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      Cookie had prepared a magnificent feast to celebrate Bruce and Jump’s commitment ceremony at Crazy Hills. Lane and Gresh had stood up with them, along with Connor and Riley. Jump had never felt this loved in all his life. Bruce kissed his cheek for the umpteenth time since the ceremony ended.

      “To my little brother; may your life with Bruce be amazing.”

      The sound of a helicopter interrupted their meal. Gresh went to the window of the small dining hall they’d built to accommodate guests. “Looks like it’s Hamilton. Maybe he decided to come after all.”

      "Wow." Jump squeezed Bruce's hand and followed Gresh outside. They covered their eyes as the chopper landed and cut its engine. The rotors spun down, and the dust died away. Hamilton hopped out, his suit crisp. Jump couldn't believe his father was accepting him, nor that the man was accepting Bruce so willingly, based on how many issues he'd had with Gresh being gay.

      Gay didn't get him grandchildren, and that's all the man wanted, at least that's what he'd told Gresh. Someone had to be around to carry on the family name. Lane and Gresh were adopting, but they still had to wait on paperwork.

      “Gresh, I need you to grab your best suit and come with me.”

      Jump’s heart sank. Hamilton hadn’t come to wish him well. The man truly was a jerk. Nothing he’d done so far had made Jump like him, and interrupting the happiest day in his life didn’t help.

      “Dad, I’m kind of busy.”

      “I have to be at the governor’s office in two hours with my family for a photo op.”

      Gresh glanced at Jump and then back to their father. Gresh loved him, and though it would never be the love of a father, something he’d wondered if he would ever receive, it would have to do. Hamilton was a self-obsessed dick, and he wouldn’t let the old fart ruin this day.

      “Jump is your son too. He can come with us since it’s a photo-op for the family.”

      “Um, I’ll get everyone back inside,” Lane said as he turned away.

      “Now listen here, young man. I am your father. I said to get your suit and come with me.”

      “No, you’re his father too, and if he doesn’t come, neither do I.” Gresh stood with his feet braced apart, hands on his hips.

      Jump had never loved Gresh more than he did at that moment. All the times he’d stood up to Hamilton over the last few weeks were small potatoes compared to this. Jump smiled and squeezed Bruce’s hand. He had it all. It didn’t matter that Hamilton didn’t love or even like him.

      "You little fucker, he isn't my son. Sure, I fucked his mother, and she got pregnant. I paid to have the little shit terminated."

      Jump gasped at Hamilton's admission that he'd known about the pregnancy. All those years and he'd thought Hamilton hadn't known. Bruce wrapped his arms around Jump, pulling him close.

      “You knew?” Gresh roared. “You lied about that?”

      "Of course I lied. He's not a Miller, he doesn't look like a Miller, and for this photoshoot, I need a family that looks American, and that doesn't include a stupid chink who doesn't even look like me."

      “He’s Korean,” Gresh growled.

      Words failed Jump. His heart shriveled as he listened to Gresh and Hamilton fight. His mother had suffered so much, having to work two jobs when he was a baby. And Hamilton had known about the pregnancy and yet had done nothing.

      "Gresham Miller, you are coming with me, or I'll cut Jump off from everything. All those papers you watched me sign at the lawyer's office. I can undo it all. I can get more papers that make sure Jump gets nothing. I'll take everything away from him and make sure he pays for your insolence if you don't get on that helicopter with me. I'll dig into his past and bury him in legal red tape, making him look like a money-grubbing half-breed."

      Gresh's shoulders slumped, and he turned to Jump and Bruce. "I won't let him cut you off. I'll be back later." Gresh wrapped his arms around Jump and Bruce, squeezing tight. "I love you, little brother," he whispered before stalking to the house.

      It took him only a moment to return, and in that time, Hamilton had gotten into the helicopter, not even having the decency to say goodbye. Bruce held him and kissed his hairline, telling him he loved him. That love would have to be enough because he sure as hell would never get anything from Hamilton.

