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        Welcome to Broken Falls Ranch, where broken hearts come to heal.

        Want to see where it all started? Check out

        Cowboy’s Heart
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        Raif

      

      

      “Morrison,” I whispered into my mic.

      There was a crackle in response, and then nothing. Where the fuck was he?

      “Morrison,” I said again.

      Now there wasn’t even a crackle.

      “Fuck it,” I swore. He heaved himself up, gritting his teeth at the pain in his hip. If he had to guess, he’d dislocated it. 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, we 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. I smiled at myself and the grim competitive urge that was always there, even now. Even when I was limping like someone had just kicked my ass and used my own leg to do it.

      “Morrison,” I said again, scanning the ground with his night vision goggles.

      Ten feet ahead, I saw where Morrison had hunkered down. Which was not where he was supposed to be.

      “Morrison,” I hissed. “Report and get off your ass!”

      I crept closer, trying to keep my lame leg from making too much noise. I got right next to Morrison and reached down to shake him.

      Morrison didn’t move.

      “Oh, holy fuck,” I breathed, not wanting to believe it. I hit the call button on my mic started to call it in. “This is Bravo Two, to—”

      Then everything went dark as I felt a sharp pain in the back of my head. My last thought was I hoped I didn’t crush Morrison.
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        * * *

      

      “Raif? Raif Garzon?”

      I blinked, feeling the bright light against my eyes, and wincing at the pain it brought. I closed my eyes and concentrated on not puking. As I focused on breathing, and not puking, I did an inventory. Legs, check. Arms, check. Torso, hurt like a mother fucker. Check. Head. Jesus. Was it even still all there? Was that why the light hurt me like a knife through the eyeball?

      “Raif Garzon?” The voice floating over me was persistent, droning. Like a fly. Or a gnat. No seeums. Buzzing things that bite. “You need to open your eyes, Raif.”

      It was a woman. But she wasn’t taking no for an answer.

      “Open your eyes, Raif. I need to see you.”

      Why? Why did anyone need to see anything? A fresh, sharp pain hit me as I remembered. Morrison, lying in a still, quiet heap. Then a pain at the back of my head—had someone snuck up on me? I’d never live it down.

      “Raif, I know you’re awake. Now I need you to open your eyes.” Whoever she was, she wasn’t giving up.

      Damn it. She wasn’t going to leave me alone until I did what she asked. I carefully opened one eye, and then the other. The bright light burned like fire, but I forced my eyes to keep blinking, even as tears slid down the side of my face.

      “Good. That’s what I need. Now, if you can, squeeze my hand.” A cool hand slid into mine.

      I closed my eyes for this one, and l concentrated on what she’d asked. I didn’t know what she looked like, but she was the most tenacious person I’d ever met. I squeezed her hand so hard.

      “He was able to curl his fingers,” her voice said. “And he blinked. That’s enough for today.”

      There was silence, and then I heard footsteps walking away. But the woman stayed. “All right, Captain Garzon, it’s time for you to get your ass in gear. We don’t quit. Endure the suck, Captain.”

      I laughed. Or at least, I tried to. “What… what happened?” I tried to say.

      “Open your eyes and look at me and I’ll tell you.”

      She was hard core. “You… PJ?”

      “No thank you. I just patch your dumb asses up.”

      I let my lips curve into what I hoped was a smile. It hurt to do anything else.

      “So you want to know or what? No deal unless you open your eyes and look at me.”

      Fuck. She wasn’t giving up. I steeled myself and opened my eyes. It wasn’t as bright as it had been—maybe they’d turned the lights down? I saw an older woman, maybe the age of my grandmother, peering down at me.

      “Good, you did it. Now, what happened to you? You were on a mission, meaning you hung your own ass out to dry, and it went sideways. You were attempting to recover your team member when a bullet hit the side of your head.”

      What? I made a noise.

      “Yes, it is a miracle you’re not dead. A centimeter to the right and you would be. But you’re here, and you brought Airman Morrison back to his mother. She’s been here, you know.”

      I blinked, feeling the tears slide down the side of my face again. I didn’t bring him back alive. He was my responsibility, and I didn’t bring him back. Not the way I wanted to. Not the way I was supposed to.

      “Don’t you go feeling like a big failure,” the woman said. “I’m Mona, by the way. I’m your nurse, and outside of your docs, everything goes through me. I know you types. Been taking care of them for a long time. You all think alike. You do a dangerous job, Captain Garzon.”

      “Raif,” I whispered. No one called me Captain Garzon unless my ass was in a serious sling. As I considered it, this might meet the standards of being in a serious sling.

      “Good thing we’re getting all personal,” Mona said. I could hear the grin in her voice. “You’re going to hate me in about three days. That’s when you’ll be wanting to sleep after all the PT.”

      My eyes opened.

      “For your hip,” she said. “You fractured the hell out of it, tore ligaments, and basically landed yourself into a long surgery. So now you get the physical therapists.”

      “Shit,” my whisper rang out.

      Mona laughed. “Well, you’re aware of what’s coming. That’s a good thing. Get some sleep, Raif. You’re going to need it.”

      I knew wise words when I heard them. I closed my eyes and let myself fall back asleep. I didn’t have to work that hard.

      Over the next two months, I worked really hard. The PT sucked, as Mona had warned. I’d never been hurt, but I’d seen guys have to go through it and they were never happy. I had the same experience. Although in my moments of self-pity, I felt like no one had ever been in daily PT as long as I was.

      At the end of the two months, I met with my doctor. Mona was there, as were both of my therapists. Everyone was nodding and looking grave.

      “Well?” I asked, looking around. I’d worked hard to make sure that I walked without a visible limp. I’d had more scans of my head than was appropriate, and there was nothing wrong with my brain pan. I’d even talked with the shrink which wasn’t exactly a walk in the park. But I’d done it. And I knew I’d have to keep doing it. So I couldn’t figure out the reason for the long faces. “When can I get back to my team?”

      “Why would you think that was ever the goal?” The doctor, a crusty colonel named Basterson, shook his head.

      “Wasn’t it?” I asked.

      “No, honey,” Mona said.

      “I didn’t fix you up, fix up that hip and all your ligaments so you could keep jumping out of a damned helicopter!” Dr. Basterson exploded.

      “What did I do all this work for then?”

      “So you could walk, have a life,” Mona said.

      “The PJs are my life! What else am I supposed to do?” All this time I thought I was getting better with the goal of getting back to my team. I’d never thought anything differently. Such a thought about a life away from the PJs, from my team, doing the work I’d busted my ass to be able to do—what the hell was I going to do with myself?

      I didn’t have a clue.

      The doc and the therapists talked around me, talking about the need for me to decide what I wanted to do, where I wanted to go. The noise was like the buzzing of bombs in my ear. I could hear them whirring all around me, but like from a distance. I got up and went back to my room and closed the door.

      My life as I knew it was over. I had to get used to the fact. Holy shit did this suck.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Taylor

      

      

      I closed the lid of my trunk and moved around to the driver’s side of my SUV. There was no more reason for delay. I’d done all that I could, and there was nothing more for me to do. Nothing more that I could do.

      Or that I wanted to do, but I barely acknowledged that to myself, much less out loud. But it was the truth. I didn’t want to be part of this—of my life—anymore. I looked up at the hospital building. I had to leave now. While there was no one to try to stop me. I got into the car and started the engine. I feared being seen and cursed myself as a coward. But I knew by now there was no other way.

      The hospital faded in the distance as I drove away. Despite my desire to be gone, I watched it until I turned the car and headed west. This life was over. A few tears slid down my cheeks. Even though I was leaving, and it was my choice, this hurt.

      It had been my life for a long time. No matter how much I was glad to leave it, it remained my life.

      Until now.

      I wiped my eyes. This was it. This was the new start that I needed. I wished that it hadn’t come to me in this fashion, but it had. And I’d finally realized I had to leave. Kasper was not going to get better. If he did, by some miracle of medicine not yet attempted, he was no longer my concern.

      “What have you done?” Margaret, his mother, bit out as she whipped around to look at me. Behind her, the machines beeped on in silent accusation, surrounding Kasper in the hospital bed.

      “I’ve done nothing, Margaret.”

      “You were supposed to keep him from any more,” Margaret Antony said. “You were supposed to make sure he didn’t get any drugs!”

      “I couldn’t do that,” I said, taking a step toward her. “Karl went through the house three days ago, and got rid of all the bottles, alcohol and pills. He threw it all away. Last night, Kasper went out. I couldn’t stop him any more than you could!” To have her glaring at me so, as though I’d poured the vodka or whiskey or gin or whatever down his throat along with pills.

      “I told you to look after him,” Margaret said.

      “Why couldn’t you? I’m not his next of kin. You are,” I shot back.

      The aforementioned Karl, Kasper’s older brother, stepped between us. “Mom, it’s not Taylor’s fault.”

      “It most certainly is!” She hissed at him, giving him no more quarter than she did me. “She was supposed to make sure that he stayed off of it!”

      “That was Kasper’s job,” Karl said quietly.

      “No!” Margaret whisper-shouted. “It was hers!” She pointed at me like I was some sort of demon.

      I backed away toward the door.

      “You will stay right here with him,” Margaret declared, as though she were a queen and I was a lowly subject. “You stay until he wakes up.” With a hard glare, she swept from the room.

      “I’ll talk to her,” Karl said, giving me an apologetic look as he followed his mother.

      I watched them both go and then sighed. Walking over to Kasper, where he lay still in the bed, I put my hand on his. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you. I’m sorry you didn’t want my help. I loved you. I could have loved you for a lot longer.” Then I let go of his hand and walked out of the door. Out of the life I’d lived for nearly the past three years.

      I shook my head. That part of my life was over now. As the hospital moved out of my rear-view mirror, I brushed a few tears from my eyes, and then straightened. This was it. I was finally getting away. I’d given so much to Kasper, and it had never been enough. I hadn’t been able to vanquish his demons. To help him move beyond the role assigned to him by his family. To allow him to be all that he wanted to be.

      He wasn’t able to do any of that, and it wasn’t my place to try to fix him, or anything else, any longer. I was done with projects. After this, the only project I was taking on was me. Even though I didn’t know what the hell I needed to do for me, I was going to be the only thing I focused on.

      I hoped that I was making the right decision. And to help me make sure I kept thinking I was making the right decision, I was going to the one place where I knew that I’d be able to have a soft landing. At least, I hoped I’d be able to have a soft landing. I hadn’t been there in nearly six years, mostly because I’d been with less than desirable boyfriends. But now, I was on my own.

      So I was going home.

      Home to Paulson, Montana. The smallest little town in Montana that wasn’t so small. We had a Cherry Festival. Tourists came to have fun at the lake. There was fishing and water skiing, and hunting. It had it all—so to speak. Outside of being in the northern part of Montana, and basically the middle of nowhere.

      But what it didn’t have was project men. I knew all the men. I’d grown up there. None of them would be interested in me, little Taylor Claiborne. Nope. Not one. And my family would be on my ass in such a way that even if one got the nerve, they’d scare the shit out of him.

      I came from a family of very strong women. I wished I was as strong, but by going home, facing their censure? Disappointment? Would let me try to stop this shitty, self-destructive pattern. Because I’d used up all that I had in packing up my stuff and leaving Kasper and his family.

      The thought of the shit fit his mother was going to throw when she came back and I wasn’t there, when she realized that I wouldn’t be there again—it made me shudder. She was one scary woman. Part of me had sympathy for Kasper with that kind of mom, but that sort of thinking was what allowed me to make excuses for him for the past year and a half.

      I sang to the radio as I drove, and when I wasn’t singing, I thought about what I was going to say to my mom. My sister. Jesus. I didn’t know which one would be worse. At least it was only the two of them. Granny was gone—she’d passed away when Kasper was having a rough period. Oh, hell. All of Kasper’s periods were rough. On me. When my sister had called, Kasper had told her I was busy, and I’d never been able to call her back.

      He didn’t hit me, or restrain me.

      He cried. He would sit in our living room and cry.

