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      “I apologize in advance if this is none of my business, but why are you single? You’re handsome as all get out and a great guy. Any woman would be lucky to have you. No one around that strikes your fancy?”

      Willow Crawford’s question wasn’t surprising, but his habitual answer didn’t spill forth. Lying about himself was second nature to him at this point—sometimes, the lie felt like the truth. Until those moments when he stretched out in his big empty bed at night, and his heart ached for a pair of arms to surround him. Arms that were strong, muscled, covered in coarse, dark hair, and gripped him tightly. Arms that belonged to the faceless, nameless man of his dreams. In that quiet dark of the night, truths are easier to see, even those that we don’t want to.

      “I don’t like any of the women around here. Actually, I don’t like women at all. I’m—I’m gay.” That was the first time Jeremiah Urban had ever uttered those words aloud. He still wasn’t sure what had prompted him to confess his darkest secret to the woman who was quickly becoming the best friend he’d ever had, but it was too late to take it back now. He was just tired of hiding behind a shroud of guilt and fear since figuring out his sexual orientation at fifteen.

      Growing up in the Midwest town of Antelope Rock, Wyoming, with a population under a thousand and full of disparaging rednecks and Bible-thumpers, hadn’t been easy. Slurs, threats, and harassment often befell those who were deemed “different” by some people’s standards. As far as he knew, he was the only gay man living in the Rock, which would make him a target if he ever came out publicly, and he didn’t think he was strong enough to risk it.

      But Willow Crawford wasn’t from the Rock—she’d only arrived there from Philadelphia a few months ago after Jason Hillcrest, the father she’d never known, had passed away and left her his cattle ranch. Jeremiah had only been about six or seven when twenty-three-year-old Jason had come to work at his uncle’s Skyview Ranch, eventually inheriting it when the old man died. As far as Jeremiah knew, no one had ever been aware the man had a daughter until Jason’s lawyer had arranged for Willow to claim her inheritance.

      Antelope Rock had not been prepared for the pink-haired, tattooed tornado that had blown into town, and most of the residents hadn’t expected her to stay. However, with nothing left for her in Philadelphia, after a divorce and the death of her mother, Willow had decided to build a life in the Rock. Jeremiah couldn’t be happier about that since he felt as if he was developing a kinship with the woman. They were complete opposites in so many ways, but she was nonjudgmental, and little seemed to faze her. She was dealing with the disapproving glares and whispers from some people in town with grace and her head held high. Maybe that was why Jeremiah had let down his guard and blurted out the one secret he’d never told anyone in his life.

      Their friendship had blossomed over the past few months as he’d given her advice and helped out in any way he could while she’d cleaned out her father’s home and made it her own. Jason had been an unhappy man who’d isolated himself more and more as the years passed. Most people living in the Rock hadn’t had a kind word to say about him, but there had been times when Jeremiah had seen glimpses of longing and regret replace anger and resentment in the man’s eyes. Jeremiah just hoped Jason had found peace in the afterlife.

      “So, does this mean we can check out hot cowboy asses together? There’s just something about a tight pair of Wranglers…”

      Jeremiah threw his head back and laughed so hard tears welled up in his eyes. “Oh, woman, you never cease to amaze me. Thank you for that. Coming out is never easy for anyone, and you’re the only person I’ve ever told, not even my family or anyone in this backwater town. I’m sure my parents suspect at this point, but we don’t talk about it. They’re retired and live in Arizona, but we see each other about twice a year and chat on the phone every few days. And to answer your question, yes, ma’am, a nice, tight ass in Wranglers is a sight to behold.”

      Coming out is never easy—who am I kiddin’?

      He didn’t know dick about it. He was out to exactly one person in his everyday life.

      Willow.

      Fear had kept Jeremiah’s mouth shut about his sexuality his entire life. Even if he wanted to come out, he had no idea how to go about it. The only other people on earth who knew his sexual orientation were the random, nameless hookups he’d been with after driving two-and-a-half hours to a gay bar in Cheyenne. Every few weeks, he’d make the trip whenever he needed the human connection he couldn’t get with just his hand, and he’d always been terrified someone he knew would spot him going into the club. Once inside, it was dark and anonymous enough to relax and get what he needed—a warm, willing body with no attachments.

      That night, Willow had invited him to dinner to thank him for teaching her how to shoot earlier in the day. Almost every Wyomingite had at least one weapon in their house, and many carried one on their person. Willow had never picked up a gun in her life, but her father’s shotgun had come with the house. There were critters and snakes aplenty in Wyoming, and she needed to know all about firearms and how to shoot them in case a situation ever arose when the shotgun would become necessary. She’d been a fast learner and an excellent student. By the time they’d run out of ammo, she’d hit the target with every shot. Besides her shotgun, he’d introduced her to several of the rifles and handguns he owned. While she might not purchase any other guns, at least she knew how to handle them if needed.

      During their meal, after he’d bared his soul, he’d asked her if she was interested in any of the men in town. He hadn’t expected her to tell him about a deployed military man she’d been writing to through an organization called Any Soldier. Nathan sounded like a nice guy, and Willow seemed quite smitten with him. Jeremiah hoped it worked out between them because not only was Willow becoming his best friend, but he couldn’t help but feel she was another kid sister to him. He didn’t get to see his only sibling much anymore—it’d been over a year since they’d gotten together—although they did talk on the phone at least once a week. Six years his junior, Jenna was a big-shot corporate lawyer in Denver, a long way from the small, Podunk town she’d grown up in.

