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Max Aragon sighed long and loudly to himself while sitting on the side of the trail, off by the cliff that looked over their lovely little town. He was happy, mostly, friends, finally feeling like a real part of the town instead of the quiet kid that worked in the gas station. He didn’t have a lot to complain about any longer. Even his father was thriving in an assisted living home, but Max was missing something. 

Or…he was missing someone. 

All the gay men in the town were not only taken, they’re very taken. He loved them all as friends and didn’t deny any of them the love they’d found. Still, that left no one for him. He’d have to leave his beloved town, which he rarely did, if he hoped to find someone. 

There were a few problems with that, however. He was still overly shy, and he was also a klutz. He tripped over his own two feet, knocked things over, and was a general mess. 

His friends all told him he was great looking, and he wasn’t totally displeased with his looks. He had pretty blue eyes and thick lashes, high cheekbones that Ked was always lamenting he wished he had. His lips were full to the point of being too big, at least he thought so. the others, well, he’d gotten some not so subtle hints about those. 

He was tall, sure, reaching six foot, making him tower over Ked, but he felt like a thirteen year old, just learning how to use all those long limbs. Sean Ashby, who was taller than him told him time and again that he’d learn how to use them all eventually, but he hadn’t in nearly ten years so he didn’t much believe it. 

At peace for the moment, though, he took solace in the world around him. The love he had for his town was boundless. The people were wonderful, but the place itself, there was something so special about it. 

Small, sure, one of those small towns that everyone knew everything about their neighbors. That was one of the appeals of that part of it. To be known. He’d sunk into the shadows for so long that he’d never felt known. 

And the shadows were long. The mountains made sure of that. They surrounded the place. He sat on one, running his fingers through the silty, soft dirt that was a little darker than his sandy colored hair as he smelled the fresh air, pine-scented, of course, because he was among the most beautiful evergreen forest in the world, in his opinion. 

Off to his left were mushrooms growing wild, brilliant white and as big as his head. He knew, if he searched a little, he’d find a hundred more varieties, and he knew what most of them were by name, either from his own knowledge or that of Tera Ramos, his hippy friend. She was a vegan and counted on the mushroom population of the area for a lot of the meals she made for her husband and eight children. 

Millie Barton, the general store owner, she’d pick them as well, selling a few in her store. Tourists ate up the local fare, squealing over mushrooms the town folk picked and always asking if there were any that would get them high. Millie would smile pleasantly while she was sighing out a dozen cuss words on a loop in her head. 

From his vantage, he saw Ked driving to work. His real name was Kaden Edmond Donegal, but he didn’t go by his real name. He liked his initials to make his name instead, and Max envied that. To have the guts to ignore norms and make things go his way. 

The breeze was cold, but he liked the cold. Spring was upon them, and summer would be coming soon, bringing in more tourists, more activity. The thing he did look forward to the most were the parties every Friday. 

Before Ked came, a very few people, mostly the older crowd, would gather in the park that ran down the center of the town and have a few beers and “jaw”, as they called it. Talk, gossip, whatever. Ked saw this on his first week and decided it just wasn’t enough. 

So, he added music, Millie added drink specials for that week, and Max’s boss, Mitch Sandoval, made his own beer, which he’d bring for the occasion. After all that, each week ended with a get-together that the whole town looked forward to. Some of the older folks that barely came out of their homes would go, listen to the great mix of old and newer music, drink, talk, and it had brought the town together. 

Small buildings, dirty roads, trees everywhere, mountains rising above it all, and even higher, the clear, blue sky. Max smiled, knowing that it may take him years, but he’d find someone to share it all. 

“Hey!”

Max’s head spun around to see a man walking up the trail.  Max had caught his eye just off the track on the cliff. “H-hey…”

Like he’d swallowed the sun and the rays were shooting out from his pores, he was beautiful, golden from that sun and magical. The man was so beautiful that Max couldn’t breathe. Big, buff, a stocking cap covering his hair, beard trimmed and sandy brown, so close to Max’s own hair color. And…so very handsome, Max didn’t know if his breath would ever leave his lungs. 

