were not what he was used to hearing daily. His heart started to pound, which made his head hurt more.  The rumble of big vehicles, semitrucks maybe, reached his ears instead of the squabble of seagulls and crows that gathered in the park across from his condo.

      Crap.

      He wasn’t at home in his big, comfy bed. He’d sold the condo. All his belongings, including the nightstand, were currently in Cooper Springs with his brother. He also suspected he wasn’t in the quaint room he’d rented at the Collier Creek Bed and Breakfast because it was nowhere near a highway.

      Dread coursed through his veins now, a heady cocktail that forced him fully awake and out of the cocoon state—which, it turned out, had been muting just how incredibly awful he felt.

      There was so much ibuprofen in his future. 

      This kind of thing did not happen to Maximillian Stone. Maybe to his twin brother, Xavier, but not to him. Max was the responsible one. Max didn’t wake up in strange places with no memory of the night before. Hesitantly, he peeled one eye open, sensing that any significant amount of light could wreck him.

      He had a limited sight range, but there were more hints that this room wasn’t the one he’d rented at the Collier’s Creek Bed and Breakfast. The hideous wagon trail mural on one wall was a big clue.

      Surely, he would’ve remembered that.

      Cracking his other eye open, Max lifted his aching head to peer around the room. The walls were covered by a mural telling a lurid tale about the Old West. All four colorful murals were an unfortunate 1950s portrayal of American history and made Max even dizzier, what with the suspiciously tidy white settlers who’d headed west to make their fortunes and the wildly inaccurate depiction of scowling Native Americans who already lived in the region.

      What the hell?

      Holy massive banana slug.

      Where was he and what had he done? Max scoured his memory of the day before.

      After a long-ass day of navigating roads that became smaller and smaller the closer he drew to his destination, Max had arrived in Collier’s Creek in the late afternoon. He’d immediately checked in at the bed-and-breakfast and been given the tour by his chatty host, Delores Suarez.

      Which was why he knew he wasn’t there right now. The Collier’s Creek Bed and Breakfast leaned hard into the cowboy culture—all stone fireplaces, brown leather furniture, and exposed ceiling beams—of the small town, not the poorly equipped and morally suspect Donner Party motif.

      “Fucking hell. What happened?” he asked out loud.

      Speaking made his already pounding head throb harder. Max hardly ever drank to excess. Had he gotten drunk? Then a more hideous and horrifying thought struck. Why was he in this strange room? Had he, in a drunken stupor, hooked up with someone?

      At the age of forty-two?

      A stranger, obviously, since he knew exactly no one in Collier’s Creek. Ignoring his queasy stomach, he rolled onto his back and hastily threw the covers back.

      Relief flooded through him when he realized he was wearing the jeans and white t-shirt he’d put on yesterday morning in Pocatello, Idaho. Not that he wouldn’t have minded meeting a sexy someone and doing the horizontal tango, but he usually liked to remember the experience and get to know the person first. 

      Massaging his temples and face with both hands, Max forced his body to a sitting position. He desperately needed to hydrate.

      Movement in the corner of his eye caught his attention. Jesus Christ! He almost screamed out loud at the sight of the unkempt man—in the mirror, for fuck’s sake. His salt-and-pepper hair, more salt than pepper anymore, stood up every which way and massive dark circles had formed under his eyes. He had more baggage than SeaTac Airport’s lost and found, which was saying a lot. He’d walked past there once during the holidays, and bags had been piled three and four high like a giant game of Jenga.

      No one in their right mind would take him home. Crisis averted.

      Ignoring his reflection, Max saw two glasses wrapped in wax paper below the mirror. He shuffled off the bed as fast as he dared toward the dresser. Maybe it would be faster if he just drank from the faucet?

      What the holy hell had he done last night?

      After gulping down two full glasses of water, he checked the time. Just past seven a.m. The hotel’s shower beckoned. If he had to do the walk of shame, at least he would be clean. Stripping and draping his clothing across the tiny sink, Max stepped into the spray.

      “Oh, god,” he moaned as the water sprayed against his skin. The hot water running across his skull and over his sensitive skin felt incredible and terrible at the same time. Maybe he was coming down with something? He didn’t think that was it; this felt distinctly like a hangover. He didn’t feel feverish, and it was only his head that ached.

      “Christ, Max, what did you do?” he asked. Pretty much a rhetorical question since he couldn’t remember a thing. Picking up the tiny bottle of cheap motel shampoo, he squeezed a dollop out and began rubbing it into his scalp, doing his best to massage a coherent thought into his head.

      A sliver of memory whispered, catching Max’s attention. He shut his eyes, trying to focus on it. A dim, unfamiliar interior floated across his internal screen. Light sparking off glassware… maybe bottles, a mirror? A few shadowy figures standing together. Some sitting at tables, two or three… at a bar.

      Comprehension dawned, and his eyes popped open. 

      Right. After he’d checked in to the bed-and-breakfast, he’d left his bags in his room and walked the few blocks to Randy’s Rodeo Grill and Bar. The grizzled bartender had offered him a local beer. He’d been thirsty and downed
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