      As for Willow, he wanted her to be happy, and if Nathan was the man to do that, then Jeremiah was all for it. Especially after her ex-husband had called her after dinner and made a nuisance of himself. Apparently, the bastard had cheated on Willow and with her best friend, of all people. If he ever showed up in Antelope Rock, Jeremiah would greatly enjoy rearranging the guy’s face. He’d been glad to see Willow block the man’s number on her phone.

      “Willow-girl, that meal was delicious, but I’m stuffed. I’m half-tempted to leave my truck here and walk home to burn off those extra calories.” It wouldn’t be a hardship since their ranches were adjacent to each other, but his house was far enough away from hers, between her 1200 acres and his 7900, that it couldn’t be seen from her porch.

      After bidding her goodnight, he drove home to his ranch. His employees were done with their work for the day and hanging out near the bunkhouse, sitting around a fire pit, and having a few beers. Sometimes, Jeremiah would join them, but tonight, he felt lonesome in a way that couldn’t be fixed with a friendly conversation with his employees. It was too late to drive to Cheyenne, so instead, he found a pint of butter pecan ice cream in the freezer, despite his full stomach, and plopped down on the living room couch. One of his guilty pleasures in life was the Hallmark Channel. If he couldn’t have a happily-ever-after with a man, at least he could watch some women get theirs in a few sappy movies.

      Toeing off his boots, he got comfortable and turned on the TV.
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      Jeremiah had taken care of his horse and removed his chaps following his calf roping event at the rodeo in Butterfield. I’m not as young as I used to be, he thought, rubbing his shoulder as he headed behind the chutes to watch the next contestant in the charity event. His gaze snagged on a gray hat, and he did a double-take. In a sea of cowboys wearing similar hats, he didn’t know what had grabbed his attention about this particular one.

      What the hell—who are you tryin’ to fool? You know damn well why he’s on your radar.

      Dale Harris was the owner of that hat—Jeremiah had spotted him earlier, much to his combined annoyance and interest. As Jeremiah watched, the soon-to-be foreman at Willow’s ranch took off the Stetson and slapped it against his leather-clad thigh, setting free a cloud of dust. Jeremiah’s mind immediately began to imagine what the man’s tree-trunk legs would look like in the chaps he was wearing without the benefit of the Wranglers beneath. The black leather framed his tight, round ass in the back and his crotch in the front. The arrogant bastard was sculpted to perfection, every hard inch of him.

      It pissed Jeremiah off that, out of all the men in the world he could be physically attracted to, it was a man he’d despised since knowing him all of three minutes after they’d met last week. While the man was freaking gorgeous, his smug attitude toward Jeremiah that day had rubbed him the wrong way. Jeremiah had accompanied Willow and her now-boyfriend, Nathan Casey, to an alpaca ranch in Redworth, where Dale was the foreman. The ranch’s owner had passed away, and the family wanted to sell the herd and equipment. It also meant Dale would soon be unemployed.

      Willow had done a bang-up job negotiating with the deceased man’s nephew for a good deal that included not only the odd-looking, fluffy animals and the equipment but three horses, two goats, and two herding dogs. When all was said and done, Dale had also agreed to come work for her. He’d be living on her property in an RV in just a few weeks—close enough to be a maddening temptation for Jeremiah. Shit, the guy was probably as straight as they come too.

      Shaking loose his wayward thoughts, knowing it wasn’t the time or place, he turned his attention back to the arena, where a rider he didn’t know had just beaten his roping time.

      “Dammit.” Second place was going to have to do. It was for a good cause in any case. A local soldier had suffered a traumatic brain injury in Afghanistan, and the money being raised would be used for several things to make his life easier, including renovating his family’s home to accommodate his wheelchair. Hopefully, there would also be enough to buy a van he could be easily transported in. As with past charity rodeos Jeremiah had participated in, the winners of each event would most likely donate their cash prizes to the family, keeping just their buckles and ribbons. He’d already decided to do that if he came in first or second.

      “You’d think a lifetime of being a closet case would teach you to keep your eyes to yourself, boy.”

      Jeremiah’s head whipped around, his heart hammering as his fear rose so fast he thought he’d faint on the spot. Instead, he did his best to mask his near panic with anger. “The fuck?”

      “You keep checking me out.” When Jeremiah opened his mouth to protest, his words were cut off when Dale glared at him. “Don’t try to lie to me. I won’t blacken your eye since I like the attention, but there are plenty of guys here who would. Or worse.”

      The man leaned his elbows on the fence. He’d managed to sneak up on Jeremiah while his mind had been elsewhere. The devastatingly handsome man’s voice was low enough that only Jeremiah could hear him—thank God. Unfortunately, that deep, raspy tone was sexy as all hell, too, and doing all sorts of things to Jeremiah’s body that he fought to thwart. “Most don’t see it. But I do. Be careful, sweetheart.”