      Gresh raced out of the house, bag in hand. He called for Lane and said a quick goodbye. Lane wrapped his arms around Jump, resting his head on Jump’s back. They may not be a normal family, but they were family.

      The chopper took off, Gresh and Hamilton gesturing wildly as the pilot banked and headed over the rise. Jump felt the first tears start to fall when the noise from the helicopter changed. All three of them turned in the direction the helicopter had flown. The engine sputtered then whined. Jump shivered at the sound. A tremendous crash made them all jerk, and then a fireball rose, black smoke and flames filling the air.

      It felt like an eternity as they stared open-mouthed at the fiery black ball of smoke. Lane was the first to move. He took two steps and dropped to his knees, wailing as he beat his chest and pounded the ground. Bruce clutched at Jump, his fingers digging into Jump’s back.

      “What—what—shit,” Bruce mumbled.

      Jump couldn’t comprehend what had just happened. He stared around the ranch yard, trying like hell to stay upright. The only reason he wasn’t on the ground beside Lane was Bruce, his rock, his one and only held him up, keeping him on his feet instead of on his knees. Another explosion blew, bellowing more smoke into the sky.

      The cowboys filed out of the dining hall, stumbling to a halt as they watched the sky turn dark. The earth stopped moving, his heart clenched, and his brain seized.

      Jump buried his face in Bruce’s chest, tears burning his eyes as he realized his brother, the man who had accepted him so readily as family, had been ripped from him.

      He shook violently as another explosion rocked the earth, this one bigger than the other two. Bruce clutched him tighter, almost to the point of pain. Jump tried to breathe, but even the air seemed to have disappeared.

      “Bruce?” He cried out.

      His husband looked down, their gazes connecting. They stared at each other, desperation thick between them. Jump knew nothing would ever be the same again.
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      After the third explosion, Lane took off running. Gresh couldn’t be dead; he couldn’t be gone. They’d been through too much—too much pain and too much pleasure. He raced toward the rise, huffing and puffing, his thoughts wild, touching on images from their past. The moment when they’d first met to the last time they’d made love. An image of Gresh, Riley, and him wrapped together in bed flashed through his mind. He cringed. Fuck, he’d been so selfish. His heart ached at how he’d hurt Gresh.

      Why had he fucked Riley?

      A strange kind of numbness settled in as he ran, his thoughts going dark, his mind twisting with the fear of what would happen if Gresh didn’t survive. Three explosions. Maybe it wasn’t that bad. Maybe Gresh had jumped out. Maybe they’d landed first, then run for cover. Hope filled his chest, squishing out the panic overwhelming him.

      A truck approached from behind, but he didn’t stop running. The road cut away from the rise, winding around the hill, taking him away from the direct path to Gresh.

      He needed to see Gresh.

      After what seemed like forever, he crested the rise, spying the devastation below. Fire burned slowly up the hill then hit a patch of dried grass, igniting quickly. A few trees were burning, and some had been charred, but it was the wreckage that drew his eye. He searched for Gresh, panic causing his heart to pound. He saw no one. Then he spied a body and ran for it. As he neared, he saw it was Hamilton. Lane turned his head, panic racing through him. He found the pilot but not Gresh.

      Hope skittered across his consciousness. “Oh God, let him live.” Lane cried out, his head pounding as he searched frantically for his husband. The debris field was huge, and burning metal littered the area. Lane cried out, his voice going hoarse. “Gresh...Gresh.”

      There was no sign of his lover. He raced around a giant chunk of metal, his mind frantic with worry. Then he saw him. Gresh was on the ground, and there was blood. Lane stumbled, his feet catching in the dirt, bringing him to his knees. He cried out as he took in the damage to his lover. With a shaky hand, he reached for Gresh, his fingers searching for a pulse at Gresh’s neck. The first touch of his fingers to Gresh’s bloodied skin sent a shock through Lane. He pulled back, his fear out of control. But he had to know. Unsteady with fright, he reached forward. His fingers came in contact with Gresh’s neck, hunting for an artery, searching for a pulse indicating if his man still had life in him. Lane held his breath, pushing in with his fingers, searching for the sign his life wasn’t totally over.