      And I fell for it, every single time. When Granny died four months ago, he’d promised he was quitting. It was a lie, even as he agreed to quit since I was willing to stay with him. That’s when I’d walked out and run into Karl. I’d told him everything. Karl had left and then showed up a week ago. I hadn’t heard from him, or any of the family, even Margaret, until he walked through the door last week. What the hell he was doing before that was beyond me, but whatever. He went through the house and found all of Kasper’s drugs. Emptied out all the bottles of booze and took them all away. Kasper was going ballistic, but Karl was a lot bigger, so he didn’t go after him. I was surprised.

      After Karl left, Kasper sat quietly in his chair in the living room, his hands on his knees. I sat on the couch, tucked into the corner and not saying anything. Kasper got up and stalked out without saying anything. I was shaking when he left, and that’s when I began packing. I had a Suburban, and I started to load it up with my things. I didn’t know what he planned to do, but the sense of danger to me was something I couldn’t ignore. I didn’t want to ignore it anymore. Even as I cried while I packed.

      Probably because I knew that I’d been lucky that Kasper had been so focused on his drugs, and not me. I was no more than the chair in the living room to him. Easily ignored, and easy for him to take his anger out on. That realization had nearly knocked me on my ass. All the things my family had said to me finally hit—and I knew I had to leave. No matter how painful it was.

      Now, as I crossed the state line into Montana from Wyoming, I wondered if I still loved him. I didn’t think so. I felt… obligation. Which was reinforced not only by Kasper, but his mother. Somehow, even though I tried to encourage things that weren’t drinking or drug related, as I tried to be entertaining, and cook, and keep him clean, it was my fault that he’d gone out and gotten drugs. That the doctors had no idea what he’d taken, but he’d come into the hospital reeking of alcohol. Kasper hadn’t been awake or responsive since he’d been brought in. I hadn’t seen him since he’d walked out the door.

      I didn’t know until Margaret called me and told me to come in. I told her I had to work, and that I’d be there as soon as I could. I wasn’t working, but I finished packing. I drove to my job, a small Greek family restaurant near the mall, and told them I was leaving. Davina, one of the owners, burst into tears as she hugged me and told me to get the hell out of there. They’d seen enough of the mess that was the Taylor and Kasper show.

      “You are leaving on your own, aren’t you?” Davina asked. “Are you finally getting away from all the shit?”

      I nodded, tears of my own flowing freely. “Yes,” I whispered. It felt so big, so overwhelming, that I couldn’t even say it out loud.

      She went to her desk and pulled out a handful of twenties. “Take this.”

      I tried to push it back, but she took my hands and curled them around the money. “You need this. And I want you to get better. Where are you going?”

      I started to answer and Davina held up a hand. “Don’t tell me. If he or any of his family come around, I don’t know a fucking thing. And I can call the police and have them all arrested.” Davina knew about Margaret, and how she bulldozed all over me and Kasper. Not that she cared about Kasper. Her dearest wish was to see both of them in handcuffs.

      After talking with Davina some more, and promising to email her once I got where I was going, I went to the hospital. I was so nervous my hands were shaking. And even though this was all on Kasper, Margaret lashed out at me. I supposed she couldn’t handle the fact that her baby was an addict, but for the first time in nearly three years I didn’t feel that was my problem. It had gotten to the point where I didn’t feel safe. I told her that, told her how angry and scary he was—and she didn’t listen. Didn’t want to hear me. I stopped talking and let her yell.

      That didn’t mean she was any less intimidating. Damn Kasper and his whole stupid family.

      Driving through the day brought me into Paulson after dark. I pulled into the driveway of Mom’s house. It was just her now, since Dad had passed away ten years before. They had been madly in love, and my dad had treated her like a queen. My sister Beezie was the same way—she had a husband, Link, who adored her. They ran a bakery together. I was the odd one out in this.

      Mom came to the door before I was out of the car. I braced myself. She didn’t like Kasper and didn’t like what I’d been doing to support him. She told me I was wasting my life. I hated that she was right, but it took me another year to figure it out.

      As she walked off the porch, Mom opened her arms. “Is that all your stuff I see packed in your car?”

      I nodded, feeling the tears well in my eyes.

      “Thank God, Tay. Thank God you’ve gotten away from that mess.” With that, she wrapped her arms around me. “I’m so glad you’re home.”

      I burst into tears and we stood there together in her front yard with me crying into her shoulder.

      I was home.
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        Raif

      

      

      I looked at the temperature gauge. Shit. It was definitely over the midway line. Well, at least I was close to Paulson. Mona, who’d been my main nurse at the hospital, had asked me to stop here and drop something off for her as I was headed to Idaho. My brother had a ranch there, and he’d offered me a place to land while I figured out what the fuck I was going to do with myself. At twenty-eight, I hadn’t planned on retiring yet. I could have stayed, could have been a trainer, and that was still an option, but for the time being, I was on medical leave. My doctor recommended six months. With plenty of physical therapy.

      I’d been doing my exercises every morning and night. It hurt like a bitch, but I liked the idea that even while I stewed, I was working to help myself. And being with my brother, with long days on the ranch, was just what I needed, even though I still had a future ahead of me.

      The problem was, I wasn’t sure this was the future I wanted. Which felt like kind of a dick move. There was honor in training other PJs. It was a good career. I knew myself, though. I wanted to be a PJ, and I didn’t know if I could manage what I wanted with what I had. There were many things about me that made me kind of an ass, but I did not lie to myself.

      That wasn’t to say I had to be honest with anyone else, I thought with a snort.

      Pulling off the highway, I looked up the nearest auto parts store in Paulson. Damn it. I’d planned to drop this package off for Mona and then keep going. Maybe even get to my brother’s by midday tomorrow. That wasn’t going to happen now. I texted him to let him know the truck was giving me hell, and that I’d let him know when I got it fixed.

      He replied immediately, wanting to know if I needed him to come and get me. I told him to hold off and pulled into the parking lot. After thirty minutes, I had the problem narrowed down—at least, so I thought.  I went into the store to see if they had the part.

      Which they didn’t.

      Damn it all to hell.

      “Sorry, sir, it’s going to take us three days to get that in,” the clerk looked up at me with an apologetic expression.

      “Is there any other store here?” I asked.

      “I can call around, see if any of the others have it,” she said quickly. “Give me about twenty minutes, OK?”

      As she left the counter, I went out to the truck to wait. I left the hood up, so that if they had it, I could get this part in and be on my way.

      “You need a hand?” An older man who’d parked a truck a few spaces down from me stopped to ask me.

      I sighed. “No, thanks. I just need to see if they have my part,” I gestured toward the store.

      “They’re good for the basics, but it might take them a day or so to get anything more specialized,” the man said.

      “That’s what I’m hearing,” I said with a grimace.

      “Well, good luck,” he said, continuing into the store.

      I waved and watched him walk in. He’d probably lived here his entire life. Part of me envied that, even as I loved my job. What I did. Used to do. Ten minutes later, the clerk came out to see me, and I knew before she even got to the truck, the news wasn’t going to be what I wanted to hear.

      “I’m so sorry. I won’t be able to get it in before Saturday,” she said.

      Three days, as advertised. I sighed. “Thanks a lot for trying. You mind if I leave it here? I might get it towed to wherever I’m going to be staying the next three days, but I don’t have that worked out yet.”

      “Of course,” she said, smiling, obviously relieved to be able to tell me something good. “I’m Sarah, and I’ll let the manager know about you and your truck. If it comes in early, I can call you.”

      “Thanks, Sarah,” I smiled. This wasn’t her fault.

      She smiled again, and went back into the store as I leaned back in my seat, staring at the ceiling. I called my brother and let him know that I’d be here for a few days and then got out to shut the hood.

      “Get your part?” a voice asked from behind me.

      “Nope,” I said, turning to see the older man who’d chatted with me before. “I have to wait until Saturday.”

      “Hmmpph,” the man said, coming over to me. “That’s a darn shame.”

      “It is. I had to stop off here, but I didn’t have plans to stay overnight.”

      “What were you stopping for?” the man asked.

      “I am supposed to be dropping off something for a friend. You wouldn’t happen to know where Broken Falls Ranch is, do you?”

      He looked at me for a moment and then started to laugh in a wheezing tone. “Do I?”

      I wasn’t sure what was so funny, but I asked, “Is it far?”

      He laughed harder. “I can tell you exactly where it is, since I live there.”

      “Oh, are you Freeze Buckley?” I asked. I could get rid of my obligation to Mona right this moment.

      “I am,” he stuck out his hand. “What’s your name, young man?”

      “I’m Raif Garzon. I have something for you from my former nurse.”

      “Your nurse? What’s wrong with you?” He eyed me up and down. “What nurse?”

      “I was in the hospital out at Walter Reed, and Mona Thackery was my main nurse.”

      Freeze’s face was immediately wreathed in a smile. “Mona? How is she? She hasn’t been home for a while. I keep inviting her, but she can’t seem to get off of work. Well, how is she?”

      “Was she always feisty? Because she’s feisty and takes no shit—” I stopped. I didn’t have a problem with cussing, but I tried not to do it in front of people who were grandparents. “Sorry,” I finished.

      Freeze chuckled. “No worries on the language. Heard worse. Said worse. And yes, Mona has always been on the feisty side. She helped you out? She’s a good woman, Mona is.” His voice held appreciation for my hard ass nurse.

      “She is. And she asked me to deliver something to you.”

      “What is it?” Freeze’s brows came together as he frowned.

      “I don’t know,” I walked back to my truck and pulled out the box that Mona had given me. “It’s not like I snooped.”

      His brow cleared as he reached for the box. “Well thanks for getting it to me. That was good of you. It wasn’t out of your way, was it?”

      “I’m headed for my brother’s in Idaho, so not too much.”

      “If your part’s not in until Saturday, where are you staying?”

      I shrugged. “Haven’t gotten that far yet.”

      “Well, if Mona likes you, that’s good enough for me. You’re coming back with me, and you can stay until your car’s ready to go.”

      “No, that’s not really—” I began.

      “I insist. You took the time to do this for Mona, and for me, and now you need a place to stay. I can offer a bed, and good food. My grandson’s wife is a damn fine cook.”

      He wasn’t going to take no for an answer. “Okay. I appreciate it. As long as I’m not putting you out.”

      “No indeed,” Freeze laughed. “I warn you, though, you’re probably going to end up having to work for your supper. Grab your stuff and let’s go.” He turned and walked toward his truck.

      I pulled my duffle from the truck, made sure it was locked, and followed him.

      As we drove from the parking lot, Freeze said, “I wasn’t kidding about the work. Broken Falls is a working ranch, and we’re always just barely keeping it going.”

      “Do you need to hire more people?” I asked.

      “Well, now, that’s the thing,” Freeze said, looking over at me briefly. “We can always use more help, but I’m picky about who comes to work with us. The ranch is officially my grandson’s, but we have an agreement about who is there. Once I’m gone, he can do whatever he wants. But until then, I do the hiring.”

      “Sounds fair,” I said. I had no idea what to say to this. “So what do you raise at your ranch?”

      Freeze was very enthusiastic, telling me about how he and his grandson, a guy named Axel, had started a bull breeding program to provide bulls to the rodeo circuit. “We have more horses than asses for them, a bunch of goats, and a couple of turkeys.”

      “Um… are you unhappy about it?” I couldn’t tell by his tone.

      “Well, my grandson’s wife, Pris, she’s got the softest heart I’ve ever met, even though she’s a drill sergeant at times. She can’t say no to animals who need a home. That’s how the goats and turkeys landed on the ranch. Although I gotta say, I like the turkeys.”

      “Why?” I asked.

      “Because they’re better than dogs. They check out everyone who rolls up to the house.” He laughed. “No matter how many times they’ve seen you. And if they aren’t sure, they bow up and get in your face.”

      “You have guard turkeys,” I said, amused.

      “We do indeed. You’ll see.” He chuckled again. “So what brings you out here? Why were you in the hospital with Mona?”

      I told him about my injury, and he nodded. Then he said, “PJs? I haven’t heard much about them. Tell me what you do.”