      “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about, but you keep it up, and I’ll show you that even Wyoming ranchers can kick Marine ass.”

      Willow had learned her new foreman was a retired Marine when she’d spoken to him a few days after agreeing to buy the alpaca operation and hiring him. She mentioned it to Jeremiah, and since then, he’d been imagining what Dale looked like in dress blues—without a doubt, he had to be freaking gorgeous in them. Had he been an officer? Did he have a saber to go with his dress blues? Jeremiah couldn’t help but want to see Dale play with his… sword. God, that was so miserably corny.

      Chuckling, Dale eyed him for a moment before leaning his head closer—close enough to kiss. His chiseled face was cloaked in the deep shadow of his gray Stetson. “You’re hot as hell, neighbor.” He stressed that last word like he was reminding Jeremiah exactly what they would be in about two weeks. “There’s no denying that. I love the ginger thing you got going on, but I don’t fuck in the closet. When you decide you’re not afraid anymore, you come find me. It’ll be more than eight seconds and a hell of a lot more fun.” Grinning, he licked his lips, his amber gaze burning holes through Jeremiah’s clothes as he raked his eyes over Jeremiah’s body from head to toe. “Might still hurt a bit, though.”

      With a wink and a tip of his hat, Dale walked away. Despite the man’s warnings and the surprise and irritation coursing through him, Jeremiah’s eyes were glued to Dale’s ass, framed in those damn black leather chaps, with the silver fringe slapping rhythmically against his thick thighs.

      Harris is gay? Jeremiah was so shocked you could have knocked him over with a feather. And how the hell did he know I was in the closet?

      Regardless of whether the man was gay or not, Jeremiah wouldn’t touch him with a ten-foot pole—not after Dale’s declaration. He wouldn’t be forced to come out for a hot piece of ass. Not now, not ever. His ranch, livelihood, and family legacy rested on his shoulders. He was fine with his twice-monthly trips to the city—he got what he needed there without complications. So, the guys in the club seemed to be getting younger as he got older. It shouldn’t bother him that he always awoke with a sour taste of regret in his mouth the next day. It was a sacrifice he’d made his entire adult life and would continue to do so. No matter how much he craved the dark-haired Marine, who both pissed him off and fascinated him simultaneously.
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      Jeremiah straightened his bolero tie for what felt like the third time in as many minutes. He couldn’t wait to get his damn tuxedo off. It was the first time in his entire life he’d worn one, and if he had his way, it would be the last. But Willow had asked him to give her away today, and he’d do anything for that girl—including wearing a monkey suit. At least she’d forgone the traditional bow ties and cummerbunds in favor of vests and boleros. And as soon as the ceremony and pictures were done, he was getting rid of the jacket and rolling up his shirt sleeves.

      Pacing at the back of the small Methodist church, he waited for the bride to arrive. Thankfully, the happy couple hadn’t chosen the Baptist church up the street because Jeremiah would’ve never stepped foot in there. Pastor Whitehouse was not only a religious fanatic, but from what Jeremiah had heard over the years, the man was also a hypocrite.

      Jeremiah checked his watch—Willow should be there at any moment. The last he’d seen of Nathan, he was sweating bullets at the altar with the preacher and his best man, Zach Ramsey. You’d think the guy was being led to the gallows instead of into wedded bliss with his self-proclaimed soul mate.

      Despite Nathan’s nerves, Jeremiah knew he was madly in love with Willow and would do anything for her. Jeremiah was so happy they’d found each other since both had lost their families years before. Nathan’s parents and sister had been killed in a car accident about ten years ago while he’d been deployed. Willow’s mother had passed away a couple of years ago, and the father she’d never known, just last year. She’d been an only child.

      Now, the couple was on their way to starting their own family together. Willow was carrying their first child, and in addition to giving her away today, Jeremiah would be the baby’s godfather. He was tickled pink over that honor since he wasn’t sure his own sister would be giving him a niece or nephew anytime soon. Jenna was married to her work—hell, as far as he knew, she hadn’t dated anyone seriously in well over a year or two.

      The sound of the door opening had him turning and lifting his gaze. Willow stepped into the antechamber, the sun shining in behind her and her friend, Maddie Carmichael, following. The bride was a vision in her white gown. She wore no veil, and her hair was down, falling in waves over her shoulders. Her colorful tattoos were front and center with the strapless dress, covering her entire right arm and shoulder and extending across her chest. The skirt mostly concealed her small baby bump, and as she stepped closer, he caught a flash of pink from under the hem.

      He kissed her on the cheek, careful not to disturb the subtle makeup she was wearing. “Willow-girl, I’ve never seen a prettier bride, but I gotta know—are you wearing your Converse sneakers under that fancy dress?”

      She grasped the skirt with one hand and lifted the hem, showing off her odd choice of footwear for the occasion. Of course, it shouldn’t surprise anyone who knew her well. “Bet your ass I am! This is my wedding day, and I’m not going to spend it with my toes smashed into high heels that are going to kill my feet. I’m here to get married and party, and there’s no reason why I can’t do it in comfort.”

      “I tried to talk her out of it, but she wasn’t having it,” Maddie interjected from where she stood beside her friend. “And I thought I was stubborn. Personally, I think it’s the baby hormones making her go looney-toons.”