“You’re not jumping, are you?” He said, laughing, stepping slowly over to him while holding a big hand over his flat stomach. His flat ripped stomach. 

His eyes twinkled like he was in on some joke that Max didn’t know, and they were blue, like his, only a little greener. Red lips shown through his facial hair, small mouth, perfectly shaped into a bow. 

Wide shoulders that made him seem a lot wider than he actually was, as he was trim and tall, slender, but muscled. He was a perfect god, and Max through his eyes must be bugging right out of his head. 

He was wearing a flannel shirt, but with the exertion from hiking up the steep trail, he had it unbuttoned, open to show his sweat-glistened chest. Max froze in place, making the man come closer. 

“Are you okay?”

Finally finding his voice, Max swallowed and let out a breath as he said, “I was taking a break.”

“Oh! Oh, yeah, I can see why. That is a great trail. Good cardio.”

He took another step and held his hand down to Max, who took it, thinking they were simply going to shake, then realized, as the guy pulled, he was helping him to his feet. 

The mix-up and Max’s roiling feelings over the guy’s gorgeousness made his legs uncontrollable, not that that was strange for him. His legs, arms, mouth, all of them needed leashes. 

He slid on the loose shale and soft dirt, his left leg falling behind him as his right leg bent, then slid too, and he started going down the side of the cliff. 

He yelped out and slapped his other hand over the man’s that was holding him, and he made the mistake of looking down, seeing the hundred feet that was between him and another piece of land. 

“Hang on! I gotcha! I gotcha!”

Trying to climb back up, his left leg slid again, and he heard the snap as his ankle broke, and then pain fired up an explosion through the lower half of him. 

“Shit! Come on, honey, just hang onto me. Don’t try to climb.”

The man was strong and got Max pulled up, but Max was woozy, dizzy as he was brought against the stranger’s chest and held there for only a second, but it was a wonderful moment. He could feel the man’s heat, smell him, and he was sorry when he was laid on the flat rock farther from the edge. 

Straightening out Max’s body, the stranger said, “Didn’t mean to make you do that.”

“You didn’t. It’s me. I’m always doing stuff like that.”

The pain was incredible, trying to take over his mind, but there were the most amazing hazel eyes in front of him, keeping him there at the moment. “I’m Sully, by the way.”

“M-Max.”

“Oh, I’ve heard of you.”

Max groaned, “My reputation precedes me?”

Chuckling while he looked over Max’s leg, he denied, “Not reputation, no, unless it’s that you’re a sweet guy who works for the beer maker.”

Max smiled at that. “Beer maker.”

“Can’t remember his name. Anyway, what’s your terrible reputation? You’re a lady’s man?”

Max giggled from that, right before screaming as Sully set his hand over Max’s ankle. 

“Sorry. It’s busted for sure. I’m going to find something to stabilize it. Then I’ll get you down the mountain to help. Do you have a phone?”

“I don’t bring it up with me. I never get service.”

“I don’t have mine, either.” He squatted by Max and ran a hand over his sweaty head. “I don’t want you to worry. I can get you down, okay. It’s a straight shot, pretty much, and I’ve done this before.”

Max couldn’t say a word, but he did swallow hard and nod. 

When Sully left to find some things to help stabilize his leg, the pain came back, like Sully had been a pain killer. The pain was so intense that he felt like blacking out from it, but he didn’t. He couldn’t! How could he let his eyes close and miss a second of Sully?

Then it hit him, where he’d heard the name. Sully was Susan’s brother, Susan Dale, the forest ranger that worked with Ked at the station near their signature lake. 

“Sully!”

He was starting to panic, thinking Sully left him, not that he would, but he didn’t know the guy. 

“I’m right here, Max. Found a couple of nice straight sticks and got the sleeves off my shirt to wrap them to your leg.”