      He found nothing. No beat of Gresh’s heart, no signs of life. The strangled cry split the air, and he realized the noise was coming from him. He screamed as his whole world crashed in around him. Then there was someone beside him, pushing him out of the way. He fell to the ground, his hands seeking out Gresh, anything to stay in contact with his husband.

      Riley was there, his fingers on Gresh’s neck. Riley’s mouth moved, and he must have said something, but the blood roaring through Lane’s ears prevented him from hearing anything. Riley screamed something at him, but the words were as lost to him as his lover’s life. Wracking sobs hit him as he realized he would never hold Gresh again.

      Strong arms pulled at him, but he tried to fight, losing as they wrenched him away from Gresh. Everything seemed surreal, almost like he was drowning in an ocean of pain, unable to breathe.

      Connor was there, pinning Lane to his chest, keeping him away from the one man he would never get over. He struggled to free himself, but Connor was too strong. Finally, Lane stopped fighting the hold and fell against Connor. His heart hurt, his brain felt numb. Air flowed into his lungs, and somehow he was conscious, but his awareness was fading fast, his vision growing dim. The firm pressure of Connor’s hand on his shoulder was an anchor in the storm, the only thing keeping him grounded.

      He watched Riley, noticing that the man was doing something. He wasn’t acting as if Gresh was dead. Lane squeezed his eyes closed, then opened them, trying like hell to focus on what Riley was doing.

      Sirens sounded in the distance. Time moved at a fractured pace, smooth then fast, halting one moment, then racing forward, leaving him unable to comprehend what was going on.

      Suddenly he could make out words; no longer was the world tilted at an odd angle. Riley applied pressure to a cut on Gresh’s torso as he directed Sterling and Erick to help him.

      Gresh is alive! This time Lane struggled to get out of Connor’s arms, not to grieve, but to give help. Connor wasn’t budging. He held tight, cinching Lane to him.

      “No, baby. Let Riley work. You stay with me.”

      “He’s alive. I have to⁠—”

      “No, you need to stay out of his way. Hold on to me. That’s all you have to do right now. Just hold on.”

      Tears raced down his cheeks as he watched Riley fight to save Gresh’s life. He heard the thwack-thwack of another helicopter. The red Life Flight chopper landed across the field. The pilot and another man hopped out, grabbing a basket and racing over.

      “Connor?”

      “It’s okay. They’ll take care of him. Shhh, it’s okay.” Connor’s deep voice soothed over his fractured thoughts.

      Lane’s fingers twisted around Connor’s shirt, clutching the material tightly. Gresh is alive. The words pulsed through him, giving him a touch of hope. Riley followed after the medics but didn’t board with them. The red helicopter lifted off the ground and headed in the direction of Houston. Lane sucked in a breath. The world stopped moving as he watched Gresh fly away again. Numb didn’t begin to describe how he felt. Could he live without Gresh?

      Riley turned and strode over, his hands and shirt covered in blood—Gresh’s blood. Guilt ate at his insides and the food he’d eaten earlier in the day threatened to come back. He pushed away from Connor and wretched, expelling everything. Hands were on him, and he knew that touch. Riley. Lane pushed away and stood on his own, unbending, his expression stern. He loved Gresh, and this thing he’d had with Riley was over. He would never hurt his husband again.

      “Lane,” Riley whispered.

      “No!”

      Riley took a step closer, his hands out. It would be so easy to fall into Riley’s arms, so easy to take comfort, letting Riley take care of everything, but Riley wasn’t his husband, and no matter how many times he made love to Riley, it would never match the way he felt about Gresh. He’d made a huge mistake allowing things to go this far. There was a line he never should have crossed with Riley, and yet he’d skipped over it happily, hurting his husband in the process.

      “I can’t, Riley. Not with Gresh—” His throat closed over the words. He couldn’t even think of Gresh lying in the hospital, close to death. His knees went weak, and he started to sway. Riley stepped forward, but he backed away. Connor caught him, placing a strong arm around him.