      Dressed in a blush-colored, calf-length, maid-of-honor dress, Maddie was as gorgeous as ever. Her long, blond hair was arranged in a simple bun on the crown of her head.

      Laughing, Jeremiah pulled Willow into a tight embrace. “I’m so damn happy for you. You ready for this?”

      “I’ve been ready since I got his first letter.” Placing her hand on the swell of her stomach, she blinked rapidly. “And now that this little one is on the way?” A tear escaped, and she brushed it away. “I’m not waiting a minute longer to start the next chapter of our lives. I don’t want this baby to ever doubt for a single second that her mommy and daddy don’t love her and each other. This is a new beginning. So, come on, let’s get this show on the road.”

      When he held out his left elbow, Willow looped her right hand through his arm while clutching her bouquet of wildflowers with her left. Maddie kissed her cheek and winked before stepping between them and the set of double doors leading into the church. Jeremiah nodded to the two ushers who opened the doors. The music swelled, and he glanced at his best friend, seeing her lift her chin and beam. The joy shining from her eyes was enough to almost make him tear up, and they hadn’t even walked down the aisle yet.

      When Maddie reached the altar and took her place beside the preacher, the organist began the wedding march, and the people filling the pews stood to face the bride. As Jeremiah escorted her forward, matching their steps to the classical music, Nathan’s love-filled gaze didn’t stray from Willow as she drew closer. Jeremiah couldn’t help but feel lucky to be there for the happy couple. He was so grateful to be a part of their big day, the moment when two of the nicest people he’d ever known exchanged their wedding vows.

      As he handed Willow over to her future husband and what he knew would be a lifetime of happiness, Jeremiah swallowed a bittersweet lump in his throat. Joy always seemed to go hand in hand with heartbreak for him. He’d long since given up the idea of a wedding for himself, but as he took his seat, his gaze landed on Dale, who was sitting across the aisle in the third row.

      Damn that man. Just the sight of the dark-haired retired Marine confused him. He couldn’t decide if he wanted to knock out some of Dale’s ridiculously-perfect teeth or kiss him until neither of them could breathe.

      Weddings always messed with him, but thankfully, Willow and Nathan had opted for a short ceremony, and before he knew it, they were at the reception at the American Legion Hall, and he had a welcomed ice-cold beer in his hand. He stood with his back to the wall, watching the newly married couple hold each other close and sway on the dance floor. Neither of them could dance worth a lick, but they were so lost in one another that he didn’t think they even heard the music.

      Quite a few other couples were out there, including Maddie and Zach. Nathan’s best man had arrived two days ago and had been charming the woman ever since. Nathan and Willow had suspected the two would hit it off, but since Zach was still in the Army and stationed in Kansas for a few more months, Jeremiah wasn’t sure if anything lasting would develop between them.

      Jeremiah took a sip of his beer and let his gaze roam around the room. As if being pinged by radar, it settled on Dale—dammit. He was across the room with Beth Loach, a deputy with the sheriff’s department, who was flirting and practically drooling over Dale. The curvaceous woman was a knockout in uniform—out of it, she was devastating, even from a gay man’s point of view. Moreover, Dale was definitely flirting back—which was odd, to say the least.

      When they’d first met, Jeremiah had figured the guy was straight, but then at the rodeo, Dale had implied he was gay. Now, Jeremiah wondered if the foreman was bisexual—not that it should matter because he didn’t want to be attracted to him at all. Speaking of which, the asshole looked so damn delicious, it was difficult for Jeremiah not to drool too. The guests had been invited to dress casually despite the dressy bridal party, and Dale wore black jeans, which molded to his long, muscular legs, Tony Lama snakeskin boots, a light-gray western shirt, and a black Stetson. Yummy with a capital Y.

      As if sensing Jeremiah’s gaze, Dale winked at him. Fucking winked! Argh, what an arrogant bastard!
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        * * *

      

      Dale knew he was pushing Urban’s buttons but couldn’t help himself. The guy was hot, and Dale was drawn to him like a moth to a flame. Urban was also off-limits in so many respects, mostly because he was Dale’s employer’s best friend and neighbor and in the proverbial closet. But that didn’t stop him from wanting the guy… and pushing those buttons to rile him.

      He’d first noticed the man when Jeremiah had accompanied Willow to check out the alpaca operation Dale had been in charge of. And now that Willow had hired Dale to continue tending the herd he knew so well, he got to see a lot of the sexy owner of the adjacent ranch. He’d never been attracted to a ginger before, but Jeremiah’s flaming red hair, green eyes, and freckled peaches and cream skin, which probably required tons of sunscreen to prevent burning, had Dale’s engine revving. At five feet eleven, Jeremiah was five inches shorter than Dale and a little stockier. Dale guessed the guy was around his age—forty-three—maybe a year or two younger.

      Dale had known since his teens he was pansexual and had been in the military when “don’t ask, don’t tell” had still been in effect and for a few more years after its repeal. By the time he’d left the Marines seven years ago, he’d been out and proud, refusing to ever crawl back into that stuffy closet he’d hated with a passion. He didn’t care if someone was male, female, transgender, or undefined—he was attracted to the person, not their sexual orientation. As long as they caught his interest, their gender didn’t matter to him. He’d had relationships with several men and women over the years, but never simultaneously. Monogamy was just as important to him as the person he was with being true to who they were.