      We talked the rest of the ride about some of the things I’d done, and the training, and before I knew it, he was turning down a dirt road under a metal archway that declared this Broken Falls Ranch. It fit in with the landscape around it. Rusted, weathered, but still standing.

      As we came up to the house, I could see that it was a two-storied house with a porch that ran around the upper story. There was a barn off to one side, and behind the whole thing was a wall of white cliffs that dropped into a river. “Wow,” I breathed.

      Freeze glanced over at me. “It’s something, isn’t it? I love this place. Nothing that the ranch can’t fix. Well, come on in, and watch out for Caleb and Cecil.” As he got out of the truck, he grinned.

      As if on a timer, two balls of feathers hurried over to where Freeze parked. Freeze came around to the front of the truck and waited. “Might as well get out,” he called over his shoulder. “We all have to go through it now.”

      I eased my duffle over my arm, and got out, stopping to stand next to Freeze just as the balls reached us. They were, in fact, turkeys. And they were big. And annoyed. Not that I was any kind of turkey expert, but I knew hostility when I saw it.

      “Hi, boys,” Freeze said, reaching out to pat the white turkey closest to him. “This is Cecil, and the brown one giving you the eye is Caleb. Just let him strut a little, and we’ll be fine.”

      Caleb walked around me, his head bobbing as his wings stretched out and his feathers made him look twice his size. I stood still, waiting to see what would happen. I really didn’t want to offend my host by kicking his turkey, one that he was clearly fond of. But I didn’t want to get bit, or pecked, or whatever it was they did.

      After he completed a circuit around me, Caleb moved away toward the house.

      “We’re good to go,” Freeze said. He started to walk toward the house, and Cecil kept close to him, although not quite touching.

      “I’ve never seen birds act like this before.”

      “Well, these two are a pair, I’ll give you that. Come on in,” he said to me. “You, get back to the barn before a coyote comes after you.” He patted Cecil on the head again.

      And damn if both turkeys didn’t head back to the barn, strutting along as though they didn’t have a care in the world. I laughed quietly.

      “They’re something, aren’t they? I couldn’t believe when Pris brought them home, but I have to say, I really like them,” Freeze said at my shoulder as we watched the turkeys.

      “I heard that, old man,” a woman’s voice said from the porch above us.

      “Always right where you’re not wanted, Pris,” Freeze grumbled.

      I looked up to see a woman with curly dark hair and eyes that flashed. She had dark skin and from what I could see, a beautiful smile. She grinned at me, making eye contact for a moment. “I’m right where I need to be. You might have let me know we’re having company for dinner.”

      “You always make too much, so I wasn’t too worried,” Freeze shot back as he climbed the stairs. He and the woman embraced, and then he turned to me. “Raif, this is my granddaughter, Pris. Married to my grandson, Axel. Pris, Raif was kind enough to bring me something from an old friend right as his car had problems. I’ve invited him to stay until the part gets here.”

      Pris held out her hand. “Good to meet you, Raif. Come on in, and we’ll get you settled into your room.” She smiled again and then walked into the house.

      I followed Pris and Freeze into an open room with high ceilings. The kitchen, dining room, and living room were all here, with windows that allowed for an even better view of the cliffs and the river.

      “Set another plate,” Freeze said.

      A man standing at the stove turned around. I’d guess this was Freeze’s grandson. He smiled, and I recognized a fellow military man. He moved to the sink, a slight limp in his gait, and Pris walked to him to slide an arm around his waist.

      “Who’d you con into coming out here?” the man asked.

      “Axel, this is Raif Garzon. He knows my old friend Mona Thackery—you remember her? She joined the Army as a nurse, and she’s still out in D.C., and she asked him to stop by and bring me something.” Freeze held up the package I’d brought him.

      Axel came from behind the island, wiping his hands on a towel. “Axel Buckley. It’s good to meet you, Raif.”

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

      “And he’s staying with us until his car parts come in,” Freeze added.

      Pris showed me to a room at the end of a hallway off the main room, and once I’d put my things down and washed up, I went back to the kitchen. “How can I help?” I asked Axel, who was still at the stove.

      “Oh, you’re a guest tonight,” he said, without turning around. “But stay more than twenty-four hours, and you’ll be put to work.”

      I laughed. This was the kind of thing I understood. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing that my truck had broken down here in Paulson. This was far better than any hotel.
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      I woke the next morning and sat straight up in bed. Where was I? Heart pounding, I looked around, trying to get a bead on my surroundings. I took a breath and allowed my shoulders to relax down from my ears as I realized I was in my childhood home, in my old bedroom.

      Kasper wasn’t here. He’d never be here. I was home. I was safe.

      I fell back into my pillows, exhausted as though I’d run a marathon. My heart was still pounding, and I forced myself to take deep breaths. They were supposed to be calming, but I wasn’t so sure about that. When my heart no longer felt like it was beating through my ears, I threw back the blankets and got up. Pulling my hair into a bun, I put on socks, and headed out to the kitchen. As it was just after nine in the morning, Mom would be in there.

      She looked over her shoulder as I came in, smiling. “Morning, sweetie. How are you?”

      I shrugged, easing into a chair at the small table Mom still kept in the kitchen. “All right.”

      “That doesn’t sound all right,” she said, turning back to the stove.

      “It’s all right,” I said. “Not great.”

      “You want to talk about it?”

      I sighed. “No. Not really. I feel like all I’ve done is talk about someone else for the past couple of years. I think I’m ready to sit here and not talk about… anything.”

      Mom turned around, and I saw a couple of emotions cross her face, but the one that settled was calm, kind, and neutral. “I can understand that, honey. You can talk to me when you’re ready. But since that’s not going to be right now, let’s talk about what you want to do.”

      “I don’t know,” I said, feeling irritation rise.

      “Well, you need a job. No,” she held up a hand as I stared to protest. “I realize you don’t want to talk about a thing, but you need to get some money in your pocket so you can figure out what you’re going to do. It’s your lucky day, Taylor. Your sister’s main counter help just up and decided to run off and get married, and her new husband doesn’t want his wife working.” Mom rolled her eyes. “She’s only nineteen, so she’ll figure it out. So will he. But your sister had to call me three days ago and ask me to come in. I’m absolutely delighted to turn that shift over to you.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “You didn’t plan this?”

      “For Mandy to run off and get married just so we had a place for you to land? No, honey, not even we’re that conniving.”

      “But you could be,” I said, feeling my irritation dissipate some.

      “We could be if we planned better, absolutely,” Mom said. “However, I don’t have enough time for planning. Not with Beezie and Link working all hours, and me watching Tatiana,” she smiled as she mentioned my niece.

      Beezie (formally known as Beatrice, but she hated the name) was six years older than me, and she and Link had started dating in high school. Beezie went to culinary school, and Link stayed here, working himself to death with two jobs, although no one knew why. But when Beezie came back, it was all became clear. They bought a building in the downtown area and promptly opened Beezie’s Buns. The name made me laugh every time I said it. It also made my sister blush, which made me wonder how the name really came about. But neither she nor Link ever said anything more about the origin of the name. Two years after they got married, along came Tatiana.

      I didn’t really know my niece. I’d never been able to come back to Paulson enough to see her. Now I’d get the chance. I hoped.

      “No, the Mandy situation was unexpected. And when you called to tell me you were coming back, I told Beezie that you could fill in until you figured out what you wanted to do. That would give her and Link time to find someone reliable.”

      There was a small sting at my mom’s words, as though I were unreliable. But I realized that was my own baggage coming to the forefront. My family was nothing other than supportive, even as much as they loathed Kasper.

      “What did Beezie say?” I asked, not able to help myself.

      “She said, Thank fucking God, because none of our applicants are worth a darn!” Mom laughed, and I joined her.

      “It’s nice to be needed,” I said.

      “Honey, you’re not needed. You’re wanted. That’s the problem, though, isn’t it?” Mom cocked her head as she looked at me. “You can’t walk away when you’re needed.”

      “Mom—”

      She held up a hand. “I know, I know, I’m sorry. I’ll stop. I just can’t seem to help myself. Think about that. I won’t let you fall into that trap again,” she finished.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I think.”

      Mom stopped what she was doing to look at me with a serious expression. “We’re here for you honey. There’s only one thing.”

      “Which is?” This is what I’d been waiting for. The condition. There was always a condition. I’d learned that with Kasper. If you did A, he would do B. If you didn’t do A, and you needed B, well, too bad. It was always a matter of give and take.

      “I want you to see a therapist.”

      That wasn’t what I expected. “Why?” I wasn’t being confrontational. I really wanted to hear what she’d say. Okay, maybe I was feeling a little confrontational.

      “Because when you end a relationship, it’s never easy. Add in addition, and a lot of enmeshed behaviors on the part of everyone in the relationship, that makes it even more difficult.”

      “You mean you don’t think this is all Kasper’s fault?” I wanted to blame him, but I found that I felt defensive about him, even as I knew his problems weren’t mine. Which was kind of fucked.

      “No. His drinking, the drugs, his current situation—yes, that’s all on him. But you two stayed together for a couple of years while he was actively using. So… “she shrugged. “I figure there’s a reason you stayed. You managed to ignore me and Beezie fussing at you. That suggests a lot of strength and determination in you.”

      To say that I was shocked was an understatement. “Mom, have you been seeing a therapist?”

      She nodded. “Yes, I have. I wanted to help you, and I couldn’t. Then I got so mad. At you, at me, and for sure at Kasper and his family.” She knew about Margaret. “It’s not good to hang on to all that anger. So I went to talk to someone. And I want you to do that. That’s the only thing I’ll ask you to do other than help out at the bakery.”

      I considered. The thought of therapy was both appealing and frightening. I’d have to face my own shit. There was something off with me, that I’d be willing to put up with Kasper for as long as I did. No one wanted to look at that, though. I remembered what I’d thought as I drove out here from Cheyenne. I didn’t want to take on any more project relationships. Kasper had been one of those. So had the three guys before him, even though they didn’t last as long. When all of them ended, I’d felt guilty at leaving them on their own to face whatever it was they were facing, and bereft that I didn’t have anyone to help.

      I’d never even thought about helping myself. Maybe it was time. “All right,” I said. “Let me guess. You have a recommendation.”

      “Well of course I do,” Mom said, laughing a little. “Who do you think you’re talking to?”

      I smiled. “I know exactly who I’m talking to. All right. I’ll do it. When do I start at the bakery?”

      “Tomorrow. If I were you, I’d get more sleep today. We’re busy as can be.”

      “I think I’ll unpack and get settled. And sleep,” I said.

      “Good plan. How about some breakfast?”

      She made me eggs and toast, and then I went about unloading my car, and moving back into my childhood home. As much as I didn’t want to be moving home at my age, I felt safe. I felt like I’d be all right. I didn’t feel like I had to hold everything together, or it would all go to Hell in a spectacular fashion.

      A part of me said that wasn’t the way someone should feel at twenty-five.

      My sister came over with Link and Tatiana came over after dinner, and the way Beezie hugged me told me that while she might have strong words for me—there was never anything but with my family—she was here for me. She was on my side.

      Tatiana sat in my lap and stroked my hair. The long brown strands were tired looking, and I wondered if stress showed up in your hair? When they left, Tatiana patted my face, and fell asleep on Link’s shoulder.

      When I went to bed that night, I went to my room early. I needed to be in at seven tomorrow morning, and I was tired after hauling all my crap in.

      The alarm went off, and I turned to go back to sleep when I remembered what was happening today. I flew out of bed, got a shower, put my tired hair up in a messy bun, and drove down to the bakery.

      “Hey,” Beezie said as I came in through the back door. “Glad you’re on time. Can you run the register, and the counter today?”

      “I think so,” I said. “Let me just look over everything.”

      By the time the doors opened at eight, I was ready. So I hoped. There was a line outside, and we were busy for the next two hours. After ten, the line slowed, and Beezie came to join me. “Good job, Taylor. You want a break?”

      I nodded. “I think I need a soda with a lot of ice and the bathroom.”

      She laughed. “You go. I’ll take care of it until you regain your strength.”

