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            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      The Broken Falls Ranch series is one that I’ve been planning for some time. I wanted a place where people who needed it could go and find a new lease on life in all the ways.

      And while this has been planned, the Big Sky collaboration that I did with my fellow Flirt Club authors really got this going. My book, Cowboy’s Heart, introduced Broken Falls Ranch and Axel, Pris, and Freeze, who you will see in every single book in this series. It’s not necessary to read - but you’ll get the whole shebang on how this series began.

      
        
        Cowboy’s Heart
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        Happiness is Broken Falls Ranch

        in my rear view mirror. 

      

        

      
        At least, that’s what I thought when I drove out of town in a blaze of angry words and hurt feelings. I wasn’t sure I’d ever see my grandfather again. But with unexpected retirement from my special forces unit staring me in the eye, I head home to mend fences and eat some crow. 

      

        

      
        Priscilla Monroe is Granddad’s nurse. She’s the first thing I see when I step through the door, and the only thing filling my dreams. Unfortunately, she’s made it clear she’s here to work and nothing more. 

      

        

      
        I had no idea that going back to the ranch would give me back my future. Not the future I planned, but a future I discovered I wanted. I also had no idea it would give me back my heart. 

      

        

      
        How can I prove to Priscilla that her future belongs with me? 

      

        

      
        Giddy up! Flirt Club is headed west to Big Sky country! Join eleven of your favorite romance authors as we head to Paulson, Montana, and wrangle up some of the steamiest stories yet! So hold onto your hats and join us for one wild ride!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Jensen

      Jesus fucking Christ. My back is killing me today. It’s ridiculous. I’m not that old, but it’s killing me.

      However, the job waits for no one, and I can’t call in sick. I’m the Chief Petty Officer on my SEAL team, and that means I have to get the lead out and get moving. I rolled out of bed and stretched, trying to work the kinks out of my back.

      Not to mention, I made Chief in just under nine years. That’s fast by Navy standards, and when you rise in the ranks quickly, people have expectations. I’m always aware of that. After stretching, I got right into the shower. I made it to the chow hall in twenty minutes and sat with the rest of the guys on my team.

      “Training today, Chief?” Wil Jessop, one of the guys, asked.

      “Always,” I answered with a grin, back temporarily forgotten. We’re steaming along with an aircraft carrier group, heading for a spot in a desolate part of the world. Our team needs to go pick up something the U.S. government thinks it might have lost. Well, it actually fell out of the sky. They don’t want to lose it, and we have to get there and retrieve this thing before anyone else finds it. Of course it’s in a place where the U.S has enemies.

      So, we’ve caught a ride on the big boat, an aircraft carrier, which is nice. Usually, we’re on a sub, and that makes it tougher to work out, to have room to do more than scratch your ass. We’re scheduled, given the ship’s travel time, to go in tomorrow night. That means we have just under a day to kill. With that in mind, I kept the guys moving with checking gear, cleaning weapons—although they are generally clean enough to eat off of—and working out. A bored SEAL can be a dangerous thing.

      By the time we’re ready to go, everyone’s feeling good, feeling loose, and I’ve got that amped up sensation that comes before a job. I called my wife earlier today, and she was glad to hear from me. Pammy—short for Pamela—has always been supportive of my career. She knows that she’ll have lots of time alone when I’m gone, and she’ll be on her own. She knew that when we married—and she keeps things going at home.

      We made it to where the item landed, loaded it up, and got out. Thankfully, the job went without a hitch. This team is great, and I didn’t expect anything less. We’re back on the boat before daylight and getting ready to get a ride out of there. There was only one minor hiccup. While we were collecting the government’s lost and found item, one of my guys stumbled with his end of the carry cloth that’s holding up the item we’ve retrieved, and tugged me down by my arm, hard. My arm went numb, and even after got back, it still didn’t have much feeling.

      Which is why when I wake up the following morning and can’t move, I responded by swearing up a blue storm. I do not need this shit today. Or any day. Tyler, another one of the guys on the team, poked his head through the door to see what’s going on. I must have been louder than I thought.

      “Chief, what’s up? You’re pretty salty today.” He eyed me laid out in my bunk like a fish out of water, helpless to do anything except flap around a little. “Jesus, Chief, you need a medic?”

      “Yes,” I ground out the words, hating to have to say them. “Sucks, but I think I do.”

      Three hours later, I’m parked in front of the ship’s doctor. I’ve had an MRI, too many x-rays to count, and grudgingly accepted some drugs, because I would like to be able to walk and not burst into tears like a baby.

      “Well?” I ask Dr. Fossey, the ship’s chief medical officer.

      Creed, the team’s CO, is there as well.

      “It’s not good, Chief Briggs,” the doctor said as he looked down at his notes.

      “What does ‘not good’ mean?” I demand.

      “It means that after this, I can’t clear you for any more field work. You can’t be on missions any longer.”

      I glared at the wall behind the doctor’s head, trying to comprehend what I’d heard. “What do you mean, I can’t be in the field anymore?” I stared between the doctor and Creed.

      Creed’s face shifted only slightly as he kept his eyes on the doctor. He crossed his arms but didn’t say anything.

      “It’s just a pulled muscle in the back, or something like that! How the hell does that take me out of the field?” I glared at both of them.

      Dr. Fossey began to speak. “It’s not your back. That’s just a pulled muscle, and that will heal with no problem. When we did an MRI, I found something else. Your left shoulder been bothering you?”

      “What?” I asked. “Yeah, it got cranked around on the mission. What does that have to do with it?”

      “You have a tear in your brachial plexus nerve bundle on your left side, to put it generally. What is means is that your arm isn’t getting all the messages it needs to function.” He touched a spot between my left shoulder and my neck. “Right here, that’s where the nerve bundle is.”

      “I’m not even thirty.” I protested. “This will heal, like everything else, right Doc?.” There is no SEAL who hasn’t pulled, strained, or broken something on some job. We heal. That’s what we do.

      “Which is why you have to make a change now,” Fossey said firmly. “You know, if you want to keep on moving in any way like you are now, you need physical therapy, like yesterday. You’ll have to keep it up for some time. I don’t know how long; that’s not my specialty. But you’re going to need it. And with PT, it means no active missions.”

      “Nice bedside manner, Doc,” I said.

      Fossey shrugged. “Would you rather I blow smoke at you?”

      Well, yes. Right now, blowing smoke would be a shit ton better.

      “You have a choice,” Creed said, interrupting.

      “Yeah? Doesn’t sound like any choice that I want,” I snarled, glaring at both of them some more. Together, they were ruining my life.

      Creed shrugged. “But it is a choice. I have a job in command HQ, it’s yours if you want it. I’m allowing you to give me your preference.”

      “Or?”

      “Or we will let you go.” He crossed his arms, staring at me. “You have enough time in that you can leave with no problem.

      I stared back.

      “I’m out,” I said. “Fuck it. I’m out.” I slid off the examining table, grabbing my cover and yanking the door open. Despite the fact that my arm was the reason I found myself in this shitty ass position, and my back had gotten me here initially, it was ramrod straight as I walked away from the only life I’d ever known.

      Well, I was stuck on the ship until we got into a port. But I knew how these things went. I’d seen it before. One of the guys would have health problems, and he’d be out quicker than shit through a goose.

      I just never thought it would be me.

      I knew I had to stop no matter how I’d just bitched to the doc and Creed. If I couldn’t count on my arm, I wasn’t a good bet to make sure missions were complete. And daily workouts—that would potentially make the problem worse.

      I was out.

      What the hell was I going to do with myself? Before this, I figured I had ten more years, and then maybe five in a stateside leadership team. Fifteen more years before I was supposed to be having this conversation.

      Jesus fucking Christ.

      By the next morning, the rest of the team knew. And by that night, I was on a plane home. I flew into Washington D.C. and then got a flight to the base at Norfolk. I hadn’t called Pammy because I didn’t know what to say. ‘Surprise, honey! I’m home for the next fifteen years?’

      Yeah, that option sucked.

      I pulled into the driveway. The lights were on, which meant she was up. I took a breath. I’d been thinking about how to tell her that our entire lives were about to change, and after both flights, I still didn’t have a clue.

      Nothing was going to get solved with me sitting on my can in the driveway, so I went inside, calling for her. “Pammy?”

      Footsteps, and then Pammy came around the corner from the living room. “Jensen! You scared me to death. I wasn’t expecting you home for another week or so.” She put her hands on her hips, looking me over. “What’s wrong?”

      She knew me well. “Pammy, we have to talk. There is all kinds of shit wrong.”

      She came close, putting her arms around me. “Jesus, Jensen, you look terrible.”

      “Thanks, babe.” I dropped my bags at the door.

      “Come and sit down with me and let’s talk.” She led me into the living room and onto the couch.

      I told her everything, everything that the doctor had said, and how my CO had offered me a job at HQ.

      “Why wouldn’t you take that?” Pammy asked.

      “Because it wouldn’t be working with my team,” I said. “I’m out. No more SEALs.”

      Her face was thoughtful. “Aren’t there other things you can do and still be a SEAL?”

      “There’s nothing else I want to do. I love what I do.” I almost shouted.

      “I know that, baby. Why don’t you go to bed, and we’ll talk in the morning?”

      She walked with me to the bedroom, and when I turned to reach for her, she kissed my cheek, patted my shoulder, and walked back to the living room, closing the door behind her.

      I stared at the door in the dark room. This wasn’t how I’d pictured my homecoming, even with the less than positive news.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Three weeks later, I was sitting on the couch, looking through my laptop for any new emails. I’d put out the word with my SEAL buddies, but this damn arm thing was a concern for them, too. Not to mention, I spent hours at the VA, working with various physical therapists who had some sort of secondary degree in torture. As I looked at my account, I thought about how many ‘Sorry, buddy,’ emails I’d already gotten.  I didn’t blame them. You can’t pull a job out of your ass, even for a buddy.

      Pammy came in. “How’s it going?” Her voice was tight.

      I’d noticed that she’d been talking to me in this tight manner that suggested suppressed anger.

      Shaking my head, I leaned back on the couch, feeling ancient. “Not great. Lots of ‘Maybe in a couple of months’ responses.”

      “You need a job, Jensen.”

      “I know that, Pamela,” I said, using her full name. “I’m aware of it every day.”

      “Listen, this isn’t what I signed up for.”

      “What are you talking about?” I set the laptop aside. “Sit down. Talk to me.”

      She shook her head, shaking her hand at me as well. “No, I don’t want to sit down. I’ve always been supportive of you, but you were married before we met, and her name was SEAL Team whichever number you were working on. Now you’re home, and you’re not pulling your weight, and you’re just pathetic!” She gestured at me on the couch.

      “Babe, what in the hell are you talking about?”

      “I don’t want to be married to an ex-SEAL! That’s not part of the deal!” Pammy wasn’t holding back her anger now.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “What good are you now? You’re a mess. You don’t work out. You don’t even try to get up and go out except to the hospital. You’ve given up, and you’re just letting yourself go. Well, you’re not taking me with you.” She walked to our room, away from me.

      “Did I miss something?” I got up, following her. “Because it sounds like you’re willing to break up our marriage over a job change? And what sounds like a pretty fucked way of looking at from your end, I have to say.”

      “It’s not just that,” she pulled a suitcase out of the closet. “This is a life, a way of life. I like this way of life. You’re not doing a damn thing to keep that going, and I’m not going to let you take advantage of me anymore.”

      “What are you talking about?” She wasn’t making sense.

      “I’m leaving, Jensen. Don’t call me. I’ll go see a lawyer. We’ll split everything evenly.”

      Now my guard was up. How many of my guys had heard the very same shit? “If you think you need to leave, well I guess that’s best,” I said, letting my head drop. I didn’t want her to see how angry I was, how much I wanted to fight this out with her.

      She didn’t want to be married anymore because she couldn’t be the wife of a SEAL.

      What in the actual fuck? I’d heard about this, but again, just like I’d seen guys get bounced for health, I never thought I’d be the one to have to deal with it.

      I walked out of the bedroom and went to the kitchen. I was so mad; I didn’t want to see her. I wanted her to go so I could process this. How had I missed it? Not only missed it, didn’t even see it in the distance.

      She walked by, slowing, but when I didn’t turn around, she kept moving toward the front door.

      “I’ll have my lawyer call you,” she called out, and then the door slammed shut.

      “Don’t bother.” I didn’t turn around.

      Then I went to hit the email again. I was going to need a good lawyer.

      How the hell had my life come to this? In just under thirty days, too. It was like some kind of record.

      Well, fuck it all. I wasn’t going to let any of this shit beat me down—not Pammy, not the Navy—none of it.

      I pulled out my phone and started making calls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Carissa

      I came in the door, dropping my purse and my bag on the floor, and slipping out of my heels. It had been a long day at the office, and I was ready to come home, have a glass of wine, maybe a bath, and see Stephen, complain a little, and then get into bed and watch a movie. Thankfully, it was Friday night, and I had Monday off, so the only thing looking at me for the next three days was the weekend.

      “Hey, I’m home!” I called out, padding into the kitchen to grab something to nibble on, and the glass of wine.

      The house was quiet. The only light on was the light over the stove. “Stephen?” I said. There was no answer.

      There was an envelope on the counter with my name on it, in Stephen’s handwriting. I felt a pit of fear race through me, making me feel cold. There was no reason for me to feel this way, but I did.

      Slowly, as if I were walking through water, I opened the envelope, and pulled out a single sheet of yellow legal pad paper.

      C,

      I have to get out of here for a while. Talk to Mel. He’ll explain.

      S

      What the hell? I stared at the letter, turning it over to see if there was anything else. There wasn’t.

      I’d moved in with Stephen a year ago. He rented a little house that must have been a mother-in-law cottage behind a larger, more stately home. There was plenty of room for me, and I’d been thrilled when he asked me if I wanted to move in.

      Talk to Mel? Why would our landlord have anything to do with this? I checked my watch. It was just after seven, so it wouldn’t be rude to go and knock on his door right now. But damned if I was going to do this in work clothes. I changed into leggings and comfortable shoes and headed up to the big house.

      Mel answered right after I knocked. Was he waiting for me? What had Stephen left me to deal with? The pit of fear in my stomach grew. Please don’t throw up right now, please don’t throw up right now, I begged my body.

      “Hi, Mel. I’m sorry to bother you so late—”

      He cut me off and stood to the side, inviting me in. “I’m glad you came over, Carissa. Come on in.” He closed the door behind me and led the way to a room that was a study and library. God, I loved these old houses.

      Mel took a seat behind the desk and gestured at the chair in front of it. “Have a seat, honey,” he said.

      “All Stephen said was that you’d explain, and he had to leave. What’s going on?”

      Mel sighed. “I haven’t said anything to you because you’re not the tenant. Stephen is. He asked me to let him sort things out without talking to you, and I agreed. He’s been a good tenant for three years. This is the first time I’ve had any concerns.”

      “What are you trying to tell me, Mel? Just spit it out.” I hated this dancing around. I could tell that Mel really hated being the bearer of bad news.

      And how bad was it that my boyfriend had left and put the landlord in charge of sorting whatever this was out?

      He sighed again. “Earlier today, a couple of guys came looking for Stephen. They knocked on my door, and I told them he wasn’t here. I think they might have gone around back—but they were quick about it. Well,” he sighed. “These guys—well, they were the kind of guys I wouldn’t want to look for me. They said they had some business with him, and I asked if this looked like an office.” He scratched at his head, shaking it at the same time.

      “They didn’t have much appreciation for my sense of humor and told me to tell Stephen that Mr. Black and Mr. White were looking for him.  I waited until they were gone and went out back. Stephen wasn’t home. When he came home, I went back to let him know what happened. I’ll tell you, he didn’t look so good. Nervous, sweaty, that clammy kind of look, you know?” He looked to me.

      I nodded, wanting him to get to the point.

      “When I mentioned their names, Stephen went even more pale, and he looked scared. Real scared. He told me that I needed to tell you what happened if you came looking for me before he got back.”

      “Why would he want you to do this?” I asked.

      Mel looked at the wall behind me. “He wanted me to tell you that these men had come looking for him, and because they’d been here, he had to go and take care of it. He said things might take longer than he wanted. Then he raced out of here. I haven’t seen him since. It all went down right after lunch today.”

      “What did those two men want?” I asked.

      Mel looked at me sadly. “My guess? He owes them money, Carissa. I’d say quite a lot.”

      “No, how can that be?” I asked. “Why would he owe anyone money? He has money in the bank, and we’re saving for a house!” I could feel my heart beat faster as the possibilities of what had happened began to dawn on me.

      “I don’t think so.” Mel shook his head again. “I can only speak to what I know. I don’t know what those guys wanted for sure, but in regard to me, Stephen hasn’t paid the rent in four months.”

      “What?” I exploded. “I’ve been giving him half the rent since I moved in!”

      “He’s four months behind,” Mel said.

      “He left,” I said, shocked. “He left me a note and told me he was leaving. He didn’t say where he was going. He didn’t take me with him. He left me, and left the bills unpaid,” I finished, my voice sounding small.

      I hated sounding small. I hated that Stephen had put me in this situation. I hated that I was sitting here, trying to get my head around all these facts. Stephen was gone. Stephen was a liar, Stephen hadn’t paid the rent, Stephen was scared of guys named Mr. Black and Mr. White.

      Mel leaned forward on the desk. “Listen, I like you. You’re a nice girl. You were good for him. But whatever is going on, he’s in the hole and I’d bet those guys are the kind of people who break body parts to get the money back. And like I said, he was the only one on the lease.”

      I felt like Mel was trying to say something. Then it hit me. “Oh, shit,” I exclaimed. “Mel, you haven’t been paid in months! Oh my god! I’m so sorry! I’ll—well, it will take me a day or two to get the money, but—”

      “I’m really sorry, Carissa. But you need to move out.”

      “What?” I whispered.

      “I don’t know for sure who they are but I’m going with guys who don’t operate on the legal side of things, you know what I mean? If I had to guess, he’s lost money, either through gambling, or a loan shark, or something like that.”

      “What does that have to do with me leaving?” I asked. I felt like I couldn’t move.

      “Honey, if you didn’t know about this, and I don’t think you did, you need to get the hell out of here. You need to disappear like you never lived here, so when they come back, and they will—I can say I haven’t seen him, and there’s no one else there.”

      I shook my head, trying to wrap my mind around this.

      “Listen, Carissa, if you were my kid, this is what I’d tell you to do. You’re a nice girl, and you’ve given me no issues.” He shook his head. “I feel terrible, but I know danger when I see it, and those guys were dangerous. Get your stuff packed and get the hell out of here.  You can leave whatever is Stephen’s. You’re not responsible for that.”

      “Where am I going to go?” I said, trying to think straight.

      “Do you have some family around here?” he asked.

      “No, but…” I stood up. “That’s not your problem, Mel. Stephen has already dragged you into his problems in an unforgivable manner. I am very sorry. I can pay you, but it will take me some time.”

      Mel stood up. “No, you don’t need to. What I would like is for you to show me how you paid Stephen, so when I take his ass to court and he tries to blame you, I can show the judge you paid for your half, even though you weren’t on the lease. It’s the least I can do.” He held up a hand, seeing me start to object. “I already feel like a complete heel, Carissa, so let me help you where I can.”

      “I’ll get that information for you,” I said as I walked out the office door and toward the front door. I knew my body was moving, but it seemed really disconnected to me now.

      Stephen had left me. Because he owed some scary men money, and he left me to deal with it. How could he do that to me? To someone he said he loved?

      My entire world felt like the bottom had dropped out.

      When I got back to the cottage, I laid on the bed and cried. Then I screamed at the empty house, and then I went looking for boxes. There were only two days to get this done and figure out what I was going to do next.
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        * * *

      

      By Saturday night, I had most of my stuff packed. I’d gone and rented a trailer so I could take a couple of pieces of furniture with me. I took everything that was mine, making sure to go through everything so that I didn’t miss anything. I had to keep busy. Otherwise, my heart was going to break into a thousand pieces.

      I’d called my boss, Ted, and told him that my boyfriend had spaced out, left me in a bad way, and I’d need a month off to get my shit together. He had a mini fit on the phone, because he was a workaholic, and we had things going on, but he knew as well as I did that I had hours and hours of vacation time.

      Then he asked me what I needed and told me to kick Stephen in the balls.

      There was a reason I loved working for Ted. He was demanding, but he gave as good as he expected from others, and he cared about the people who worked for him.

      As I hung up from talking with Ted, all my nervousness returned. What if those guys came back? I wanted to be far away. The only problem was that I had no idea where I was going to go. None of my friends had any room for me. I was nearly homeless, apparently dumped, and felt like I had to run and hide from scary men.

      So much for a relaxing weekend. What was I going to do? My parents were divorced, and they both seemed to forget they had a daughter. I knew that calling them was just a waste of time.

      Gran. I’d call her, and… what the hell was I thinking? Gran lived in Paulson, Montana. The middle of nowhere. Although I’d loved going there when I was a kid, and when my parents were still together.

      She answered on the first ring. “What’s wrong?”

      “What are you talking about, Gran?” I asked.

      “It’s late. You usually call me from the car on the way home, when it’s still light outside. So, what’s wrong?”

      I explained the whole sad tale to her.

      “Well this certainly is the pits for you, Clarissa, but it’s perfect timing for me.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I need some help. I’m getting rid of the house—”

      “Gran, you didn’t tell me that!” I felt ashamed that she had to tell me like this. I talked to her every couple of weeks, and she hadn’t mentioned it.

      “Well, I’ve been thinking about it for the past year. I’m tired of the cleaning and taking care of it. I want a little apartment where I don’t have to do as much.”

      “Gran, that’s been in the family for years!” Her house was a small one, built in the 1920s, and her father had given it to her and my grandfather.

      “I know, but Royce doesn’t want it. You have a life down there in San Diego, so what am I going to do with it?” Gran sounded practical.

      “What do you need help with?” I asked.  I left the subject of Royce, who was my dad, alone. No need to get into that now.

      “I want to clean it out. Get rid of all the junk. I planned to hire someone, but if you need somewhere to land for a bit, then come up and help me. I’ll pay,” she said.

      “Gran, you don’t have to.”

      “Nonsense,” Gran retorted. “You’ll have to take time off, won’t you?”

      “I’d already taken a month off. I figured I’d need it to get things in order and leave town for a while.” Mel’s words of warning rang in my ears.

      “Well, get things moving, and then get in the car and come up here. And Carissa?”

      “Yes?”

      “If that Stephen comes back, crying and wailing, you kick him where it will be most instructive, and slam the door in his face.”

      I laughed for the first time since I’d read Stephen’s note. Gran was small but mighty in all the ways that counted. “Yes, ma’am!”

      “Love you, honey,” she said. “Get things done and then call me when you’re ready to go.”

      For the first time since I’d seen the note on the kitchen counter, the awful pit in my stomach went away. I had a plan, I had someone who would help me, which meant I wasn’t completely alone, and I was going to be all right.

      After a while, anyway.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Jensen

      Six months later, I was in my Jeep with the top off, heading west, a newly single man. “Go west, young man,” I said out loud.

      Turns out, Pammy had another reason to not want to be married to me any longer, besides my employment status. That reason had two names, and they belonged to a guy who was in the Marines special forces. She wouldn’t have told me except I caught her on a date with him. Up until that point, she’d been difficult, acting as though me getting hurt was really cramping things for her. But after I told her that I wasn’t the one who asked her for a divorce, and that I could hold things up while we delved into the whole cheating aspect, and share with the judge in detail the fact that she canned me when she found out I was hurt, her thought process on the matter changed. None of these things would show her in a sympathetic light.

      So, she agreed to stop fighting, and sign off on an uncontested divorce. That meant we would be able to move through the process quickly. Now, as I drove away from the only life I’d ever known, I did it as a single man. Well, I’d been single for some time—Pammy had moved in with Marine Special Forces after she walked out our door. It was just a matter of paperwork, as far as I was concerned.

      However, dealing with my arm and the rehab issues, and the stress brought on by the divorce—I was supposed to be home to ease up on my stress, taking the time to heal as much as I could, for fuck’s sake, which hadn’t happened—I’d had a tough time the last couple of months. I didn’t want to be with anyone who didn’t want to be with me, but it hurt like hell to get dumped when I was at the lowest point in my life.

      We’d agreed to sell the house. Until two weeks ago, I hadn’t known what the hell I was going to do with myself. I’d gotten an honorable discharge from the Navy, and Creed, my former CO who was back stateside, convinced me to apply for disability benefits. I’d done it, begrudgingly, and now, I was glad he’d pushed me.

      Despite my less than polite parting from Creed when my health drama had come to light, he was a good guy. At the same time he made me get my paperwork shit in order, he told me he’d heard from an old friend who had an interesting offer.

      His dad was war buddies with a guy named Freeze. Freeze had a ranch out in Montana, and he was looking for help. But he only wanted vets who’d sustained some sort of injury. And he wanted recommendations from friends. Creed’s dad had passed the information along, and Creed thought of me immediately.

      Again, I wasn’t grateful at the time, but now, heading toward Montana with the sun shining down on me, and no obligations or responsibilities left from my old life, outside of the bitterness I still felt at being tossed out of my career, my marriage, and my home all in the same month, I was glad Creed had pushed me.

      Freeze Buckley sounded like a hoot. He ran a place called Broken Falls Ranch that had a river running right through it. He and his grandson were raising bulls for the rodeo circuit, and when I’d emailed Freeze, he told me that they were at the point where it was time to take on another hand.

      I was in the right place at the right time. I took his offer, and now I was free to move on.