Max hadn’t heard much of that explanation. He was busy staring at Sully’s big, bare, sexy arms. “Uh huh.”

“I’m going to throw this out there and take a guess that you’re gay. Am I right?”

Max jumped enough to hurt his ankle, wincing badly. 

“Thought so. Well, hope that helps on what could be an uncomfortable trip.”

Max felt his entire head start on fire he was blushing so red, but he didn’t say a thing as Sully wrapped his ankle carefully, his hands so gentle, Max hardly felt it. He worked fast, however tender he was, and soon he was sitting on the rock with Max, holding his hand, which made Max’s heart nearly beat out of his chest. 

“I’ve got to carry you down, Max. I’ll hold your leg as still as I can, but unless I take four days to get down, going that slowly, it’s going to jar this poor ankle of yours. I don’t want to hurt you, but I’m going to.”

Max felt his dick twitch in his pants, and all he could think of was that crazy playroom his friends had built in Aden’s basement. The ones they used to hurt each other…in good ways, they said. 

“All my friends like it, so I guess it won’t kill me.”

“What?”

Catching himself, he ducked his head as he mumbled, “Nothing. I’m okay.”

“Okay. I’ll lift you, and you hold on how you feel most comfortable.”

“Okay.”

He just wanted to be down the hill and hiding somewhere, knowing he was going to say more that would embarrass him, but on the other side of that was the fact he was going to be held by a beautiful man, and more than that, he was sweet as an overly sugared apple pie. 

Sully didn’t even grunt as he picked him up off the ground and held him in those big arms. Not even a huff. Damn.

Max wasn’t big, per se, but he was nearly six feet tall and weighed over a hundred and fifty pounds. “I’m sorry,” he said, not thinking that Sully couldn’t be following his train of thoughts. 

“About?”

As they started to the trail, then headed back toward the head, he whispered, “Nothing.”

“You’re shy. I was like that when I was younger, too. It took a few continents and meeting a lot of people to shake me of it.”

Susan did say that Sully was a world traveler. “Then I’m hopeless.”

“Naw. I have faith in you.”

He didn’t want to stare at Sully the entire time, but it was hard not to, as close as they were. “Thanks, but I’m probably never leaving here, so…”

“You will if you want it enough. I loved my hometown too, believe me. I had a couple of great friends and loved my mom and dad, but my big sister left. We call ourselves twins because we’re so close in age, but she’s also my big sister, and she left to follow her dream.”

“Like Ked, the forest service.”

“She never wanted to be inside the house. Ever! I didn’t much either; we liked hanging out with our friends outside instead of in our rooms. She scoured through college booklets to find what she could do with that love of the outdoors, short of being a farmer or something and found that. She went for it. Now, she’s been to all kinds of places in the country, all the forests, and deserts that you can imagine, but she’s never raved about a place like she has Bear Lake.”

“Thanks to Karolin.”

“That helps,” Sully said, laughing. He avoided a small log in the trail so he couldn’t jar Max any more than he had to and continued, “But, it’s really all of you. She told me so much about the people, how much you were all like family.”

Max watched his face, noting he was barely pink in the cheeks. Max would be red and sweating profusely at carrying someone down the hill. “How long are you visiting?”

“A month for now. I am looking for someplace to settle, though. I mean, I’ll travel still, but I’m cutting it down to a couple or three times a year.”

“Oh.”

“So, can you talk me into this place? My sister is sure pulling for me to move here.”

Max looked at him while Sully concentrated on where he was walking. He thought about everything that had gone through his head while sitting on the cliff. A gay man, and a gorgeous one, a traveled, educated, and what felt to be a sweet, right there, in Bear Lake. 

Then, he thought of one thing that could prevent his dreams from coming true. “I’m sure your girlfriend would like that, being in one place more, that is.”

A rather shy smile crossed his pink lips as Sully said, “I don’t have one, and it would be a boyfriend if I had either. I travel too much.”