      As I walked to the back, I wondered why I hadn’t come home earlier. I’d been afraid, afraid of facing my choices. Of having to answer for them. Because deep down I knew my choices—and my partners—sucked. I sighed as I leaned against the wall, drinking a soda with a lot of ice. Once I’d finished, and washed my hands, I went back out front.

      “Thanks for doing this,” Beezie said. “I know you just got here, and things were crappy to make you leave finally, but I really appreciate it.”

      “Mom told me about Mandy.”

      Beezie rolled her eyes. “I want to kill her, but Link and I knew before we ever graduated high school. How can I say anything?”

      “You went to school, and he saved up a pile,” I said.

      “How do we know they don’t have a plan?” she threw up her hands. “So I’m not saying a whole lot, and I’m hoping they chose each other for the right reasons. Regardless, I’m glad you’re here. At least now, I can’t be mad we’re in the weeds with help.”

      “I appreciate you letting me work,” I said.

      “Why wouldn’t I?” Beezie was indignant. “I’m glad you’re home.” She looked at me. “Bask in that while you can.”

      I laughed. “There’s the Beezie I know.”

      “Hey, I don’t want to disappoint. I’ll come out again with lunch. Let me know if we’re getting low,” she gestured to the cases in front of us.

      “Got it,” I said. I stretched, and then focused on the door as the bell rang, and two men came in. One was older, a grandfatherly age. The other one was younger. As I watched them, the younger man got bigger as he got closer.

      And wow. Just… wow.

      He was huge. Six feet and change. His arms were huge and muscular. I could see tattoos under his sleeves, and he looked like a man who was very comfortable with his body. He wore a green tee shirt, a worn baseball cap, and as he walked up to the counter with the older man, he smiled.

      I felt a warmth in my belly that spread out to all my respective lady parts. Holy shit. That smile should be registered. If he kept it up, I was pretty sure that from a physical aspect alone, my panties would just melt away.

      “Who are you?” the older man asked.

      “Hi, I’m Taylor,” I said. “Who are you?”

      “Where’s Mandy?”

      I smiled. This, I could answer. “I believe she’s on her honeymoon.”

      The man stared and then laughed. “Well, good for her. I hope he’s worth it, and she’s happy. But that doesn’t tell me who you are.”

      “I’m Taylor. Beezie’s sister.”

      His brows furrowed. “Don’t you live in Cheyenne?”

      “I did,” I kept a smile on my face.

      “Good to see you. I’m Freeze Buckley. I own a ranch around here. Don’t know if you remember,” he held out his hand.

      “I do,” I said.  He was friends with my mom. “Good to see you again.”

      “This is Raif. He’s staying with us for a bit out at the ranch,” he jerked his chin towards the huge beautiful dangerous looking man next to him.

      Raif came close to the counter and took my hand in his. I felt tiny, which was an interesting thing. And when he touched my hand, the electricity in his touch made me want to toss off my clothes and drag him to the back room. While I’d been in a relationship, I can tell you that things in the bedroom hadn’t really been there for Kasper and me for some time. And this guy… holy Joe. He was walking sex on a stick.

      “Nice to meet you, Taylor,” he said. His voice was a gravelly baritone, with a hint of command in it. Like he was used to being obeyed, or he’d know the reason why. For some reason, the thought of that thrilled me.

      What the hell? I’d left my former boyfriend of two days in a coma. I had no business looking at anyone else. I ducked my head as Freeze ordered two coffees, and an assortment of muffins and doughnuts. I was putting the order together as Beezie came out.

      “Hey, Freeze,” she said. “Geez, you feeding an army?”

      He used his thumb to indicate Raif. “He’s eating me out of house and home.”

      She laughed and helped me get the order together. We brought it to the table where Freeze and Raif were sitting, and my hip brushed against Raif’s arm. God, those muscles. He looked up and thanked me. His eyes were gray, like a sky before a storm. They stood out against his tanned skin. His hair was short, so I couldn’t tell what color it was. Plus whatever hair he had was under a hat.

      Raif was a lethal weapon to me and to all the women in the vicinity. I’d seen several eying him carefully. I set down all the food and hurried back behind the counter where it was safe.
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      The woman behind the counter, Taylor, stunned me into near-speechlessness. She was beautiful. Brown hair casually pulled up. She wore jeans, and a tee shirt with an apron. Her face was heart shaped, and she had dark pink, kissable lips. I wanted to pull her to me and spend days making out with her. Her eyes were blue. She was beautiful.

      There was something in her eyes, though, that was at war with her natural, casual appearance. She had a watchfulness about her, a wariness. I’d seen it often, having been in places where I had to watch my ass if I didn’t want it blown off. I had to wonder what it was that made a woman like Taylor have the same kind of wariness.

      Freeze watched me for a moment as he took a bite of a doughnut. “She hasn’t been here for a long time,” he said.

      “What?” I asked, turning my attention to him once more.

      “Taylor. She must have gotten here in the last couple of days.”

      “Oh?” I wasn’t going to be drawn into this.

      Freeze nodded. “I know everyone that lives here. I’ve been here all my life, except when I was off on Uncle Sam’s time. I know her mom, and her sister, Beezie, who owns this place. She’s been gone for a while. I think her mom told me one time she was living with some less than great guy down in Cheyenne.”

      “It happens,” I said.

      “It does,” Freeze said. “Well, eat up. We’ve got work to do today. So take advantage of this moment,” he grinned.

      Conversation turned to the places we needed to stop, and the things he wanted to get done today. As we talked, I snuck a few glances at Taylor-the-owner’s-sister. She looked just as good as she had when I walked in. The wariness was still there. Freeze and I plowed through all the carbs, and I knew I’d feel it later, so I welcomed the chore list today.

      “Bye,” Freeze yelled out as we headed out the door.

      “Bye,” I heard from the back.

      “Bye, Taylor. Good to meet you,” Freeze lowered his voice to a normal volume.

      “You, too,” she said, smiling carefully.

      Our eyes met and held. A surge of lust, of want, enveloped me. I wanted her. It had been a while since I’d had a girlfriend, or even a casual friend. Taylor hit all my buttons for what I found attractive. “Bye,” I said.

      She smiled, but didn’t say anything. I felt her eyes on me as we left the bakery. It was a feeling that you got used to, and it had saved my ass in a few occasions. In this case, I wasn’t sure if I wanted my ass to be saved. Not if it was Taylor who was after my ass.

      That would be something worth getting caught for.

      “So what do you think?” Freeze asked, bringing me back to the moment.

      “I’m sorry, I wasn’t focused,” I said, feeling like a jackass.

      “No problem. Doughnuts can do that to a man,” Freeze said. “I asked what you thought about getting some extra fencing for the goats.”

      “The goats,” I said. “Right. The goats are like weasels—all over the place and eating everything.”

      “A couple are milk goats. They’re giving enough milk to make cheese, which I have to admit, is good,” Freeze said. “Pris still wants to make soap, but Axel and I are over riding that in favor of cheese. You’re right though. They’re crafty.”

      “Like weasels,” I nodded. I was glad he hadn’t said anything about my lusting over Taylor. Probably because he was too polite, although that wasn’t the descriptor you’d use with a guy like Freeze. He was open, and blunt, and not afraid to tackle a situation head on. I’d learned that in the two days I’d been here. But he wasn’t rude. He was alert and seemed to see everything. On the ride into town today, he told me about how he’d given Axel and Pris a nudge, and done the same thing for the other guy who worked as a ranch hand, Jensen. He was engaged to a woman named Carissa who did the ranch’s accounting.

      “Every one of ’em needed a little push,” he confided with a grin. “I was happy to give it.”

      “You sure they didn’t think you were meddling?” I asked.

      He laughed out loud. “No. All of them were so involved in their own whatever they didn’t even notice.”

      “You’re not what I picture when I think of Cupid,” I said with a grin.

      “Out here, you have to take what you can get.”

      “You playing Cupid for yourself?” I asked.

      “No,” his expression sobered. “I had the best wife ever. No need to mess with perfection. It’s enough to see my kids happy around me.”

      I left it at that, considering what he’d said. He did seem happy. I’d seen him with Jensen, another guy like me and Axel, a former military guy who had abruptly left the service due to injuries. That wasn’t me, though. I was just on leave. But back to Freeze. He treated Jensen just as he treated Axel—like family.

      A wistfulness ran through me for a moment. I had my family, but we weren’t close. My brother was offering me a place to land because he needed help, and it was a good solution all around. Both of my brothers were older—Geoff, the one I was going to stay with, eleven years, and Marco, the eldest, fourteen. I was the oops in our family. They were both good guys, but they were closer to each other than they were to me.

      Another reason I missed my PJ team.

      “It’s good to know your limitations,” I said to Freeze. “You’re a wise man.”

      He hooted with laughter. “I’ll be asking you to tell everyone that at dinner. No one ever wants to listen to me, always telling me to be quiet.”

      “They love you. Now you’re just complaining to complain,” I said.

      That’s when we’d gotten to the downtown area, and he parked in front of the bakery. Whatever he’d said since then—it all went out of my head after meeting Taylor.

      Which was dumb. I didn’t believe in love at first sight, although lust at first sight held possibilities. But there was something more with Taylor, something more than just lust. I could feel it. If I got involved with her, it would have to be more.

      Good thing I was leaving in a day or two. The part was going to be delivered tomorrow, and Freeze and Axel had already volunteered to help me get it fixed.

      We went to the hardware store to pick up fencing and then headed back to the ranch. I helped Jensen work on an expanded pen for the goats. After we were done, he leaned on a fence post and wiped his brow. “It’s not going to end with the goats,” he said sourly.

      “What?” I asked. I felt like I’d come in on the end of someone else’s conversation.

      “When I first came here, it was just horses and cows. Since then, there are more horses, then the turkeys—”

      “Hey, I have to admit the turkeys are pretty great,” I said, grinning.

      “They are, but now it’s the goats, and the chickens—Pris can’t say no. And as people realize it, this is going to end up being the biggest barn in the state.”

      I laughed. I’d seen Pris with the goats yesterday. She talked to them like they were babies. And for all her drill sergeant exterior with all the men on the ranch, that seemed to melt away with the animals.

      “There are worse things,” I said.

      He gave me a piercing look. “Yeah, there are. I’m just resigned to more pens.”

      We cleaned up and went to dinner, joking about the differences in our military experience. Jensen had been a SEAL. Axel was former Delta. Different names, same shit. Good and bad.

      At dinner, I met Carissa, Jensen’s fiancée, and her grandmother, Nora.

      “Call me Gran,” Nora said. “Everyone else does.”

      The Friday night dinner was a tradition, and it was noisy and warm. It had been a long time since I’d found this with family. With much older brothers, it had often been only me and my parents at dinner. And my family didn’t seem to do holidays like this. This dinner was almost too much, and I smiled, and kept quiet as I listened to the conversations around me.

      “So, I want to talk about something I been thinking on,” Freeze said.

      “Oh, no,” Carissa pushed hair out of her eyes. “I just got everything balanced. Have you been spending money that you haven’t told me about?”

      The entire table burst into laughter.

      “I don’t spend money secretly!” Freeze protested.

      A chorus of replies suggested otherwise. Freeze held up a hand, glaring at everyone around the table. “I haven’t spent a dime on this current idea, but I do want your opinion.”

      I remembered Freeze telling me that Axel and Pris owned the ranch now, but looking at them, they didn’t seem bothered at all by his taking the lead. And I felt a surge of envy so strong, so powerful, it nearly made me forget where I was.

      “We’re gettin’ busier as the bulls are getting older. We’re looking at expanding the herd,” Freeze nodded to Axel. “And Jensen’s a capable man, but it’s getting to be even too much for him.”

      “What are you trying to say?” Jensen asked indignantly.

      “I’m sayin’ we need more help. And help has fallen right into our laps. I like Raif, and I’d like to propose that you stay here, and work with us,” Freeze looked at me.

      I blinked. Whatever I’d been expecting to hear, this wasn’t it. Everyone looked to me. “I… I wasn’t expecting this… “I stuttered.

      “Of course you weren’t,” Pris said, glaring at Freeze.