      The problem was, I was still broken. The arm was still a problem. The docs on the ship had caught it early enough, but I wasn’t out of the woods. I’d just turned thirty, and I felt like an old man.

      Thirty years old, and I was washed up, broken down, and busted out. I should be grateful I had somewhere to go. Maybe the best thing about Broken Falls Ranch was that the only woman on the ranch was married to Freeze’s grandson, according to all the intel Freeze had given me.

      The divorce, like my injuries, had done a number on me. I’d never seen it coming with Pammy. She’d seemed happy, even though she complained at times I traveled too much. But she hadn’t seemed miserable, and I talked to her about how she was feeling, how things were going for her. I cared for her, loved her.

      And she’d thrown me away without a backward glance. Oh, and some harsh language.

      I was a failure. My body was trying to fail me, and already had, and I was a shit husband. Not that Pammy had shown herself to be an upstanding citizen, but I wondered why she was so angry at me that she’d cheat. What had happened?

      Well, at least at the ranch, it would be me and a lot of cows. Fewer chances for me to fuck things up. For anybody.
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        * * *

      

      When I arrived at the ranch two days later, Freeze came out of the house right as I turned off the engine.

      “You must be Jensen!” He shook my hand. “Damn glad to have you here. We’re getting in a little over our heads with just the three of us.”

      “Thanks for having me, sir,” I said.

      “None of that. You’re a civilian now,” Freeze said. “Come on out to the barn and meet the kids.”

      The kids turned out to be his grandson and his grandson’s wife. Freeze had told me about them via our email conversations.

      “Jensen?” Axel Buckley shook my hand. “Good to meet you. You were SEALs?”

      I nodded.

      “Delta,” he said, referring to Delta Force, one of the Army’s special forces units as he gave me a rueful smile. “Stepped on an IED. Got a new knee out of it, but I’m still carrying some of it with me. Always will.” His hand went down to his leg, although I didn’t think he was aware of it.

      “I didn’t have anything that exciting,” I said, grinning. This was a guy who got it. “Back that goes out of whack, and a nerve injury when someone didn’t hold up their end of something. I’m supposed to take it easy,” I said.

      “You came here to relax?” Pris, his wife, laughed a little. “The two of them,” she indicated Axel and Freeze, “aren’t going to help you a bit.”

      “Oh, and what? You’re a silent victim?” Freeze shot back at her.

      I could tell right away that they loved one another, and this was part of a family ritual for them.

      “It doesn’t matter how noisy I am, I am still a victim,” Pris said.

      Axel laughed. “Granddad, haven’t you learned? She always wins.”

      Pris crossed her arms and nodded smugly. “I do. Why you can’t figure that out, old man,” she said, giving Freeze a mock glare, “is beyond me.”

      “I don’t let myself get dragged down by the likes of you,” he retorted.

      “And she complains about us?” Axel said to me in an undertone. “I’m the mild mannered one of the bunch.”

      At that, Pris and Freeze stopped arguing, and looked at Axel. Together, they burst into laughter.

      “Come on, old man,” Pris said to Freeze. “Let’s go get dinner going, and Axel can show Jensen around.”

      They walked out together, still bickering in a friendly fashion. Axel shook his head. “Don’t let them get you concerned. This place is a well-oiled machine, except when it’s not. We have more cattle than the three of us can manage. Do you ride?”

      “Ride what?” I asked.

      “A horse?” Axel’s brows went up.

      “Never been on one.”

      He nodded thoughtfully. “Well, we’re not all wild west out here. It’s actually pretty low key. But it’s easier to ride. You want to learn?”

      “I saw my doc before I left and told him I was coming here. He sighed, gave me a list of stretches, told me that anything I was doing here was far easier on me than my old job, and wished me well.” I also had instructions from my torturer PTs, and instructions on getting my sorry ass to the nearest VA.

      “We’ll go easy on you,” Axel said. “It’s not like the old days or anything. But before we get into the horses, I’ll show you to your room. Granddad said it might be weird for you to have to be in the house with us, so you have a choice. Your own cabin, or a room in the house?” He looked over at me.

      I hesitated, not sure of which way to answer.

      “There’s no wrong answer,” Axel said. “I know I’d rather have a choice.”

      “I’ll take the cabin,” I said.

      He laughed. “You just won me five bucks. Pris thought you’d stay in the house.”

      I grinned as I followed him out of the barn. “Why? I’d much rather be on my own. No offense to any of you,” I hastened to add.

      “None taken. She really enjoys having her family around. You really lucked out—I mean, missed out. Her mom was here until last week. That woman takes no shit from anyone, but she did cook a lot for us while she was here, so I can put up with her giving out the grief. Anyway, here you are. We eat at six, and you should join us.”

      Giving me a look, Axel clapped me on the back, and then went on toward the ranch house. It was a two-storied, made of wood and stone, and it had a steep metal roof. The best thing about it, in my opinion, was the porch that looked as though it wrapped all the way around the house along the second story.

      I brought my bags in from the Jeep and took a look at my new digs. The cabin was small, with a bed, a couch and dresser, a counter that had a fridge under it and a microwave on top. There was an equally small bathroom, and that was it. But it was private, and I didn’t have to share. That, to me, was the best thing. I was used to being on my own, and honestly, I didn’t feel like I was the best company. Having somewhere to get away would be a good thing for everyone here.

      I unpacked and then went to walk down to the river. The ranch house was situated along a bend in the river that ran behind it, with white cliffs that rose up on the other side of the river. It was beautiful, like the kind of picture you saw on postcards.

      There were chairs along the riverbank, and I went and sat, just watching the water go by. It was the first time since I’d slammed out of the infirmary on the ship that I’d sat still without something weighing on me. I didn’t have kids, a house, not even a dog. I had an ex-wife, and she was part of my past. And yet, sitting here, next to the river, I felt better.

      You know, in some respects. I still had no career. I didn’t know what to do with myself as something other than a SEAL. It was all I’d ever wanted to do. And now that was gone. What would I do? I was a broken-down ex-SEAL with a lot of scars and a sketchy arm.

      I hated being a broken-down ex anything. I’d never been anything other than in shape and ready to kick ass. Now I couldn’t. I worked out, and I was checking out where I could run daily, but I had to eat better, cut down on the salt, and live a less stressful life. My PTs had mentioned more than once that stress made things worse for me. Great.

      Sitting here, I could imagine being a lot less stressed. This was beautiful, and it was quiet. I could hear something off in the distance that I thought might be cows. I turned as I heard someone approaching.

      It was Freeze. “Hey, there, Jensen! You all moved in?”

      I got up. “Didn’t have a lot, so yeah.”

      He laughed. “Sometimes it’s nice not to have a lot of baggage.”

      Smiling, I said, “Well, I don’t know about that, but at least it didn’t take long.”

      “Why don’t you come up to the house and have some dinner?”

      “Sounds good,” I said. “I was just admiring the view.”

      Freeze nodded. “I love this place. I know I’m biased, but it’s the best place I’ve ever been. Any time I was away from here, I wanted to be back home.”

      “I don’t blame you,” I said.

      “Well, I’m glad you’re here. I know your former CO, and he’s a good man. He spoke highly of you.”

      Now it was my turn to laugh. “That’s pretty damn generous of him.”

      Freeze laughed with me. “We’ll see, won’t we? You should probably know that around here, you screw up, and you’re shoveling shit for a week.”

      I looked at him.

      “Seriously. Losers of bets, big stupid mistakes, all sorts of things—we all get rid of the stable duty. It started out as a joke, sort of, when Axel came home, and now it’s evolved.”

      “I don’t mind shoveling shit. Spent ten plus years doing the same sort of thing,”

      He laughed again and clapped me on the back. “Well, you’re warned. You’re probably on kitchen duty.”

      We walked up to the house together. This, I understood.  A clearly defined chain of command. Tasks that had to be done, a schedule. A routine.

      As I thought about it, I realized this was what I needed. Even just the mention of regular jobs made me feel calm. Less stressed, I thought to myself with a grin. Which was just what the doctor ordered in no uncertain terms.

      The house was welcoming with lights on, and I could hear laughter from within. Maybe this would be just what the doctor ordered.

      Maybe.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Carissa

      I pushed a strand of my hair away from my face, sweating in the heat of the attic. “Gran, how did you get so much stuff up here?” I called down.

      She said something, but I couldn’t understand her. I heard steps getting closer and then Gran’s head popped up into the attic from the narrow staircase. “This is where everything goes to die,” she said cheerfully, as though I wasn’t covered in the dust of decades.

      “Well, let’s hope we bring it back to life enough to entice someone else to want it,” I grumbled.

      “Oh, this is all vintage,” Gran said. “Slap that label on something, and it goes up in value exponentially.”

      I laughed, which ended in a cough, because of the dust. “Well, for your sake I hope you’re right. You sure you want to move?”

      “Are you going to move up here?” She gave me a look I couldn’t decipher.

      “I’d love to be near you, but I don’t think I’d be able to find work.” I worked for a law firm as a forensic accountant. Ted, my boss, was one of the partners who dealt with the financial side of clients’ cases. Which is a fancy way of saying I was an accountant paid to dig into other people’s finances. It was a good job, and I was paid well. Enough that I’d gotten my CPA designation and asked for a raise. Ted had ranted on for a bit and then given it to me. With medical, dental, and a retirement plan and a salary that allowed me to live in San Diego—it was a really good job.

      Which Stephen had jeopardized for me. Good thing I had plenty of vacation time saved up. What would I have done had I not been able to take off for a month?

      I stopped. Stephen had been taking time off all the time lately. He never wanted me to go anywhere with him, always subtly reminding me of cases I was working on. Which would send me into a low grade panic, and I agreed it would be best if he took time off without me.

      Had he been going away to gamble? That’s what everything suggested now.

      The irony of a forensic accountant not being able to see the gambler in her own home wasn’t lost on me. Thankfully, no one who knew about this had mentioned it. Mel had emailed me to request a copy of my bank records to show that I was paying Stephen for half the rent, and sent me a notarized statement that he did not hold me responsible, and that I had offered to pay him immediately upon learning of the arrears of rent.

      While I hadn’t considered it at the time, I would need this for myself—I couldn’t do what I did and not have questions about me if my now ex-boyfriend was up to his ass in money troubles. So before I’d come up to Montana, early that Monday after I’d learned about Stephen, I’d gone into see my boss. Even though we had the day off, Ted was working. I took him all the correspondence between Mel and I and gave a statement that was notarized in the office as to what happened. I’d already lost my home, and the future I thought I was planning. I didn’t want to lose my job as well.

      So even though I was madder than a wet hen about Stephen, I was able to leave San Diego for a month with nothing hanging over me in regard to my money, job, or integrity.

      The personal side of things was not quite as rosy. I cried a lot. I couldn’t figure out why he hadn’t come to me. Why he had just left me the way he did? Did I mean so little to him? I didn’t see him before I left. I had no idea why he treated me like I didn’t matter.

      I must not matter as much as I thought I did. As I drove during the three-day trip to Gran’s, I had a lot of time for soul searching. I gave my heart fully when I was in love. I’d been blinded by Stephen. A lot of little things he’d said and done had a different look when I was seeing them now. I had no one to blame but myself.

      By the time I drove into the town limits of Paulson, I’d made a decision. I didn’t know what was going to happen after this month with Gran. I had my job still, but nothing else was firm. I wasn’t going to look for anything remotely related to romance. I was going to buy my own house—no waiting on some guy. And I wasn’t going to allow myself to fall for the bullshit again. Had I not been so blind, I might have seen some of this before it hit me with a stupid note on the counter.

      Not that I was responsible for Stephen, but I owned my shit.

      “You never know, sweetie,” Gran said, bringing me back to my present situation of being surrounded by dust. “People need accountants everywhere.”

      I smiled but didn’t reply. Her hints were heavy handed. I got it. My parents, which included her son Royce, my dad, were useless. She and I were pretty much one another’s family. I didn’t see me moving up here happening, though.

      “Listen, can you help me get those two picture boxes out? I have a friend coming over who wants to look at them. I was good friends with his wife, and he asked if I had any pictures of her I’d be willing to part with.” Gran changed the subject, which I appreciated.

      Together, we moved the boxes down into the dining room. I went to wash my hands and try to clean up a little when I heard the doorbell ring, and Gran speaking to someone. When I came out of the bathroom, she was talking with an older man, a big smile on her face.

      “Carissa, this is my good friend Freeze. His late wife and I were besties, as you say.”

      I held out my hand. “Freeze, it’s nice to meet you.”

      He had a wide grin and weathered skin under his cowboy hat. “Likewise, Carissa. What brings you here?”

      “I’m helping Gran with her clear out,” I explained.

      “You’re not moving in?” His eyebrows went up.

      “No,” I shook my head. “I’m from San Diego. It’s too cold up here! I took a month off work.”

      “Good girl,” he said approvingly. “Nice to see you whippersnappers do the right thing.”

      Gran laughed. “Stop it. She’ll think you’re a rude old man.”

      “According to Pris, I am,” Freeze said. “That’s my granddaughter-in-law. She takes no nonsense from me.” He grimaced dramatically, but I could tell that Pris, whoever she was, was someone he adored.

      “Come and look at the pictures we found,” Gran said, walking to the dining room. Freeze followed her, and they sat down, diving right into the stacks of pictures in the boxes.

      I sat opposite them at the table. I opened my laptop, listening to them laughing as the pictures brought up memories of the past. It was nice.

      While Gran and Freeze talked, I went through my email. I liked sitting with them, even though I had nothing to add to the conversation.

      Mel had emailed to say he’d filed a lawsuit against Stephen, and that he’d keep me updated. Ted, my boss, wanted to know if I’d be willing to do some work remotely. He ended his email with, ‘I know you’re on vacation, but I can’t believe how much things are piling up without you! The temps aren’t you, Carissa! Please say yes! I’ll pay extra!’

      Well, wasn’t that interesting? I’d only been gone a week. It was nice to feel appreciated. And for my boss, a notorious cheapskate, to offer me more money, told me he really was desperate. I emailed him back and told him to send whatever it was he was needing help with, and I’d get back to him with the vacation rates. The thought of his reaction made me smile. Ted was a good guy. It was just his reactions about having to spend money were so funny.

      I looked up, realizing that Gran had asked me something. “I’m sorry, what was that, Gran?”

      “I asked you if you’d be willing to help out Freeze?”

      Blinking, I asked, “With what?”

      “We started this business this year, and none of us are all that comfy with numbers. I want to make sure we’re not going to lose our ass after the first year,” Freeze said. “I’ll pay you, of course.”

      “Um, sure. That would be all right, but I need to get things done with Gran,” I said.

      “How about I send my grandson and our new hand over to help you move the big things?” Freeze asked, a twinkle in his eye.

      “Oh, Lord. Here he goes. Hang on, Carissa, he loves to dicker,” Gran exclaimed.

      Freeze did look like he was gearing up for a fight he was going to enjoy.

      “Sure, that would be great. I’m not a fan of all the moving of furniture and all the crap that’s still in the attic. But I’ll still cost you,” I said to Freeze.

      “Fair enough. What’s your going rate?”

      “I’m paid extremely well by my firm, and I’m a CPA,” I said. “But you’re a good friend of Gran’s, so you get the discounted rate of fifty dollars an hour.”

      His eyebrows went up again. “That’s it? I paid my former guy a lot more than that. Probably why he was able to retire this year.”

      Laughing, I said, “I didn’t come here to make a buck, and I’m happy to help you.”

      Freeze stuck out his hand. “It’ll be at least a couple of hours. I’ll send over Axel and Jensen later today. Would that be all right?”

      I reached across the table and shook his hand, looking at Gran. “Would that be all right?”

      She nodded. “I’m delighted that I get the furniture moved with so little trouble to me. Thanks for doing all the work, Clarissa!” She laughed. “Freeze, let me get you a box for the pictures.” She went into the kitchen to grab one of the million boxes that had sprang up all over the counters.

      “I really appreciate this,” Freeze said. “Tom just retired, and right when I really needed him. You’re doing me a big favor.”

      “Right back at you,” I said. “I didn’t want to move all that stuff upstairs, and Gran isn’t up for it.”

      “If you need more help, you let me know. Nora’s a good lady, and I don’t want her to hurt herself.” There was no trace of humor in his words.

      “Thanks, Freeze. I appreciate it.”

      He nodded as Gran came back with a box, taking the stack from the table and putting them into the box. “There you are,” she handed them to Freeze. “I’m glad they’re going with you.”

      A soft look crossed Freeze’s face. “I’m glad to have them.”

      Gran patted his hand. “I miss her too. Come on, I’ll walk you out before we both start wailing.”

      “Probably a good idea,” Freeze said. “Can’t have my reputation suffering like that. I’ll call the boys on the way home. They should be here in an hour or so if they’re not too busy.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “And I’ll be calling you so you can come over and help me cook my books,” Freeze added.

      I laughed as he and Gran walked outside. When she came back in, I said, “He’s a character.”

      “Yes, he is. He had a scare last year.”

      “As in?”

      “He had prostate cancer. His grandson—that’s Axel, you’ll meet him later—came home from the Army right around that time. Pris, Axel’s wife, wasn’t his wife then. She’s a nurse, and Freeze had hired her, not knowing that Axel would be coming home. He was hurt over in Afghanistan,” she added. “Anyway, when Axel came back, he and Pris fell in love, and Freeze was like a new man.”

      I shook my head. “Wow, Gran, that is a lot of small-town gossip to unpack. Holy hell.”

      Gran smiled. “All that matters is Freeze is in remission, and he and his family are doing well. How about that for a summary?”

      “Much better,” I said.

      “Let’s have some lunch before we get back to work?”

      I nodded, and we made sandwiches and sat out on the porch together eating. We’d finished but were still sitting on the porch when a dark blue truck with ‘Broken Falls Ranch’ on the door drove up to the curb.

      A man came around from the driver’s side and walked up to the porch. “Mrs. Webber?” he asked as he got closer. “I’m Axel, Freeze’s grandson. I don’t know if you remember me. He said you needed some help with moving things. We’re here, so put us to work.” He grinned.

      Gran got up. “Axel Buckley, don’t you stand on formality with me. Just because I haven’t seen you since you were little, and you and Pris got married down in Mexico, and cheated us all of a big wedding, we’re not strangers.”

      “Jesus, you give Granddad a run for his money in the guilt Olympics,” Axel laughed, taking a hug from Gran.

      Gran sniffed. “He’s an amateur.”

      “Well, that may be, but he got us over here lickety split to help you. Good thing you two aren’t teamed up for anything. We’d all be goners.”

      Gran turned to me. “Axel, this is my granddaughter, Carissa.” I stood up to shake his hand.

      “Good to meet you,” Axel said. “Let me get Jensen—” he turned around and waved at the man who was still in the truck. The door opened and a tall, well-built man in a baseball hat got out. He walked up the drive with a gait that reminded me of a big cat.  Axel looked back at Gran as the man got closer.

      My heart beat faster.

      “Mrs. Webber, this is Jensen Briggs. He’s our newest victim out at the ranch. Jensen, this is Mrs. Webber, who will work us to death today, and her granddaughter, Carissa.”

      I stuck out my hand and looked up into the most amazing green eyes I’d ever seen. I stared and then reminded myself that I needed to breathe. His tan face was chiseled, with a sharp jawline, straight nose, and high cheekbones.

      Holy hell.
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      Jensen

      As our eyes met, and I thought we smiled at one another, I took her hand but couldn’t say anything. She was tall, but not too tall. I’d say 5’7’ maybe? She had light brown hair that was streaked with blond, pulled up in a high ponytail. It looked great on her. Her eyes, which crinkled with her smile, were a toffee brown, warm and inviting.

      Carissa. The name rolled like warm honey through my brain. Carissa was nicely built, and her smile could light up a town. She wore a faded gray tee shirt and jeans. There was a smudge on her cheek from what I guessed was the moving we’d been pressed into helping with.

      She was beautiful. The most beautiful woman I’d ever seen. In that moment, when I touched her hand, electricity shot through me, as though I’d put my hand on a socket.

      “Jensen,” I got out.

      “Nice to meet you,” Carissa said. Her smile widened, and I felt my cock stir. I hadn’t been interested in women in what felt like forever.  No bandwidth for it.

      But now, seeing Carissa smile, all the past was forgotten. All my anger, all my bitterness over the divorce—it was gone. She was like seeing the sun come out after a hell of a storm. Whoa. Was this all it took?

      It seemed too easy.

      “Thank you for coming,” Mrs. Webber said. “We appreciate it.”

      “It’s our pleasure. Lead the way,” Axel said. “May as well get to it.”

      The women turned and went into the house. I found that I was following Carissa, and as we went up the staircase toward the attic, I couldn’t help but admire her ass. I didn’t think there was anything else I could have looked at in that moment, honestly. It was perfectly rounded in her worn jeans. I wanted to reach up and grab it, bring her close to me, run my hands up her shirt, see if her skin was as soft and golden as it looked. Carissa was —

      “I’m sorry?” I said to Mrs. Webber, realizing she’d said something. I dragged my eyes away from her granddaughter.

      She smiled at me in a knowing fashion but didn’t say anything other than directions as to which pieces of furniture needed to be moved. Axel and I spent the next two hours going up and down the stairs, and I welcomed the physical activity. I’d been on a horse the last week, and my ass was sore. My arms and back were sore, and my arm had been feeling good despite all the soreness from a new activity. Everything was sore. The good thing was that the furniture wasn’t that heavy, and my arm managed to perform like it used to. Sort of.

      I kind of thought that Axel was aware of my limitations, like I was with his limp. He’d said it didn’t hurt, didn’t bother him, he just had a different gait now.

      Being off a horse, doing more of what I was used to doing regarding hard work—it made me feel better. Because the horses would still be there tomorrow to torment me physically. When we were finished, and all the pieces were out in the garage out back, Carissa appeared in the doorway of the garage.

      “Gran has some tea and cookies If you’d like them.” She smiled. “I think you’ve earned a bottle of whiskey, but since we have none, you get tea and cookies.”

      “That sounds great,” Axel said.

      The three of us headed back to the house, Axel quizzing Carissa about why she was here. I listened carefully, watching the way she moved, the way she spoke, the way she tucked the stray hairs behind her ear. She was graceful, and every move she made drove me wild. I was glad he was doing the talking, because I wasn’t sure I’d be able to be coherent.

      I wanted her. Badly.

      Mrs. Webber had a plate of cookies and glasses of tea, which she insisted on bringing out to the porch. Which is how I found myself facing the most beautiful, sexy and distracting woman ever, without a fucking thing to say.

      Come on, moron, I thought.

      “How did you end up here?” Carissa asked me.

      “I was a Navy SEAL, and when I retired, I was at loose ends.” There was no need to bore her with all my ridiculous baggage. “My former CO knows Freeze—”

      Carissa held up a hand. “Say no more. Within an hour of meeting the guy, he’d hired me. He’s very persuasive.”

      “I’m glad he was,” Axel broke in. “He’s been worried since Tom Panning retired. Pris and I told him that we’d be fine until we could find someone new, but he’s like a dog with a bone. Once he gets hold of something, he can’t let it go.”

      “I’m happy to do it,” Carissa said. Her smile was warm and genuine.

      “Are you free this week?” Axel asked. “I’m asking now so you don’t have to have Granddad up in your face, asking when you’re coming out.”

      “That’s up to Gran,” Carissa said. “I’m just the labor here.”

      “How about you have Freeze call, and we’ll work it out. I’m not having the sale until next weekend,” Mrs. Webber said. “There’s plenty of time for you to help him,” she said to Carissa.

      Oh, holy fuck. That meant Carissa, with her hair and her smile and her perfect ass were going to be around on the ranch. I needed to make sure I kept myself far away. I was a busted-up, forcibly retired washed out guy, and I was in no place to be thinking about starting something new.

      Although when I considered my reasons for why I needed to stay away from her, I couldn’t quite muster up a stirring defense for them.

      She was just so… perfect.

      “All right. Thanks again,” Axel said. We said our goodbyes and headed back out to the truck. As he started it up, Axel said, “I think I remember seeing Carissa here when she was a kid. She used to come and stay with her grandmother.”

      “Oh, she’s your age?”  I asked. Axel was thirty-three. I had nothing against a woman who was older than me.

      Axel shook his head as we headed out of town and back to the ranch. “No, she’s younger than me. I don’t remember by how much.” He turned to look at me briefly and grinned. “She’s pretty cute.”

      “She is,” I said carefully. I wasn’t getting drawn into this—ever since the divorce, hell, even before it was final—I had people trying to set me up. I’d turned them all down. I was barely good for me. I didn’t want to drag some unsuspecting woman into my mess. Not even one as amazing as Carissa.

      “Well, it will be nice for Pris to have another woman around. She was complaining that with the three of us, she felt like she might die from all the wayward testosterone.”

      I laughed out loud. I liked Pris. She was tall, a little taller than Carissa, and she had a wide smile that totally transformed her face, which looked rather serious most of the time. Even though she was a member of the family, I could see the nurse side of her in most of her interactions. She took no nonsense, not from anyone.

      I also liked that she was like me—someone who was not from a ranching background in any way whatsoever. She’d slipped me some cream to use after the riding lessons had started last week. “It’ll save your ass,” she said.

      “What, she doesn’t like being around all the manly men?” I said, still laughing at my conversation with Axel.

      “The fact that she hasn’t killed me, or Granddad, is a testament to how patient she is,” Axel laughed with me. “Seriously, though, thanks for coming with me today. I know this isn’t really part of the job, but it’s easier to go along with Granddad when he’s got a burr under the saddle.”

      “I’m learning that,” I said.