That was something he had known, of course. Susan told him that their parents struck out twice, trying to get a straight kid. However, the thing that Max heard over everything was that Sully didn’t say he didn’t want one. That was a plus. 

After one particularly rough step from Sully, the pain shot through him, and he groaned, biting his lip to try to keep it in, but it was too late. Instead of stopping, though, Sully just started talking.

“This reminds me of the Himalayas, in a way. The way the trail curves around this hill, the rocks, oh, some of the rocks I’ve seen, they’re more beautiful than the flowers! And there is a pond near one trail I hiked there. The water was so still it reflected everything around it so well, I didn’t realize it was a pond. Incredible.”

“I’ve never been anywhere, but it’s so pretty here. I never thought of wanting to see other places.”

“There are many places at least nearly as beautiful as here. You should travel and see some other places.”

Max got quiet, unwilling to delve into the conversation that he’d always been unable to travel. He didn’t do much of anything because he’d been taking care of his sick father, and then after, not having the time or money. Sully seemed to sense it and changed the subject. 

“Susan told me about the Friday night parties you all have. She told me Millie makes a different drink every week. Maybe this week I can help her. I’ve learned some amazing cocktails over the years.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Yeah, using fresh juices, the best liquor, spices you’d never think to put in a drink…”

“Like?”

“Cayenne pepper, for one.”

Max’s eyes got huge, as he wasn’t one for spicy food. “I’d die.”

“No, darlin’, you sure wouldn’t. It’s so little that you don’t burn your tongue.”

“How do you taste it, then?”

Sully slowed over a patch of dried leaves that had gotten wet in the spring shower that had fallen the previous night. “Don’t want to slip on those.”

“No, we’d both be broken.”

“That wouldn’t do.”

Sully’s smile was open and warm, his teeth bright and straight, seeming to twinkle, like on a cartoon or something. Max didn’t want to stare at him constantly, but it was hard, what with his arms wrapped around the man’s thick neck. 

The pain came and went, and Max realized as they neared the head of the trail that it was worse when Sully wasn’t speaking to him. “You were doing that on purpose, weren’t you?”

“What’s that?”

“Talking to me to keep my mind off the pain.”

Sully stopped completely and admitted, “Oh, I know that helps, to keep someone’s mind off it, but it was my pleasure to talk to you. Believe me.”

Max felt like swooning, but then it hit him, this man that a man so accomplished, so strong, had to carry Max off a mountain. His eyes dropped, and Sully saw his embarrassment. 

Max was placed on the hood of Sully’s car, obviously a rental, small blue sedan. “Don’t dent this. I don’t have the insurance.”

Max looked down immediately, and Sully chuckled at him. “I was kidding.”

Sighing, Max smiled, then winced as another shot of pain went through his leg. “Ouch.”

“I’m gonna get you to help. Is there a clinic or something nearby?”

“Not here. Down the highway about twenty miles.”

“Twenty miles it is.”

After clearing his backseat completely, he got Max back into his arms and sat him on one side, holding his legs up gently. “I need to go to the other side to pull you into the car, but it’s going to hurt.”

“I can handle it.”

Sully placed his hand on Max’s face as he winked at him. “Strong. I can see that.”

Max’s heart was thumping hard, and he smiled through his pain. When Sully let Max’s good leg down, he placed his broken one over the top of it. “Try to keep it that way when I pull you, but I don’t think it’ll stay. It looks to be a clean break, and we want to keep it that way. If the pain is too much, that means it may be causing more damage. You holler like crazy, no matter if you’re embarrassed or not. Promise?”

“Promise.”

When Sully went to the other side of the car and opened the door, Max sucked in a breath and closed his eyes, waiting. He felt Sully’s hands sliding under his armpits and immediately cringed, knowing he’d been sweating like a pig. 

“Stop getting stiff on me, Max.”

Max barked a giggle and then bit his lip again to stop it, but it was, again, too late. 

“Was that a naughty thought, Max?”

Groaning, he denied, “No!”