      Yeah, he’d caught some shit from other Marines when they’d found out he was into men as much as women, but most of his teammates had stayed by his side, ready to defend him just like they had in combat. A few had distanced themselves and talked smack about him when he wasn’t around, but that had been the worst of their disapproval.

      Frowning, Jeremiah thumped his beer bottle onto an unoccupied table with a little more force than necessary and stormed toward a hallway leading to the restrooms. Unable to help himself, Dale decided to follow the man—for what reason, he wasn’t sure yet. Smiling at Beth and gesturing toward the hallway, he said, “Will you excuse me for a moment?”

      She glanced over her shoulder at the sign for the restrooms. “Oh, sure. No problem. Just save me a dance later, okay?”

      Beth was a nice, attractive woman and, from what he’d been told, a damn fine deputy. Not that there was a heck of a lot of crime in Rockland County, but she’d reportedly held her own in several high-risk situations over the years. While many of the larger towns in the county were covered by police departments, the smaller ones, like Antelope Rock, were under the sheriff’s department’s jurisdiction. Dale had heard of one domestic violence incident where she’d single-handedly arrested a man who’d been beating his wife bloody. The injured woman hadn’t been the only one in need of an emergency room physician by the time Beth had been done with the man, and she’d done it without firing a shot or deploying a Taser.

      Dale winked at her. “Sure thing.”

      Striding across the room, he silently reminded himself that pursuing Jeremiah was a bad idea and would end in disaster, but even knowing that didn’t stop him from going after the man right then.

      He pushed the door to the men’s room open and frowned. No one was at the urinals, and the two stalls were open and empty.

      Where the hell is he?

      Stepping back into the hallway, he glanced to his left and noticed an exit door. It was slightly ajar, and he headed for it. Before fully opening the door, he peered through the gap and spotted Jeremiah pacing back and forth on a small patio, mumbling to himself and running his hands through his red hair. His hat rested on the retaining wall that bordered the patio. There was no one else out there.

      The corners of Dale’s mouth ticked upward when he heard the words “arrogant bastard,” with a few choice curse words filtered in. If he had to guess, he’d say his earlier wink at the sexy cowboy had made an impression.

      He opened the door just wide enough to slip out into the night. Surprisingly, the hinges didn’t make a sound. The muted festive music floating out from the party muffled his footsteps. The patio was lit up by a yellow bulb in a lantern hanging above the door. Flaming citronella torches were spaced out evenly along the perimeter of the patio that’d been created with gray stone pavers. Two picnic tables and about a dozen or so plastic chairs provided seating, and in the center of it all was a large fire pit. While it wasn’t ablaze, someone had set up several logs and kindling, probably anticipating the wedding guests coming out here later. The temperature hovered around fifty degrees—pretty normal for the region in mid-May after the sun went down. A half-crescent moon hung low, surrounded by countless twinkling stars. Dale would never tire of the Wyoming night sky. In all his travels, both in the United States and abroad, he’d never seen a more magnificent and humbling display of the universe.

      Leaning against the brick wall of the building, he eyed the object of his lust, who still hadn’t noticed he was no longer alone amid his muttered grumblings. An amused grin spread across Dale’s face. “You know, it’d be a shame for you to pull all that fiery hair out of your head. I might be forced to shed a tear at the loss.”

      Jeremiah spun around, gaping at the unexpected intrusion of his bitch-fest. He quickly tried to shutter his face but failed. There was a mixture of anger and lust in his beautiful green eyes, and Dale would give anything to be staring down into them as his naked body covered the other man’s.

      As strong as his desire was, though, he wasn’t about to play games with a closeted gay. He’d been burned once before and refused to open up to that kind of heartbreak again. The only thing worse than falling for a man who wasn’t out was developing feelings for a straight guy. He had no idea why he couldn’t just walk away from Jeremiah and leave the poor guy alone.

      “Fuck off.” Turning away from Dale, Jeremiah tipped his head back, staring at the night sky. “I came out here to get away from you.”

      “Did you really want to get away from me? Or were you secretly hoping I’d follow you out here?”

      He scowled and snorted at Dale. “You think highly of yourself, don’t you?”

      Dale smirked. “Not really. I just know when someone is attracted to me.”

      Unexpectedly, the man didn’t deny that statement, although the desire in his eyes flared just as much as his fury did. The combination had Dale closing the distance between them. Whether Jeremiah would try and deck him was a crap shoot Dale was willing to risk—for some insane reason. He didn’t stop until his chest brushed against Jeremiah’s, his gaze never leaving the other man’s.

      After several heartbeats, Dale lowered his mouth to Jeremiah’s ear, inhaling the rich scent of his skin. He made his voice rumble, low and seductive. “Admit it, sweetheart. If we were anywhere else, where there was no chance we’d be interrupted or found out, you’d be on your knees right now, blowing me halfway to heaven before begging me to fuck that hot ass of yours.”