      “So, what made you decide to take him up on the offer to come out here?” Axel asked.

      We hadn’t had a lot of time to talk, because there was work to be done, and the cows were busy moving all over the grazing land on the ranch. The calves were getting older, which meant they were feeling their oats, so to speak. You had to move fast and pay attention, or you’d get a horn in the ass for your troubles.

      “You mean Freeze didn’t tell you?” I asked.

      Axel shook his head. “You wouldn’t think it, but the man can keep a secret. He told me he’d found someone that he thought would work, and I said OK. I trust him,” he looked at me then.

      I recognized it for the accolade it was. He was letting me know that he trusted me as well, based on his grandfather’s say-so. It made me feel… I didn’t know what it made me feel.

      I shrugged. “I got hurt in our last mission. That wasn’t the career ender, though. While the doc was checking me out, he noticed that my arm was responding sluggishly. That, and I’d been numb, since the last mission. So he did some more tests. Not telling me what they were for, of course,” I grumbled. “Then he tells me that with my job, even though PT could get me almost back to my former self, that wouldn’t cut it for the SEALs.”

      Axel made a noise that sounded like a grunt.

      “With that, I had to find something new. I wasn’t going to retire in fifteen years like I thought I was,” I shrugged, looking out the window. “I got my disability discharge, and that was that. Freeze’s offer came at the right time.”

      “I get it. Me and my new knee get it,” Axel said, patting his leg.

      I’d seen him limping, but I didn’t ask for anything more than he told me about it. It wasn’t the kind of thing you asked. Even if he hadn’t told me earlier, I would have known he was in the ranks at some point. It was the way he looked around, the watchful air he had around the ranch, for his wife. So his admission made sense. Your sense of watchfulness—that never went away.

      “Yeah, well, tough breaks. I was glad Freeze reached out.”

      Axel nodded again, and we talked cows for the rest of the ride home. That made me glad, because it gave me time to think about Carissa Webber. To see her hair moving back and forth across her neck, her ponytail bobbing.

      Her ass. Her smile.

      Jesus, I told myself. You got it bad. And that shit stops right now. Because someone like Carissa, young, beautiful—she wasn’t for the likes of me.

      Nope. Pull it together, Briggs. You have a job, and she’s not it.

      As we drove down the drive toward the ranch house, I had the strangest sensation. Like I was coming home. But I hadn’t had anywhere I called home in years.

      Weird. I shook my head as I got out of the truck and went to the stables to take care of the horses. And did my best to push the thoughts of Carissa Webber right out of my head.

      But after dinner, after I’d gone back to my cabin, it wasn’t so easy. I kept seeing glimpses of her, like flashes. Her smile. The ponytail bobbing in front of me. The way she looked in faded jeans. And before I knew it, my cock was hard and aching at the thought of her. I lay in bed, cock throbbing, and finally gave in. Reaching down, I took my cock in hand and closed my eyes.

      I saw her ponytail sweeping across her back, her naked back, as I mounted her from behind. Her head came back, and she moaned.

      “Oh, Jensen.”

      “You like that, baby?” I asked. Running my hands up her hips, I took her ponytail in my hand and gently pulled it as I thrust my cock into her. She was wet, and she pushed her ass toward me, seeking even more, just like I was.

      “God, yes,” Carissa breathed.

      I kept moving in and out of her, not letting go of the ponytail, one hand on her ass. Her back was slick with sweat, and she gleamed like the sun in my bed. Spreading my legs further, I increased the tempo until I was pounding into her, and her breath came in little gasps with each thrust.

      Then I felt her pussy clench around my cock, pulling me in deeper, and Carissa pushed against me harder. I couldn’t last any longer—I came when she cried out and went stiff for a moment.

      Opening my eyes, I could feel that I was sweating. Jesus, that was pretty imaginative, even for me. I got up and went to the bathroom to clean up. I would have to avoid looking at her ponytail—because after this, I’d never look at it the same.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Carissa

      I watched both guys go to the truck. Jensen Briggs turned, just once, so fast that if I hadn’t been looking, I would have missed it, and looked at me. A bolt of primal heat went through me, going right to my core. I felt wetness between my legs and resisted the urge to press my legs together.

      He was so damn hot. Like, mouthwatering levels of hot. No! No, no, no! I scolded myself. I was on a hiatus from all men. I’d only just barely gotten away from a guy who told me he loved me and then left me like a used tissue to deal with his mess. It was pure luck that I hadn’t been home when the scary guys had come looking for Stephen.  Mel was going after Stephen legally, not me. I wasn’t going to suffer financially. And I’d gotten away before anything bad happened with the scary guys, despite Mel’s concerns.

      But it was obvious that I let love blind me. An accountant, not seeing her boyfriend lying and losing money? Not noticing the difference in him, when I dealt with people who were cooking their books, as Freeze had teased me about, all day long?

      What would I ignore if I went for a guy who looked like Jensen? Who made me all dizzy and out of sorts just by shaking my hand and sitting across from me?

      The disastrous possibilities were endless.

      No, I would look from afar—from a very safe distance. I might even have a few fantasies. But that was it. Jensen Briggs was not for me. I couldn’t be trusted with my own best interests. I was in no shape to get involved with anyone else. I was going to help Gran and do some remote work to add to my savings, since once I was finished helping Gran, I was homeless and needed somewhere new to live, and that was it.

      A thought hit me; one I hadn’t thought about before. Thank God Stephen and I hadn’t combined finances. He hadn’t wanted to, although over the last six months, he’d asked about it. But I had been busy at work, and just hadn’t gotten around to it.

      Oh, my God. If I’d combined money with him, I’d be broke and homeless. I did have something positive that came out of this—I wasn’t as screwed as I could have been. I laughed to myself.

      “What’s so funny?” Gran asked.

      Looking over at her, I said, “I was thinking about how sad it was that the positives of my situation were that I wasn’t hurt worse.”

      Gran sniffed. “I’d agree with that. I have another one. That you didn’t marry him. That he didn’t steal more than the rent money. That his dumb ass didn’t come back and sweet talk you into taking him back.”

      “That wouldn’t happen, Gran.”

      “Well, sweetie, love is a powerful thing. Stranger things have happened.”

      “Not with me,” I said. “I loved him, but that is done.”

      “You sure about that?”

      I nodded. “I’m so angry at myself for not seeing it. I mean, look at my job, Gran! I should have seen it!”

      “Love is blind so we don’t kill one another, honey.”

      “That’s pretty cynical, Gran.”

      “No, it’s really not. It allows people to go along and get along and love others despite their foibles and shortcomings.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ve been pretty blind,” I said.

      “It happens to the best of us,” Gran replied.

      “Did it happen to you?” I demanded.

      “No, but things were different then. You generally married the first person you fell in love with. Now, you have more choices.”

      “Do you wish you had more choices?”

      Gran shook her head. “No. I’m very happy with the choices I made. Your grandfather was a wonderful man. I’m fortunate that we chose well with one another—I have friends who didn’t. But they were the ones getting divorced in their fifties, after a lifetime together, and wondering what the hell happened. That didn’t happen for you, Carissa. You didn’t tie yourself legally to this scumbag.”

      “There is that.”

      “See?” Gran stood up. “There’s a silver lining in everything! Now let’s go get some more of the boxes, since we’ve managed to get the hard work done for us.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” I said, getting up to follow her. We worked for the rest of the day, and when I fell into bed after a shower, I kept seeing Jensen Briggs and that searing look he’d shot me right before he left.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Gran and I were up early. We were so close to getting the attic cleaned out, and by dinner, we’d done it.

      “Tomorrow, I’m going to price things,” Gran said.

      We’d moved everything out to the garage, and some of the neighbors had lent Gran extra tables to put all the stuff on.

      Whatever else she was going to say was cut off by the phone ringing. Gran answered it, and I heard her laugh, and say, “Sure. I’ll send her out.”

      She came back into the dining room. Sitting across from me again, she said, “That was Freeze. He wants to know if you’ll come out tomorrow.”

      “Aren’t we pricing?”  I asked.

      Gran waved a hand. “I can do that on my own. I probably should. You go. You can earn some extra money. Save for a down payment somewhere.”

      “Yeah, that will be nice. I have some work to do tonight, too.”

      “I thought you were on vacation!”

      I grinned. “My boss emailed and begged me to do some remote work, and dangled more money in my face.

      “Take it!” Gran said.

      “He’s the cheapest partner in the firm, so I know he’s desperate. I plan to.”

      “Oh, that’s good,” Gran said. “I was worried about what you were going to do being off for a month.”

      “I have paid vacation, Gran,” I said, amused. “This is going to be extra cheddar on top.”

      “I am all for the extra cheddar,” Gran said with a laugh. “Especially on a burger!”

      “Gran, you’re silly,” I said. “I’m going to head up and get some work done, then go to bed. It’s all this physical labor. I’m not used to it.”

      “You young people,” Gran said, and I could tell that she was teasing. “No staying power.”

      Still laughing, I went into my room, a small room on the main floor and closed the door. Rather than firing up the laptop and getting to work, I went to the closet. I needed to figure out what to wear tomorrow.

      I might not have any intentions of doing anything with Jensen Briggs, but I sure didn’t want to look bad while I was not doing anything. As I finally settled on what to wear, my phone pinged. I checked it, and there was a text message.

      From Stephen. You just left? How could you leave? Where are you? I need you.

      I ignored it.

      He texted me four more times. Where are you, Carissa? I need your help!

      And then, What the fuck, C? You just leave me like this?

      You don’t know what you’re doing.

      The last text came as I was trying to sleep. I heard the ping, and I rolled over in bed. But I could feel the text, sitting there.

      “Fucker,” I muttered, grabbing up my phone.

      Fucking bitch. You think you can hide from me?

      The next morning, I dawdled, feeling nervous. I was wearing a nicer pair of jeans, but not too nice. A tee shirt, a light button-up shirt over it in purple, and sneakers. “Well, get moving,” I told myself in the mirror. I didn’t know why I was so nervous, but I was. I mean, outside the threatening texts from my loser ex. I shook my head, trying to put him away from me. Made myself think about my part time gig out at Broken Falls Ranch.

      Looking in the mirror, I made a decision. One that had nothing to do with the mess hanging over my head. I left my hair down.

      Why was I trying to impress this guy?

      I wasn’t. I just didn’t want to look sloppy in front of someone I found very attractive. It would only make me more nervous.

      Gran and I had breakfast together, and as I did the dishes, she gave me the address for the ranch. “Broken Falls Ranch is about thirty minutes outside of town. Take your time getting there and watch out for cows. All the land that way is ranch land.”

      “OK,” I said.

      “And don’t worry when you turn into the ranch. You have to drive a couple of miles in to get to the house.”

      “This is really out in the middle of nowhere.”

      “Bite your tongue, young lady. Ranches are supposed to be in the middle of nowhere.”

      “All right, all right. Keep your hair on, Gran. I’m going.”

      “Text me when you get there, please.”

      “I will,” I said, giving her a kiss.

      As I walked out to my car, I got the directions from my GPS, and headed out of town. It did take about half an hour before I came to the tall metal gate that rose up over a driveway.

      I found that I was relieved to finally make it. The texts last night had made something click in me—and I recognized that something for what it was. Fear. That one word alone made me hate Stephen as nothing else so far had. I took a deep breath, and tried to clear my head. I would not let him defeat me.

      Oh, shit. He knew about Gran. I shook my head. No. He didn’t really know much about her. He was just trying to scare me.

      Focus on what you have to do right now, I told myself.

      Turning in, I took my time driving down the dirt road. Eventually, when I thought I was going to drive forever, I saw the house, and the curving river and white cliffs beyond it. It was absolutely gorgeous.

      When I parked, I could see someone open the door at the house. The house was two stories, with a steep roof, and there was a wraparound porch on the second story. As I watched, the person came to the porch railing, and waved.

      It was Freeze.

      “You made it,” he called down as I got out of the car. “Good to see you didn’t get lost.”

      “I’m with you on that,” I said.

      “Come on up.” Freeze walked along the porch, and I could see a stairway on the side of the house. I met him on the porch, and he shook my hand, placing his other hand over top it. “Thanks for coming out, Carissa. You’re helping an old man worry a little less.”

      “That’s what I do,” I said. “Lead the way.”

      We walked into the house. Axel was leaning over the sink, scrubbing a dish, and a striking, dark-skinned woman with her hair up in a bun stood next to him, leaning against the counter with arms crossed. They both looked up as we came in.

      “Hey,” Axel said with a nod to me.

      “This is Carissa,” Freeze said. “You know Axel, and that’s Pris.” He jerked his thumb toward the woman.

      “Jeez, you are the grumpiest old man I’ve ever met,” Pris said, pushing herself away from the counter. “It’s nice to meet you, Clarissa.” She stuck out her hand, and I took it, stopping to do so.

      “Nope, no dawdling,” Freeze said. “She’s on the clock, and you don’t get to waste her time. Not with my money.”

      “Calm down,” Pris said, rolling her eyes. “I’ll give you a fiver so you don’t lose out. Carissa, would you like something to drink before you’re dragged off? I have coffee or iced tea.”

      “Tea would be great,” I said.

      “Okay, introductions done, now let’s get moving,” Freeze said. “This isn’t a coffee klatch.”

      Pris glared at Freeze but turned to me with a smile. “I’ll bring your tea in, Carissa. It’s okay to tell him you’re not working for the next ten hours.”

      “The study is this way,” Freeze said. I followed him down a hall into a room that had bookshelves lining the walls, and a wall of windows on the far side. “I pulled out all the books from the past five years. I don’t think you’ll need ‘em, but they’re all there if you do.”

      I took a breath. “Okay, so what do you want to know exactly? Are you making money? Are you losing money?”

      He nodded. “We started the business last year. We’re coming on a year of business, and my old accountant, Tom, retired right after Axel and I got the thing going. I’m not in the poorhouse, but I need to know if we’re on the right track.”

      “Don’t you keep your own books?” I asked.

      “I keep the records. My wife used to do the books, and then Tom would make sure the IRS wasn’t headed our way. Once she died, I started to keep them, but I wasn’t as good as she was. Tom took over some of that,” he waved a hand. “It’s not my strong point. I think Pris could manage them, but she and Axel and I put a lot of work in every day as it is. That’s why I brought Jensen in. We need another hand.” Freeze grinned. “I’m not so stupid as to think I can do it all. Not even a little bit. So have a look and tell me if you can make the determination today, and if not, tell me what needs to happen.”

      “All right,” I said doubtfully. This was a bigger job than Freeze had originally let on.

      He nodded at me and left the room. I sat down at the desk which was piled high with folders, and ledger books. I texted Gran to let her know I was here, and this might be an all-day thing.

      She texted back that was fine, and to let her know if I’d be missing dinner. I noted that Gran didn’t seem surprised. She knew Freeze better than I did, so maybe she knew this would happen.

      I started to look through the folders, glancing through them to see what they contained, and separating them into piles that made the most sense. House expenses. The horses. The building upkeep. The cattle. The sale of the cattle. The new cattle that had been purchased last year.

      Oh, jeez. There was an entire file marked ‘Sales’ and it went back years. I put that in its own pile and turned to the ledgers. As promised, there were five years’ worth. I’d just opened up the oldest one when Pris came in.

      “Here’s your tea. Good for you,” she looked at my half-assed organization. “You’re not wasting any time. I apologize. I didn’t know that this wasn’t Freeze’s forte until Tom retired. And he’s been very…”She stopped, thinking, “Very protective of the books. To the point where I asked him if there was something wrong. There’s not,” she added quickly. “Outside of bad habits. Where would you like this?” She indicated the glass she held.

      “I’ll take it, thanks,” I said, accepting the glass and taking a drink. “Is the tea in the fridge? I might be here for a while, and I can refill it myself.”

      “Yes, and good call. We’re all heading out for animal checks and poop patrol,” she rolled her eyes. “So, you’ll be here on your own for a bit.”

      “I’ll be fine. Once I get in the middle of this, I get stuck in.”

      “Well, this is perfect for you, then,” Pris said. “I’ll make sure someone checks on you if I’m not here so you don’t die in a pile of paper.”

      “Thank you,” I said, grinning.

      She nodded and left. I turned back to the books. Despite my initial dismay at the amount of information, I felt the thrill I always did with a new client, or a new case. I enjoyed finding the answers that numbers gave. I bent my head to the work, letting myself get lost in the comfort of ledgers.

      And I was proud of myself. Not once had I thought about, or looked for, Jensen Briggs. That was something I could count as progress.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Jensen

      I’d seen Carissa drive in from my cabin. I didn’t go out until she’d walked in the house. I did watch her walk in, and her ass looked as good as it did the other day, even from a distance. Once she was inside, I headed out to the barn. It was time to start getting lunch ready for the horses. They had a pasture that they were out in most of the day, but they were on a three-meals a day schedule, and you couldn’t miss it. If you did, it made it tough to plan riding for the day. They did better if they had time to digest.

      The poop patrol detail was a running joke with the Buckleys, but I found I really liked taking care of the horses. I brushed them—at least the ones that weren’t ridden regularly by the family. Pris had an ongoing love affair with Barton, one of the geldings. Freeze preferred Nan. Axel switched up which horse he rode. I did the same. I figured it would help me get used to riding faster. I could be wrong, but so far, I’d enjoyed it. They all had distinct personalities, something I hadn’t suspected.

      Kingston, one of the stallions, came into the paddock attached to the barn to see what I was doing. There was always a bag of apples hanging outside the stalls, and I went to get him one. “Hey, there, boy, how are you?”

      He took the apple, crunching it in a few bites.

      “What are you doing in here?” I asked. “You should be out today, enjoying the weather.” We’d had rain in the afternoons the last few days, and most of the horses didn’t really care for it. I didn’t blame them. Today was the first day with no rain on the forecast this week.

      He nickered, tossing his head and trotting back outside. He was definitely king of this castle. The other stallion, Nedley, deferred to him. Nedley was his son, so it made sense.

      Axel came out. “Thanks for getting started, man. The schedule’s all thrown off with Freeze bringing Carissa in.”

      I shrugged, ignoring how I felt my body zing at the mere mention of her name. “I get it. He needs to get the numbers working.”

      “Yeah,” Axel came over, taking a feed bag and helping me with the prep. “I wish he’d said something before. But he’s too stubborn.”

      I laughed. “Look who’s talking!” I’d figured out in the short time I’d been here that Freeze and Axel were pretty similar.

      Axel smiled. “I know.”

      We finished getting the food ready and set it aside. Then we headed out to take a look at one of the sheds. It was looking a little rough, and with all the rain, dirt had washed away, and there was rot at the base of the shed. We’d been working for about an hour when Pris joined us.

      “That’s worse than we thought,” she said, looking at the shed.

      “Yeah, we need to replace all these.” Axel stood up, stretching.

      “Why don’t you go, and I’ll go with Freeze to see the herd?” Pris asked, putting her arm around his waist.

      “I’ve got lunch duty,” I said.

      “When I get back, we’ll get this replaced,” Axel decided. “All right. Let Granddad know where I went.”

      “Jensen, lunch for you is in the fridge,” Pris said, turning back to the house.

      “Thanks,” I smiled at her. Axel was a lucky guy.

      We all split up to take care of our various tasks. One of the things I liked about being here was that no one bothered me about my health. Freeze had told me that he had a doctor that came out every month, and he’d be happy to have the doc take a look at me, but no one was on my ass. I’d spent most of my adult life being super involved in physical health, and it had irritated me when my health became a focus of attention for so many of the people around me. I did my PT exercises every night. If I could get back to almost where I was when I got hurt, I’d be all right with that. For the most part. My arm got tired faster than it had before. No one was on my ass about it, though.

      On the ranch, I had things I was expected to do, and a schedule, and the other people here let me be, allowing me to manage all my shit on my own. Which was how I preferred it. Although I had a sneaking suspicion, after being here a while, that everyone was aware of me, as they were with Axel and his leg, and Freeze and his health. Unless you fell on your ass, however, no one was going to bother you.

      After I fed the horses, I went to the house. There was a note on the fridge.

      J—

      Make sure Carissa gets something to eat, please. She hasn’t come out all morning.

      P

      Oh, shit. After my imaginative session with my right hand the other night, I was not exactly comfy being around her. I was used to the objects of such attention being further removed from me. That, and I wasn’t sure I could resist her.

      Well, shit. I didn’t have a choice, though. When I looked in the fridge, Pris had left sandwiches and cut fruit for two. The message was plain. I didn’t have an exit plan. Lunch was on me today. I took a breath and walked down to the study.

      “Hey,” I stuck my head in. There was no answer. I could see the desk further down in the room, and Carissa was sitting at it. “Hey,” I said again.

      She didn’t move.

      I walked in, and as I got closer, I saw that she had headphones in. I tapped her shoulder.

      She jumped and screamed as she turned around. Her hand came out, and had I not ducked, she would have gotten me in the throat.

      “Whoa!” I said. “It’s all right, Carissa. I’m sorry,” I stepped back and held up my hands, my left a little lower than my right.

      She pulled out her headphones. “No, I’m sorry. I am…” she looked away. “I’m a little jumpy.”

      “Are you all right?” I asked. The way she jumped was not a normal reaction. I could see her heartbeat in her neck, and I forced myself to look at her eyes, and her eyes only.

      Carissa sighed, and I could see that she was still a little shaky. “Yes, but no. It doesn’t matter, it’s just some things I’m dealing with. I’m sorry to nearly hit you. Was there something you needed?”

      “I… uh, Pris left lunch for both of us. I wanted to see if you’d like a break?” I smiled, tying to look non threatening. Knowing that something was bothering her made me feel all protective—gotta calm that down, son. She’s not yours. Her problems are not yours.

      She smiled suddenly. “That would be great.”

      “It’s ready now,” I said, taking a step toward the door. “If you like.” I felt awkward and protective all at once.

      Carissa nodded, her eyes haunted. That reinforced it for me. Something was seriously wrong. People didn’t jump like that, didn’t react like that, without a reason. It wasn’t average behavior. I’d been in war zones long enough to know. You didn’t have to go halfway across the world to find a war zone, either.

      Carissa got up, pushing the ledger she was reading aside. As she came to the door, she smiled at me. It was a tired smile, but she looked beautiful.

      “Freeze is getting his money’s worth,” I said as she passed by me and turned to go to the kitchen and main room.

      She nodded again even though I was a little behind her. “At least I’m not looking for criminal behavior,” she said, looking at me as we entered the kitchen. “Do we serve ourselves?”

      “I’ll get it,” I hastened to get to the fridge. I was worried that I might be staring. When I turned back around, Carissa had seated herself at the island. “You want some more tea?”

      “Yes, please. Oh, shoot. I left my glass. I’ll just grab it.” She was on her feet and down the hall before I could say anything.

      She moved gracefully, but she moved with worry. It was hard to explain, but I’d seen it before. There was something weighing on her, something that was causing her distress. A protective urge rose up in me again, wanting to ask her what it was, and take care of it.

      While I was trying to keep my urges under control, Carissa came back in carrying her glass. She smiled and then stopped. “Are you all right?”

      “What?” I shook my head to clear it. “Oh, yeah, I’m fine.”

      “Can I help you with lunch?”

      “No, no, I got it,” I said, feeling flustered. I wasn’t usually so clumsy and uncoordinated around a woman. But Carissa… the feeling that I’d when I met her that she was special was even stronger today.

      She sat back down and waited. I pulled out the sandwiches and fruit, poured her some tea, and, consigning my soul to Hell, sat down next to her. She smelled delicious, like cake. I wanted to eat her up, every little bite.

      But instead, we talked. She told me about working for a law firm and doing forensic accounting for them, and I told her about being a SEAL. It was mostly general conversation, but Carissa’s personality shone through.

      What I couldn’t figure out was why someone with a seemingly normal job, and career, and life, would jump three feet in the air when you touched her shoulder. “You ever get any disgruntled clients?” I asked.

      “All the time. No one likes to think they got busted,” Carissa laughed, and her laughter sounded like music. “But my boss is good about not making me publicly known.”

      As far as you know, I thought. “So what brings you here?”

      Her demeanor instantly changed. Like, night and day. But she mustered up a smile, trying to cover up the worry. Maybe I’d get it out of her. Whatever it was, that was why she was here.

      “Well, my, well, my ex, he moved out, and I had to move out as well. Since I’m between homes,” she continued brightly, “When Gran told me she needed help, I thought it was the perfect time to help her.”

      “Why did he leave?” I asked, taking a bite of my sandwich and hoping I didn’t appear too interested.

      “He decided he didn’t want to have a life together anymore,” Carissa said, her mouth turning down.

      Hmmm. There was more there. I could feel it. That was interesting. She was recently out of a relationship, and that was an area ripe for a rebound. But did I want to rebound with Carissa? This level of interest on my part at least felt like something more.

      “There’s a lot of that going around,” I said.

      “Really?” Carissa didn’t look convinced.

      “Recently divorced, right here,” I jabbed my thumb at myself.

      “Oh, I’m sorry,” her eyes widened.

      “I’m not. I mean, I am,” I felt kind of stupid. “But she decided that she didn’t like all the changes I was dealing with. I guess that means we didn’t have what I thought we did.” I tried to keep my tone neutral, matter-of-fact.

      “I am sorry,” she repeated. “I get it. I was apparently blind as well.”

      We smiled at one another then, and I felt that jolt of electricity, a connection that went beyond the desire I’d been feeling with her. We shared something—even if it wasn’t the most positive thing.

      As we finished lunch, Carissa got up. “I should get back to work,” she said.