His laugh was as sexy as him. “Sure. I don’t mind, by the way. I like naughty men.”

Max heard that right before he moved, and when the bad ankle slipped off his good one, the pain was so bad that he passed out cold. 
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“Hey, buddy!” 

The voice came through the clouds that seemed to be converging in his head, and he opened his eyes, feeling bad about being disappointed it was Ked sitting next to him. 

“Ked?”

“Yeah! Sully stopped at the station, freaking out when he couldn’t wake you, so me and Susan helped him get you here.”

Max blinked around and saw the white room around him, smelling the antiseptic. “Where’s…?”

“Sully? God, isn’t he the hottest thing you ever saw in your whole life? I mean, not for me, of course. Sean is the hottest man alive! But, still, Sully is so much hotter than the pictures that Susan showed me, and they were hot as it was, but him in person, oh god, I about popped wood when he rushed into the office today. Not that he wasn’t hot yesterday when I met him, but it was dark, and he pulled up outside the station, so I didn’t get the full light picture of him, so-,”

“Stop. I’m getting dizzy.”

“Stop making the boy dizzy, Ked,” Susan said as she poked her head through the door. “Doc wants to know if he’s awake.”

“He’s awake! Why would I be talking to him if he wasn’t awake?”

“I don’t know, maybe trying to talk until he wakes up to tell you to hush? It’s a theory.”

As Ked rolled his eyes, Susan disappeared, supposedly to talk to the doctor. Max laughed weakly and mentioned, “You never actually answered my question.”

“Sully? He’s out there. Boy, was he worried about you. He told us what happened, and man, he was white as a ghost. He was so sorry he hurt you.”

“He didn’t. He helped me.”

Ked scrutinized him. “You like him.”

“Shh!”

Lowering his voice, Ked asked, “Do you?”

“What’s not to like? Makes no difference, though. He’s…him, and I’m…me.”

“That’s so dumb. Max, you’re not stupid, but you can be so dumb sometimes.”

“What? Look at him!”

“And look at you! You’re hot! You’re just shy and a little clumsy. So?”

Max remembered things Sully said and tried them as excuses. “He travels a lot. Even if he moves here, he’ll travel, and we’ll be apart all the time. He’s so accomplished, he’s been everywhere, and I haven’t been anywhere. And he…he said…”

“He said…?”

Lowering his voice until Ked had to lean in to hear, Max told Ked, “He likes naughty guys. I’m a fucking virgin.”

Before Ked could say a thing about that, Max tried to move, and pain shot through him again, making him call out with it. Ked jumped and ran for the door, just as the doctor was coming through the door. 

“That didn’t sound good,” the doctor said, an older gentleman with crazy long eyebrows and hardly any hair on top of his head. 

“Help him! He’s hurting.”

“The nurse is bringing him in a shot. We just wanted him to come to a little more before we gave him any more pain medication.”

The doctor walked over to Max’s bedside and asked, “How are you feeling besides that pain?”

“Fine, I guess.”

“It was a good, clean fracture of the fibula. That’s the outer bone of the ankle there. We casted it, which you’ll wear for, oh, I’d say about eight weeks. After that, we can place you in a walking cast if everything looks like it’s healing well.”

“I can’t walk? I have a job.”

“Are you required to walk a lot?”

Ked spoke up for him, “No, he can sit behind the register, and anything else, we’ll all pitch in to help him, like stocking the shelves and stuff.”

Max groaned, knowing everyone meant everyone in town would know about his newest bout of clumsiness. 

“Good enough. Stay off it as much as you can, wrap the cast in a plastic bag when bathing, things like that. Let me hurry that nurse, and she can go over the rest of it with you after you get some relief from that pain.”

“Thanks, doctor.”

“No problem.”

Ked sighed and sat back beside the bed. “Thank goodness.”

“What are you thanking about?”

“That it wasn’t worse! It could have been bad. Sully was telling us about some problems with ankle breaks, and they were much worse. Surgery, everything!”