      “You didn’t talk to him before?” Carissa asked.

      Freeze frowned. “No. I was deciding if he was a good fit.”

      I found my voice. “You think you can tell after only a couple of days?”

      “Sure,” Jensen said. “Can’t you?”

      I glanced over to see Axel give me a single nod. Hmm. Apparently I’d been on trial and hadn’t even noticed. “Well,” I said.

      “Look, son, I can tell you’re not jazzed about heading out to Idaho. It’s Idaho, which is understandable,” Freeze said. “And if you’re not jazzed, why not stop sooner?”

      “I’m not retired,” I said. “I don’t know that this is permanent. I’m just on medical leave.”

      “Well, we’ll take you for as long as you’re here, if you want,” Freeze said.

      I debated. My brother had made the offer out of compassion, but I wasn’t sure of any real need. If he needed help, though, that was where I needed to be. “Despite your unorthodox manner of offering jobs, I don’t think this would be a hardship,” I smiled at Freeze.

      “Wait until you have to get up at four a.m.,” Axel muttered.

      Jensen snickered.

      “I am flattered, and I’d like to say yes, but I need to make sure I’m not leaving my brother in the lurch,” I said.

      “Good. Then it’s settled. You call your brother tonight, and we’ll go from there.” Freeze nodded, like a satisfied warlord.

      As I looked around the table, and listened as the conversation returned to matters of the ranch, and gossip around town, I hoped like hell my brother was doing just fine.
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      I finished out the day with a flush in my cheeks. I couldn’t stop thinking about that man, Raif. First, he was huge. I’d never seen a bigger man. Second, he was gorgeous. And finally, he gave off an air of quiet power, like a panther. Like, he knew he could be dangerous when he needed to, and he didn’t need to show off or boast about what kind of man he was.

      Okay, and his ass looked beyond great in jeans. There was that. But the whole idea of no more men for me was strong. As was the awareness that I’d recently left my boyfriend of three years three days ago, in a coma. IH had no business looking at anyone else. Not for a long time. I shook my head and focused on cleaning up the front. The bakery closed at three, and I wanted to be able to help Beezie and Link in the kitchen if they needed it.

      At three-thirty, when I’d finished cleaning up the front case and sweeping out behind the counter, Beezie came out of the back wiping her hands on her apron. “Holy hell, Taylor. You’re already done. We didn’t even talk about what to do.”

      I shrugged. “I’ve been waiting tables for years. It’s similar.”

      She smiled. “Well, thank you. You did even better than I hoped.” There was something in her voice that suggested she’d been worried.

      “Afraid I was going to be a burden?” I asked.

      Her cheeks went pink, but she met my eyes and nodded. “I wasn’t sure. We haven’t seen you back here in years, other than for a visit. You’re always wrapped up in your relationships, and they don’t seem to value family. I know you, but you’re not the same person you were six years ago, are you?”

      I opened my mouth to protest, to slap back at the slur on my boyfriends, and realized that she was right. Part of me hated having this conversation, and the other part of me was glad to get it out in the open. I sighed. “No, I’m not.”

      Beezie came over to me, her floury hand taking mine. “That doesn’t mean you’re not a good person. I think it’s noble, on one level, that you tried to help Kasper for so long.”

      “He didn’t want my help,” I said, looking down at my feet. Part of me wondered if his mother was right, if this was my fault.

      “No, he didn’t, and you were there, always, wanting to help. You’re not to blame, no matter what his harridan of a mother said.”

      I looked up and laughed. “Harridan?”

      She smiled, although her cheeks went even pinker. “That’s what Auntie Fran calls her.”

      Fran was one of my grandmother’s best friends, even though she wasn’t the same age as Granny. She’d moved into Paulson when she married her husband, a man who was Granny’s age. She and Granny had been friends ever since. And she was part of the family—after her husband, Paul Martinsen, had passed away, she began to attend all our family functions. She and Paul didn’t have any kids, and she felt like an aunt, anyway.

      “Well, she’s right,” I said, thinking of Margaret. “She’s so angry. It’s scary.”

      “You’re away from that now. You up for helping this weekend?”

      “Here one day and already working,” I sighed dramatically. “I had hoped to lie around and mope, but since that’s not going to happen, I suppose.”

      Beezie laughed. “Thank God. We need the help. It’s going to be crazy over the weekend. But you’re off on Monday, so you can sleep in!”

      “Hey, don’t throw in the sweetener now,” I said. Laughing, I finished up the cleaning, and after making sure that Beezie and Link were good, drove home.

      Mom had Tatiana with her, and together, we played with her until Link came in, looking hot. “Thanks again for all your help, Taylor. We’re finally getting caught up on all the orders.” In addition to serving up all the baked goods needed for Paulson, the bakery had contracts to supply some of the local restaurants with rolls, cakes, and pies. Mandy leaving, and my mom needing to be there had put a crimp in things.

      “Happy to help,” I said.

      “You ready, munchkin?” Link said to Tatiana, who nodded and ran for him. He held out his arms, and she jumped at him, Link catching her easily. “Daddy,” the little girl said.

      “Hey, baby,” he kissed her head. “We’ll see you tomorrow. I’ll be by to drop her off,” Link said to Mom.

      Mom nodded as they left. “That girl is the bestest thing ever,” Mom said softly.

      “Standing right here,” I said.

      “Oh, Wait until you have grandkids of your own. There’s nothing like it.” She patted my shoulder. “Now let’s get dinner going.”

      As we prepped in the kitchen, my phone, sitting on the table, started to buzz. I had the ringer off, because honestly, who did I want to hear from in my old life? I’d emailed Davina, my former boss, and she’d replied, telling me to stay here and take care of myself. Anyone else was connected to Kasper somehow, and I wanted nothing to do with them.

      So I thought.

      The phone kept buzzing.

      “You want to check that?” Mom nodded at my phone.

      “Not really.”

      “Ignoring a thing doesn’t make it go away.” Her voice held a warning.

      I sighed. “No, but no sense in dumping a pile of shit on yourself until you have to.”

      Mom’s eyebrows went up, but she didn’t say anything. The phone kept buzzing, and finally, I muttered a curse word under my breath, and went to check it.

      It was all text messages, and they were all from Margaret. I sat down at the small table as I read them.

      You just left? You little whore.

      You need to get back here and take care of your responsibilities.

      How dare you?

      And the one that really got me was, What would your family say?

      I didn’t realize that Mom had come to look over my shoulder. “Is that from the wicked witch?”

      First harridan, and now wicked witch. “Yes,” I said, putting the phone down.

      “Let me see that,” Mom took my phone from me.

      I was too tired to argue. Just reading Margaret’s texts made me want to crawl into bed and pull the covers over my head.

      Then Mom whipped out her phone and typed into it. “There,” she said triumphantly.

      “There, what?” I asked.

      “I told that woman if she kept bothering you, your family, who threw a party when you left her addict son, would be calling the police.”

      “What?” I goggled at her.

      “That woman has done her best to grind you under her shoe since you met her. You’ve always been responsible for her stupid kid, and she has never, ever, in all the time you’ve wasted with him, given an inch. No blame to her son, who was the one pouring shit down his throat or stuffing it up his nose! No, it was all you! How could you let him do this?” She snorted angrily. “And she wonders what your family says? I’d like her to say that to my face!”

      Despite the thrill of fear that Margaret’s texts, and the anger I could feel via them, I laughed a little. “I should have sicced you on her long ago,” I said.

      “Yes, you should have. But I don’t invite myself into my kids’ lives.”

      I got up and hugged her. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “You’re welcome. I’m serious, Taylor. If she keeps texting you, you let me know. In fact, why don’t you block her right now?”

      I looked down at my phone. It seemed like such a final thing. What if Kasper —

      “You still talk with the brother, right?” Mom interrupted my thoughts.

      “What? Oh, Karl?”

      She nodded.

      “Yes, I do. I suppose he’d let me know if anything happened.” I worried at my bottom lip with my teeth. Why was this so damn hard?

      “Taylor.” Mom’s voice was soft. “Something is always going to happen. And in the end, one of two things will happen. Kasper will get clean, or he will die.”

      “Mom!”

      “It’s the truth, honey, and if you want to move on from this, you have to face it. He’s going to live or die, and it has not one damn thing to do with you. So block that horrible woman’s number and let yourself have a break. How many messages did she send you?” She snatched the phone from my hands. “Holy shit, this woman is just never ending,” she said, looking at the phone. Mom looked up. “Let’s block her.”

      “She has your number now.”

      “Let her try this shit with me,” Mom said. She held the phone out. “If you want to block her, do it, Taylor.”

      I took it back and slowly went through the steps to block Margaret. After I’d done it, I sat down again. When I looked up, Mom was smiling at me with a satisfied expression. “That’s the first step, honey. You have to stop allowing people to shit on you.”

      I nodded, unable to speak.

      “Listen, if something happens, you know she’ll be sure to scream to me about it. And I’ll let you know, all right?” Mom’s voice was softer, less strident.

      I nodded again. “I think I need to lie down for a few minutes. Would you mind?” I gestured at dinner, which wasn’t quite yet done.

      “Go on,” Mom said. She gave me a one-armed hug as I got up and then went back to the stove.

      Closing the door to my room, I sank to my bed. Why was this so hard? Margaret had never been anything other than awful to me. When Kasper and I first started dating, she was snide. Rude. Dismissive. And then as his problems began to emerge, she got mean. She blamed me.

      So why was I so worried? Because I knew, deep down, that she’d keep me informed. How would I ever get away if I knew every little thing that happened? That was the point, wasn’t it? She wanted to keep me there, tied to Kasper. To all of them. Because if I was the one responsible, she didn’t have to be.

      It felt like I was seeing behind the curtain in the Wizard of Oz movie. She’d put all her energy into keeping me around so she didn’t have to deal with Kasper.

      “That bitch,” I said out loud. “That hateful bitch.” It felt good. I got up. I was done with Kasper and his family making me feel like shit. Even though I knew myself, and knew that I’d have a hard time keeping up good boundaries—hell, any boundaries at all—I wasn’t responsible for him.

      Not ever again. That felt good, too. “Not ever again,” I tried saying it out loud. “Not ever again.”

      Jesus. I’d been here one day, and I’d had more personal strength than I had in the past three years. Another thought hit me. Was that why Kasper wanted nothing to do with my family? Maybe I wasn’t weak, or always fucking things up? Maybe it was because when I was with them, I remembered who I was?

      The thought was staggering. I closed my eyes, feeling tired of trying to sort through it. I woke up when my mom shook me and told me to come and eat. When I went back out to the kitchen, she’d finished the meal, and we ate, quietly talking about the bakery, and Tatiana, and Mandy, and anything outside of the giant cluster of a life I’d left in Cheyenne. I was grateful. I didn’t want to talk about it anymore.

      I didn’t tell my mom about meeting Raif the huge beautiful man in the bakery, either. I wanted to keep him and all the thoughts he inspired to myself.

      After dinner, I did the dishes, and went to bed early. And the weekend went exactly as Beezie said—busy as hell. People loved all of her food, and while there was plenty to clean, there weren’t many leftovers. On Sunday afternoon, Link handed me a pie. “Here, this is for you all. We’ll be by later to grab Tatiana.”

      I inhaled deeply. “Strawberry rhubarb?”

      He nodded. “Just for you, Taylor.”

      “Thank you,” I said. It was my favorite, and evoked memories of Granny, who kept rhubarb in her kitchen garden. She and I had been the only ones who liked this pie, and we’d sit in the kitchen and eat it together with her whipped cream.

      I headed home, singing a little to myself. When I got in, Mom was on the phone. Tatiana was napping. She waved at me. I put the pie in the fridge. Mom held up a finger.

      “Yes,” she was saying. “That won’t be a problem. You couldn’t have picked a better day, Fran.”

      I waited until she got off the phone. “How’s Auntie Fran?”

      “She’s good, but she needs your help. And I’m sorry, it’s one of your days off.”

      The bakery was closed on Monday and Tuesday. Beezie had trained people to order what they wanted during the weekend if there was something they couldn’t live without. “Oh, I get days off?”