      “Thanks for having lunch with me,” I smiled, feeling better than I’d felt in a long time. I put the dishes away, and cleaned up, and even though I fumbled with the plates a bit, I noted that her eyes never looked down at my arm. Mostly because she was looking down, avoiding my gaze, and I could see that the tops of her cheeks were pink.

      “Thanks for feeding me. I didn’t realize how hungry I was.” Carissa looked up, and her cheeks pinked even more.

      I wanted to go to her, and take her in my arms, and kiss her. Kiss away that insecurity that I could see, that ball of hurt that her jackass ex had left her with. She wouldn’t talk about it, but it was there. Instead, I gave her a grin that I thought was goofier than anything else, and Carissa disappeared down the hallway.

      I resisted the urge to watch her walk away.
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      Carissa

      I put my hands to my cheeks as I walked back to the office. I could feel the heat in them, feel the desire for him pooling in my nether regions. When he’d smiled at me, I felt like I might just burst into flames. I’d had to look down and away from him, from those eyes. So green, so intense. And he listened to me. His eyes watched me carefully, paying attention to what I said.

      How could his wife have left him? There was something not quite right with his arm—I could see that, but he was strong, and muscular, and it was obvious he was working to make the arm better. I didn’t know that for sure, but I’d watched him getting the lunch together and I could see the muscles in his back and arms as he moved around the kitchen. Jensen was a man who was comfortable in his body, even though his body wasn’t working like he wanted it to.

      And it sounded like his wife left him while he was still healing! That was cold. Not that I could really point fingers. My ex left me because he was in the hole with bookies, or loan sharks, or something.

      At least we hadn’t gotten married, I thought again with relief. Although it didn’t look like he was going to go away quietly, if the texts last night were anything to go on. I pulled out my phone, and I blocked Stephen. Just because he wanted to scream at me via text didn’t mean I had to put up with it.

      My thoughts returned to talking with Jensen. I wondered how long he’d been divorced. Then I told myself it didn’t matter, because despite all the things he could do to my body and my composure with a look and a smile, that was where it stopped.

      With that thought, I forced the image of Jensen Briggs from my mind, sort of, and sat back down to my ledger books. Two hours later, Freeze came in.

      “How are you doing, Carissa? Am I gonna die broke?”

      I laughed up at him as I turned around. “No, but you suck at record keeping. There has to be someone else who can do this here. Your piles of paper,” I indicated all the little scraps of paper, post-it notes, backs of envelopes that were piled next to me on the desk, “need to go. You have to get more organized, Freeze.”

      “How long are you staying? I’ll pay you to do my books once a week.”

      “I’m not living here. I’m here for maybe another three weeks? Almost?” I said, trying to figure out the dates in my head. “I’m doing some remote work for my office, but I can come by once a week until I leave. You do need to find someone, though.”

      “Well, if you were living here, I’d be all set,” Freeze grumbled. “But I’ll take what I can get.”

      As I walked out, Freeze walked with me. “Same time next week?” he asked. “If I can get my mess cleaned up, it’ll be easier to hand off when you abandon me.”

      I laughed out loud. “Freeze! You really are shameless!”

      He grinned at me. “Yes, indeed. I get what I want, because what I want is usually for the best. Learn it now, missy. Don’t bother fightin’ it.”

      “I don’t doubt that at all,” I said.

      Freeze walked out onto the porch with me. “Then I’ll see you next week.” He nodded and went back inside.

      Bemused at how I kept finding myself employed on my vacation, I got into my car, and headed down the long drive. There was no sign of Jensen Briggs, and that was probably a good thing, even as I felt disappointed. He was very, very nice to look at.

      I drove home, keeping an eye out for cows. I didn’t see any, and I was glad. My distraction level was high. I was struggling with how attractive I found Jensen. I had too much on my plate to be romantically involved with anyone else right now. I still hadn’t heard from Stephen, although I didn’t think that was a bad thing. I might punch him in the nose. I still needed to find somewhere to live when I went back to San Diego. And I still needed to let myself grieve. I knew that needed to happen.

      There had been no time, what with Mel’s warning, and my desire to get the hell out. Not that Stephen deserved any tears from me, but maybe I did.

      And damn it, I wasn’t getting involved with anyone! Not even totally hot veterans overcoming a disability that was obviously making him crazy. Which made me admire him.

      When I got back to Gran’s, she wasn’t home. She’d left me a note to please bring a couple of boxes back in from the garage that she’d decided she was going to keep. Hmmm. That wasn’t a good sign. I would need to be with her as she sorted and priced, otherwise we wouldn’t have much of an estate sale.

      As I walked back in with a box of her Lladro’ figurines, the doorbell rang. “Shit,” I muttered, walking to the door with my arms still full of the box. I peeked out the peephole.

      Jensen Briggs stood on the doorstep.

      “Come in,” I called out.

      He blinked, and I felt a surge of lust come over me. How could such a simple movement be so… so sexy? I stepped back just in time.

      Jensen opened the screen door and then the front door. “Can I help you with that?” He asked, coming toward me with his arms out.

      “No, no, I’m fine,” I said, moving toward the dining room table, mindful of his arm. I thought it was the left arm, but I wasn’t sure.

      “Let me,” Jensen said.

      “It’s all right,” I took another step and then tripped over the edge of the rug.

      Jensen moved in one smooth motion, his arms going around me, the box between us. My balance felt off, and I teetered a little as his hands tightened around my hips. I looked up to see him staring down at me, the heat in his eyes making me want to yank his clothes off. Mine, too.

      Carefully, he stepped to the side, still holding me, and I set the box down on the table. Jensen’s hands were still on my hips. It felt like neither of us was breathing. Slowly, my hand, as if of its own accord, reached up to touch his face, running along his jawline. He felt like warm steel beneath my hand.

      Then his face bent to mine. He kissed me, his lips soft and full.

      My other arm came up to twine around his neck. I knew that I shouldn’t be doing this, but I couldn’t stop myself. I didn’t want to. There was something about Jensen that drew me to him, like a magnet to true north.

      His hands went down to my ass, pulling me closer to him, and I could feel his hardness pressing against me. It made my nipples tighten, and I arched against him. Just a little.

      Jensen pulled back from me, leaving me blinking and feeling cold with the loss of his warmth.

      “I’m sorry, Carissa,” he said, sounding unsteady. “I—”

      I took a step toward him, reaching for him. “I’m not,” I said, before crashing my lips to his.

      It was as though a dam had burst. He scooped me into his arms, his left arm under my knees. Still kissing me, made his way to the couch. Carefully, he laid me on the couch, and then eased himself on top of me.

      I spread my legs, wanting to feel his cock next to me, even through the layers of clothes. I wrapped my arms around him and kissed him again. We kissed as though kissing was oxygen we needed to breathe, our tongues demanding entrance to one another, both of us biting at one another’s lips.

      My panties were ruined. I could tell. And I didn’t care. I’d never felt this way with a man before. He was hot. He ground himself into me and I heard myself moan.

      “Carissa,” he whispered.

      I didn’t want to talk. I kissed him again.

      His hand went up my shirt to cup my breast, sliding under the bra. His hands were warm, and slightly rough. The sensation against my nipple was nearly unbearable, it felt so good.

      Jensen scooted down a little, pushing up my shirt, and then I felt his hot mouth close over my nipple. I arched against him. He sucked, gently at first, and then harder. When he bit down on it, I nearly came off the couch.

      I grabbed the bottom of his shirt and helped him to pull it over his head. He did the same for me, sliding his hands around to remove my bra. They all went onto the floor next to the couch. He settled himself between my legs again, cupping both my breasts in his hands, and looking up at me. The feel of his skin against mine was wonderful.

      “You are so beautiful,” he said quietly. Then he kissed one, and the other.

      It was slow, and deliberate, and it was making me crazy. Which I think was the point. I arched my hips against him, wanting to get rid of the clothing and get closer to him.

      Jensen looked up at me again, and there was a twinkle in his eyes.

      “We should take this into a room with a door,” I whispered.

      “That’s—”

      “Carissa?” a voice called from the kitchen as the back door slammed.

      “Oh, shit!” I said, looking at Jensen.

      He wasn’t slow on the uptake, and we sprang up from the couch like a pair of teenagers who were about to get busted. I found my bra, and shoved it in my back pocket, then pulled my shirt over my head.

      When Gran came in, we were both standing there, probably looking like a guilty dog who just pulled the family dinner off the table, but we were clothed, and I didn’t think I was panting too loudly.

      “Hi, Mrs. Webber,” Jensen said. “I came by to drop off the check for Carissa. Freeze let her leave without it today.”

      “I totally forgot,” I said.

      “That’s not like you,” Gran said, giving me a sharp look. “But it was nice of Freeze to pay his bill on time. He doesn’t want me going after him.”

      I laughed, more in relief than anything else. “You’d be a hell of a collections agent, Gran,” I said.

      Jensen laughed. “I’d bet Freeze knows who he’s dealing with. Here you are,” he said, pulling a crumpled envelope from his back pocket.

      I took it, feeling my face burst into flame as his finger caressed mine. He looked at me, and when our eyes met, even though I could feel Gran staring a hole in me, I couldn’t look away.

      God, I wanted him. Right here, right now, even with Gran clutching her pearls not five feet away.

      “Thanks for bringing it out,” I said.

      “My pleasure,” Jensen’s voice was low, and dark, and made my entire body clench with desire.

      There was a silence, and then Gran walked right into it, seemingly unaware of all the tension and everything else flying between Jensen and me. “Well, thank you, Jensen. We appreciate it.”

      It was a polite way of kicking his butt out the door. Jensen was no slouch in the social graces department. “Yes, ma’am. I guess we’ll see you next week, Carissa?” he asked me.

      “What? Oh, um… yes. I told Freeze I’d help him while I was here.”

      “He’s already stealing my help?” Gran squawked.

      “It’s hard to say no to him,” I shrugged.

      Her eyes softened. “I know. That’s fine. Tell Freeze I know what he’s up to, please, Jensen.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said again. He looked at me one more time and then walked out the door.

      I watched him. That ass. That body. That… everything.

      “Carissa?” Gran’s voice was behind me.

      “Hmmm?” I turned around, still lost in the feeling of having Jensen’s hands and body on mine.

      “You might want to tuck your bra back in,” she gestured at my butt, where I’d stuck the bra in my back pocket. “Or put it back on, or something.” Smiling, Gran walked back out to the kitchen.

      I fled to my small room, wishing for nothing more than the floor to open and swallow me up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Jensen

      I shifted in my seat as I drove away from the Webber home. Damn. I’d almost gotten naked with the most beautiful woman I’d seen in a long time. It wasn’t just her looks, although they were amazing. It was who she was.

      She was scared, though, and there was something she was running from. But despite that, she was funny, and she had a light-hearted sense of humor that came through, even as I could tell she was eaten up with worry. It came out in the way she talked to her grandmother, to Freeze, and even to me.

      Carissa Webber was a nice person. A good person.  A person with a future. Whereas I… I was washed out of the military ten years before I planned to be. With a bum arm. I was working for peanuts on a farm in the middle of nowhere.

      Not that I minded being here. On the whole, this was a great place to be. But what did I have to offer someone like Carissa? Never in my life had I felt so lacking, so inadequate. Worse, my entire life had been about being the best, working hard to be the best.

      But my body had failed me.

      I hadn’t even been able to catch the box right. Although it made her fall into me, so that was a positive. I shook my head. I needed to stay away from her, but damn. How was I supposed to do that when she literally fell into my arms?

      And she was willing, as willing as I was? I groaned in frustration. How was I supposed to keep up any willpower in that kind of situation?

      I had no idea. None. My frustration—both sexual and otherwise—built as I drove back to the ranch. When I pulled in next to my cabin, Pris was coming out of the barn.

      “You got something that needs doing?” I asked her.

      “You looking for chores?” Pris smiled at me. “Yes, please. Come with me.” She made a u-turn and headed back for the barn.

      “I am,” I said.

      “Well, I’m your girl,” Pris replied. “One of the horses banged into his stall a little too hard, and the slats are loose.”

      “Perfect,” I said.

      “They could all use a brushing, too,” Pris continued.

      When I looked over, her eyebrows were raised. But she didn’t say anything. Pris was very easy to be around. She’d was a nurse, although she didn’t work anywhere outside of the ranch. She’d looked over my arm when I first came here, read the notes from my doctors and physical therapy torturers, and suggested exercises for me.

      I saw it for what it was and gave her no grief as I followed her “suggestions”. I’d noticed that she was extremely observant, without feeling the need to comment on it. That was the only time she’d talked to me, other than to tell me that if I needed anything, she was available to help. So far, I hadn’t had to take her up on her offer. That whole ‘leave you alone until you ask for help’ thing that I’d noted about the Buckleys.

      “Sounds good,” I said. “I’m in the mood to work.”

      “How’s the arm?” she asked, tossing my previous theory in the trash.

      “Same. Not one hundred percent,” I grumbled.

      “I think you have a pretty good level of mobility,” Pris said. “I know you hate the PT, but you do it, even if I have noticed you whine like a baby when you do.”

      I laughed, and it was genuine. It was hard to stay grumpy around Pris. I could see why she did so well with Axel and Freeze. “Point taken,” I said.

      “Good. I can leave this safely in your hands?”

      “As long as you’re cooking tonight,” I joked.

      “I am, as a matter of fact. I’m doing a Mama meal—all my mom’s recipes,” she said.

      “Then I need the extra work,” I said, smiling. All of her mom’s recipes were what I would call comfort food. Not that I was complaining. After years of eating in chow halls, having someone who cooked, and who was a good cook—Axel, Freeze, and Pris took turns cooking, and they were all good—I loved it. I happily did the dishes.

      “Great. I’ll let Axel know he can take that off his Honey Do list,” she smiled at me. Then she left. Pris didn’t hang around and belabor things. I liked that about her.

      I’d been unsure when I first came here whether I’d fit into what was so clearly a family affair. The three of them were close, and they liked each other. But they’d welcomed me, and if I didn’t quite feel like family, I didn’t feel like the weird neighbor with the pity invite for dinner, either.

      Tearing apart the slats in the stall allowed me to work off some of the frustration I felt about not getting to finish what Carissa and I started. It didn’t do shit for the idea that I shouldn’t be starting anything with her, because she deserved better.

      That didn’t do a damn thing to tamp down how much I wanted her. How fucking fantastic she felt in my arms. How watching her arch toward me when I slid a finger inside of her had nearly made me come.

      Damn it.

      With a bang, I hit the last nail, and began to clean up my work. Barton, Pris’ favorite horse, poked his head out of the stall next to me. “I’m coming,” I said. “We’ll have a complete beauty session.” He shook his head as I walked away to put the tools back in the barn shed.

      That was something else I’d discovered—I liked talking to the horses. As I worked my way through all eight, I kept going over this thing with Carissa around and round in my head, and getting nowhere. Finally, all eight horses were looking good, and I went up to the house for dinner.

      “Hey,” Axel said as I came in. He was chopping something, and Pris stood at the stove.

      “Got you to do her chores, huh?” Freeze, sitting at the counter with a beer, asked.

      “In exchange for cooking? Come on, man. You know better than to try to argue with that.”

      Freeze laughed, ending in a small wheeze. I looked at him carefully, all while trying not to look at him carefully. Axel had told me about his cancer. He was in remission, but the guy was in his seventies. Pris and Axel let him do his own thing, but I could tell that they looked at him carefully, too, when they thought he wasn’t looking. It wasn’t hard to fall into the same pattern.

      “Well, maybe you’re smarter than me, son,” Freeze said. “Or maybe I’m just too old and ornery.”

      “Oh, that’s definitely what it is,” Pris said from the stove without turning around.

      Everyone, even Freeze, laughed. Dinner was delicious, and I did the dishes as Axel and Pris drifted away together. Freeze watched them go.

      “I’m lucky he came back,” he said, his face serious. “Damn glad he did, too. But lucky. Lucky the IED didn’t kill him.”

      I only nodded. I’d known a number of guys who weren’t so lucky.

      “Pris is the best thing that ever happened to us,” Freeze continued. “She pulled it all together, and that’s not easy with me and Axel.”

      “Really?” I asked mockingly.

      “I know it’s a complete surprise,” Freeze said, his eyes glinting. “But we aren’t the easiest pair.”

      “Freeze, are you trying to kill me? Because it’s coming close, with me trying to keep a straight face.”

      He laughed. “Well, I’m off to bed. I need my beauty rest.” He clumped down the hallway.

      I made sure he got to his room before leaving and walking back to my cabin. The moon was out, and the sky was clear. I loved this part of the country. I could see myself staying here.

      Then I shook my head. I didn’t want to think about next month, or even next week, unless Carissa was in it. And even that had issues—but I stopped myself again. Tonight, I wasn’t going to think about that. I was going to replay what happened today and enjoy it.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the week was spent checking on the small herd. There weren’t many cows, according to Axel and Freeze. The ones they had were carefully selected, to hopefully breed the kinds of bulls wanted for the rodeo. Personally, I thought there were plenty of cows, but I didn’t say a word. I was happy to be outside, on a horse, and working again.

      Every night, I went to bed with Carissa in my thoughts. I could feel her in my arms, next to me, the silk of her skin. I wanted to feel her again, without the interruptions this time. I knew she’d be back here to continue to go over Freeze’s books.

      When I came into dinner one night, Axel, Pris, and Freeze were talking about Carissa.

      “I don’t know why you won’t do the books,” Axel said to Pris. “If we can’t find anyone, and they need—"

      “With what time?” She turned around to glare at him from the counter, hands on her hips.

      “Well, we could—”

      “Oh, no,” Pris said. “We can’t do a thing. I know what that ‘we’ means, Axel Buckley!”

      “I like her,” Freeze said. “She does a good job. I went over what she did last week, and she’s good at her job. She’s a forensic accountant.”

      “A what?” I asked, sitting down at the table with Freeze. She’d mentioned accounting for a law firm, but I didn’t remember this part of it. Which was weird, because I remembered everything about her.

      “She works for some law office, finds out where people are hiding their money,” Freeze answered.

      “She’s not going to find anything about you, will she?” Axel looked at his grandfather, alarmed.

      “No. Other than maybe some sloppy records. Which she’s already found and told me about. Rather sternly, too.”

      Axel, Pris and I all laughed.

      I resolved to stay far the hell away from the house when she came here next. No matter how she haunted my dreams.
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      Carissa

      After Gran’s snarky remark, I fled to my room off the living room, shutting the door behind me. Could I get any more embarrassed? I couldn’t believe she’d said that to me! My face burned. Busted by my grandmother.

      I dawdled in my room, knowing I had to face dinner with her. Finally, after making sure my bra was on, and I didn’t look like a tomato, I went out to the kitchen.

      “What are we having?” I asked.

      Gran looked up from where she was chopping vegetables. “I thought a salad and some chicken would be nice. It’s hot, and I’m not really in the mood for anything heavy.” She eyed me sharply but didn’t say anything else as she went back to chopping.

      “I’ll start the chicken then,” I said. Pulling it from the fridge, I got out the skillet. When I’d come here in the summer to stay with her, my parents being supremely uninterested in having me around all summer, Gran had taught me to cook. She loved cast iron skillets and had attempted to pass that on to me. I could use the skillet, and all the other things in the kitchen, but I didn’t love it the way she did. It wasn’t intuitive. Nevertheless, I could make enough so that I didn’t starve. But I was honest enough to know that I did better helping someone else cook.

      We worked together in silence for a bit, and when Gran finished the salad, she spoke as she was washing her hands. “Where are you going to go when you’ve gotten me all settled, Carissa?”

      “Huh?” I looked up from the skillet. “Oh, I don’t know. I suppose I need to start looking.”

      “You can’t stay with your landlord?”

      I shook my head. “He was pretty convinced the guys looking for Stephen were really bad, and that I wasn’t safe.”

      “He sounds like a nice man.”

      “He is,” I agreed. “He didn’t have to do that for me, but he said we’ve been good tenants, and he wouldn’t want to see his daughter caught up in this kind of thing with no one to warn her.”

      Gran made a noise that I couldn’t decipher. “Are you sure it’s safe to go back there?”

      “It will be if I don’t go back to our place,” I said, and I felt the anger sweep over me again. I was trying to let it go, but I wanted to kick the living shit out of Stephen. How dare he expose me to this? And then send me shitty texts? I was glad I’d blocked him, even as it scared me to do it.

      The nagging feeling that I should have seen it coming also came back around. Was my sense of seeing reality that off when I was in love?

      I needed to stay out of love. But what do I do when I come here but fall into some guy’s arms? Although the arms were very nice, as was the chest, and abs, and hands, and mouth… I stopped my train of thoughts. I could feel my face heating up again. Gran was being kind and not bringing it up, and I didn’t want to give her any reason to.

      “You know, you could just go somewhere else,” Gran said carefully.

      “Like where? My life is there. My job is there. My—” I stopped. I’d been about to say ‘My boyfriend,’, but that wasn’t true any longer. I sighed. “I need to be there, Gran.”

      “Isn’t your job letting you work remotely?” Gran asked.

      “Yeah, during my vacation,” I rolled my eyes. “My boss is pathetic about letting me have a vacation, but at least I can pay for a place.”

      “Are you going to rent, or buy something?”

      I sighed. “We were saving for a house—”

      “Good thing you didn’t make it that far,” Gran interrupted.

      “But I don’t know if I want to right now. Houses are really expensive there. So is rent.”

      “Does your law office have other offices? Somewhere else you could go that wouldn’t be so expensive?”

      “No, just in San Diego,” I replied.

      “Seems they could give you a good reference, get you settled somewhere else, if you were to ask.”

      “What are you getting at, Gran?” I turned to look at her.

      “I’m worried for you. I don’t think you should go back.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I refused to think about her concern. Once I moved and didn’t list my address—they wouldn’t bother me. It was Stephen’s problem, not mine.

      She made another noise but didn’t say anything. We brought the salad and chicken to the table and talked about her plans for the rest of the week.

      And boy, did we stick to them. Gran wanted to get her things moved into the smaller condo she’d bought in a senior apartment building. Who knew that Paulson had them? But it did. She was tired of the yard work, and all the things that went along with taking care of a house.

      I got it, although it made me sad. I helped her move in, and then it was Saturday, and time for her estate sale. We took up our posts out in the garage, and when she opened the door, there were already people waiting. I had to laugh. Gran knew all of them.

      “Is this what you do?” I whispered later that day. “Just go to others’ yard sales and trade stuff?”

      “Hush,” Gran said.

      Sunday was more of the same, and after lunch, Freeze came into the garage, with Pris. A moment later, Jensen and Axel followed them.

      “Figured I’d see what you had,” Freeze said to Gran. “Although it’s probably overpriced.”

      “Be quiet, old man,” Pris said. “Mrs. Webber, I’m sorry he’s so rude.” She leaned close to Gran and said in a loud whisper, “He’s old.”

      Everyone laughed, even Freeze.

      “What are you looking for?” Gran asked.

      “Whatever catches my eye,” Freeze winked. “We’re just passing through. I brought along the muscle for the feed store, and then we had lunch.” He and Gran moved off, still sparring. Pris took Axel’s hand, pulling him to the tables where we’d put household items, and that left me standing with Jensen.

      “Hi,” I said, feeling shy. And damn it, my face was hot. Again. I wish I had control over this. I hadn’t blushed so much since I was a kid.

      “It’s good to see you,” Jensen’s voice was quiet, and low, and it sent a thrill through every part of my body.

      “You, too,” I said.

      There was a silence, and then he asked, “How are you?”

      I realized Jensen was as awkward as I was. Oh, God, what if he wanted to get away? I looked up, and he was looking down, the toe of his boot scuffing against the concrete.

      “Busy,” I said brightly. “We got Gran moved in, and now it’s just cleaning out this place.”

      “Is she going to sell?” Jensen asked.

      I nodded. “I think so.”

      Another awkward silence. We’d talked so easily when we had lunch last week together out at the ranch. Oh, God. He wasn’t interested anymore. Or he thought it was a mistake. “Well, I’d better go, make sure everyone is… “My words faded as I stepped away.

      After that, I stayed away. It was obvious that Gran and Freeze were good friends, even if she hadn’t told me how close she’d been to his wife. She laughed in a way that I hadn’t seen her laugh since I’d been here. I supposed that moving your entire life wasn’t exactly something to laugh over.

      Axel came up to me with some tools and odds and ends, and Pris and I chatted as he paid me. Jensen was in the background, taking up the tools silently, and walking out of the garage.

      Before he disappeared, he looked over his shoulder. Right at me. And it was though time stopped. I felt my breath catch in my throat, and desire pool between my legs.

      Then he disappeared, and I blinked.

      Jesus. That kind of look from one Jensen Briggs needed to come with a warning, or something. And an instruction card. Because I didn’t have a clue about what just happened.

      Pris waved goodbye to me, and then they were gone. Gran came over to me.

      “They’re a good family,” she said. “I’m so glad that Axel and Pris decided to stay with Freeze. It would have broken his heart to leave the ranch.”

      I grabbed her hand. “Gran, are you trying to tell me you don’t want to leave?”

      She laughed, putting her other arm around me. “No, honey, not at all. I love my house, but I’m ready to stop taking care of it. I want to laze about, read, travel, and not have to worry about the house.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Well, it’s a bit late. We’ve sold off or given away half the house,” Gran said with a grin.

      “Those are small details,” I insisted.

      “Thank you for asking, but no, I’m fine,” she said.

      We finished up for the day. Thankfully, Gran had sold most of the stuff we’d dragged out here. The local veterans’ charity would be out tomorrow to pick up the rest. We bagged it up so that it would be easy for them to take it away and then went inside.