      “Come on. We need to head to the hospital,” Connor whispered against the side of his head.

      Lane looked around. The volunteer fire department was extinguishing the rest of the flames. The cowboys were milling around, shaking their heads. “Hamilton and the pilot?” Lane asked.

      “They didn’t make it,” Connor said.

      “Oh.” Lane searched for Jump, but he didn’t see him. He allowed Connor to put him in the back seat of the truck and strap him in. They drove to the main house. Shock filled Lane, and he didn’t know what to do.

      “Stay here. I’m just going to grab some clothes for you and Riley.” Connor lifted his brows, his gaze drilling into Lane.

      The truck door shut, and he and Riley were alone. Riley climbed into the backseat with Lane and pulled him into a hug. Anger boiled through him, and he clenched his fists.

      “We’re over,” Lane hissed.

      Riley sighed and nodded. “I understand.”

      “Do you?”

      Riley pulled away, his gaze searching Lane’s. Lane had been such a fool to fall for this man. Any punishment he received was deserved. Gresh had never done anything wrong, and yet Lane had fallen for Riley. It had been more than just simple sex. The things he’d felt for Riley had been complicated, mired in layers of want and need, twisted into love that caused more pain than the good it brought.

      “It’s over between us. I’ll never forgive myself if Gresh doesn’t make it.” The sob that escaped his lips was like a concussive force, causing his whole body to shake.

      Riley was there, his arms around Lane, his lips on Lane’s forehead. He wanted to push Riley away, but the ability to act was gone. Connor came back and started the vehicle. They pulled away from the house, Lane ignoring everyone as they sped along the gravel road. He had no idea what he would find once he got to the hospital, but one thing he knew for sure, he loved Gresh too much to ever mess around on him again.
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        * * *

      

      Jump chased Lane up the hill, stumbling as he saw the wreckage. Bruce was there, his arms strong as Jump tried to stay upright. He failed miserably, but Bruce held on tight, never letting him drop to the dirt. When Jump saw Hamilton, his legs gave out, and Bruce had to pick him up, cradling him in his arms. Jump turned his head to Bruce’s shoulder and cried.

      “Sterling and Erick just pulled up. I’m taking you to the truck. You need to sit.”

      Jump didn’t fight Bruce. His mind buzzed with the words Hamilton had said about him. He’d been hurt, devastated, and angry. Now it looked like Hamilton was dead. He’d gone from having nothing―no father, no brother―to having a father and brother. But they were gone, dead in the wreckage before him.

      The sound of another helicopter filled the air. Jump sat up, watching as a red helicopter landed. “What is it? Who?”

      Bruce’s mouth was beside his ear, his breath hot on Jump’s neck. “I don’t know, babe. Stay here, and I’ll go see.”

      “No, I need to go with you.”

      They climbed out of the truck and watched as the EMTs loaded someone in the back of the helicopter. “Gresh?” Jump whispered.

      “Looks that way.”

      He saw Lane being led to the truck they’d just left. His brother’s husband looked terrible. “Bruce, what about Lane?”

      “Babe, I don’t know. Here comes Erick.”

      They waited for the cowboy to come over. He stepped close and drew Jump into a hug. “I’m so sorry. Hamilton didn’t make it. The pilot is dead too. Gresh is hanging on, but he may not live.”

      “Oh, God.” Jump clung to Erick, then to Sterling as he joined them. They were all crying. The rest of the cowboys circled around him. Jamie pulled him into a tight hug.

      “Jump, I’ll run everything out here on the ranch. You and Bruce head into Houston. Don’t worry about anything out here. I can take care of it all,” Jamie choked out.

      “Thank you. Oh, God, I’m...”

      “Babe.” Bruce pulled him into a hug. “They understand. Come on. I’ll drive us into Houston. We’ll find a place to stay.”

      “Jake, Hamilton’s butler—he needs to know,” Jump whispered.

      “I’ll call him," Jamie said.