      “Hush. Auntie Fran has her cleaning service, remember?”

      “She still does that?”

      Mom nodded. “She does. She doesn’t have a ton of clients, and those she has, I think she keeps because she can’t stand the idea of retirement. Anyway, she needs some help, and she knew you were back, so she called. I hope you don’t mind,” she said, looking guilty.

      “It’s not like I have packed social schedule, Mom. That’s fine. I don’t mind helping Fran.”

      I made dinner that night and had two huge helpings of pie. Mom turned her nose up at it, which made me laugh, and then I went to bed. Auntie Fran was picking me up at ten. She did the grocery shopping for her Monday client as well, apparently, and needed help at the store.

      When Auntie Fran pulled up in her truck, I waved and bounded down off the porch. I’d gotten up feeling good, feeling refreshed. As I got in, she reached across and hugged me. “Taylor, you are a sight to see, darlin’!”

      “It’s good to see you, too.”

      “And thank you for helping me out. My hips are acting up this week, and I don’t want to skip out on Freeze.”

      “Freeze? The older guy who owns a ranch?”

      Fran nodded. “I do his cleaning, and his shopping. His grandson got married, and Pris is a doll, but they have more than enough work out there. I offered to quit once Axel, that’s his grandson, and Pris got married, but Freeze told me he was happy with the way things were. So I’ve stayed. He called to let me know I had to get the shopping done. Apparently they’re running low.”

      I thought about Raif, the guy staying with Freeze. He probably left after the weekend. I pushed the thoughts of Raif out of my mind and focused on the shopping list. It was huge and took us over an hour and two carts. When I’d loaded everything into the van, Fran drove out of town. The drive to the ranch was beautiful, the way I remembered things when I thought of Montana. Wide open range, and a big, blue sky.

      Fran slowed and turned onto a dirt road, passing underneath a metal arch that proclaimed this as Broken Falls Ranch. I liked the name. We drove for another ten minutes, and then suddenly, large white cliffs appeared in the background. The river ran right by the cliffs, and I could see a house and other buildings in front of that.

      “Wow,” I said.

      “You’ve never been out here?” Fran looked at me as I shook my head. “That makes sense. Axel is older than you, so you all probably didn’t hang out in school. I think this is one of the nicest spreads around here.”

      “It’s gorgeous,” I said.

      “I agree. Well, come on in. And thank you again, darlin’. I am feeling every bit of my years.”

      A head appeared over the railing on the second-story porch of the house. “Hey, Mrs. Martinsen, we’ll be down to get the groceries in,” a man’s voice called out. The head disappeared, and the man came thundering down the stairs followed by two more men, one of whom was Raif.

      “Shit,” I muttered as Auntie Fran got out of the car. Thankfully, she didn’t hear me. She was too busy laughing at the man who’d called down to us. I walked to the back of the van.

      “Axel, this is my niece, Taylor Claiborne. She’s back home after being gone for a number of years.”

      Axel stuck out my hand and shook it. “Beezie’s sister, right?”

      I nodded. “Nice to meet you.”

      “I thought about asking her out once in high school and then Link glared at me, and that was that,” Axel said. “What I didn’t realize then was that Beezie would have had me for breakfast.”

      I laughed at the description of my sister. “She and Link are perfect together.”

      “That they are,” Axel said. “This is Jensen,” he indicated the man next to him in a cowboy hat, “And this is our newest hand, Raif.”

      I nearly swallowed my tongue. “We’ve met,” I said.

      “Oh?” Axel’s eyebrows rose into the brim of his hat. “Well, good. Let’s get the groceries in, and we’ll get out of your way. We’re just finishing up lunch,” he added.

      Auntie Fran and I followed the three men up the stairs. “He’s a looker,” Fran said, indicating Raif. “Where’d you meet him?”

      “He came into the bakery, and Freeze introduced him to me when he was interrogating me,” I whispered. “Be quiet.”

      Fran laughed softly, but didn’t say anything more. We walked into the house which was a large log home with a big open kitchen and main room.

      Freeze Buckley stood at the sink. “Thank God!” he called out. “You’re saving me, Frannie.”

      My eyes nearly bugged out. No one called Auntie Fran ‘Frannie’. She must really like Freeze.

      “That’s what I do. Now get out of the kitchen,” Fran said, walking to the sink. “We’ll get these put away. Where’s Pris?”

      “She and Carissa are in town,” Axel said.

      One more trip down for the guys and all the groceries were in. “You got it from here?” Axel asked Auntie Fran.

      She nodded. “Of course I do. This isn’t my first time out here, Axel Buckley. Now shoo! I want to get this done before Pris gets back.”

      He left, and I asked, “Why before Pris gets back?”

      “She keeps this going all week. Freeze had a scare with cancer last year—that’s what brought Pris out here, she was his nurse first—and she helps with the herd, and she keeps everything organized. Carissa, she’s Jensen’s fiancée, she does the books, but she and Jensen don’t live here. They live in town. I like to leave the house nice and I do a meal prep for Pris. We’ve never talked about it,” Fran said. “I just know she has a busy life. I like to do it. And she took good care of Freeze from the get go.”

      Clearly, there was a megaton of gossip to be had here, but we had work to do. We put away the groceries and then got started on the bedrooms.

      “Darn it!” Auntie Fran’s voice rang out. “Taylor?”

      I put down my dust rag. “What’s up?”

      “Can you go and get my bottle of Murphy’s? I thought it was here, and it’s not.” Fran glared at the wooden dresser in front of her like it had hurt her feelings. “It must have fallen out of my bucket.”

      “All right,” I said. “In the van?”

      “Please,” Fran nodded.

      I went back down to the van. It wasn’t in the back cargo area, so I went to the side, sliding open the door and leaning in. It had fallen beside the seats in the middle, and I stretched to reach for the bottle of Murphy’s Wood Oil soap. When I turned around, I screamed and dropped the bottle.
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      All three of us looked up as we heard the scream. “Raif, can you see what happened?” Axel was holding onto Kingston’s hoof, cleaning it out. Jensen had his arm around the stallion’s neck, keeping him calm. I was handing over tools, and ready to jump in if Kingston got fed up with it all. Apparently he had a reputation for not liking the work on his feet.

      I jogged to the door and started to laugh. “I got this,” I said. “It’s not an emergency.” But I did hurry to get to Taylor as she stood at her van, trapped by a couple of puffed up turkeys.

      “What the hell?” Taylor said. “Go! Shoo!” She waved at the birds, who were clucking at her. They didn’t care for her tone or her hand movements, given the way they were puffed up and dancing around her.

      I came closer and waved my hands. Cecil and Caleb both jumped a little as I got near them. “Hey, you two! Knock it off!” I feinted a rush as the brown one who I thought was Caleb, made an annoyed gobble-like sound at me. The white one was Cecil. “Caleb, no. Get lost, bird,” I said, waving my hands again. I was wearing gloves, so I wasn’t worried about one of them getting me with their beaks. Not on my hands, anyway.

      Both turkeys retreated a safe distance away and continued to strut and gobble and attempt to look intimidating. “It’s all right, guys,” I said, grinning. I knew what they were doing. I turned back to Taylor. “Are you all right?”

      She glared at me, then the turkeys, then back at me. “What the hell? Guard turkeys?”

      “I had the same thought, but they get used to you. So I’m told, anyway. Pris says they have a fear of missing out, so they are always looking to check out anything or anyone new.”

      Her glare lessened as she looked at them. The corners of her mouth tilted a little. “They have a fear of missing out? That’s pretty funny.”

      I nodded. “They’re rescues. But what about you? Are you all right?”

      “They scared me more than anything,” Taylor said. “Thanks for the save.”

      Her words reverberated through me like an echo. It was small, but it was a save. Then I scoffed at myself. Saving someone from a pair of pain in the ass birds wasn’t the same thing. “My pleasure,” I said, and my voice lowered as I thought about all the things about Taylor that could be pleasurable. My cock went hard at the thought.

      Her cheeks pinked. Was it possible that she—that maybe she— “Hey,” I said, giving into the impulse before I chickened out. It was hard to think when my heart was beating, my cock was at attention, and I was trying to play it casual. “Would you like to get a drink with me?”

      Her face clouded.

      “Or just a coffee?” I asked, before she could come out with a no. “It doesn’t have to be a drink.” Maybe she thought I was implying something. Shit. I had no idea how to do this anymore. The last date I’d gone on was a friend of a friend and it had been easy to ask her out. This… this was something different. “I’m not trying to be a dick, or anything. I just… when we met, I thought… well, you seem like a nice girl—I mean, woman, and there was something that made me want to—God,” I stopped, taking off my ball cap and running my hand across my hair. “I’m sorry. I’m screwing it all up. Forget it.” I turned away, wanting to find a rock and hide under it.

      “Coffee would be nice,” Taylor said behind me, her voice soft and hesitant.

      I stopped and looked back at her. “Really? After that fucking—I mean, after that mess?”

      She smiled, and it was genuine. There was still a hesitance, a wariness that I’d noted about her before, but her smile was real.  “Sure. Coffee. Maybe…” she bit her bottom lip with her teeth, and I thought my cock was going to burst out of my pants. I wanted to drag her off into a cave somewhere. It was the hottest fucking thing I’d ever seen. I had to calm the fuck down. I never got like this over a woman. Never.

      What was going on?

      “Maybe tomorrow? I’m not working, either of my jobs,” she waved a hand toward the house. “I’m just helping out Auntie Fran today, this isn’t something permanent. Not that the bakery is permanent, either, but—” she pushed a lock of her hair that had fallen out of her bun away from her face. “How about tomorrow?” Taylor seemed irritated all of a sudden, but I didn’t think it was at me.

      Interesting.

      “Tomorrow would be great. Um, you want to text me your number? And we can find a time that works?”

      Her cheeks got even pinker, but she said, “Okay. What’s your number?” She put it in her phone, then looked up at me. “So… I’ll text you later?” She sounded shy.

      “That would be great. I’ll ask Freeze if I can go into town for a bit.”

      “Your car is fixed?” Taylor asked.

      “What? Oh, yeah, I got the part in on Saturday. Jensen and Axel came out and helped me.” That seemed like years ago, but it was only two days.

      “Well, okay, I have to get back in,” Taylor held up the bottle of whatever it was she was holding. “So, I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Tomorrow, then,” I said, and I shamelessly watched her walk back up the stairs. Then I turned and went back to the barn.

      “About time. What the hell was that?” Axel asked in a grunt as he struggled with Kingston’s hoof.

      “Cecil and Caleb were all ready to go,” I laughed. I couldn’t be mad at the turkeys. Because of them, I had a date. “They needed to be chased away from the cleaner’s car.”

      “They’re a menace,” Axel said.

      “Oh, I don’t know. I like them,” Jensen said.

      “That’s because they don’t live at your place,” Axel shot back.

      I smiled as I listened to them going back and forth. They were obviously friends, and I liked being around them. They weren’t PJs, as I was, but they were special forces, and they understood me, understood my background. Not everyone did. It was nice to be around people who did, to whom sometimes, no explanation was necessary.

      Had it really only been five days since I’d met Freeze? It felt like a lifetime already.

      And I had a date. I had a shit-eating grin on my face the rest of the night. Surprisingly, no one said a word, for which I was glad. I didn’t want to have to explain. It was too new, and I wanted to keep this private for the time being.  That night, Taylor texted me, asking what time I wanted to meet. I told her I’d let her know as soon as I talked to Freeze the next morning. She didn’t text back anything other than ‘Okay’ and I left it at that. There was something about her that made her hold back, that made her nervous. I didn’t want to spook her before I even got the chance to spend time with her. This was definitely a matter of taking things slowly.

      The next morning, I asked Freeze if I could go into town to get some things I needed.

      “You’re not tied to the place. Of course you can.” He sounded grumpy this morning.

      “Well, are you or are you not my employer?”

      “Yes.”

      “And do we or do we not do most of our jobs here on the ranch during the day?”

      Freeze huffed. “What are you getting at, boy?”

      “Just exercising common sense and courtesy to the guy signing the checks,” I said.