      I showered, remembering the feel of Jensen’s hands on my skin, slightly rough, the texture making chills run across my body. My nipples hardened at the thought of him.

      Stop it, I told myself. Just stop it.

      After a late dinner the phone rang. When Gran answered it, she came out of the kitchen holding the receiver. “It’s for you, Carissa.”

      It was Freeze. “Listen, girly, there’s a slight change of plans for this week,” he said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Jensen

      I couldn’t make out what was up with Carissa when I’d seen her at her grandmother’s sale. She’d been shy, and if I’d seen correctly, doing a lot of blushing.

      But she wouldn’t look at me. I’d managed to make eye contact with her before I left—to what end, I wasn’t sure. It was hard to talk with her with Freeze not missing a thing. Pris was pretty observant, too. I didn’t need them knowing I’d nearly slept with the granddaughter of their friend. Well, maybe it wouldn’t have gone there, but somewhere close.

      For the next two days, I did my chores in relative silence. I couldn’t get Carissa out of my mind, and I couldn’t stop thinking that I needed to stop thinking about her. I was older, and no good for her.

      After lunch on Tuesday, I heard a car coming down the drive toward the house. I walked to the door of the barn to look out, and saw Carissa getting out. Quickly, before she saw me, I ducked back into the barn. I hadn’t come to any solution to the ‘I want her, I shouldn’t want her’ argument going on in my head.

      However, I didn’t move fast enough to miss the sight of her hair blowing in the wind, or her ass walking away from me in jeans, and I cursed my traitorous anatomy that didn’t give a single fuck about my circular argument.

      It struck me then that this sort of shit was why I was happy to be part of a SEAL team. Focus on the mission and spend a lot of time not worrying about emotions. It was all about get the job done. I stopped, pitchfork in hand, struck by a thought. Maybe Pammy had known that, too. That I was better away from home for long periods of time, and there was no way I could be landlocked, and in a regular relationship.

      Holy shit. While I shook my head to clear it, the thought remained. What if that’s what she meant by not wanting to be with an ex-SEAL? Was I more fucked than even I realized?

      How long I stood there with my mouth hanging open, I didn’t know. But I nearly jumped a foot high when Axel came in. “You all right, man?”

      “What?”

      Axel smiled. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, sorry. I am. Just lost in thought for a minute.”

      “Clearly. You want to head out with me for a bit?” He gestured to the horses.

      “Sure, yeah.”

      We saddled the horses and headed south along the river. The herd had moved in the last few days, and Axel liked to check on them. He was like a mother hen, but I understood. This was a fairly new venture, only a year or two old, from all the conversation I heard.

      “The numbers looking okay?” I asked after we’d been riding for a bit.

      He nodded, his eyes meeting mine from under his hat. “Yeah, they are. But Carissa was giving Granddad hell this morning because she said that he’s a new business, and he needs to be more precise with his accounting.”

      I laughed. “How’d he take that?”

      “Surprisingly well. He doesn’t mind people who know what they’re talking about telling him how to do things the right way. We’re going to have to find someone to do this regularly. None of us are great with the books. There’s a lot of organization,” he grimaced. “Not my strong point.”

      “I get it,” I said.

      “I figure by the time she leaves tomorrow Carissa will have things sorted. I’m hoping she finds us an accountant who will also take on being the bookkeeper.”

      “It’s that bad that Carissa has to stay the night?” I asked, hoping my voice didn’t give anything away.

      “I wouldn’t say bad, but Granddad asked her to stay, and get it all sorted. I’m glad he hired her. Now we just have to find a permanent solution,” Axel sighed.  He reined the horse in and pointed. “Wow, they got far!”

      Following the direction he was pointing in, I could see the cattle. We spurred the horses on and got on with checking out the cattle and the calves. Axel liked to count them daily, make sure all the little guys were hanging in there.

      The distraction from my own thoughts was a good thing. I didn’t need to think about Carissa being here at the ranch all night.
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        * * *

      

      Axel and I were both hot and tired when we came back, the sun beating down on us. I’d be glad to get inside, get something to drink and clean up. I wasn’t thinking about much after we got the horses cared for as we walked into the house.

      Pris was waiting, large glasses of water in hand. “How were they?”

      Axel took a glass from her, beaming at her. “They look great. You should go out and serenade them, Granddad,” he grinned at Freeze as he drank.

      “I might just,” Freeze said. “It’s good for them.”

      I chuckled as I drank my own water. I finished the glass, and Pris filled it up again. “You sure about that?” I teased.

      Freeze glared, although not with any real heat. “They do indeed. Cattlemen have known it for years. You slickers are just figuring it out.”

      Axel, having finished his own water and drank another half glass, nodded. “They do. It calms them.”

      “I saw a video on that,” Pris said. “Some guy was learning the sax, and he would go out in the country and play for cows.”

      “Bet they loved it,” Freeze said.

      Pris nodded, smiling. “They did. They all crowded to the fence where he was standing playing.”

      I wanted to ask about Carissa, but I couldn’t. I didn’t need my boss knowing what I thought of his accountant, even if she wasn’t permanent. Freeze really liked Mrs. Webber, and he might not take it kindly that I was… what was I doing with Carissa Webber?

      Shit. I didn’t even know.

      “I’m going to get a shower before dinner,” I said.

      “Don’t dawdle,” Pris said.

      I smiled and went back to my cabin. I was doing all right. All I needed to do was get through dinner. Then I’d try to talk to her, make sure that we were okay and—well, I didn’t know what else. What I wanted was to finish what we started, but I needed to stop that shit in its tracks. I was no good for her.

      When I walked into the main house, my fine plans went straight and utterly to Hell. I was seated next to Carissa. She smiled up at me as I took my seat, and I felt like a teenager meeting my girlfriend’s parents. Except Carissa wasn’t my girlfriend, and these weren’t her parents. They were my bosses.

      I wasn’t sure what was worse.

      There was conversation, but I couldn’t keep track. Carissa’s hand bumped me twice, and her leg nudged mine once. My cock flared into life, demanding we get closer, and I was focused on shutting it down. Jesus.

      This job was supposed to help me learn to relax, I thought with a grin.

      “What’s so funny?” Freeze’s words interrupted my thoughts.

      I shook my head. “Nothing I care to share.”

      He eyed me, and a tiny smile made the corner of his mouth turn up. Oddly, for Freeze, he didn’t pursue it.

      Okay. That was out of character. My spidey senses tingled. I might not be a SEAL any longer, and completely fucked in the head about it, but I knew when something was off.

      After dinner, Freeze leaned back. “So, Carissa, how’s things?”

      She was in the middle of drinking tea. Once she’d swallowed, and I watched her throat move with a fascination that I should be ashamed about, she looked over. “You want to talk about this now?”

      Freeze spread his hands. “It’s family. Well, Jensen’s not quite there yet, but I got a good feeling about him,” he winked at me.

      A warmth I didn’t know was possible spread over me at his words.

      “At least he’s not falling off the horse anymore,” Axel put in.

      “Dude,” I shot him a look. “One time does not make a habit.”

      Pris rolled her eyes. “You were saying, Carissa?”

      Carissa took a breath. “I think you are doing well. You might want to watch your expenses in buying cattle, but other than that, you’re very good about your spending. You’re in good shape. I’ll have all the numbers done for you tomorrow, but that’s a high-level summary.” She smiled.

      “Hot damn!” Freeze slapped the table, making everyone jump. “This calls for a celebration! Axel and Pris, get your duds. We’re going out.”

      “But—” Pris objected.

      “No buts, missy. We’re going out, and Jensen and Carissa are going to indulge an old man and clean up.” He beamed at me.

      “Yes, thank you for all your hard work,” Axel deadpanned. “Now clean up and make it snappy.”

      “That’s fine,” Carissa said, getting up and picking up her plate. “You’ve earned it.”

      I wasn’t sure what to think. Pris didn’t seem happy. She was glaring at Freeze, who was studiously ignoring her. Axel took her hand, and they left.

      Freeze watched them, and then turned to me, putting out a hand to stop Carissa. “Not trying to be rude. Those two need to get out of here, even if I have to tag along. I’m planning to ditch ‘em once we get into town, but if I don’t drag their asses out, they’ll work themselves to death. They’re good workers, and I want them to enjoy life a little. You know, before they look like me.”

      Carissa’s face softened. “You’re a good man, Freeze.”

      “You are,” I said.

      “Well,” Freeze leaned back, “They’re good kids. Newlyweds, and they’re helping me realize my dream. I figure I gotta get them out every now and then.”

      “Have fun,” Carissa said. “We’ll get everything cleaned up here.”

      I nodded.

      Freeze smiled. “Thank you. Ignore Pris when she tries to apologize for my rude old man self.” His grin widened.

      When Pris and Axel came back, Carissa was at the sink, and I was scraping the plates over the compost can.

      “I’m really sorry,” she began.

      Carissa spoke before I could. “Pris, you all need to go out. Go enjoy yourselves. We’re fine here, aren’t we, Jensen?”

      Her use of ‘we,’ made my blood roar. “We sure are. Go on. Get out while you can,” I said, grinning at Axel. “You know there’s always work. It won’t go anywhere.”

      “Come on,” Freeze said, moving to the door. “We need to go.”

      And with Pris still looking like she wanted to protest, the three of them left, leaving me with Carissa. I heard the truck start up, and when the noise of the engine moved into the distance, I turned to her. “I’m so sorry for what happened the other day. I don’t want you to—”

      Carissa stepped away from the sink. “Shut up, Jensen.” She was close, too close.

      No. This wasn’t right—I wasn’t right. Not for her. It was hard to think with the smell of her—light, floral, smelling of sunshine—close to me. She got even closer, putting her hands on my chest.

      “Carissa.”

      “Fuck this,” she muttered. Reaching up, she put her hands on my face, and pulled my head down to hers.

      Our lips met with a crash, and everything that I’d been suppressing roared to life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      Carissa

      His lips against mine were soft for a moment, and then he put his hands on my waist, leaning in, deepening the kiss. Whatever reservations he’d had I hoped that my abrupt kiss had dispelled them.

      Jensen pulled away, his face flushed, and his voice hoarse. “Carissa, I don’t think we should—I’m not right—I mean, ”

      I put my hand over his lips. “I’ve been thinking about this for days, Jensen. I want to finish what we started.”

      “What?” he whispered against my hand.

      I dropped it, and kissed him, nipping his bottom lip where it was fullest, feeling his cock in his pants twitch against me. Which made me wet. Jesus.

      I’d been wrestling with myself since the estate sale. What I’d finally figured out was that I wanted to be with him. I knew it was probably temporary—hey, a girl can hope even as she’s realistic, right? And I’d decided that even though I was fairly fresh out of a relationship, my ex had killed my love for him when he left me to the mercy of whatever people he owed money to. I was free. There was no one I owed anything to other than myself.

      Jensen was divorced, so he was free as well. There was nothing stopping me from enjoying him. Or him from enjoying me. Hopefully more than once. The thought made me smile.

      “I want you to come back to my room with me and show me what I missed out on last week,” I said in what I hoped was something that came out sexy.

      “Are you sure?”

      I nodded, rubbing myself against him. I was never like this, but something about Jensen made me want to have sex, with him, all night long. It had just taken me a few days to puzzle it out. Which made me feel stupid, but I wasn’t going to mull over that now. Not with this gorgeous man in front of me.

      “Where’s your room?” His voice had lowered, a sexy rumble that made my skin break out in gooseflesh.

      “I’m downstairs,” I said.

      “Then we’d better get down there before I commit an indecency right on the kitchen island,” he growled.

      I laughed, and taking his hand, led him down the stairs to where there were a couple of guest rooms. We walked into the one I’d been given, and Jensen shut the door behind him, turning on the light.

      “I want to see you naked,” he said. “Properly.”

      “Oh, um…” I stopped, feeling shy. Then I squared my shoulders and not taking my eyes from him. Carefully, my heart feeling like it was going to thud out of my chest, I pulled my tee shirt over my head. Then I unhooked my bra, letting it drop to the floor.

      Jensen’s eyes darkened to a deep forest green, and I could feel the heat, the desire, rolling off him. It was intoxicating.

      I ran my hands down my front, loving that he inhaled deeply as he saw my nipples harden at my touch. I bit my lip. This was as torturous on me as it was to him. At least, I hoped.

      Unbuttoning my jeans, I shimmied out of them, leaving my panties. I’d been hoping, when I’d gotten dressed this morning, that he’d get to see them—light purple, lacy, and barely there. I stepped out of the jeans and was about to do another shimmy for the panties when Jensen closed the distance between us.

      “You are so beautiful,” he breathed into my ear as his hands ran down my back, cupping my ass, pulling me to him, letting me feel the hardness. My thighs, rubbing against his jeans, went up in flames. He wasn’t even doing anything, and I felt like I was already losing control.

      It was scary. It was wonderful. I wanted more.

      “And you’re driving me crazy,” Jensen said. He bent to kiss me. His hands, slightly rough as I’d remembered, cupped my breasts. I loved the way they felt on me.

      “You’re… a little… overdressed,” I whispered.

      He stepped back and was naked with lightning speed.

      I blinked. Holy shit. He was… he was glorious. His cock was hard, jutting out. “That was fast,” I managed.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said. He was giving me that hooded, dark-eyed stare full of hunger and desire.

      I shivered.

      “Let me love you,” Jensen said.

      I’d never heard anything sexier in my life, or more heartfelt. I nodded, and he stepped closer to me. Leaning down, he kissed me, and I could feel his cock between us, nudging into the cleft of my legs.

      Jensen groaned. “You feel amazing.”

      “It’s about to get better,” I purred. Holy hell, where was this coming from? I didn’t care. I backed up, bringing us both to the bed, and I sat down, intending to pull him with me.

      Jensen leaned back and let me sit.

      “What?” I asked.

      “I’ve been dreaming of this,” he murmured. Kneeling down, he was at eye level with me, and he cupped my face as he kissed me. I wrapped my arms around his head, wanting him closer.

      Jensen kissed down along my neck, and made his way to my breast, sucking carefully on the nipple. His other hand dipped between my legs, and then I felt his finger against my clit, also very carefully.

      My legs opened, and he sucked harder on my nipple as his finger rubbed at me. My head fell back.

      Jensen moved to the other breast, still steadily stroking me, even as I felt myself getting wetter.

      “Jensen, please,” I heard myself beg.

      “No,” his voice rumbled against my stomach as he kissed down to my navel, his voice vibrating against my skin. “No, I want to make you scream, and then scream some more.” He kissed me more, moving down further until he was between my legs.

      Sweet Mary mother of Joseph.

      He parted my legs further, and then leaned in, his tongue licking me where his finger had been just a moment before.

      I moaned. I couldn’t help it.

      Jensen took my clit into his mouth, sucking on it, and then his finger slid into me. He curled his finger, stroking me from within. In and out his finger moved, and then he added another, stretching me. Each time he pushed into me, he curled his fingers.

      All the while, he sucked on my clit. I leaned back onto my elbows, feeling like I was going to die. “Jensen,” I begged.

      He didn’t answer, but thrust his fingers into me deeply, sucking on my clit harder as well. I closed my eyes, lost in the pleasure of this gorgeous man touching me.

      I could feel myself getting close to orgasm, and my knees tensed. Jensen put one leg onto his shoulder, then the other. He took his mouth from me. “Come for me, Carissa,” his voice sounded broken.

      Then he sucked at me again, this time using a little bit of teeth. Oh holy Christ. The teeth pushed me over the edge, and I cried out, a keening sound that I didn’t recognize. I could feel more wetness between my legs, but Jensen didn’t seem bothered. If anything, it made him move faster within me.

      Before I knew it, I was coming again. I fell back onto the bed, sweaty and satisfied. I looked down to see Jensen looking very pleased with himself. Then his face froze in horror.

      “What?” I asked, pushing myself up onto my elbows.

      “Shit, Carissa, I don’t have anything.”

      I stared at him blankly, trying to figure out what the hell he was talking about. Then it hit me. “Oh, well, that’s all right.” I stopped. “I do,” I said.

      “What? You do? Thank God!” He smiled.

      “I was hopeful,” I said softly, feeling my cheeks heat up as I looked away.

      Jensen’s finger caught my chin, making me look at him. “That’s the best fucking thing I’ve ever heard. The best. In my entire life.”

      I sat up and eased around him, going to my purse. I pulled out the box of condoms I’d bought before coming here. When I bought them, I figured I was hoping against hope, or maybe even jinxing myself. But I’d done it because as I’d said, I was hopeful.

      I turned around, shaking the box at him. Jensen got to his feet, taking the box and leaning down to kiss me as he did so. I could taste myself on him, and it made me wet again. There was something sexy about it.

      He led me to the bed, and I sat down, scooting into the middle. He tore open the box, and then opened one of the packets, rolling on the condom.

      “Oh, I was planning to return the favor,” I said, remembering.

      “What favor?”

      “What you just did for me?”

      He laughed a little. “I don’t know that I could handle that. And I want to be in you in the worst way, Carissa. How about a rain check?” He smiled, his eyes crinkling as he looked down at me.

      I felt warm, and caressed by his gaze, and… something I couldn’t identify. I pushed my thoughts aside. This was no time for thought, but for action. I reached out for him, and he took my hand as he joined me on the bed. He settled between my legs, and I felt the tip of his cock at the entrance to my pussy.

      Carefully, he entered me, pushing all the way in, stretching me as he went all the way to the hilt. God, he felt amazing. He moved slowly, in and out, and then I put my hands around his ass, pulling him to me hard.

      “Fuck me, Jensen,” I whispered. “Hard. Now. Please.”

      There was a moment when our eyes locked, and again, I saw something in his I couldn’t identify, and then his mouth came down on mind, hard and demanding, not careful as he’d been before.

      I welcomed it.

      Then he began to move, and this time, he didn’t take it slow. Every time he withdrew, he pounded his cock into me. I wrapped my legs around him, pulling my hips up a little, which allowed him to go deeper. He felt amazing, and as he moved within me faster and harder, I couldn’t believe I felt myself heading for yet another orgasm.

      Jensen’s hands gripped my hips, thrusting into me.

      “Oh, God, yes!” I cried out. “Jensen, yes!”

      His thrusts were even harder, and then I felt him stiffen. I looked up at him, and our eyes met. His cock throbbed within me, pushing me over the edge. As I came, my nails dug into his ass.

      All the while, he never looked away. I didn’t either. Then my shoulders relaxed into the bed.

      Jensen leaned down to kiss me, his hand cupping my face again. As he straightened, he pulled out of me, and got off the bed, going to the bathroom. I watched his ass walk away, appreciating all the obvious muscles. This was a man who was at home with his body.

      Probably why he wanted the lights on. That wasn’t my normal preference, but now, I was glad he’d asked for it. I loved watching him.

      He came back out, and cuddled me next to him, wrapping me in his arms. I could hear his heartbeat in his chest. My eyes were closing with how nice this felt to have a man in my arms, who wrapped me in his. It was—holy shit! I sat up.

      “What’s wrong?” Jensen was immediately on alert.

      “The dishes!” I yelped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jensen

      After a scramble for our clothes, we both ran upstairs. The dishes were undone, the plates where we’d left them, the dishwasher open.

      “Good call,” I said, smiling at her. “We would have been busted had they come home and seen this.”

      “What, you don’t want anyone to know?” Carissa asked as she loaded up the plates I finished scraping.

      “Not yet,” I said. “I’d like to just revel in this, you and me. For a little bit.”

      “Oh, there’s a you and me?” she asked.

      I couldn’t see her face. I set the last plate down, and moved to her, putting an arm around her waist, and turning her face to me. “I’d like to think so. But it’s not a solo decision.”

      Her eyes searched mine, looking for the truth, I supposed. I was all wrong for her. Broken, relatively unemployed, and a bum arm. Although the arm had done all right tonight, I thought with a smile. I hadn’t been focused on it. I had a lot of my mobility back, due to the PT.

      But Carissa knew about my arm. She hadn’t even looked twice at it. She’d looked at me. Repeatedly. Not my arm, or the fact that I was older, or anything else.

      So maybe I needed to get the fuck over myself and not throw away whatever good fortune it was that brought her into my life.

      “However,” I continued, “If you feel we need to go public with this immediately, I’ll be happy to be by your side as you inform Freeze Buckley of the happy news.”

      Her eyes widened, and then she rolled her eyes. “You don’t want to tell him anymore than I do.”

      “Oh, so you want to keep this secret? Can we sneak around?” I leaned down to kiss her.

      “I think that might be kind of fun,” she said, giving me a half-shy, half-playful smile.

      “I like the way you think,” I said. “How about we finish this up and go back to your room and use the rest of the box?”

      She grinned. We finished the dishes in record time.
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        * * *

      

      We lay together in her bed, having turned the light off to “sleep” after using the remaining two condoms. Carissa twined her fingers in mine as she lay cuddled next to me, her head on my chest. “So…  what happened with your arm?” she asked.

      I told her about getting hurt, and the fact that while I’d probably get most of my use of my arm back, it wasn’t enough to stay on my SEAL team.

      “You miss them, don’t you?”

      “I do. We keep in touch, but my team travels a lot. The term ‘in touch’ is relative,” I said.

      “What happened with your ex?” Carissa asked.

      I sighed. “I wish I knew. I mean, I know. She didn’t want to be married to an ex-SEAL.”

      “That’s pretty shallow,” Carissa said, her voice carefully neutral.

      “Yeah, and I don’t think it was the real reason. We spent most of our marriage with me gone, so maybe the thought of me home was too much to bear. Plus, she had a new boyfriend.”

      “Well, her loss,” Carissa kissed my chest.

      A warmth spread through me. “I’m glad you think so,” I said.

      “I do.”

      “What about your ex?” I asked. This was my chance to see what it was that was haunting her.

      Now it was her turn to sigh. She told me about coming home to a note, and her landlord telling her to leave, and about the ex being in the hole to some shady guys. I felt my rage rise at the thought of the douchebag putting her in danger.

      I’d been right. She was worried, and although she tried to keep it low key, the way she’d jumped when I startled her in the office was pretty worried. There was more to this, but I didn’t push. She would tell me in her own time. I’d keep watch on her until then, make sure she stayed safe.

      “What are you going to do when you’re finished helping your grandmother?” I asked.

      “I need to go back. I’m on vacation from work, and even though I’m supposed to be not working, my boss called, desperate,” I could hear the smile in her voice.

      “Aren’t you worried about the shady guys?”

      She shrugged. I could feel her shoulder under mine. “That’s where I live. I’ll find somewhere else to live, make my address unlisted.” Her words were calm but I didn’t get the feeling Carissa herself was convinced.

      I didn’t like it, not one bit. But we had some time before I needed to share how much I didn’t like it. I didn’t want her to leave. I knew then—actually, I knew the moment I saw her—that she wasn’t a casual thing. I’d fought it, but here we were. There was time for the conversation of what came next. Not right now.

      I decided to change the subject. We’d both laid out our less than stellar pasts, and I didn’t want to focus on them anymore, hers or mine. “So how do you propose to do some sneaking around, Miss Webber?”

      “Why don’t you text me tomorrow, and we’ll see if we can meet up tomorrow night?”

      I agreed. Then we stopped talking about anything serious. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept with a woman and fell asleep smiling.

      Just as dawn began to creep across the sky, I went back to my cabin. I thanked whatever gods were smiling down on me for the first time in forever as I walked across the yard that the guest rooms were on the ground level, and everyone else was upstairs. I’d never have been able to sneak out silently.  We’d exchanged numbers, and I was already thinking about how to get away. That was my specialty—strategic planning. And what a great way to put it into practice.

      It struck me that I was playing for far bigger stakes than I’d ever played for before. This was my life. And I wanted Carissa in it. I didn’t know her well, but I wanted to have the time to spend getting to know one another. I’d never felt surer of anything else. Ever.

      I was going to be dragging ass today, but I didn’t care. I felt like I’d felt before our missions—all jazzed up, ready to go.

      This was right. Although I’d been unsure before, I knew this was right. Even with all the baggage we both brought. While she had more active baggage than I did—which I was sure of, even though she tried to brush it off—this was right. My baggage was no less—but it didn’t seem to bother her. Which made me wonder if I was being hard on her. Maybe.

      Now I just needed to make this thing between us happen. That meant making a plan.

      For the first time since I’d heard the doctor tell me it was time to find a new life, I had a sense of hope. That there was something that I could make a life out of.

      It was Carissa.

      I went into my cabin, stripping off my clothes, and heading right for the shower. I hated to wash the scent of her off me, but if I didn’t someone would notice. I’d bet on Axel. Like me, he was trained to use all the senses. Being bounced off your team didn’t mean you lost all your training.

      No matter how much you tried to relax. But for Carissa, I was going to try.

      After I put the guys menacing her in the ground. I supposed I’d have to let her douchebag ex live, but he might need to have a visit with me where he learned the truth of how things were going to be. Mainly that he forgot her name and never put her at risk again.

      A rush of—I didn’t know what it was, but it felt good—moved through me. Whatever it was, I was happy. This felt fantastic.

      And I would fight to keep it. No matter who stood in my way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Carissa

      I lay in bed after Jensen left, luxuriating in what had just happened. I’d made the decision I wanted to be with him, and I’d done it. Even better, he hadn’t pushed me away, and I’d had the best sex of my life. It blew the years I’d spent with Stephen right out of the water.

      I snuggled in, glad to have a little time to sleep, even if it was only a couple of hours. And time to go over the night, to think about and remember how wonderful it had all been.

      The fact that I was leaving to go back to San Diego in two weeks was something I didn’t want to look at. I decided for right now, I wasn’t going to.