      They made their way to the truck Jamie had driven to the field. Bruce held him as they returned to the house. The guys helped him walk, keeping him from dropping to his knees. They were in Bruce’s truck, driving, and suddenly they were in Houston, and he didn’t know how they’d gotten there. The hospital loomed large, and they were in the parking garage. Suddenly, he didn’t want to go in. He remembered going to this hospital years ago when his mother had been killed. The neighbors had thought she’d survived. They’d received the wrong information. At the hospital, he’d learned his mother had passed on. Then came the first of the hand-offs from one foster family to another.

      “Bruce, I can’t go in.”

      Bruce cut the engine and clicked off his seatbelt. He unstrapped Jump, then pushed the seat back all the way and pulled Jump to his lap, holding him tight. “Babe, we need to go in and check on Gresh. Lane is in there.”

      Jump shook his head. “This is where I was when I found out my mom died.”

      “Jump.” Bruce kissed his temple, then his cheeks.

      The memories raced through him, leaving him nearly breathless. If Gresh died, he wouldn’t be able to go on. Hamilton was gone, and he would never be able to settle things with him. The angry words were there again, playing through his thoughts. The man hadn’t wanted anything to do with him, not at all. The money Hamilton offered had been to appease Gresh, nothing more. He didn’t want the money.

      “I don’t know. If he’s dead, I don’t think...” A sob escaped his lips.

      “I’ll be there for you. I’ll help you get through this. Come on, Lane needs his family.”

      Jump sucked in a breath, his legs shaking as he stood and followed Bruce inside, all the while wishing they were at a different hospital. Anywhere but this place where he’d learned his mother had died, leaving him all alone in the world.
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      Riley sat in the emergency room opposite Lane. Losing Lane again was painful, but he understood. Maybe in a few months, Lane would reconsider, but he doubted it. And if Gresh died, he would never hold Lane again.

      Connor sat with his arms around Lane, supporting him, holding him tight, and kissing his head every few minutes. He'd never wanted to be Connor before, but right now, he wanted to be his lover so he could hold his perfect love.

      It was all so crazy. Why was he torturing himself with thoughts of him and Lane together? Lane wasn't his, and yet he wanted him, had wanted him since the day they'd met. In the hospital, the first time he'd seen Lane, he'd wanted him. That night, when he'd come up behind Lane and put the moves on him, he'd been in heaven. The first time they'd made love, when he'd sunk into Lane, finally fulfilling his wildest fantasies, he'd been complete. Lane had said he loved him, giving Riley everything he'd ever wanted. If only things hadn't gone wrong.

      Sitting in the waiting room was excruciating. Being back in the OR was his thing, but the man who needed saving was Gresh, not only the husband of his lover or ex-lover but a man he cared deeply for. He didn't understand it. How could he love Lane and still want Gresh to live? The man was his competition, not his best friend, and yet that's what it felt like: his best friend was in the OR, fighting for his life. If Gresh died, he would feel like his best friend had passed.

      Time slid slowly by, thicker than molasses and slower than Christmas. People ignored them for the most part, but every once in a while, a nurse would come by and tell them Gresh was still in surgery.

      Head injury, deep lacerations, possible internal injuries, a burn on one arm—the injuries were catastrophic. He'd seen worse and had the patient live, but he'd seen less, and the patient died.

      Jump had come in for a while, then gone to the chapel with Bruce. He should find out what was going on. Jump and Lane deserved to know, and he had the clout to find out...maybe. But damn, moving hurt, and he wanted to stay close to Lane. After a few more minutes, Riley stood, ignoring the stares from his friends, and went in search of the OR nurse, praying he could find something out that would give him a clue about what was really happening.
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        * * *

      

      The conflict running through Connor was overwhelming. The way Riley looked at Lane had him pissed as hell, but he understood. At least he thought he understood. If Gresh died, Riley would stop at nothing to have Lane. But Lane had said it was over. Those were the sweetest words he'd ever heard, and it was wrong to be happy about anything with Gresh lying on the operating table so close
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