      He grunted. “Here I thought you were different, and you’re just like the rest of the mouthy pipsqueaks I got working here.”

      “Are you besmirching my good name?” Axel came out into the kitchen.

      “What, the mouthy pipsqueak part gave it away?” Freeze grumbled.

      “What side of the bed did you get up on?” Pris asked, following Axel out. “Jeez, old man. You’re in a mood.”

      “None of your concern, missy,” he shot back.

      “Oh, yes it is. If you’re not feeling well, you’ll be telling me about it right now.” The iron gaze of a nurse came over Pris and I saw shades of Mona Thackery.

      Freeze leaned over. “Get out while you can, Raif. We live with Nurse Ratched,” he said, referring to the nurse in One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest. “She just keeps it well hidden most of the time.”

      Pris burst out laughing and poured a cup of coffee. “You haven’t had coffee yet, have you? Please, drink some immediately, before I have to kill you.” She set the mug in front of Freeze.

      He took it and drank, not saying anything. Breakfast was a low-key affair, with Freeze letting everyone know I had to go into town after we got the morning chores done.

      “Can you stop by the feed store for me?” Pris asked. “I need some chicken feed. The girls are going through it like crazy.”

      “They’re laying like crazy,” Axel said. “Which is good for us.”

      “Sure,” I said.

      “Tell ’em to put it on the ranch account,” Freeze said. “I’ll call and let them know you’re okay to do that. Don’t be buying out the place, though.”

      “You are one suspicious man,” I said to Freeze as I finished breakfast.

      “Yes, I am. Served me well, too.” But he said it with a smile.

      We got our chores done, and after checking with Axel and Freeze, I raced back to the house to change my shirt and look presentable. I texted Taylor, asking her if an hour from now at the Beanery, the local coffee shop, was good. She said yes, and I decided that a shower was necessary. Everyone else was out of the house, so no one would know I was showering before I went to town to run errands. I didn’t want to field questions.

      It was all I could do not to speed into town. I forced myself not to speed, and to enjoy the ride. It was different from where my brother had his ranch in Idaho. He hadn’t been upset when I asked him if he really needed me. “You bailing on me before you ever get here?”

      “I was on my way out and ran into a friend who’s shorthanded,” I said, not wanting to get into details.

      “No problem. But if you help them out of their jam, I’d love to have you,” Geoff said. “You’re doing all right? Feeling okay?”

      “Other than my ass being sore from being on a horse,” I’d admitted.

      He boomed with laughter. “And here I thought you were a tough guy. A day on a horse can bring anyone down.” After a bit more ribbing, and making me promise that I’d come out when I needed to, if I needed to, Geoff hung up.

      He hadn’t been upset, which was good. He’d wished me well. Maybe I wasn’t giving my brother enough credit. It was something to think about once I decided what to do. As to that… I pushed the thoughts away as I drove into Paulson toward the Beanery coffee shop. Right now, it was time to focus on Taylor, and enjoying this afternoon with her.

      She was already there when I walked in. She stood up, coffee cup in hand. “Hey,” she said, sounding breathless. “I didn’t know what you wanted or I would have ordered for you.”

      “No problem,” I said. I went to the counter and ordered tea. The Beanery had a good selection of teas, including a Moroccan mint, which was one of my favorites. Add some honey in, and it was the best thing ever.

      “I wouldn’t have taken you for a tea drinker,” Taylor said when I came back to the table.

      “It’s not as good as when you’re in Morocco, but it’s not bad,” I shrugged.

      “What were you doing there?” she asked.

      “We were on a training mission,” I was able to tell her. A lot of what I did wasn’t anything I could talk about, but this was one I could. I told her about the bazaar, and the food, and how much I’d enjoyed it. She told me about working for her last job, in Cheyenne. It was a Greek restaurant, and she’d been there for years.

      “I miss the coffee,” Taylor said. “There is nothing like Greek coffee the way Davina made it, in an old pot on the gas stove.”

      “With enough sugar to give you fourteen cavities?” I teased.

      “Absolutely,” she replied instantly. “Davina’s mom, who everyone called Yaya, always would crook her finger and demand to see your dregs.”

      “Why?”

      “So she could tell your fortune,” Taylor said.

      “Really? What did yours say?”

      She waved a hand away, although I could tell that whatever she’d heard in the past wasn’t something she enjoyed remembering. “All sorts of things.”

      “Any of it true?”

      Her eyes met mine, and I could see that she looked a lot older and sadder than I thought she was. Taylor nodded. “Yes.” Her tone indicated that the true things seen in a coffee cup were off limits.

      “So what brought you here?”

      She took a breath. “I didn’t want to really talk about this, but I don’t like to lie, so I’ll tell you.”

      I felt my shoulders brace as they did before I took the jump from the chopper. Whatever was coming next would be a wild ride, and there was no sure landing.
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      Jesus. I really didn’t want to talk about my sad past, but I meant what I said. I didn’t like to lie. And I’d done enough of that dating Kasper. All sorts of little white lies at first, and then bigger, and bigger—until I was telling whoppers, pretending that everything was fine and dandy with me, Kasper, and life in general. I didn’t want to let that habit continue. “I haven’t even been back here a week. I grew up here, but I left when I was eighteen.”

      “College?” Raif asked.

      I shook my head. “No, a boyfriend. Who turned out to be a loser. Then there was another loser, and then,” I took a breath, “I met Kasper.”

      Raif’s eyes narrowed, but his voice, so smooth and kind, didn’t change at all when he said, “The most recent ex?”

      I nodded. “He was… he had a lot of problems.”

      “How so?” Raif’s voice was still steady.

      “He drank. And… and other stuff. I thought he was clean, he was trying. But he left, and he did… I don’t even know what he did. I didn’t know where he was until I got a call from his mom that he was in the hospital. In a coma.” I risked a glance at Raif. He looked calm.

      “He still in a coma?” Raif asked.

      I nodded. “His mom told me I needed to stay, but I’d decided that it was actually time for me to go. He was in a really bad way.”

      “Did he hit you?” Raif sounded gentle.

      “No. Not ever. But he was scary. I didn’t even know him anymore. I was thinking about it on the drive here, and I haven’t known him for a long time.” I sat back and crossed my arms. “So now you know. I’m… I don’t even know what I am. Part of me feels like I shouldn’t have said anything, shouldn’t have said yes to meeting you. But I…” I looked down. “I wanted to. And it’s been so long since I did something just because I wanted to.” I wrapped my hands around my coffee cup.

      A hand came across the table. Raif’s hand was large, and tan, and when he touched my hand, all my senses flared into life. He cupped his hand around mine, and I looked up.

      “You got out, Taylor. That’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

      “After three years. I put up with this for three years,” I said.

      Raif shrugged. “We put up with things all the time that other people look at and think, What the hell? I used to do a job where I jumped out of a chopper into the shittiest situations possible. Sure, it was to help others, but I easily could have died every time I jumped. It was my choice. I didn’t see it that way. You saw something good in the guy until you didn’t. Everyone works on their own time.”

      “Somehow I don’t think my ex and your job are the same.”

      “Well, yes and no,” Raif said. He put his other hand around mine. “Both defy understanding for some people. They look at me, and at you, and think we’re insane. You understood it. And when you had enough, you left.”

      “I had to,” I said. I was distracted by the warmth of his hands on mine, the way they made me feel. I looked down at them, and a moment later, Raif pulled his hands back. It made me feel a bit bereft, which was stupid. I’d just met him.

      “Exactly.”

      “Are you going back to the PJs?” I asked.

      “I don’t know. I have to take time to heal and see how I feel. I can’t go back to active duty. Too much of a risk of reinjury of my leg.” He scowled. “So now you know. I’m washed up, at twenty-nine.”

      “I don’t think that’s the case,” I protested.

      “Oh, I can teach. I can be support back at the base. But I’ll never jump again.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said.

      “Thanks. It sucks. What’s worse is…” he stopped.

      “What?”

      Raif shook his head. “That’s enough about my sad bag of shit. What are you planning to do once you get things settled?”

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s so strange. I was always concerned about someone else and built my life around that. Now, I don’t know.”

      “Being on your own isn’t a bad thing.”

      I smiled. “I wouldn’t know, Raif. It’s a completely new thing.”

      He returned my smile. “That’s a good thing.”

      Without saying anything else, we turned to safer, less personal topics. He told me the story of the turkeys that tried to kill me yesterday, and I told him about the bakery. About an hour later, he looked at his watch. “I hate to leave, but I have to.”

      “You need to get back?” I asked.

      “After picking up chicken feed,” he said. “I’d like to see you again.” His eyes met mine, direct and open.

      I felt myself smiling. “I’d like that, too.”

      “Then I’ll text you?” He stood up, and we walked out together.

      As we left the Beanery, he reached down and squeezed my hand. “I’m glad I met you,” Raif said.

      “I’m glad you decided to stay,” I replied.

      We stood together on the sidewalk, a feeling of awkwardness settling on us. That was weird, because I hadn’t felt it before now.

      “Well, I’ll text you,” Raif said. He let go of my hand and turned to walk down the street.

      I watched him walk away, marveling at the beauty of his form, his arms, his ass. I’d done a good job, I thought, of not climbing over the table and throwing myself at him—but I allowed myself the freedom to watch this gorgeous man.

      Over the next two weeks, I worked in the bakery. Once or twice a week, Raif and I would text one another, and we’d meet for coffee, or we’d grab something to eat and go sit out by the lake. Neither of us seemed willing to make any major moves, and I found that comforting.

      I mean, I was still dying to jump him, but I was nervous. I’d even reached for him a few times, when he wasn’t looking, and I pulled back. Something held me from making the move. For the first time in years, I listened to that.

      My mom had also made me appointments—yes, read multiple—with a therapist. I went twice a week, and honestly, spent a lot of time either crying, or smashing my fists into the pillows Nadine kept on the couch in her office. I didn’t talk about it with anyone. Not my mom, not Beezie, and certainly not Raif. This part of it was on me to address.

      Holy shit, it was slow going.

      When I’d first gotten here, even after meeting Raif, my first thought was for Kasper. Was he awake? Where was his family? More importantly, his mother? Gradually, over a couple of weeks, Kasper and his problems were not my first waking thought.

      Raif was. Sometimes it was the bakery, and how nice it was to see how much Beezie and Link enjoyed what they did. Sometimes it was what I wanted to do. But mostly, it was Raif. One morning, I woke up with my body spasming and my heart pounding. I’d been dreaming of him, of his hands and his mouth on me, on that cock that I occasionally saw the outline of. I wanted to touch it, to suck it, to pull him to me and let him inside me—but something held me back.

      The only person I told about Raif in any detail was Nadine. Her lips pursed a little, and she said, “Do you think this might be too soon?”

      I nodded. “Sure. But I like his company, and he hasn’t done anything to make me think he’s going to push it.”

      “Nothing?” Nadine asked.

      “He’s held my hand.”

      “Nothing else?” Her eyebrows went up.

      “No, nothing.”

      “Have you talked about it?”

      I shook my head. “No. Not even a little bit.”

      “Then that’s your homework over the next week, Taylor. Talk about where he sees this going.” She changed the subject then, moving on to speak about the fact that I was worrying over Kasper a lot less.

      We discussed ways to keep that going, but my mind was stuck on what she called my homework. Over the next week and a half, I tried, and I wasn’t able to bring it up. Nadine was giving me hell, and I found I was all kinds of focused on this. I wasn’t sure I was ready to talk. Then Nadine asked me, “What are you afraid of?”

      The question haunted me. What was I afraid of? I wasn’t trying to fix Raif. He wasn’t a project, wasn’t broken, wasn’t a mess—I stopped as I was taking a tray of cranberry orange muffins out of the case. He wasn’t dependent on me.

      Holy shit. Was that it? All my other relationships had me in the role of taking care of my boyfriend. And the house. And our relationship, and all the things. With Raif, he handled his own shit. The only shit I was expected to handle was mine.

      The thought was in the forefront of my mind for the rest of the day. When Raif texted me, asking me to meet he told me to meet him out in the park by the lake we’d been going to. I drove over, my mind turning over how I needed to bring this up. For the first time since I’d met him almost a month ago, I was ready.