The nurse came into the room with a long needle which made Max dizzy just looking at it. As he cringed away from it, she said, “No, sweetie, not in you, in your IV.”

Max looked up at the bag hanging above him, not realizing that he had a needle in his arm until that moment. “Oh. Okay.”

As soon as she emptied the syringe into the IV tube, Max felt the world sliding away from him, the pain lessening considerably. Soon, he was flying, calm, smiling, feeling a little goofy. 

The nurse checked him over, then left, and Ked giggled at him. “Feel better?”

“Yeah. Oh, yeah.”

He was floating, the pain was there, but it seemed so far away, it might not even be his own. 

“Okay, while you’re…let’s face it, high, tell me again. He wants a naughty guy?”

“I’m a virgin. Did you know that?”

Ked was giggling again, but Max was laughing with him. “Yeah, I know. You could be naughty if you wanted to be, Max. Let me help.”

“Help?”

“You might not even remember this, but if you do, know that Ked will take care of everything. Don’t worry, okay?”

“Okay. Don’t…worry…anything…”

*****

“Is he okay?”

Damn, the man was hot, but Ked had to keep remembering, he loved Sean, he loved Sean, he loved Sean…

“Ked, right? Did you hear me?”

“Oh! Yeah, I heard. Um…what was the question again?”

Sully’s smile made him even hotter. “I asked if Max was okay.”

“Oh! Sure, he’s fine—broken ankle. Oh, you knew that. Nothing terrible. Cast, then walking cast, you know the drill. So, how much do you like him?”

Sully took a step back, and Ked watched his jaw drop. Susan groaned as she walked over to them, not hearing the conversation. “What is he up to?”

“What? Me? I just want to know if your brother likes Max. That’s all.”

Sully looked from Ked to his sister and back. “That’s all?”

“That’s Ked. He rarely beats around the bush. He is curious, and he will drive you mad before you get used to his ways. What I think he’s saying is that Max has a crush.”

Ked ducked his head but peeked at Sully from under his lashes. Sully was staring at his sister, smiling. “A crush? On me?”

“Brother, dear, you’re beautiful, and you just carried the man down a mountain. Even if he were straight, he’d be in love by now.”

Ked kept looking at his bare arms, knowing they’d recently carried his friend at least two miles. “No kidding. That whole he-man thing is hard to resist. It happened the same way with Sean and me. He saved me too, but from these guys, these poachers, and they were gonna shoot me, but Sean came along and…” Ked saw Susan rolling her eyes and caught himself rattling on like he was trying to curb. “Anyway, do you?”

“Ked, give him a minute to breathe, huh? He’s still got to decide if he wants to move here.”

“Oh! Well, you are, right?”

Sully sighed, but he was smiling as wide as Ked had ever seen. “I’ll have to think on it a bit still. I just got here!”

Susan winked at Ked and whispered, “You won’t be able to resist, and if you try to resist, Ked will drive you nuts until you give in. It’s how he got his man.”

“Is not! He fell so madly in love with me. I barely had to do a thing!”

They both stared at him, and he deflated. “Well, a few things…”

As soon as Sully went into the room to say goodbye to Max and wish him well, Ked confronted Susan. “Now, the girls can help, but let me try to reel him in with the guys.”

“Like what? You gonna take him to that playroom and chain him up until he agrees to stay?”

“If he’s into it,” he teased. 

“I’ll talk to the women. We were going to meet up to talk about giving him a nice dinner some night soon.”

Ked contemplated for just a moment and asked, “Can we do it first? I’m not sure when, but we can get him for dinner with all of us, and maybe Hannah can look after Max. Speaking of which, how are we gonna look over Max? He can’t stay home by himself.”

“I’ll deal with that. You get ahold of the men.”

Ked jumped into action, taking his phone outside to the parking lot and leaning against his Xterra. 