      We’d agreed to try to meet tonight, just for a coffee. I knew he was the absolute shit in bed, but I wanted to get to know him a little better. Raging hot passion was a good thing, but it only went so far. And if I was going to make something happen—I stopped. Was I there now? That had shifted for me. Just last week, I’d been full of the reasons why it couldn’t happen.

      He was that good, I laughed to myself. Setting my alarm, I fell asleep as the sun rose with images of Jensen in my head.
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        * * *

      

      I managed to get up in a timely fashion and spent a long time in the shower. I went upstairs, and Freeze was putting breakfast on the table.

      “Good morning, young lady,” he grinned up at me. “Sit down. Have some breakfast. You need it.”

      “I do?” I asked as I sat at the table. No one else was up yet. It was just Freeze and me. “Where is everyone else?”

      “Pris and Axel and me were out a little late,” Freeze said, his tone cheerful. “It was nice to get out and know that we weren’t leaving the ranch all alone. I think we all have some kind of separation anxiety.” He said down across from me, handing a plate to me as he set one in front of himself.

      “You all have a lot on the line,” I said.

      “We do, but you’re making me feel a lot better. I wish you lived here. I think you’d be swamped. Most of us ranchers can run the ranch blindfolded but hate the paperwork. It’s actually a challenge,” he said, his voice turning serious.

      “I think a lot of businesses are like that. It’s hard to find someone who can do all the things business owners need to be able to do.”

      Freeze nodded. “Lots of folks lose everything because they can’t keep up with the numbers. You’d have a good business,” he looked down at his plate.

      “Stop,” I laughed. “You’re as bad as Gran! Why are you so interested? There’ are plenty of accountants here.”

      “Now that is where you’re wrong, missy. We’re a good-sized town for the tourists, but we have to go several hours for a lot of services.”

      “I can see where that’s a challenge,” I said.

      He took a bite, nodding at me. “You’d better believe it. Lots of folks end up out of business because they’re aces with the stock, and all the things that have to be done around a ranch, but don’t know jack about how to keep the books.”

      “You’re preaching to the choir, Freeze. Not just because it keeps me in business,” I smiled. I had to shift a little in my chair because I found that I was sore after being with Jensen all night. First world problems, I thought to myself, stifling a giggle.

      “Well, it doesn’t hurt to be looking out for your own self-interest,” Freeze said.

      “I generally do,” I said.

      Freeze gave me such a sharp look that I was sure he’d been talking to my grandmother. I bent my head to my food, and thankfully, Axel and Pris came out, Pris yawning.

      “You’re a bad influence, Freeze,” Pris said. “We were out way too late.”

      “We deserved it,” Freeze said in a tone of voice that brooked no discussion. “I’m damn proud of us.”

      “We have done well,” Axel said, bringing over a plate of food for himself and Pris.

      At that moment, Jensen came in. Our eyes met, and heat bloomed up my neck into my face. Damn it. I wished my face would calm down. It was hard, however, when my body responded to seeing him. I felt like I lit up like a Christmas tree. Quickly, I ducked my head down to hide everything—my blazing cheeks, the happiness I felt at seeing Jensen—I wasn’t up for scrutiny.

      “Jensen, thanks for keeping an eye on the place,” Freeze said. “Sit down and eat. We got work to do today.”

      Conversation drifted to mundane topics. We could have been discussing me winning the lottery; once Jensen sat down next to me, I couldn’t focus on anything else. I felt the heat coming off him. His foot scuffed along the floor and came to rest next to mine.

      I smiled into my eggs.

      Once breakfast was finished, Pris started to clean up. I offered to help, but Freeze shooed me back to the office. About half an hour later, Pris poked her head in. “Hey, Carissa, you need anything?”

      “I’m good, thanks,” I said, looking up from where I’d wrangled the piles of ledger books into neat stacks. All that was needed now was proper storage and Freeze and Pris and Axel would be set. I’d made the decision that I would show at least one of them how I’d set things up. That way, if it took them a while to find someone to keep the books, they’d understand how to keep up with the records.

      It made me a little sad to think that I wouldn’t be here to see how the rest of the year went. I liked the Buckleys, independent of the fact that I was falling hard for their ranch hand.

      I sat back in my chair, the realization of my thoughts making me stop. Was I falling for Jensen? Oh, my God. I think I was.

      What did that mean? For him? For us? He wouldn’t want to come to San Diego. Despite the fact that I was temporarily homeless, my life was in San Diego. My job, for one. And my… I stopped. What else was there?

      There were some friends from work, but I wasn’t super close to them. My family outside of Gran didn’t count. Mom and Dad had their own lives, and they liked it that way. My boss, but he liked me mostly because I was the best accountant on his team.

      What did I have? I’d had Stephen. That had been enough. But he wasn’t there, and he’d left me. Actually, he’d left me long before I knew it. Thank God we hadn’t bought a house, or a car, or even a dog, together.

      I had to go back. I shook my head. I’d just run out of there, and it wasn’t like me to run away. Besides, I made good money at my job—I wouldn’t find another job like that.

      My phone buzzed on the desk next to me. I hit the screen to read the message. It was from Jensen.

      Meet me at the Beanery in town tonight.

      I smiled and picked up my phone. Can you get away?

      For you yes.

      I sent him a smiley emoji and then watched the phone obsessively. Finally, it buzzed again.

      7 pm?

      Yes. I texted him back quickly.

      Now he sent me a smiley emoji.

      I waited, but apparently, he was done. Which was fine. I needed to get this finished and figure out how to get away from Gran tonight without her asking too many questions.

      When Freeze came in later that day, I showed him what I’d done, and how I’d organized everything. “I know that you had a previous accountant, but I wanted to simplify this since you have so many records. I’ve separated it into everything that happened before you sold off your big herds and everything you’ve done with starting this new aspect.”

      Freeze looked around slowly. “That was a lot of work. You didn’t have to go through the old stuff.”

      “I didn’t.  Well, not really. I checked the boxes to see that the labels were accurate, and except for the last five years or so, they were.”

      Freeze looked old all of a sudden. “Ginny used to keep the books. When she got sick, the books, along with a lot of things, kind of fell by the wayside.”

      I nodded, even as my heart broke for him a little. “It happens. The books aren’t what are important at those times.”

      “No, it wasn’t. In the end, it was easier to sell off all the herds. I’m glad to have a small herd back, though. I’d say the herd is almost the perfect size now.” He nodded to himself. “So, listen. Can I ask you to do a little more work for me? Write up a report of what you see, as in, is the business healthy? Can we expect to make a profit in the next five years, based on what you’ve seen?”

      “I don’t know that I’ve done enough work—” I began.

      Freeze waved his hand, dismissing my protest. “Yeah, yeah, I know. A true evaluation takes a lot more than this. Listen, I am going to hand it over to Axel and Pris. All of it. That was the deal. Get started with me, and then in a couple of years, I’d hand it over. They haven’t said a word, because they’re good kids, but that’s the deal. I need to have some idea of what it’s all worth so I can do the transfer right and not pay an assload of taxes.”

      “I won’t help you cheat the tax man,” I warned.

      “No, I don’t expect you to. But I do expect that you’ll help me take care of all the regulations I can,” he grinned.

      “That’s a lot more work,” I said primly. “And it will cost you.”

      “Of course, it will. I expected nothing less.” Freeze rolled his eyes.

      “You know I’m leaving soon?” I asked, raising my eyebrows at him.

      “That’s not my concern. I need to get this work done.”

      “I wish you’d told me what you were planning earlier,” I said. “I could have saved you some time by planning for this.”

      Freeze shrugged. “I needed to make sure that things were going all right.” He looked away, apparently not bothered that what he was asking for was going to cost him more.

      “You’re a strange man, Freeze.” I said. I wasn’t quite sure what he meant. It was pretty easy to see that the business was on the upswing and slated to make a profit as the bulls grew and were sold. But one thing I’d learned—people had their own ideas about money, and finance, and there was no sense in arguing with them. It was better if I nodded and let my own thoughts about it go.

      “Well, are you off for the night?” Freeze asked.

      “I am. I have some work to do for my job, and then we need to talk about when you want me out here.”

      “How about three days from now? Will that give you time to finish helping your grandmother and get your other work done?”

      I nodded. “Yes, it will.”

      “Then I want to hire you for the rest of the time you’re here,” Freeze said.

      “You keep spending money like that, you’re not going to be in the black,” I warned.

      “You’re a business expense, so I’ll be just fine,” Freeze retorted. “Get on home and tell your Gran I said hello.”

      I thanked him for the hospitality, and after a quick check of my room to make sure I hadn’t left anything, I loaded up my car, and started down the drive. As I drove back into Paulson, I found that I was humming, and I felt… happy.

      At least between my overtime and Freeze’s jobs, I’d have a good sum to put down on an apartment.

      Somehow, the thought didn’t thrill me like I thought it would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jensen

      I met Carissa in town at the coffee shop that night. She was waiting for me, head bent over her laptop. But when I came in, she got up and gave me a one-armed hug.

      That wasn’t going to do it. I wrapped my arm around her waist and kissed her. I didn’t care who saw it. She was smiling when I let go of her.

      “Hey,” she said, breathless.

      I liked hearing her breathless.

      “Hey, yourself.”

      “I’ll be seeing more of you, maybe,” she said, sitting back down.

      “What do you mean?” Damn right she’d be seeing more of me.

      “Freeze hired me again, for more work, although something a little different. It’ll probably take up the rest of the time I’m here.”

      I hadn’t even been here sixty seconds, and we were already on that. Her leaving. “I’m going to get a coffee. You need a refill?” I asked, keeping a smile on my face.

      “No, I’m good,” she gestured at her cup.

      Shit. My mind raced as I went up to order my coffee. I’d just found her, just gotten, sort of, over my own shit to the point where I could manage having someone else in my life. And now she was talking about leaving? I didn’t want to deal with it, but I wasn’t sure I was going to be given a choice in this.

      When I returned to the table, Carissa was looking up at me with the smile that drove me crazy, and I felt some of my frustration fade.

      “So when are you leaving?” I asked, hoping I sounded casual. I was mad she wanted to leave, on one hand. On the other, I wanted to get down on my knees and beg her to stay.

      “I’ve got about two weeks left,” Carissa said. “Then I need to get home.”

      “Did you find a place already?” I asked, my heart filled with dread.

      She shook her head, her hair falling over her ears. She tucked back one side behind her ear. “No, and I really need to get on that. I could probably buy, but…” her voice trailed off.

      It might have been my own hopeful thoughts, but Carissa didn’t sound like she really wanted to go back to San Diego. She was dawdling.

      And that usually meant one thing.

      She wasn’t sure, or she didn’t really want to leave. But something was compelling her to think she needed to. Just as quickly as I’d felt like the sun had disappeared never to return when she started talking about leaving, the sun came out for me again.

      I had a chance.  I wondered if Carissa even knew that she didn’t want to leave. I was going to go with no. She didn’t.

      People never did. You could see other people’s stuff clearly, but you could rarely see your own shit with the same level of clarity. I’d just have to help her figure it out.

      “Your Gran will miss you,” I said innocently.

      “She will, but I haven’t lived here in a long time.”

      “I’ll miss you,” I said.

      Her eyes met mine, and I could see the indecision in them. Good.

      “I know,” she said. “Just when I’ve found you.”

      “So stay,” I said.

      “There’s nothing for me here,” Carissa said.

      “Freeze is certainly working you enough.”

      “Yes, and when I’m done? I think he was doing a favor for Gran. Helping me out because they’re friends.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know Freeze all that well, but that doesn’t really seem like him. He’ll help you out, sure. But not out of pity. It made sense for him, too.” I felt like I wasn’t articulating it well. “He didn’t make up something for you to do.”

      When Carissa didn’t respond, I smiled. “You really think he left his books and all that crap a mess just to do a favor for your grandmother?” I laughed. “I saw that room before you got a hold of it. Freeze needs organization, bad.”

      The smile returned to her face. “He does. He’d really let it go after his wife got sick, he said.”

      “It looked like it.”

      “I don’t want to talk about this,” Carissa said stubbornly. “Tell me about you. What are you going to do? Are you going to stay here?”

      We talked carefully around the subject. I didn’t like not getting it settled, but I knew if I pushed, she’d push back and walk away. I left it, even though I felt like I was taking one hell of a risk.

      When I reached across the table to take her hand, she let me.

      Carissa looked at her watch. “I should probably go. I told Gran I was coming out to work.”

      “Well, we are sneaking around,” I said with a grin.

      As we got up, I took her hand. Once again, she let me and we walked out of The Beanery, hand in hand. It felt nice.

      I walked her to her little green car, and after she’d put her bag in the back seat, I enveloped her in my arms. I didn’t want her to go.

      Carissa held me close to her. I could feel my cock getting hard at her nearness.

      “Tease,” I muttered into her hair.

      “I wish I didn’t need to go home,” she said to my chest.

      “I feel like we’re sixteen again,” I said, laughing a little.

      “Isn’t that the point of sneaking around?” Carissa looked up at me, smiling.

      “Can you get away tomorrow?”

      “Of course I can,” Carissa said. “I’m grown.”

      I laughed again. “You tell your Gran we were meeting?”

      “No,” she rolled her eyes. “Did you?”

      “Of course not! You want Freeze’s commentary on this?”

      She laughed again, leaning onto my chest. “No.”

      “I didn’t think so.” I pulled away from her and cupped her face in my hands so I could kiss her. Her lips parted under mine, and she melted into me. I wanted to pull her into a dark space and explore her body all over again.

      “I have to go,” Carissa said reluctantly.

      “See you tomorrow?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      I watched her get into her car and drive away. Then I went to my Jeep and started back to the ranch. I was alone, which I didn’t like—but it was hopefully merely a temporary situation.
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        * * *

      

      The next two days, Carissa and I met up at the coffee shop, and one night, we took our coffee to go and sat in my Jeep talking. I found that I really enjoyed her—she had a dry sense of humor, and she wasn’t afraid to laugh at herself. She was determined, and I sensed a seriously stubborn streak in her. Having one myself, I understood. We were the ‘have to learn it for ourselves’ types. I’d lost some of that being in a SEAL team—there’s always someone who knows more than you—but the core of that streak remained.

      I discovered that the way her ex had left her had hurt her more than she really wanted to admit. I got it. I wasn’t happy being divorced. But had I not been divorced, I wouldn’t have been in the place to meet Carissa.

      “Aren’t you worried about the fact that the guys who showed up looking for Stephen might find you?” I asked. I wasn’t an expert or anything, but beefy guys who were owed money didn’t hesitate to spread their shit to people connected to the person who owed money. While I didn’t know bookies, or whatever they were, I knew guys who wanted something.

      “No. Mel, that’s my landlord—well, former landlord—he told me about it the day they showed up. They came looking for Stephen, not me. I don’t think they even knew about me.” She said it with a casual air, but I wasn’t getting the casual vibe from her. And I’d made a living paying attention to my vibes, to my gut instinct.

      I didn’t press things with her. One night of amazing sex and the beginnings of something weren’t enough for me to storm in and tell her how it needed to be, much as I wanted to. I wanted to protect her, keep her safe. But she was a grown woman—and it wasn’t my place.

      Yet. I was determined that I’d be in a place with her where I could tell her she needed to stay safe. But she had to want it too—and right now, she didn’t. I could respect that, even as it drove me crazy.

      As I kissed her goodnight, making sure to press her to me, so she knew what she was missing, shit, what I was missing, I thought, Mine.

      She was mine.

      The thought floored me. After Pammy, I didn’t have any hopes for anything. I’d fought against letting Carissa in, because I wasn’t good enough for her, I was too broken. But she didn’t see me with the eyes of someone who looked on a broken man.

      She saw me as her man. The thought made me stand up taller. My heart, which had been angry, and sarcastic, and bitter since the day in the hospital when my entire life changed, felt lighter. Happier, crazy as that sounded.

      When I got back to the ranch, I went to bed more content than I’d felt in over a year. She’d be here tomorrow, and I’d know that she was close. Maybe I could even entice her to come here, into my cabin. The thought made desire rush through me.

      I fell asleep with thoughts of Carissa in lacy panties dancing around in front of me.
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        * * *

      

      I woke the next morning to the ringing of my phone. It was Carissa.

      “Hey, what’s up?” I asked, rubbing my eyes.

      She was crying. I sat up straight, reaching for my clothes. “What’s wrong?” I asked, completely awake.

      She took a couple of breaths.

      “Take your time. Breathe in and out,” I instructed. “You need to let your heart calm, then you can tell me.” I could hear my voice slipping into my Chief voice, calming the new guys on the team, making sure we made it through whatever shit we were in. I’d do it for Carissa, too.

      Then I’d tear apart whoever it was that made her cry.

      “Stephen was just here,” she said.

      “What?” I stood up and pulled on pants. I knew it. That complete shit. Douchebags never went away quietly.

      “He showed up while we were having coffee,” her words were rushed, but she wasn’t crying anymore, and she was able to get the words out.

      That was a good thing.

      “He told me he was so sorry to leave like he did, and that he was glad I just packed up and left—not that he told me to, or anything—” her voice was angry.

      Also a good sign.

      “And now that he was back, he was going to make everything right. Oh, and I could ignore the nasty texts he sent me. He was just stressed.”

      Over my dead body, I thought. And what texts?

      “He just needed me to help him out.”

      “How?” My words came out like a shot.

      “He said that if I paid off what he owed, everything would be all right. And then we could go home, buy our house. He even said he was ready for a dog!” Her voice rose.

      “Carissa, where is he now?”

      “Well, he’s not here!” She shot back. “I told him to go to hell and get the fuck off my porch!”

      I nodded with approval, even though she couldn’t see me. “What did he do?”

      “He looked around, and said, You live here?”

      “What did you tell him?” I asked. I liked this less and less.

      “I told him of course it wasn’t my house, and that I was staying here, and I didn’t know how he’d found me, but he needed to go. I told him that we were over, and I didn’t ever want to see him again.”

      A warmth filled my chest that she might have done that because of me, because of us. “I’m coming over there now,” I said.

      “No, don’t. No one knows about us yet, and I’m not ready for the questions on top of Gran’s being so upset about Stephen. Plus, I have to work today, and he’s just shot my mood all to hell.” She sounded better.

      “You sure he left?” I asked.

      “He left here, and I don’t care what he does after that.”

      “Where do you want to meet tonight?” I asked. I needed to see her, make sure she was all right. And find out more about the texts he’d sent her. She didn’t tell me about them.

      If he was texting her, and then showing up, he wasn’t going away easily.

      “Come here. I’ll cook dinner. I don’t feel like going out, and I’ll definitely not want to go out after working all day,” she said. “Oh, God, Jensen, I’m sorry! I shouldn’t be dumping all this on you!”

      “Yes, you should,” I said. “I’ll come over after we’re done today.”

      “That’s a good idea. I shouldn’t be out at the ranch all day.”

      In the wake of this conversation, I’d forgotten that she was coming here. That was good. She’d be safe. No jackass ex would get near her out here at the ranch.

      “Then I’ll see you when you get here,” I said warmly, throttling my voice down so she didn’t realize how close her ex had come to really disappearing, and not because of some asshole mafia loan shark meatheads.

      I raced through my shower and went up to the main house. Axel, Pris, and Freeze were having breakfast. They murmured variations on ‘Hello’ and kept on eating. I sat down and served myself, my mind still racing. That sonofabitch. I knew he wouldn’t go away. She was too good—but that wasn’t it.

      She had money, and he thought she had enough to bail his sorry ass out. He wouldn’t go away just because she yelled at him once.

      Desperate men never did. If there was one thing I knew, it was that.

      “What is going on with you, Jensen?” Pris asked, her words breaking in my thoughts.

      “What? Oh, I’m just thinking.”

      “Yeah, so hard I can feel it over here,” Axel said, eyeing me carefully. Unlike the rest of them, he knew.

      I could feel myself gearing up for mission time, and Axel had been there. He hadn’t been a SEAL, but the Deltas were of the same breed. Not that I’d ever admit that to him. Ever.

      “Just have some things on my mind,” I said, not wanting to share.

      “Really?” Freeze asked. “Would those things be about five-five, with long light brown hair—”

      “More blonde,” Pris said, taking a bite of her eggs.

      “And working for me?”

      I looked up at Freeze, and then at Axel and Pris. Whatever was in my face made all three of them burst out laughing.

      “You didn’t think we knew? Come on, man,” Axel said, laughing.

      “You running out of here every night this week?” Freeze chimed in.

      “What are you, my dad?” I asked grumpily.

      “No, but I’m damn glad for you. She’s a good girl, comes from a good family.”

      “I—” I started.

      “Don’t want to talk about it right now, do you?” Pris asked. “Which is fine. Which means you two,” she gave an evil glare to her husband and Freeze,” are gonna shut the hell up. She’ll be here soon, so knock it off.”

      “Yes ma’am,” Axel said, leaning his head on her shoulder and giving her a look of such love, it was almost heartbreaking.

      Now who was turning into a big candy ass? If I kept this up, I’d be asking the mafia meatheads Carissa had told me about for a job.

      After I set things straight with the ex. My temper flared again. He’d either disappear on his own, or I’d help him.

      “You goin’ out tonight?” Freeze asked innocently.

      “As a matter of fact, I am. I’ll be having dinner out,” I said, giving him a big smile. “try to contain the tears.”

      Freeze started laughing again, but the subject of Carissa and me was put away, and after breakfast, we all helped clean up, then went out to saddle the horses. Even on a ranch like this, where there weren’t thousands of animals, it took all able bodies to keep things running. I liked it. It made me use my arm, and I was getting back more mobility and less pain every day.

      Which was good, since apparently, I’d be cracking skulls sometime soon? Because douchebags didn’t just go away quietly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Carissa

      I got into the shower, my hands still shaking. I couldn’t believe I’d called Jensen, crying no less. But I’d had to calm Gran down. She was on her way over to her new place to get things set up, and she didn’t need to be upset just because I’d once dated the biggest asshole on the planet.

      The nerve of him to show up here! To try to sweet talk me like nothing had happened between us, that I’d be so happy to see him that I’d forget all the shit he’d done to me. I’d had to leave my house. I’d lost my place to live because of him. He’d stolen from me! Lied to me!

      I muttered angrily to myself as I showered. When I came out of my room, Gran was hovering around in the front room.

      “Are you sure you’ll be all right, honey?”

      “I will. I’m going out to Broken Falls today, Gran. I’m doing some more work for Freeze. I won’t be by myself.”

      “What about tonight? I was going to spend the night at my new place, see how it feels.”

      I took a breath. “I’m having company for dinner,” I said.

      “You are?” Her face took on an arch expression as her eyebrows went up into her hair.

      I nodded, holding my breath.

      Gran stared at me, then she nodded. “Well, there’s enough to choose from in the fridge.” She smiled, coming over to kiss me. “I’m glad you’re doing something fun. Between me and Freeze Buckley, all you’re doing is working.”

      “That’s all right, Gran. I like working. It keeps my mind off stuff. I didn’t come here to lounge around. And honestly, I’m spending a lot of time not helping you.”

      “Sweetie, am I or am I not moved in over there?”

      “You’re moved in,” I said.

      “That’s what I needed. We’ll get the house cleaned out and then I’ll put it on the market, and that’s all. You’ve been a great help.” She hugged me, kissing me on the forehead again. “Enjoy dinner tonight. I’m guessing it’s with that Jensen boy. I like him. He’s nice.” She smiled. “You are leaving now, aren’t you?”

      “Yes, I am.” I didn’t want to admit it, but I was glad Gran had waited, even as it made me nervous. What if Stephen came back? And why did she zoom in on Jensen? Whatever made her do it—I was glad she liked him.

      But Stephen showing up here still rattled me. That was silly. I’d told him to go, and he was such a coward, he wasn’t going to come back. ‘Fuck off’ is a pretty clear indication someone is done with you. I’d told him to fuck off and die, so there was no doubt as to how I felt.

      But if he’d come when I wasn’t here? He might have hurt Gran. With that pleasant thought in mind, I walked out to where our cars were parked, and we left, going our separate ways. I thought a lot about how my stupid relationship was putting a burden on more than just me—another reason to leave.

      What in the world was Stephen thinking, coming here? I went over it, puzzling. I’d moved out. I’d taken all my stuff, leaving most of the furniture, and all his stuff. I’d been meticulous about making sure I didn’t take anything that wasn’t mine, because I didn’t want to deal with him.

      So why would he come here?

      When I parked at the main house at the ranch, I still didn’t have the answer. But I didn’t have any time to think about it further because Freeze came out before I’d even got out of the car.

      “Took you long enough,” he said, taking a sip of his coffee.

      “Hush,” I said. “You’re totally monopolizing me, keeping me from helping my poor old Gran… and yet, here I am.”

      Freeze looked at me and burst into laughter. When he’d stopped, I’d walked up the stairs to the main level. I didn’t even look at the window of the guest room on the ground floor where I’d had the best sex of my life. Not even a side-eye in that direction.

      “Well, that didn’t take long. Here I thought you were sweet and respectful toward your elders and now look at you.” He shook his head.

      Despite the worry that I hadn’t shaken, I smiled at him. “You become like the people around you, right?”

      “Well, then, you’re doomed,” Freeze said. “Coffee?”

      “God, yes,” I said.

      Once inside, he poured me a cup. As I set it up with the appropriate amounts of cream and sugar, he continued.

      “You know what you’re going to do?”

      I nodded as I wrapped my hands around the cup and took a sip. Ambrosia. Freeze preferred strong, dark coffee. Just what I needed this morning.