      Jeremiah swallowed hard, hunger and passion swirling in his eyes. He wanted this. Craved it. That much was obvious to Dale. However, actually giving in to his basic carnal lust was a different story altogether. Jeremiah would never make the first move, not without some encouragement.

      Dale slowly licked his lips, drawing an almost imperceptible moan from the other man’s throat. His jeans got tighter in the crotch as his cock swelled with need. Leaning into Jeremiah just a little bit more, Dale commanded more than dared, “Kiss me.”

      As his eyes rounded, Jeremiah’s breathing became nearly frantic. The pulse in his neck raced as a shiver rippled throughout his body. He was as terrified as a rabbit trying to outrun a predator. But the man didn’t run. Didn’t move. All he had to do was lift his chin and let their mouths meet. Dale would take over from there.

      Jeremiah shifted, bringing him closer to Dale instead of farther away. His head tilted back a scant inch or two. Dale lowered his mouth, reveling in the soft puffs of Jeremiah’s gasping breaths against his own lips, giving the other man every opportunity to take what he so obviously wanted.

      Laughter reached his ears a split-second before the door burst open behind him, and several wedding guests filed out onto the patio, chatting away. Jeremiah jumped away from Dale as if he’d been burned and spun around, facing away from everyone, most of whom had no idea what he’d been about to do. Dale was the only one aware of how close Jeremiah had come to kissing him. If only they’d had a few more minutes alone.

      Damn it.

      Jeremiah strode over to the retaining wall and snatched up his hat, slamming it down on his head. Someone bumped into Dale, diverting his attention and causing him to reach out and steady the other person.

      “Whoops! Sorry, Dale,” Ginger Moore said with an alcohol-induced giggle.

      He smiled at the young hairdresser. “No problem, darlin’.”

      Another titter erupted before she turned back toward her date—a man in his twenties whom Dale didn’t recognize as being from the Rock. It didn’t mean the guy didn’t live there, but with a population under a thousand, Dale figured he’d met or at least seen most of the townspeople during the past seven months he’d been there.

      As the group gathered around the fire pit, where Shane Rivers, the ranch hand Willow had hired a while back, started to light the kindling, Dale glanced around to find Jeremiah gone. The man had finally rabbited, and Dale wasn’t sure if he was relieved or disappointed. Either way, he had to keep reminding himself that Jeremiah was firmly in the closet and would undoubtedly never emerge, so he would remain off-limits.

      Easier said than done, asshole.
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      Jeremiah strode down the path that ran along the fence lines of both his ranch and Willow and Nathan Casey’s smaller one. Over the past year, the dirt had gotten well-packed from everyone using it to either walk on or ride the horses or ATVs. They’d long since added a gate in the fence between their properties. Ease of access had quickly become necessary for both him and the couple. They often ate dinner together, laughing long into the night.

      He’d enjoyed every moment of watching Willow’s pregnancy progress, not to mention the endless ribbing he gave Nathan over being so overprotective. Not that he had much room to talk. Jeremiah loved their little girl already, and she wasn’t even here yet. Willow’s due date of September 25 grew ever closer, just under two weeks away.

      He tucked his hands into the pockets of his jacket. Autumn had arrived, along with colder temperatures. His mind was a riot of thoughts, scrambling over each other and making his nights sleepless and his days long. He felt as if he stood on a precipice, a decision hanging heavy in his mind, one that could change everything. He hoped to talk it out with Willow and Nathan, the two people who truly knew him—with whom he didn’t have to hide parts of himself.

      He was tired to the depths of his soul, but the fresh air on his face, the endless sky, and wide open vistas of the land made him feel a little less alone for some reason. After the rodeo and argument with Dale last fall, followed by their almost kiss at Nathan and Willow’s wedding, then watching Willow and Nathan fall in love and begin their family, Jeremiah was out of sorts.

      Hiding his true self was just something he did. He’d never considered coming out, not ever. He’d heard too many homophobic comments and seen the damage even rumors could do to other gay men in the ranching community that he’d resigned himself to making do with one-night stands in Cheyenne. He was forty-two years old, and he’d spent at least thirty of those years living in fear of being outed. He didn’t know any way to live other than behind closed doors.

      Nearing the house, he saw the couple curled together on the porch swing, a blanket covering them, their heads touching. They leaned against each other, speaking quietly, the hushed words broken only by the occasional giggle from Willow. Jeremiah’s chest clenched in envy, and he spun on his heel. He might be a lonely asshole, but he wouldn’t break up such an intimate moment because he was feeling maudlin.

      The sound of a door opening drew his attention. Glancing to his left, he saw a strip of light appear between Skyview’s two barns. From where he’d stopped in his tracks, he had a perfect view of Dale’s trailer. The gruff man had stepped out onto a small slab of concrete that served as his patio. A flame flared, briefly illuminating the man’s handsome face, before extinguishing and leaving behind a red glow at the end of a cigarette.

      Jeremiah’s feet moved of their own accord. Hell, if he knew if it was the looming specter of his empty house behind him that had him closing the distance between himself and the man he couldn’t stop dreaming about. It’d been a year since Dale had confronted him at the rodeo, and Jeremiah had thought of little else since. In the past, he would’ve headed into Cheyenne to blow off some steam and put whatever was bothering him behind him, leaving it at the feet of some random hookup. But since meeting Dale, Cheyenne no longer held an allure for Jeremiah. He’d avoided the man as much as possible over the past several months since the wedding, but it’d done nothing to quell the desire he felt whenever he caught a glimpse of Dale or when someone simply mentioned his name.