That’s how the phone tree began, right there in the clinic parking lot, with the cool wind blowing his hair back from his face as a hawk flew over, screeching her presence as she hunted over a nearby field of growing grass and wildflowers. Spring was fully showing her beauty, and Ked loved every sight and smell of it. 

“Hello,” Darion answered. 

“Darion! We have a mission.”

“Okay, what mission?”

Ked smiled and explained, “Susan’s brother is in town, and oh fuck, is he hot? I mean, the guy is gorgeous and-,”

“Ked, focus. You have a man, remember?”

“I’d never forget Sean,” he yelled, offended. “This is for Max!”

“Max? I heard he was hurt. Is he okay?”

That was fast, he thought, but then again, all the news in Bear Lake spread quickly. “Broke his ankle, so that sucks, but he was carried down the mountain by this gorgeous man named Sully, and Max is understandably crushing hard on the guy.”

Darion laughed in that laid-back, sexy way he had. “Understandably. Okay, what do we do?”

Ked bounced a little, excited Darion was onboard. “Get a dinner going for him, introduce him to the guys before the women scare him off. You know they’re gonna mother over him.”

“Especially the mothers. Okay, where, when?”

“Not sure when, but do you think Aden would be okay with it there?”

“Sure. But why at Aden’s? There are places…closer…Ked! You want to show him the playroom. Talk about scaring him off! He’ll think we want him in some weird sex cult or something.”

“We won’t show it to him right off, or at all if he sounds like he doesn’t like that stuff. But at least he’ll know he has a group of gay men he can hang out with, have fun with, hiking, fishing, and other shit if he so chooses.”

“Got it,” he laughed. “I’ll call Aden now.”

“I’ve got to go back in, so call Papa Bear, too.”

“I’ll conference Wolf with Aden, but you better get on the phone with your man and okay all this. You know he hates you interfering too much in people’s lives.”

“Oh, shit,” he whispered, remembering that. “Damn…”

“I’m sure he’ll be okay. It’s for Max. Go, call him.”

“Okay. Thanks, Darion.”

However, before he could call Sean, he saw Susan and Sully exiting the doors, and he ran over to see how it went with Max. Susan was laughing and Sully blushing, so Ked felt his heart sinking. “Oh, God, what did he do? Did he break his other leg?”

As soon as Susan could stop laughing long enough, she got out, “No! He kissed him!”

Ked was looking from Susan to Sully, confused for the moment.

Sully was less amused, but he was smiling. “Max leaned over and kissed me. He’s on that pain killer and out of it. I’m sure he won’t remember it.”

Ked felt his heart drop clear into his belly and sit there, burning. “If he does, you’ll likely never see him again. He’ll bury himself in a hole and never come out again.”

Sully set his big hand on Ked’s shoulder and admitted, “If he remembers, tell him it was a great kiss.”

Ked grinned so wide, his teeth dried from the wind. “I knew he had it in him. Listen, we’re setting up a dinner for you sometime soon. Are you up for it?”

“Who’s we? And yeah, sure.”

“We, as in us guys. The gay ones.”

“Oh, okay,” he said, holding out his hand to shake with Ked. “It’s been nice…and interesting meeting you, Ked.”

“Most people say that.”

As he watched them pull out of the parking area, his phone went off, and he looked to see his partner was calling. “Shit. I have a feeling I’m in trouble.”

As he answered, he said as cheerfully as he could, “Hi, Sean! Have I told you today how much I just really love you?”

“Oh, lord, Ked, you can suck up like no other. I already know your scheme to hook up Sully and Max.”

“How?”

“Wolf called. Said you’re already setting up a dinner. At Aden’s house. Where the playroom is.”

Cringing, he soothed, “And everyone is up for it, including the guest of honor, by the way!”

“It’s fine. I would love to meet him, and so would the rest of the guys, but babe, don’t push it. People have to come together on their own.”

“Sometimes, a little push doesn’t hurt.”

“Just be careful. You know how shy Max is.”

Speaking of Max and his shyness, Ked sighed and told his partner, “I need to go check on that right now. I guess while Sully was in there talking to him…Max…kissed him.”