      “It’s not going to be complete, and if you get audited, it will be scrutinized. I don’t have the time to do a proper evaluation. I also need to leave around two today. I need to get some work done for my day job.”

      “Aren’t you supposed to be on vacation?”

      “I am,” I nodded. “I never take a vacation. I actually do enjoy my job. And my boyfr—well, my ex, he didn’t—” I stopped, both furious and wanting to cry. I took a breath. “That doesn’t matter. I have a metric ton of vacation hours.” I forced myself to laugh. “Since I never take them, my boss managed for a week before he called me in a panic. So I’m getting overtime pay when I work on his cases, and vacation pay.”

      “Pretty sharp. I suppose I should be glad you didn’t take me for everything you could.”

      “Freeze! What a thing to say!” I glared over my coffee cup. “I like my boss. He got the friend rate.”

      Freeze burst out laughing again. “Then I’d better leave you to it. I gotta get out and make sure they don’t mess things up. Kids,” he shrugged.

      He made me smile. I couldn’t believe how much I liked him.

      “Coffee’s in the pot if you need a refill. See you later!” He waved as he left, grabbing his cowboy hat as he walked out the back door. A moment later, I heard him going down the stairs.

      I refilled my cup and went to the office. I needed to get as much done as possible. I really did have to finish work for my firm, and I wanted to get ready for my date with Jensen tonight.

      The boxes of records I’d stacked up didn’t seem quite as daunting with a smile on my lips at the thought of Jensen.
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        * * *

      

      A couple of hours later, I heard people coming in. My heart sped up. I could hear Jensen’s voice. I found that I wanted to see him badly, but I didn’t want to expose this… this whatever we were, to anyone just yet. And I really needed to keep working.

      “You coming out for lunch?” Jensen poked his head in.

      I shook mine. “I need to get this done. I’m leaving at two. I have things to do at home.” I flashed him what I hoped was a flirty grin. I was so out of practice. He looked so good. My nipples tightened at the sight of him, and I could feel the bloom of desire in my lady bits.

      His face took on an appreciative look. “I’ll bring you a plate.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      We stared at one another for a moment, and then he disappeared. Jesus. All he had to do was look at me and I was close to dissolving in a puddle of lust. Another reason to skip lunch. I didn’t think I could hide it well, and while I wasn’t sure how much Pris and Axel saw, Freeze saw everything.

      A few moments later, Jensen reappeared with a plate holding a sandwich, salad, and potatoes. He set the plate on the desk and came to where I’d been looking in one of the record boxes.

      Without even thinking about it, I walked into his arms, loving the way it felt to be embraced by him. I felt safe and protected. Something else fluttered at the back of my brain and I pushed it away.

      “You doing all right?” he asked.

      I knew he was referring to my call this morning. I nodded against his chest. “I’m better. I just don’t understand why he’d think he had a chance with me again.”

      Jensen made a noise that sounded suspiciously like a snort.

      “Thanks for talking with me this morning.”

      “I’m always here,” he said, the rumble of his voice through his chest making a pleasant vibration against my ear. He smelled good, like the outdoors, and sunshine, and a little bit of horse, and whatever soap he’d used this morning. He smelled like a man. I loved it.

      “I’ll be over after five today,” Jensen said. “I asked Freeze if I could cut out a little early.”

      “And he just let you?” I looked up at him.

      He nodded.

      “Good.”

      Jensen leaned down and kissed my head. “I’d kiss you more, but I don’t have a lot of self-control with you, Carissa.”

      “Fine by me,” I said, letting him go.

      “Can’t wait for tonight,” he said.

      “Me, either.” I went to the desk and grabbed the sandwich, watching his backside as it walked away. He was a man who looked good in jeans. I thought he’d probably look good in anything. It was all the training as a SEAL. He didn’t have an ounce of fat on him.

      I knew his arm wasn’t at one hundred percent, but I hadn’t really seen any major faults in how he moved, how he used his arms. Remembering the way he used his arms on me the last time I was here made my cheeks hot and my panties wet.

      “Focus, Webber,” I told myself. I hurriedly ate and got back to my records. I figured one more day, and I’d have all the records I needed to offer a basic, high-level evaluation. I’d be sure to write a letter that made it clear that I didn’t have enough time to be as thorough as I liked, so that I didn’t get sued later.

      None of the Buckleys seemed like the sue happy types we saw at the firm, but you never knew. One of the things I’d learned early on was cover your ass. Now that I was a CPA, it was even more important. A paper trail and copious records.

      Axel stuck his head in. “We’re all headed back out, Carissa. Freeze said you were leaving around two?”

      I looked up. “Yes, that was the plan.”

      “Will you lock the door on the way out?”

      “Sure.”

      “Have a nice evening,” he said with a big grin, bigger than I thought was necessary. What was that about?

      “Oh, thanks. You, too. I’ll be here tomorrow. I need another day with these,” I gestured at the boxes, “And then I’ll be able to write up what Freeze asked for.”

      “Hey, better you than me. Seriously, thank you for the work you’re doing. I’ll see you tomorrow.” With another oversized grin, he was gone.

      The house went quiet as everyone left. At a quarter to two, I tidied everything up, and left my plate in the sink. Then I went home, excited to get ready. Gran was gone for the night, which meant that I had Jensen in the house all to myself.

      There wasn’t much furniture left, but we had a table, and we had my bed. What else would we need? I smiled. Not much. Maybe a shower? The thought made me want to fan myself. I sped back to Gran’s, only stopping once at the drug store.

      Going through my email, I finished up the tasks that Ted needed today, and then turned my thoughts to more pleasant things. First things first. I went right to the fridge to see what I could make. This could be a challenge.

      “You can do this,” I muttered. “It’s food, and a stove. Simple. There are even instructions.” I found chicken, and some corn on the cob, and the makings of a salad. OK. I could manage this.

      When I’d offered to cook, I hadn’t been thinking about the fact that I wasn’t really much of a cook—Stephen had done most of the cooking. I preferred takeout. Cooking was not my thing. But it was just chicken. Gran had tried, and with her oversight, I managed. I was what I called a survivalist cook, even with the gift of cast iron pans. I could feed myself. But I didn’t love it like she did, and I wasn’t great at it.

      Well, I’d manage now, damn it.

      I pulled spices from the cupboard, going by memory of what I’d seen Gran use. I rubbed them on the chicken and put it back into the fridge. Then I peeled the corn and chopped vegetables. Finally, I pulled up the recipe for the chicken to make sure I was doing it right.

      “Well, that’s as good as it’s going to get,” I said, having stored everything. Jensen was going to be here around five. If I started dinner at four-thirty, it would be ready a short time after he got here, and then we’d have the entire evening together.

      Dinner sorted, I went into my room, and pulled out comfy leggings and a tee shirt along with the sexiest underwear and bra I owned. They were both white and lacy and barely there. Normally, I wouldn’t do leggings for a date, but I wanted to have something on that was easy to get out of.

      I laughed at myself. I was setting everything up so that it all led to one place—Jensen in my bed. That was the perfect place for him to be.

      And if he was dazzled by me and my undies, maybe he wouldn’t want to talk about my panicked call this morning. Or the fact that I had an expiration date here in Paulson. Shit, I didn’t want to talk about either of those things.

      Shaking my head, I hurried to the shower, and I took such a long time, the water went cool. When I got out, it was twenty to five.

      “Shit!” I hurried to the kitchen and got the chicken in the stove. I opened the window—it was hot in here, with the sun on this room most of the day and now the stove on. Then I got dressed and took extra time blow-drying my hair. I usually went out to the ranch with my hair up in a sort of bun, or a ponytail. I wanted to look a little more put together tonight—maybe the leggings weren’t a good choice?

      “Shit!” It was after five. I needed to get myself together. I finished my hair, and then went back to the kitchen, and started mixing up the salad, and got the corn going. I felt rushed, and I hated that.

      I stood up straight and took a deep breath. It would be fine. Jensen was coming here to see me. He’d seen me with dirt and dust all over me, sweating at Gran’s estate sale, and he still wanted to be with me. He’d already seen me naked.

      “Deep breath,” I said. I took a few more. This was supposed to be fun. Fun.

      I went to sit at the table, looking over my laptop. There were several emails from my bank, and my retirement funds management company. My firm had a pretty good pension system set up. You had to work your ass off to get it, and I’d done that last year.

      Both reported that someone had attempted to log into my accounts. That was weird. I followed the directions of both to reset my password into something no one would guess. Then I checked in with work, seeing what else needed to be done. My boss had sent a rather whiny email, asking when I’d be back. I laughed. He wasn’t a jerk, but he was driven, loved what he did, and expected a lot from the people who worked for him.

      I left his email until later and closed the laptop. I’d need to work tomorrow, on both Freeze’s evaluation, and some of the files the office had sent me. I was thinking about both of them when the doorbell rang.

      Jensen stood there, wearing a cowboy hat, and looking freshly showered. He’d been dusty when I last saw him.  He held a bouquet of flowers.

      “Well, come in,” I said. “Going native?” I pointed at the hat.

      “It’s handy, and I think I look pretty hot in it,” he said with a grin.

      “I would agree with that,” I took his hand.

      “These are for you,” he handed me the flowers, a bouquet of a mix of summer colors. There were sunflowers in the bouquet which I loved.

      “Thank you, although I’m not sure I have a vase,” I laughed. “It’s getting pretty bare around here.” I turned to walk to the kitchen and his arms snaked around me, yanking me to him.

      “You look fucking incredible,” he whispered against my neck as he kissed it.

      “I’m glad you think so.”

      “Your ass,” his hands slid down to cup it, “has no business going out in public looking like this.”

      “Why is that?” I whispered, feeling a little breathless as he kissed my ear and his hands kneaded my ass.

      “Because it’s enough to drive any man insane.”

      “Is that so?”

      “It is,” Jensen’s hands moved back up and held me around the waist.

      “Well, as long as you think so,” I said, feeling a little shy. How did he do that—throw me into a tailspin with only a few words and the touch of his hands?

      “I do indeed.”

      “Let me put these down, and we can continue this,” I said, easing away, even though I wanted to stay right where I was.

      “That’s the best thing I’ve heard all day,” Jensen said as I went into the kitchen.

      I found a chipped mason jar under the sink, filled it, and arranged the flowers, taking them out to the table. As I set them down, Jensen gestured to my laptop.

      “Working?”

      “Sort of. I was seeing how I needed to plan out the rest of the week. But did you really want to talk about my work?” I asked, amazed at my boldness. He seemed to bring that out in me.

      Carefully, Jensen set his hat on the table. “I’m interested in everything about you, Carissa. But right now, no, I don’t want to talk about work.”

      “Excellent,” I grinned. “Why don’t I show you my bedroom?”

      We smiled at one another, and then he swooped me up in his arms and went to my bedroom, kicking the door closed behind him with his foot.

      “Yee haw,” I said, pulling his face down to kiss him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jensen

      I’ve had to get undressed quickly at times in my life, but I don’t think I’d ever undressed as quickly as Carissa and I did after I kicked the door closed. She was out of her little leggings before I had my boots off. She was wearing a tiny lacy bra that cupped her breasts beautifully, and the smallest pair of panties ever.

      They looked fucking fantastic on her. “Let me take those off,” I said.

      “You’re kind of slow,” she said, laughing, as I struggled to get my second boot off. While the cowboy hat was new, I’d had the boots forever, although I hadn’t had the chance to wear them much while I was still in. I spent too much time deployed. They were nearly broken in, but still a little stiff at the tops.

      Kind of like me, I thought.

      Finally, the damn boots were on the floor, and I shucked my jeans.

      “I’ve been thinking about this all day,” Carissa confessed. Her cheeks were pink.

      I loved that. That she wasn’t afraid to ask me for what she wanted, but it still made her blush. And that her blushes were for me.

      I’d been determined to talk with her about the stupid ex douchebag, but she’d opened the door looking so damn delicious, I decided that could wait. I needed to be next to her, in her, and lose myself in her.

      “That makes two of us,” I said, yanking off my tee shirt.

      She waved a box at me.

      I laughed. “Feeling optimistic?” I asked. It was a larger box than the one she’d had before.

      “Hopeful,” Carissa said.

      “Well, let’s get to it,” I said. “That is, if you’re on the same page I am,” I added.

      “Hell, yes,” she said. She tore open the box and pulled out a small foil packet. Tearing it open, she gestured at me to come closer.

      My cock was already rock hard, which seemed to be a permanent state for me around this woman, and she rolled it onto me, keeping her eyes on me. It was the sexiest thing I’d ever seen. I couldn’t remember feeling so comfortable with a woman. So… myself.

      Carissa reached for her panties and I stopped her. “I promise to get you another pair,” I said.

      “What?” she asked.

      I tugged hard at them and the lacy panties ripped. They didn’t stand a chance. I had to take a breath at the sight of her.

      Carissa shivered.

      That was it. I couldn’t stand it anymore. I lay down on top of her, and she opened her legs. I plunged in, and she grabbed my shoulders as she thrust toward me.

      My bum arm shook a little, and I adjusted, trying to keep my balance. It had been a long day on the ranch, and it was tired.

      “Why don’t you roll over?” Carissa asked.

      “What?” I asked, taken off guard and trying to keep my balance so I didn’t fall on her.

      “I want to be on top,” she said.

      I leaned back, staying joined with her, and slid my hands under her ass, pulling her up. Then I sat back. She moved a little, making my cock want to fuck her until she screamed my name.

      And then Carissa rode me, fucking me until we both yelled out each other’s names.

      Afterwards, we lay in her bed, her in my arm, head on my chest. She’d done this before.

      I said, “You’re a hell of a woman, Carissa.”

      “Well, you’re pretty amazing yourself,” she said.

      Whatever I was about to say was cut short by banging on the door.

      “What the hell?” I shot out of bed, pulling on my jeans and grabbing my shirt. “Stay here,” I said to Carissa. I got to the door as the person on the other side banged again.

      “Fire department! Anyone home?”

      What? I yanked the door open to see two firemen in full gear. “Can I help you?” I got out before they pushed me aside, heading toward the kitchen.

      “In here,” I heard one shout. “It’s the stove!”

      A third man came in carrying a fire hose. I started to follow him when a fourth man stopped me. “Are you the homeowner?” he asked.

      “No, my grandmother is,” Carissa had come to stand beside me. She was dressed, although disheveled looking.

      “Are you cooking something?” the man asked.

      Carissa looked at him blankly, and then her mouth opened as she cried out, “Oh, no! The chicken! The corn!”

      I would have laughed if my heart wasn’t beating so damn hard, ready to fight for her for whatever had been on the other side of the door.

      “Oh, God! Gran’s house! How bad is it?” She took a few steps.

      “No, ma’am, we need you to come outside. Is there anyone else here?”

      Carissa shook her head. “No, it’s just the two of us.”

      Neither of us looked at one another as we followed the fireman down the steps of the porch, moving away from the house to stand in the yard.

      “Oh, my God,” Carissa wrapped her arms around herself. “I can’t believe I set Gran’s house on fire.”

      “What was it?” I asked.

      “Our dinner!” she cried, and when she looked at me, I could see there were tears coming down her face. “What have I done?”

      I wrapped my arms around her. “It’s going to be all right,” I said. “Maybe a little messy, but it can be fixed.”

      “What if it can’t?” Carissa whispered, one hand rubbing at her eyes. “Oh, my God. How do I tell Gran?”

      I just hugged her, not saying anything. There was nothing I could say. Nothing that would make her feel better, anyway.

      It took another hour for the firemen to finish. Thank God we’d both gotten dressed before coming out, because we were stuck. While we were waiting, we sat in my Jeep. Carissa texted her grandmother.

      “I don’t even want to face her,” she said.

      “Well, what are you going to tell her?” I asked.

      “That I started cooking, and I forgot it was there,” Carissa said. “What else can I say?”

      “Maybe not the whole truth,” I muttered. Her grandmother looked like the kind of lady who would beat me to death with a purse.

      Carissa looked up and laughed, the first time I’d seen her looking anything other than sad since the firemen banged on the door. “She already knows that I’m… “  She stopped.

      “What?” I asked.

      “Well, the last time you were over here, you know, when she came in?” she asked.

      I nodded.

      “I shoved my bra in my back pocket, and after you left, she told me to tuck it in or put it on.”

      I burst out laughing. “So she knows.”

      “She does. And she hasn’t said much, other than that. I told her I was having company tonight, and she didn’t ask a thing about it, well, other than to tell me she thought you were a nice boy.”

      “Is that good?” I asked.

      “Well, she had a lot to say about Stephen, so yeah, I’d say so.”

      “You know, I wanted to talk to you about him,” I said.

      “I told him to get the hell out. I don’t think he’s coming back,” Carissa said.

      “You sure? Coming here in the first place was pretty desperate.”

      “What are you saying, Jensen?” Carissa turned to look at me.

      “Something doesn’t feel right with this,” I said. I didn’t want to tell her that not only didn’t it feel right, but it stank like a skunk at a tea party. I decided to take a more diplomatic tack.

      She waved a hand, seemingly unconcerned. “He’s a complete ass, but he’s gone. He won’t bother me again.”  She looked in the rear-view mirror and then twisted her head to look out the window. “Oh, shit, there’s Gran.”

      As she got out of the Jeep, I got out with her.

      “You don’t have to come with me,” Carissa said.

      “Damn right I’m coming with you. I’m responsible as well.”

      She looked at me, and I couldn’t decipher her expression. “All right. Gird your loins.” Then she turned and started walking to her grandmother.

      “Carissa! Are you all right?” Mrs. Webber hurried across the front yard.

      “I’m fine, Gran. I’m so sorry. I burned up your stove.”

      “How? What happened?” Mrs. Webber took Carissa by the shoulders, and I could tell that she was looking her granddaughter over.

      “I had chicken in the oven, and corn in a pan on the stovetop. I don’t know which one burned.” Carissa hugged her grandmother, then pulled away. “I’m so sorry. I’ll fix it and get you a new stove.”

      “That doesn’t matter. What matters is—” Mrs. Webber saw me as I came to stand next to Carissa. “And what are you doing here, Jensen Briggs?” The way she looked at me made me feel about ten and in trouble.

      “I was here when the stove caught fire. We were planning to have dinner, ma’am,” I said. I stood up straight, trying not to feel like I was about to be scolded.

      “Well, you certainly burned something up,” Mrs. Webber said, rolling her eyes. She turned to look over at the firemen. “Where’s Dickie Jones?”

      At that point, one of the firemen came over. “Mrs. Webber, it’s all put out. There’s not a lot of damage beyond the stove and some smoke damage on the wall above the stove. You were lucky.”

      “What happened? Can you tell?” Mrs. Webber asked.

      “We got a call from a neighbor who saw smoke coming out of the window. It was a good thing it was open, otherwise I think it would have been a lot worse.”

      Jesus. I hadn’t even though to ask Carissa if there was something cooking, beyond what was boiling between us.

      “Thank goodness for that,” Mrs. Webber said. “Thank you.”

      “You’ll want to call your insurance company tonight, so they can get an adjustor out here,” the fireman who was young and earnest looking, said.

      He and Carissa’s grandmother exchanged a few more words, and then he nodded, and walked away. Mrs. Webber turned to the two of us. “You two, stay here. I’m going to talk to Dickie, and then we’re going to talk.” Without waiting for an answer, she followed the young man who’d just been talking to us.

      “God, I’m such a jerk,” Carissa whispered.

      I put an arm around her. “It doesn’t make you a jerk, Carissa. I knew we were having dinner, and I didn’t even bother to ask. I’m not letting you take the whole fall for this.”

      She leaned against me. Her grandmother came back, and all the fireman left as we walked back in the house. We went straight to the kitchen, and while the smoke had left a black scar up the wall, the wall itself didn’t look damaged beyond repair.

      Mrs. Webber stood with her hands on her hips, eying it. “Well,” she said finally. “I’ve always wanted to repaint this kitchen and get the paper taken down. It’s really old-fashioned.”

      Carissa started to cry. “I’m sorry, Gran.” She went to hug her grandmother.

      Mrs. Webber hugged her back, and then said, “You know, you’re not a bad cook, Carissa, but you’re not the greatest. You forgot about it, didn’t you?” She walked to the garbage can, which the firemen had pulled out, and dumped the burned food in.

      Carissa nodded. “Totally. I don’t have any excuse.”

      Mrs. Webber sighed, and then she looked at me, and then Carissa, with a smile and I’d swear her eyes were twinkling. “Well, no, you don’t, but let’s say I get why you might have a reason.”

      Carissa shot a glance at me and then back to her grandmother. “Gran—”

      “It’s not that bad, Carissa. You can pay the insurance deductible. It’s a good thing you opened the window, honey,” Mrs. Webber said, walking over to peer at the stove. “You all might have passed out otherwise.”

      We very nearly passed out as it was, I thought. But I kept that shit to myself.

      “Well, let’s lock up, and you come stay with me tonight,” Mrs. Webber said, patting Carissa’s arm. “Jensen, can you get this thing closed, and make sure the house is buttoned up?” She gestured at the window. “And take out that garbage. It’ll stink the place up if we leave it overnight.”

      “Sure thing,” I said.

      “Carissa, honey, go and pack up for tomorrow. I’ll do a quick check upstairs.” She bustled off, leaving me with Carissa.

      “I’m sorry,” Carissa said.

      “So am I,” I replied. “I share in this, remember?”

      Her lips pressed together, but she didn’t answer.

      “Go pack.” I could tell that the shock of all that could have happened was sinking in.

      Carissa went to her room, but not before I saw her rub at a tear that fell from her eye.

      Well, this had certainly gone to shit. I closed and locked the window and went to the back door to take out the trash before I locked it. By the time her grandmother came back downstairs, Carissa had come out with a small bag.

      “You ready, honey?” Mrs. Webber asked her.

      “Yes.”

      “Good. I’ll drive you over tonight, and I’ll bring you back tomorrow to pick up your car. You look all in, sweetie,” Mrs. Webber said, patting Carissa’s arm.

      She was right. Carissa did look all in. I wanted to be the one who comforted her, but that wasn’t going to happen. Not tonight.

      Mrs. Webber continued, “Jensen, thank you for your help. I appreciate it. Now, I’ll see you later, young man, and Carissa? I’ll be out in the car.”

      And with that, the old lady bustled out the front door, leaving us alone.

      I opened my arms, and Carissa walked into them.

      “It’s going to be all right,” I said.

      She sniffled and then looked up. “We’re never going to hear the end of this.”

      I was so grateful she had used the word ‘we’ that I couldn’t speak immediately. I didn’t know, until that moment, how important it was that she thought of us as a ‘we’. I kissed the top of her head, and held her closer to me, feeling her heartbeat. It thumped a little faster than normal, which was understandable.

      “I’d better go.” She bent down to pick up her bag.

      I stopped her, and gave her a kiss, a proper one this time, on the mouth. I let all my feelings pour into that kiss. I didn’t want to shatter whatever this thing was between us, and things felt fragile right now.

      “Call me tonight if you want to,” I said.

      “I think I’m going to go to sleep,” she said. “I’m sorry about dinner.”

      I kissed her again, and then taking her bag, walked out to the curb where her grandmother sat waiting. I helped Carissa in, put her bag in the back, and watched the car drive away.

      When I got back to the ranch, the house was quiet. I wasn’t in the mood for any conversation, and I’d stopped at a drive through on the way back, so I didn’t need to get anything to eat. Tonight had started so well, and it had ended in the worst possible way. Well, not entirely. We were all right, and the house was fixable.

      Nevertheless, I couldn’t shake the funk, and I went to bed early.

      I woke while it was still dark to pounding on the door. I pulled on sweats and yanked the door open. Axel stood in the doorway.

      “We had one of the bull calves go down last night. We found it when we were out checking over the herd, and we got it back, but I need your help. I’m sorry. I know this is your down time.”

      “No worries, man. That’s what I’m here for.” I got dressed, and we went to the barn together. “You call the vet?”

      “Left a message.”

      I could see Axel was worried. The bulls were the hope of everything they were doing out here, the thing that would keep Broken Falls running for years. As long as they got it right now. Every calf was important.

      We spent the rest of the night taking turns monitoring the calf. After breakfast, Freeze, who had slept some during the night, sent Axel and Pris to bed. He sent me off to the feed store. Even though the calf was sick, the other animals had to eat. Today was the normal day we’d go pick up supplies. Since it was just me, it would take longer, but Freeze needed to wait for the vet.

      I headed into town, and as expected, it took some time to load the truck. Thankfully, the guys at the feed store gave me a hand. With a full bed, I pulled out of the feed store lot, and drove to the Beanery to grab a coffee for the drive home. I was starting to feel the lack of sleep, made worse by worry for the calf, and Carissa.

      She hadn’t called last night.

      That made me worried.

      As I was getting back into the ranch truck, I turned, and I saw her. Carissa. Her hair was in the ponytail I liked so much and she was—what the fuck?

      She was on the arm of some guy, walking fast with him down the sidewalk.

      This was the ex douchebag. I just knew it. As they got to the end of the block, they turned, and I could see that her arm was tucked under his, like they were a couple.

      I blinked, shaking my head. That couldn’t be. Why would she go anywhere with him? Maybe… maybe she’d reconsidered after last night? No. That couldn’t be it. What the fuck was it?

      I needed to get back to the ranch, but I was so stunned, I couldn’t move. Of everything I worried about, this wasn’t it. Why was she with him?

      My phone rang, and when I looked at it, it was from Carissa. OK, this made even less sense. “Hello?” I asked, my voice low and quiet. For her to call me now wasn’t a good sign at all. I steeled myself for what I was about to hear.