      “Come on, Cowboy, I can hear your footsteps,” Dale said in a low, husky voice as Jeremiah drew closer. It sent delicious shivers down Jeremiah’s spine. “Don’t worry, though—the lovebirds just went inside and never saw you.”

      Ignoring the evident dig at him, Jeremiah murmured, “Evening.”

      Seriously? That’s all you got? Who says blah shit like that? Me, apparently.

      Chuckling, Dale finished his cigarette, stabbing the butt out in a small metal bucket filled with sand. “Want a beer?”

      Trying to act nonchalant, he shrugged. “I’m not a man that ever says no to a beer.”

      One step… two… three… he kept moving. His palms became sweaty, and a thick lump formed in his throat. He was close enough now to see Dale’s face. Wreathed in shadows from his hat, he was more handsome than ever. He looked mysterious and dangerous, a deadly combination that woke Jeremiah’s libido with a jolt of electricity, shooting straight to his cock, making him half-hard. Willing the response away, he closed the distance between them.

      Dale smiled wryly. “You might say no to this one. It’s my new batch of homebrew. It could be good, or it could taste like an old man’s nut sack—no way to know until you try it.”

      “You’ve tasted an old man’s nut sack?” Jeremiah laughed, feeling lighter at that moment than he had in months.

      Reaching behind him, Dale pulled the trailer door open and waved him forward. “Come in, I’ll tell you all about it.”

      Jeremiah climbed the steps, feeling as if he was entering a wolf’s den and he was the prey.

      Heaven help me.

      He remembered the argument at the rodeo last fall just as much as he recalled their near-kiss at Willow and Nathan’s wedding. Both incidents should’ve had him running home with his tail between his legs, but he was helplessly drawn to Dale like a magnet. He wasn’t sure what he was getting himself into, but he also knew he didn’t want to be alone tonight. He was lonely—painfully so.

      He supposed he saw in Dale an opportunity to really be himself, for once in his life, and for longer than a quick fuck in a bathroom stall in some gay bar two hours away from home. It wasn’t even fully about sex, though the desire was there, the evidence of which pushed against his fly. It was about being around someone who knew what it was like to be different with absolute understanding. To be afraid of being jumped and scorned for no other reason than who he loved or was attracted to.

      “You going to stand in the doorway, letting my heat out, or come inside?”

      “Shit, sorry.” Stepping inside, Jeremiah glanced around as Dale came in behind him and pulled the door closed. The inside of the RV was clean and functional, basic to the extreme, but somehow it suited Dale. Being a retired Marine, orderliness was probably a deep-seated trait he couldn't shake, even if he wanted to.

      After wiping his sweaty palms on his jeans, Jeremiah doffed his hat.

      “You don’t have to look so nervous. Seriously—sit down and chill.” Dale waved him over to the small dinette table.

      Taking a seat, he set his hat on the bench next to his hip. “I’m not nervous.” He tasted the lie even as he said it—his anxiety level was nearly through the roof.

      Dale crossed his arms and glared at Jeremiah. “What? You think I’m going to jump you? Consent is sexy, dickhead, and mandatory when I take someone to my bed. Nothing will happen without you first saying you want it—and with actual words, not just your bedroom eyes. I can be attracted to someone without pushing them into something they don’t want or aren’t ready for.”

      Jeremiah gaped at the other man, unsure what to say or do in response to his little speech. Consent is sexy? Bedroom eyes? Attracted? His mind was a whirlwind of possibilities, and his body reacted to each one. Again, Dale was an enigma—a contradiction of terms. Jeremiah didn’t really know if he was gay or bisexual. Plain straight seemed to have been taken off the table at some point. It was clear the man was interested in Jeremiah in a way that wasn’t just neighborly or friendly.

      With a single nod, Dale turned away and opened one of the kitchen cabinets to retrieve two pilsners and bottles from the fridge. After pouring beer into the glasses, Dale passed one over to Jeremiah before sitting across from him. Their knees brushed against each other’s in the narrow space under the table, and Jeremiah fought the urge to hook their legs together and run his foot up the back of the other man’s calf. Playing a childish game of footsie shouldn’t be a turn-on, but damn him if the thought didn’t make his dick twitch anyway.

      “Try it.” Dale saluted him with his glass, then took a long swallow of the cold beer. Jeremiah tried not to stare at the other man’s throat but couldn’t drag his gaze away. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he downed the liquid, and Jeremiah couldn’t help but fantasize about what it would be like to see him swallowing something else.

      Pointedly ignoring Dale’s earlier comments, he raised the glass to his mouth and took a drink, licking the foam from his upper lip. “It—it’s good.” He cleared his throat. “I’ve never had homemade beer before. I like it.”

      “Thanks. It’s a new recipe. I usually get a kit, but this is a Harris original.”

      Staring at the dark amber liquid, Jeremiah swirled the glass around in his hand, the cold condensation on the sides slicking his palm and fingers. He hesitated a moment before finding the balls to ask, “Are we really going to talk about beer?”