“Max? Max kissed him?”

“He’s not in his right head. You know, all dopey from the pain killers. I’m hoping he won’t remember.”

“God. You better hope not, or he’ll never leave his house.”

After getting off the phone with Sean, Ked went back into the clinic and found the nurse. “Excuse me, can I ask a question?”

She smiled sweetly at him and said, “Sure. I can’t promise I can answer. There are laws, you know.”

“No, nothing about his condition except…well…how stoned is he?”

“Excuse me?”

“I mean…will he remember everything he’s said and, well, done?”

She seemed to understand and confided, “Maybe not. A lot don’t. He’s due for another shot in an hour. That’ll help at least delay his memory.”

“Thanks. Thank you!”

He checked in on Max, who was sleeping, so he set out for Bear Lake, but as he got onto the highway, Darion called. He placed it on speaker and asked, “Did you talk to Aden?”

“It’s all set. Susan said he was free on Saturday, so he’ll meet everyone on Friday night, then it won’t be so awkward on Saturday.”

“Good! Good thinking. Wait, Susan knows?”

“Millie called me to tell me what Susan said.”

Millie knew, Susan knew, and Sean had already heard. The Bear Lake grapevine had struck again.

 


Chapter Three
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Max opened his eyes to see Ked sitting there, and he blinked over at him a few times. “What time is it?”

“Six in the morning. I have to work, but they let me come see you before I go in so I could let you know what’s going on once you get out of here later.”

Max groaned from the pain in his ankle but moved until he was sitting up, with Ked’s help with the controls on the bed. “Well…thanks, but you didn’t have to. I’m sure I’ll have someone coming for me, right?”

“Dan and Hannah are coming for you, and you’re staying there for a little bit so that Hannah can fuss over you.”

“She doesn’t have to do that.”

Ked barked a laugh and asked, “Are you kidding? Have you met her? She lives to fuss over people. She can’t wait to get you there.”

“I’ll bet Dan isn’t that happy. Fiona just left, and they finally have the house to themselves again.”

“Well, Dan bitches about everything, so he’ll be happy to have something new to complain about.”

Max smirked at him but didn’t argue further. There was no use arguing with Ked, and he spoke so fast and much, and Max always forgot what he was trying to argue about halfway through. 

Then, there was something nagging at him. He felt embarrassed but couldn’t pin down why. “Did I do anything stupid while they had me all drugged up?”

Ked paled, and Max sat up immediately, making his whole leg hurt. “What? Tell me!”

“Nothing! What?”

“Ked!” It was apparent he was keeping something from him, the way he fidgeted and refused to meet Max’s stare. “Tell me!”

“It wasn’t you, at least I don’t think it was. When…when you were kinda out of it, Sully leaned in, and you thought he was going to kiss you, so you kissed him back.”

Max felt lightheaded and lay back on the pillow, his stomach turning into an acid pit. “Oh god…”

“No! It was an honest mistake, if it even was a mistake! I think he really likes you.”

“And I’m sure you asked him,” Max groaned. 

“No…I mean…yeah, and he didn’t say no!”

Max closed his eyes and pled, “Go to work, Ked, please? I don’t want you to watch me puke.”

“Max, come on, honey, I would never steer you wrong, would I? I wouldn’t tell you I think he likes you if he really thought you were a troll, right?”

Max opened his eyes just a little and looked over at his best friend. “Well, no, but you also would make me think I had more of a shot than I do while you work the poor guy until he has no choice.”

Finally, over his guilt, Ked laughed at him. “Stop. I wouldn’t have to nag anyone to think you’re amazing. You are amazing, Max. You just don’t know it most of the time.”

With Ked in his corner, always cheering him on, his self-esteem had risen a lot, but not enough to think a guy like Sully Dale would want him. “He’s…on another level, Ked, really. He’s seen the world. He’s probably had model boyfriends, so smart, so…everything. I can’t believe I kissed him.”
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