      “What the fuck, Carissa? Why couldn’t you just help me? Now look what you made me do!” A man screamed through the phone.

      “Put the gun down, Stephen. If it goes off, I’ll be even less helpful to you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Carissa

      I stared at Stephen, my heart in my throat, but I managed to keep my voice calm. My hands were tied behind my back with a zip tie, and I didn’t have my purse. My phone was in my front pocket, where I couldn’t reach it, damn it.

      “You’re no use to me, Carissa, but you can change that.”

      “What do you want?”

      He laughed, his expression turning into a sneer. “What I want is the money I need to pay off my debt. Then I don’t give a shit what you do.”

      “I don’t owe you a thing. In fact, you owe me, you dirt bag. You stole the rent money from me! You left me there! With no word, no nothing, just a stupid, cowardly note!”

      “I can see why he did,” the large man who was driving the car said. “Shut up.”

      Even though Stephen had a gun, this guy scared me. If this was one of the guys who had come looking for him in San Diego, I could understand now why Mel wanted me to get the hell out of there. He was large, and he radiated sullen anger and danger.

      I shut up.

      “Where we going?” The big man asked.

      “Follow this road out of town, and we’re turning off on…” Stephen stopped, lowering the gun and picking up his phone, “To a fishing place. Dutchman Road. It’s up ahead on the left.”

      The big man nodded, and then Stephen raised the gun again, facing me from the front seat. I glared at him and then turned to look out the window. How in the world was I going to get out of this? He had a gun. I’d never seen him with a gun, ever, in the three years we were together, but he had one now, and while his hand shook a little, he didn’t hesitate to point it at me.

      Fucker, I thought viciously. Loser, loser, loser. I could curse him later, though. I had to figure this out. Because I’d be damned if I’d give my money to this scummy piece of crap.

      I’d been sad and shocked when he left. Part of me still cared for him then. But now? After the texts, him showing up yesterday and then doing this shit now? I couldn’t even remember what it was like to love him. He’d killed it as sure as I’d killed the innocent chicken breasts I’d tried to cook last night. I felt the urge to snicker, and I bit my lip to stop the laughter. This was so not the time.

      “Don’t puke in the car,” Stephen said.

      I whipped my head around to him. “I’m not going to puke. Don’t fucking talk to me, you cowardly piece of dog shit.”

      The big man laughed out loud. “She knows you well, huh Stephen?”

      Stephen glared at him and then looked back at me. “Shut up, you bitch.”

      “Gee, honey, just yesterday you were all sweetness and light, promising a house and a dog. And now I’m a bitch? Figure it out, Stephen.” I rolled my eyes. Something told me I was poking the bear, but I didn’t care. “Oh, wait, that’s right. You probably can’t. Logic, planning and truth are a little above your pay grade, aren’t they?”

      The big man laughed again, and Stephen leaned back, raising the hand with the gun over his head. Then it came down, and I couldn’t see anything because everything went white, and then dark.
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        * * *

      

      When I tried to open an eye, the light burned at my eyeball. I shut it quickly, and as my eyes moved, pain shot through my head. I opened my mouth and screamed.

      A hand that smelled like sweat and hot dogs came down over my mouth. “Be quiet,” a deep voice said. “We don’t need your noise.”

      And although my head hurt like someone had tried to split it open, everything came back to me. This sounded like the guy who’d been driving. I’d been in a car with a big scary looking guy, and Stephen.

      Who had fucking hit me?

      The hand moved away. It still smelled bad. The pillow or whatever it was my face was next to was gross.

      “Where is that fuckhead?” I asked. I kept my eyes closed because now, I thought I might throw up if I tried to open them again.

      “You mean your boyfriend?” The deep voice was amused. “He’s out looking for a signal for the laptop. It’s pretty fucking country out here, isn’t it?”

      “Why are you doing this?” I asked. “I’m not responsible for him.”

      “Man owes a debt. How he pays it isn’t our concern.”

      “Even though this is kidnapping? And theft? You know, all illegal things?”

      “Not really a big deal,” the voice said.

      “What if I refuse?”

      “Well, then he would have to pay it off in some other way,” the voice said. The threat was so huge it was like another person in the room.

      I shut up then. Did I want Stephen to die? No, but I didn’t want to have to pay for his sorry ass, either. I felt like I was failing horribly at being a good person. I was so mad that if Stephen were here, and I was free, I’d do my best to beat the snot out of him.

      A door opened, and footsteps came into the room. “Still no fucking signal,” Stephen said.

      “We have time,” the other man said. “Nobody’s around, so we can wait for a signal.”

      “Where’s the money we were saving for a house?” Stephen asked me.

      “My savings are my money. You spent your savings on dumb shit,” I snapped, in no mood to humor him and this farce.

      “Where’s the money, Carissa?” Stephen growled.

      I kept my eyes shut and felt him come close to me. “You think you’re going to get out of this? If you don’t pay them, I die. And guess who’s a witness to that? You. Which means you die too. You want to die? Keep this shit up.”

      He got up, and I heard him walk away, and then the door slam.

      The other man didn’t say anything.

      I kept my eyes shut, and worked on focusing on not puking, and breathing. I remembered what Jensen had said when I called him after the first time Stephen showed up. Breathe. Let your heart rate come down. Let yourself calm down. Then you can think.

      So that’s what I did. I concentrated on breathing, on keeping myself still. Letting my head calm down, even though it really, really hurt. It was on the right side of my head, right at the temple. I could tell I had a huge goose egg there.

      I needed to be calm, because it hurt to move. But if I laid here, they would think I was defeated, and ready to give in, despite my brave words. And I wanted them to think they’d beaten me. As long as there was no signal, I had time.

      There was a weird shout outside, and I heard the man in the room with me get up. Ominously, I heard the unmistakable click of a gun. I’d never heard or seen one before outside of movies, but the click for whatever the man was doing sounded loud in the room.

      “Don’t go nowhere,” he said. His footsteps moved away from me, and I heard the door open, and close.

      Whatever it was, this was my chance. Carefully, I opened my eyes. Holy shit, that hurt. I closed them and then opened the left eye.

      I was on a ratty couch, which accounted for the musty smell near me. With my hands still tied behind my back, I wouldn’t be able to push myself up. I eased my legs off the couch, rolling them so that I got my knees on the ground. I pushed a little with my left elbow, and then I was up on my knees, although feeling a little wobbly. I got one knee up and pushed myself to my feet.

      One obstacle down. With the one eye, I looked around the room for another way out. There was a door at the back of the room, and I made my way there. Before I got there, however, the door behind me burst open.

      “Carissa!” It was Jensen.

      I turned so fast that I lost my footing. I pitched forward and just as I was bracing for another hit, Jensen’s strong arms caught me.

      “Baby, are you all right? Jesus Christ, your head!”

      “Can you get these things off me?” I turned, wiggling my arms.

      “Oh, shit. Those assholes. I should have just drop kicked them both right in the teeth and the nuts,” he growled. “Hold still.” Jensen took a knife from his pocket and cut the zip tie.

      I let out a huge sigh of relief as I stretched my arms, trying to get feeling back into them.

      “We need to get out of here,” I said, remembering what was happening. “That guy, and Stephen! They have guns, Jensen! We need to—”

      He kissed me, wrapping his arms around me. When he let me go, he was smiling. “Those weren’t guns. They were little baby boo boo guns. It’s amateur hour up in here.”

      I stared. “Are we really having this conversation when we need to leave before they come back?”

      “Carissa, they are both tied up like turkeys out in the front, waiting for the cops.”

      It was hard to process what he was saying. “I don’t, I mean… how did you know I was here?”

      “You called me.”

      “I what?”

      “Where’s your phone?”

      “In my pocket,” I reached for it.

      “You called me, and I heard everything from when douchebag was yelling at you, to when he hit you,” his arms tightened around me, “To right before I got here and the signal was lost, but I was following by then. I parked a ways down, called the cops, and then came to find you.”

      “So… we’re safe?”

      “We are.”

      I blinked, feeling tears in my eyes. “Where’s Stephen?”

      “Out front,” Jensen jerked his head.

      “Help me out front?” I asked.

      With his arm around me, Jensen walked with me through the door where I saw that Stephen and the big man who’d driven us out here were on the ground. They were tied up, with zip ties, I noted with a fierce sense of satisfaction, at both their hands and their feet.

      “I hope you pulled the ties really tight,” I said.

      “Tight enough,” Jensen replied.

      Stephen heard us and twisted his head up to see me. “Carissa! Sweetie! This was all a mistake! You have to know that! I wasn’t really going to hurt you! I wasn’t—”

      “Shut up, Stephen,” I hissed. “I never want to see you again, not until we go to court, anyway. Then I want to see you get a lot of jail time.”

      He stared at me. “Fuck you, Carissa.”

      I felt Jensen tense next to me. I put a hand to my temple, and then one on his arm, holding him back, holding him to me, away from my big, stupid past mistake on the ground. “He’s not worth it. Let’s wait for the police.” I walked by both the men on the ground toward the road. I heard Stephen shout my name, but I kept walking.

      And Jensen walked with me.

      Which was just as it should be.

      
        
        Four Months Later

      

      

      The knock on the door startled me. Ever since I’d been kidnapped, I found that I was jumpy. Even more so than I’d been after Stephen texted me with threats. Two months ago, I’d finally given in, and started seeing a therapist, Dr. Grayson. She told me that when people went through trauma, it sometimes took time to recover, to stop the automatic fight-or-flight response to trauma. She told me to give myself time, and space.

      So I had.

      When the police came, and arrested Stephen and the big scary guy, who I later found out was named Marvin Neville—such a humdrum name for a guy who condemned me to death like he was ordering coffee—Jensen and I had to go to the police station as well.

      Gran and Freeze were called, and they were waiting for us when we got there. After what seemed like an eternity of answering questions, we were allowed to go.

      We went back to Gran’s house, and I slept for three days. Jensen didn’t leave my side. To this day, I had no idea what he’d told Freeze, but he was there when I fell asleep and he was there when I woke up. While he’d been guarding me during my sleep, he’d helped Gran get a start on repairing the kitchen.  Whatever side eye Gran had given him before was long gone, as though it had never been.

      Gran loved Jensen.

      I called my boss, Ted, and told him I’d have to resign. I shared the entire miserable tale with him, and he told me to hold off on the resignation bullshit (that was a direct quote). He called back the next day and offered me a remote position, at a slightly lower pay, because I wasn’t in San Diego. I bargained for keeping all my benefits, and he agreed.

      Out of all this, I was able to keep my job. I didn’t know where I wanted to go before, and after I was able to work wherever I wanted, I figured it out.

      Gran had been sitting at the dining room table one night after she’d made Jensen go back to the ranch. She hadn’t asked me a thing about my plans, nor pushed me to make any so she could get on with hers. I sat down with her after making a cup of tea.

      “You still planning on selling the house?” I asked.

      “Oh, honey, there’s plenty of time to think about that,” Gran waved a hand. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Well, I think we should talk about it now.”

      “No. Not until you’re better. There’s no room for you at my condo, and I’m not doing anything until you are better.” Her face was stubborn.

      “I agree, Gran. I don’t think I should leave here yet. In fact, I think I should extend my stay. I want to make you an offer on the house. Will you sell it to me?”

      She stared at me for a moment, and then got up and hugged me, tears coming down her face. “Oh, Carissa! Of course I’ll sell it to you! I wanted to all along, but you weren’t planning on staying, and I couldn’t force you! Honey, you’ve made me so happy!”

      The sale was completed fairly quickly, and now I was the proud owner of the Webber family home. I had a job, and Freeze, once he realized that I was staying, immediately hired me for a half-day each week. We got a routine established, and I found that he was sending people to me. Between my work with my firm, and my clients here, I had a full-time job.

      And I had Jensen.

      He gave me all the space I needed, and all the time I could ever want. He spent the night with me any time I asked, and if I didn’t, he kissed me, passionately and intensely, and went back to Broken Falls. A month ago, after we’d finished making love, I told him I loved him. The room was dark, but his smile was like the sun.

      “I love you, Carissa Webber.”

      Slowly, slowly, my life was coming back together. The timing was perfect, because Stephen and Marvin were headed to trial in a couple of months, and I wanted to testify. I wanted to see them both put away.

      Jensen told me about how he followed me by listening to the conversation in the car. He said that Stephen was as dumb as a stump—actually he said a lot more uncomplimentary things, but dumb as a stump would cover it—and he was able to follow us to their hideout. Once he knew for sure where I was, he called the police.

      When he’d seen Stephen outside, he told me that he couldn’t stop himself, and he tackled Stephen and tied him up.

      “What, you walk around with zip ties?” I teased.

      “You don’t?” he asked, perfectly straight-faced.

      Once a week, Gran and I went out to Broken Falls for dinner. Now that I was safe, and the house hadn’t burned down, the topic of the fire became a running joke. I was never asked to cook a thing, which was fine.

      Freeze told me that the only thing I was allowed to cook was his books, which made everyone laugh.

      And tonight, Gran and I were going to the ranch for a special dinner. Freeze had prepared the paperwork, and he was going to deed it to Axel and Pris. They didn’t know it, but he’d asked me and Gran to be there because he said we were like family.

      I couldn’t wait to see their faces.

      I left to pick up Gran, and we chatted on the way out there. As we pulled down the long drive, I was eager to see the main house, and the river and cliffs behind it. Who could have guessed, six months ago, that I would be somewhere other than San Diego, and I’d love it?

      Or that I’d fall in love with an old man, and his family, and find the love of my life?

      I would not have believed it. But here I was. Happier than I’d ever been, even as I healed. Jensen had told me we could work on healing together, and I broke down and cried in his arms. Then we had hot and amazing sex, so that was a great way to end our conversation.

      As we came upon the main house, two balls of feathers came our way.

      “What are those?” Gran asked.

      “Those are the turkeys. Caleb and Cecil. Pris rescued them.”

      “What?” Gran turned to look at me.

      “Someone down at the feed store was looking for a new home for them. Pris saw them in their cages, and she couldn’t say no. They are better than dogs.”

      “How so?” Gran asked, eying one of the turkeys closest to her door. One was brown, the other was white with brown patches.

      “A UPS guy came down the road and texted Pris because the turkeys wouldn’t get out of his way. She had to come out and shoo them away from the truck.”

      “Are they mean?”

      “No,” I shook my head, laughing as I got out of the car. “Pris says they have a serious case of FOMO.”

      “What the hell is FOMO?” Gran asked. “I swear, I feel like you’re speaking a different language.”

      “Fear of missing out, which is why they come right up to anyone who comes down the driveway.” I patted the brown turkey, named Caleb. The white turkey, over near Gran, was named Cecil. As she walked to the house, he walked alongside her, stately with his wings held out from his body.

      We walked up the steps, and when we came into the house, there were hugs and kisses all around. The last kiss was for me, from Jensen. He’d been busy the past two days working with breeding the cows and herd expansion. Freeze had a serious addiction to cattle.

      “I missed you,” he murmured into my hair.

      “I missed you, too. You want to come over tonight?” I asked.

      “I think that sounds great,” he growled. The sound of his voice rumbling in my ear made all my lady bits flare into life, needing to be with him.

      It would have to wait.

      We all sat down to dinner, and afterwards, when everyone had coffee, Freeze handed Axel a folder.

      “What’s this?” Axel asked.

      “Open it,” Freeze rolled his eyes.

      Axel opened it, Pris looking over his shoulder. As she read it, she gasped. Axel looked up at his grandfather.

      “Granddad, you don’t have to do this.”

      “It’s already done. I told you I would, and I keep my word. It’s a little earlier than we’d talked about, but with the way Pris is taking in strays, I’m better off out of it.”

      Everyone laughed. Pris had not only taken the turkeys with FOMO, she’d brought a horse in, named Tripoli, and chicks that had grown into chickens. She was hard-pressed to turn away homeless animals.

      I admired it and planned to talk to them about ways to make Pris’ habits more cost effective for the ranch. I loved that she couldn’t turn the animals away. I also really loved the turkeys, although I think I was the only one.

      “Hey, you don’t complain when you’re getting fresh eggs for breakfast every morning,” Axel said, defending his wife.

      “What do the turkeys do?” Freeze demanded.

      “Keep out strangers,” Pris said instantly.

      “You can’t bitch about that,” Jensen added.

      “I could just set ’em all on fire,” Freeze shot back, glancing at me with a wicked grin on his face.

      Everyone laughed.

      “We’re never going to hear the end of this,” I made a face and put my head in my hands, laughing. I could laugh about it now. Especially since I’d bought the house.

      “Speaking of new things, you have to come meet the goats,” Pris said, standing up. “I was just reading a blog about using goat’s milk for soap, and then one of the ladies I was chatting with this week told me that her daughter was getting rid of a small herd.”

      “Goats. Now it’s goats,” Freeze raised his eyes to the heavens. “I’m so much better off being out of this.”

      “You’re going to make soap?” I asked Pris, ignoring Freeze.

      “I might. I don’t know. Anyway, come on out and see them.”

      Jensen kissed me on the side of my head and smiled as I followed Pris out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Jensen

      When the door closed, Gran—I was able to call her Gran now—leaned forward. “I got it,” she whispered, her eyes bright.

      “Why are we whispering?” Freeze asked. “They’re gone.”

      “Won’t matter if you keep shouting,” Gran glared at him. “Here, Jensen, take a look.” She slid a box over to me.

      I took it and opened it. Gran had gotten her ring and earrings set into a new ring for Carissa—three stones. I loved the three stones look because it meant past, present, and future. I hoped Carissa would love it, too.

      I hoped Carissa would say yes.

      “Let’s see it,” Freeze demanded.

      I handed the box to him. He inspected it, turning it in the light. “That’s beautiful, Jensen. Nora, were these all yours?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I went through my things and picked out earrings that matched my engagement ring.”

      Axel took it from Freeze. “She’s gonna love it, man,” he said to me.

      “As long as she says yes,” I said, starting to feel nerves kick in.

      “She kept you around after the two of you set her house on fire! I’d say she likes you fairly well,” Freeze said.

      “Well, it’s time to go find out,” I said, standing up, and feeling my heart starting to race.

      “Carpe diem. Seize the day, brother,” Axel said.

      I flashed everyone a grin, hoping that I wasn’t rushing. I walked to the barn where Pris was keeping the goats.

      Carissa was leaning over the pen, and Pris, who stood back a little, turned when she heard me come in. She smiled, knowing what I was planning, and edged away as I got closer. I walked right behind Carissa and wrapped my arms around her waist.

      “Hey,” she half turned and put an arm around me. “What, you haven’t gotten enough of the goats?”

      “I haven’t gotten enough of you,” I said, kissing her deeply. I hadn’t been able to kiss her like this with everyone around, and I felt the need to touch our connection.

      She kissed me back. I pulled away, because I could feel myself getting distracted.

      “What’s wrong?” Carissa asked.

      I never usually pulled away first. I took a breath. My heart was thundering now. This was it. Now or never. Time to make a move. And hope like hell I hadn’t read the signs wrong.

      “I want to talk to you about something.”

      “OK,” she said, smiling. “I want to talk to you about something as well.”

      “What?” I asked, distracted.

      Carissa’s cheeks pinked, a sure sign of nerves with her. She looked down, and then away. “I have something for you.”

      “What?” I asked again.

      A smile spread across her face, and she pulled her hand from her pocket, holding it toward me, still closed.

      I took it from her. It was a key.

      “To your house?” I asked.

      Her cheeks outright red now, Carissa nodded. “I want you to have it. I’m ready.”

      I smiled, not able to do anything else. This was beyond perfect. “I have something for you, too,” I said.

      “What?”

      Taking a breath, I dropped down on one knee. “I love you, Carissa. I think I loved you the first time I saw you, and it just took me a while to realize it. When I met you, I wasn’t a whole man, but being with you—you saw me as whole. You didn’t see me as lacking or missing something.” I stopped, feeling a lump in my throat. “You healed me. You helped me heal myself.”

      Her hand came up to her mouth, and I could see her eyes glittering.

      “I know it’s been tough since everything happened, and I know you’re still working on things. I want you to know I’m there with you. I’m always there with you. I want you to lean on me, let me help you heal, if that’s what you want, or need. And I want to make it official. Make it legal. Will you marry me?”

      Tears ran down her face.

      “Oh, shit!”

      She laughed then, even as more tears fell.

      I dug into my pocket, pulling out the ring box. Opening it so she could see, I said, “These are from Gran. It’s her engagement stone, and a pair of earrings your grandfather gave her. She wanted you to have them. Will you wear them? Make a new family with me?”

      Carissa nodded, and I pulled the ring from the box, sliding it onto her finger. I stood up and took her in my arms, kissing her like it was the first time.

      It would be the first time forever. I’d see to that with everything I had. She was my everything.

      Forever.
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      Raif

      “Morrison,” Raif Garzon whispered into his mic.

      There was a crackle in response, and then nothing.

      “Morrison,” he said again.

      Now there wasn’t even a crackle.

      “Fuck it,” Raif swore. He heaved himself up, gritting his teeth at the pain in his hip. If he had to guess, he’d dislocated it. But he wouldn’t know until someone else took a look at it. You didn’t diagnose yourself. However, it felt like the ball was definitely not in the socket. Every step he took sent a searing knife of pain up and down his leg, and through his groin. It meant that he was taking longer than necessary to get to his partner.

      But enduring the suck was part of being a pararescueman, a pararescue jumper. PJs, they were called. PJs were the Air Force’s Special Forces. The Navy had the SEALs, the Army the Green Berets and Delta Force, the Marines had the Raiders, and then there was the best. The PJs. He smiled at himself and the grim competitive urge that was always there, even now. Even when he was limping like someone had just kicked his ass and used his own leg to do it.

      “Morrison,” Raif said again, scanning the ground with his night vision goggles.

      Ten feet ahead, he saw where Morrison had hunkered down. Which was not where he was supposed to be.

      “Morrison,” he hissed. “Report and get off your ass!”

      He crept closer, trying to keep his lame leg from making too much noise. He got right next to Morrison and reached down to shake him.

      Morrison didn’t move.

      “Oh, holy fuck,” he breathed. He started to call it in. “This is Bravo Two, to—”

      Then everything went dark as he felt a sharp pain in the back of his head. His last thought was he hoped he didn’t crush Morrison.
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        Want to see more of Raif? Click HERE to find His Redemption,

        the next book in the Broken Falls Ranch series!
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        Read about how the Broken Falls Ranch series began, with Axel and Pris HERE in Cowboy’s Heart.
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        The Spar Island Girls

      

      

      

      This story is connected to a series called the Spar Island Girls. I wrote The Spar Island Girls with a wonderful group of authors called The Flirt Club. The stories follow a group of girls that grew up in Bristol, Rhode Island. Off of the city, there’s a little set of islands that are always shifting—there’s more of them exposed at low tide. They’re more land spits in Mt. Bay than islands. But people like to go out there and hang out for the day, and that’s what my Spar Island girls do.

      Their parents were all friends growing up, and they would take their boats out and go hang out for the day. Even though most of the girls have moved away, they have never forgotten those friendships.

      And there you have it—the Spar Island Girls. Look for them as me and my author besties keep bringing you our delicious collaborations!

      
        	Meet Casey in His Naughty Nurse. Part of The Halloween Honeys stories. (Spar Island #1)

        	Head to a holiday dinner with Nadia in Hot Apple Pie. Part of the Second Helpings Short Stories. (Spar Island #2)

        	Follow Cate in Naughty or Nice. Part of the Santa’s Coming Short Stories. (Spar Island #3)

        	Find the start of something new with Annalise in Snow Job. Part of the Resolution Pact Short Stories. (Spar Island #4)

        	Look for Nat’s grand scheme in Dear Shy Guy. Part of the Matchmaker Series (Spar Island #5)

        	Follow Jyn as she finds what she never knew she wanted in Forever Mine. Part of the Ireland Forever Short Stories. (Spar Island #6)

        	Meet Harper, who is going to find all that she dreams of in Mr. Black. Part of the Mr. Billionaire Short Stories. (Spar Island #7)

        	Go on a wild adventure with Lyssa in Spring Break Delish. Part of the Spring Breakers Short Stories (Spar Island #8)

        	Meet Elspeth as she takes charge of her destiny in His Buttercup. Part of the May Flowers Series. (Spar Island #9)

        	Follow Mallory as she learns all is not what she thinks in Three Weddings and Forever. Part of the Wedding Season Series. (Spar Island #10)

        	See how Serena mends a broken heart in Her Firecracker. (Spar Island #11)

        	Follow Pris as she risks it all for love in Cowboy’s Heart. Part of the Big Sky Short Stories. (Spar Island #12)

      

      
        
        There are more coming!

        Xoxo

        Laney
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        I'm a Midwestern lady, living life in the Rocky Mountains. I adore strong men with hearts of gold (even if that gold may be a bit imperfect) and that's what drives me to write the stories about them. The longer I do the romance gig, the more firefighter calendar pics I seems to collect. That's normal, right?

        Sign up for my Newsletter and keep up with all the happenings!

        Find Your Next Book Boyfriend

        Get in touch with me at

        laneypowellwrites@gmail.com

        My website is

        thelaneypowell.com

        There's also a group on Facebook where I like to hang out. Join me!
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        Forever Mine (Ireland Forever Short Story)

        Mr. Black (A Mr. Billionaire Short Story)

        Spring Break Delight (A Spring Break Short Story)

        His Buttercup (The May Flower Series)

        Three Weddings and Forever (The Wedding Season Series)

        Her Firecracker (The Fireworks Series)

        Cowboy’s Heart (A Big Sky Short Story
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