      One of Dale’s eyebrows arched. “Why not? Unless you’re going to tell me why you’re really here. Why you’re walking around in the dark like a stalker or something.”

      Barking out a laugh, Jeremiah took another long drink, enjoying the bitter, hoppy flavor. “Why I’m here?” Shrugging, he set the glass on the table. “I don’t know. My house is big and empty.”

      “So? You came to my small, empty trailer?”

      “You’re here, so it’s not exactly empty now, is it?” Dale didn’t respond but just gazed intently at Jeremiah, who hesitated before adding, “Not going to make this easy on me, are you?”

      “Nothing in life is easy, Urban, as you well know.”

      “Are you gay?” he blurted, immediately wanting to smack himself as soon as the words passed his lips.

      Dale’s chuckle was low and sexy. The corners of his sensual mouth curved upward in mild amusement. “I don’t like labels, and I don’t see their point. I’ve been with men, women, and people who don’t identify as either. If I like a person, I like them—it doesn’t matter to me what’s in their pants.”

      Mulling over the unexpected answer, Jeremiah took another sip of his beer. Dale continued to puzzle him. “That’s surprising, I guess. What’s that like?”

      “What is what like? I won’t sit here and play twenty obscure questions with you, Cowboy. If you want to talk, talk. If not, finish your beer and be on your way.”

      It was confusing why this man’s abrasive personality turned him on so much. If it’d been anyone else, Jeremiah would’ve already stormed out of there and never looked back. He must be a glutton for punishment because, instead of leaving, he opened his mouth and let words come out. “Being free. I mean, what’s it like being free to be who you really are?”

      “Freedom is relative. Have I had slurs shouted at me? Absolutely. Have I been in fights because someone called me a fag and wanted to beat the queer out of me? Yup. I’m not more or less free than anyone else. I just don’t give a shit what people think most of the time. That being said, some things I won’t let slide, but I firmly believe that whatever two, or sometimes more, consenting adults do behind closed doors is their own damn business. If someone doesn’t like it, they can fuck right off.”

      “God, you make it sound so damn easy, but it’s not! Coming out is… ” Scrubbing both hands down his face, he groaned. “It’s not like I haven’t thought about it a million times. Of course, I have! I’m so fucking tired of hiding, but I don’t know any way out. I’ll be crucified in the community, and my family legacy will go down in flames.”

      He had no clue why he was baring his soul to this man. It wasn’t like they were friends, more like acquaintances. They were friends of friends. Neighbors. Neighbors who’d butted heads since the moment they met. But all that hadn’t stopped Jeremiah from dreaming about Dale being in his bed. Nor did it stop the verbal diarrhea spilling from his mouth whenever they spoke to each other without anyone in earshot. Dale’s pull on his psyche was almost as strong as the physical draw he felt when finding himself close to the man. He wanted to hand himself over into Dale’s safekeeping and just forget the world for a while… or forever.

      “I never said you had to come out—that’s your decision. And a big one at that. I’ve never come out in the traditional sense either—I didn’t send out engraved announcements or shout it from the rooftops, but I haven’t hidden my sexual orientation from anyone in a very long time. As a result, I’m not going to be with someone who’s gonna to try and hide me away. I refuse to be treated like someone’s dirty little secret. Been there, done that, threw away the T-shirt.

      “I’m not ashamed of who I am, and you shouldn’t be either. If we start a relationship that includes any kind of intimacy, at no point am I going to ask you to wave a rainbow flag and march down Main Street in sequined hot pants. But I will ask you to kiss me in public, hold my hand, and act like a couple. If you can’t do that, there’s the door.”

      “What if I don’t want to date? What if I feel like we’re better as friends?” Ugh. This conversation was damn heavy for two people who didn’t really know each other that well.

      “Then I’d say you’re deluding yourself. You want me, and I sure as hell want you. If you don’t want to date, fine. But then you don’t get to fuck me, and I won’t be fucking you either.” Sighing, Dale stood, taking his now empty beer glass with him. “Here’s the truth of it, Cowboy. I’m too damn old for fucking around. Clubs and one-night stands don’t do it for me—they haven’t for a long time. I want to meet someone I can date and do all that other couple shit with. But I won’t compromise my happiness waiting for you or anyone else to accept me and what we are together. What you see is what you get. I won’t hide or pretend to be something I’m not. If you can accept that, I’d love to take you to dinner. If not,” he shrugged, “well, I guess I’ll see you when I see you.”

      Taking Jeremiah’s half-full glass from him, he put it in the sink and walked to the door, opening it wide. “Go on. Go home and think. The offer stands. But I won’t wait forever. If I meet someone else in the meantime, I won’t say no on the off-chance you’ll decide you’re ready for something real for once in your life.”

      “You’re a harsh bastard, you know that?” Rising, he slapped his hat back onto his head angrily before walking through the door and descending the two steps. “Throwing ultimatums around like fucking candy. One day that’ll bite you in the ass.”

      “Maybe, maybe not. See you around, sweetheart.” Dale unceremoniously slammed the door in his face, forcing him to jerk back so he didn’t get his nose smashed.

      “Fucker.”
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