      At least, I thought so. Maybe if I got this out of the way, we could do more than occasionally hold hands. My heart sped up at the thought, and I felt my panties get damp. I mean for God’s sake, the guy was in my dreams, making me wake up hot and bothered. It was time to move this forward.

      When I got to the park, Raif’s truck was there. He was sitting out at a table, and he turned when he heard me get out of the car. He got up, walking toward me, and I marveled, as I always did, at how beautiful he was.

      “Hey,” his entire face smiled at me. “How are you?”

      “I smell like a muffin, even though I showered,” I said automatically, without thinking.

      Raif stopped, and then he came close, and wrapped me in his arms. I wasn’t expecting it, but I leaned against his chest, smelling the warmth of the sun on his shirt. He sniffed my hair in an exaggerated fashion. “I don’t think you smell like food at all, but if you did, it would just be a bonus.”

      We both laughed, and I could feel the rumble in his chest. It hit me in that moment that I was closer to him than I’d ever been before. I looked up to see him looking down at me, and the look he was giving me made my panties melt and fall right the hell off. I reached up, and brushed against his face with my hand, letting my fingers reach the back of his neck, and pull his head closer to me.

      One arm went from my mid back to down around my waist, and he pulled me to him. His other hand went to my neck and tangled itself in my hair. As if in slow motion, his head bent to mine, and his lips brushed against me. My other hand went to his neck, and I pressed my lips harder to him, wanting to feel more.

      The hand in my hair drifted down to my waist, and Raif lifted me, allowing me to wrap my arms around him. I kissed him hungrily, wanting to taste him more. His tongue darted in and out of my mouth, strong and demanding, meeting my hunger with his own, going where I led.

      Raif let me slid down his body, and I felt his cock. It made me moan, just a little, and he looked down at me. “You’re making me crazy,” he whispered. “Come sit down before I throw you over my shoulder and have my way with you.”

      “That wouldn’t be such a bad thing,” I whispered, not sure if I wanted him to hear me.

      His head whipped around. He’d heard me. “Don’t tempt me.” He drew me down onto the bench at the picnic table.

      “I think I want to,” I said.

      Raif looked down and took a breath. “There is nothing I want more, but I think we need to talk before that.”

      I threw up my hands. “Have you been talking to Nadine too?”

      “Who’s Nadine?”

      “My pain in the ass therapist.”

      Raif looked at me for a moment and then burst out laughing. “Here I thought I was the only one going to the shrinker.”

      “You’re seeing a therapist?” I asked.

      He nodded. “I have to. Well, I don’t have to, but I’m a big dumb ass if I don’t.”

      “Because you got hurt?” I knew that he was on medical leave, and that he wasn’t sure what he was going to do, but he hadn’t pressed me, and I’d given him the same space. I wasn’t going to press. I knew what it felt like to not know a thing about what you wanted for your future.

      “That was part of it.” A spasm of pain crossed his face.

      I took his hands in mine, scooting closer to him on the bench. “What is it?”

      “It’s more about how I got hurt,” Raif said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I got my teammate killed,” he said, his voice raw, his eyes dark and haunted. “He’s dead because of me.”
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        Raif

      

      

      I watched Taylor carefully. Over the past month, we’d been meeting, always in public places, always low key. It had been a month of me going home and jerking off, because being near her, whether she smelled like muffins or not, was insanely difficult when there was no touching involved.

      But I’d been able to tell that she needed to move slowly. I had no idea what the future held for me, or her, or us. I did know that if I pushed things, Taylor would be out of there faster than shit through a goose, to put it bluntly. So I smiled, kept my distance, even though all I wanted was to kiss her sadness and self-doubt away. To love her until she realized that she was worth every effort, that she deserved nothing but the best, and until she screamed my name until the walls shook.

      You know, simple goals.

      It didn’t help that my shrink from D.C. had called and told me to get my ass to another one. And that I was dealing with physical therapy in the form of Pris, boss and taskmaster. I hadn’t told Taylor the entire truth about why I wasn’t on my team anymore. It was hard to talk about, and I was just managing it in therapy.

      Freeze, Axel, and Jensen had been great. PT aside, so had Pris. I couldn’t ask for a better boss, or work. They gave me time for the shrink and made sure I got time for PT with Pris. Since both Axel and Jensen had been down this road, they were encouraging. Although the jokes about getting my ass kicked by a chick were nonstop. I could live with it.

      Now, however, I had to be honest with Taylor. I hadn’t expected to kiss her like that, to have her kiss me as she had. She wanted me as much as I wanted her, and I thought I might burst, or die, or something. Taylor kissing me hungrily was the sexiest thing I’d ever experienced in my entire life. I knew that no matter what, I’d never forget that. Never.

      “How?” she asked now, her gray eyes wide. She didn’t let go of my hand and run away screaming, so that was a good thing.

      “I couldn’t save him,” I said quietly, and I felt my throat ache as the memory of that night hit me again. “Morrison was ahead of me, and we were supposed to stay within ten feet of one another. But I landed further away, and it took me almost a minute to get to him. There was enemy fire that wasn’t expected, and I think he looked up to see where I was.” I stopped, seeing Morrison’s body on the ground, still and unmoving. “And he was hit.”

      “That wasn’t your fault,” Taylor said.

      “I’m a combat medic. And I’m special ops. There was no reason he should have died. Thankfully, the person we were after was rescued. He wasn’t hurt. But Morrison—” I shook my head. “He shouldn’t have died. But he did. Because I didn’t get there fast enough.”

      “How did you get hurt?” Taylor asked.

      “When we landed, I got fouled up in my chute. Stupid, rookie mistake. It took me extra time to get untangled. I also hurt my hip, fractured it. Tore some ligaments. Again, stupid mistake. I knew better.” I looked up over her head. “So I was off by at least sixty seconds, and that’s all it took for him to go down.”

      “Things happen,” Taylor said, reaching up to put her hand on my cheek, forcing me to look at her. “It’s horrible, and tragic, but you didn’t do this. You didn’t pull the trigger.”

      “I put my team at risk,” I said. “I stopped, and I was turning Morrison over, trying to see what I could do for him, and I got hit.” My left hand let go of Taylor’s and went up to rub at the back of my neck. “The doc told me one more centimeter over, I wouldn’t be here.”

      “You risked your life to see if you could help him. That doesn’t sound like the actions of someone who wanted to harm him,” Taylor said.

      “But he died,” I said.

      “Was that part of the risk?” Taylor asked.

      “It always in when we go in somewhere that’s hot.”

      “And you almost died.”

      I nodded.

      “This isn’t your fault, Raif.”

      I grabbed her hand again. “Your ex’s overdose isn’t yours.”

      She took a breath. “I know.”

      “You do?” I felt myself smiling despite the somber moment. This was a big deal.

      Taylor nodded. “It’s really hard for me, but there was nothing I could do for Kasper, or to him, or anything. He’s an addict, and he didn’t go to rehab, he never stopped using. What I did didn’t matter. What I didn’t do didn’t matter. Kasper was in charge of Kasper. I was only in charge of me.”

      “Holy shit,” I said. “How hard was that?”

      “Really hard,” Taylor said with a rueful grin. “Nadine finally made me see that I wasn’t the center of the universe, and it wasn’t my job to fix everyone around me.”

      “No, that’s on each of us,” I said. “But I’d fix you if I could.”

      Her hands came up to cup my face. “I’d fix you if it was possible, Raif Garzon. It’s not, though. I do have to do something else, though.”

      “What?” I was wary. Her voice held a note of determination.

      “I have to ask you where you see this going?”

      “Where do you?” I asked.

      “No,” Taylor shook her head. “I asked you first.”

      “I want it to go wherever it can. I like being with you. I want to be with you more.” I let my hand drift down her side, my fingers trailing along her body. “A lot more,” I lowered my voice.

      Taylor closed her eyes, and her lips curled into a smug smile. “Oh, that sounds… wonderful. I’d like that,” she said, her voice trembling.

      I leaned forward and kissed her. Her hands came to my face again, and the touch of her fingers against my cheek made my cock hard as a rock. I had to fight my caveman urge.

      “My mom is out at bingo tonight,” Taylor said.

      “Are you suggesting we sneak around?” I teased, kissing her and nipping at her bottom lip. I’d seen her nibble on it so much that I had to.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Let’s go. Right now.”

      “What about this?” Taylor looked at the fruit and cheese I’d brought.

      “Who needs food?” I asked. I stood and pulled the four corners of the cloth I’d laid down together, letting everything fall together in a heap.

      “Okay,” Taylor’s face broke into a smile. “Follow me.”

      “Right behind you,” I said.

      This was it. I’d waited, and given Taylor all the time and space she needed, and now, she was inviting me in, inviting me closer. I recognized it as the gift it was even as I couldn’t wait to have her naked and under me. I kept her Suburban right in front of me, feeling my palms sweat on the steering wheel. I wanted to make this right for her, and I wanted her so, so badly.

      She pulled into the driveway of her house, and I parked a little down from the house. At least I wasn’t in one of the ranch trucks. Jesus. There’d be no way to hide that. I was still nervous as I got out of the truck. Taylor was waiting for me in her driveway, and we walked into the house together. I felt like there were eyes watching from behind curtains in all the houses around us, but Taylor didn’t seem bothered. The moment we made it into the house and the door closed, she was in my arms, kissing me as though her life depended on it. I let my hands roam down her body, ending at her ass, which I cupped as I’d wanted to do for ages and ages.

      “My room,” she muttered against my lips.

      We walked into her room awkwardly, kissing as we took each step. Once in her room, she reached behind me and closed the door, breaking away to lock it.

      “Now I can’t get away,” I teased.

      “Do you want to?” She looked up through her lashes.

      “Not a chance in hell.” I gathered her to me and kissed her again, hungrily, letting my tongue thrust into her mouth, insisting she come along with me in this. I wanted her to know it was all right to do whatever she wanted. Well, shit. Maybe I should tell her. “You can do whatever you want to me,” I growled against her lips.

      “Anything?” Her hands moved down my waist, tugging at my shirt.

      I could take a hint. The shirt was gone, on her floor in seconds. Then her hands ran down my jeans, rubbing hard against my cock. I felt it strain against my jeans, but I forced myself to think about medic training, and cleaning latrines, and anything else I could think of to keep myself in control. This was Taylor’s show. She needed to lead the way.

      Her hands found the button on my jeans, and as she undid it, she pulled at the jeans so the zipper parted. My cock was right there, front and center. Her eyes came up to mine, looking at me from beneath her lashes in a flirtatious way, and kneeled down as she tugged on the waistband of my jeans.

      “You don’t have to,” I began.

      “I want to,” Taylor said. “Be quiet.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I said.

      She slid my boxer briefs, and my cock sprang free. Finally it was in close proximity with this woman, the one place it had wanted to be since I’d met her. I prayed to all the gods ever that I didn’t disgrace myself. Taylor scooted closer, taking my cock in her hands. Then she opened her mouth, and I felt her wet warmth around me.

      “Jesus, Taylor,” I groaned.

      I felt a little hum from her that might have been a laugh, and she drew me into her mouth. Cupping her hands around me, she moved her head up and down as she sucked on my cock, occasionally giving a little hum that seemed to vibrate through my entire body. In those moments, all the non sex thoughts in the world didn’t do shit, and I was barely hanging on. She moved faster, taking me deep into her mouth and I felt myself getting closer.

      “Hey, I don’t want to,” I said.

      She stopped what she was doing to look up at me. “We have all night.”

      Oh, Christ on toast.

      Taylor returned to what she was doing, and I could feel her teeth scrape against me. “I dreamed about you doing this,” I said, unable to take my eyes off her.

      “You did?” she looked up again. “What else did you dream?”

      “Can I show you?” I asked.

      She nodded.

      “Then you need to get up.”

      As she stood, I shucked my jeans, shoes and socks. Taylor looked at me like I was a Tootsie Pop and she wanted to get to the center. I couldn’t wait to let her. I meant what I said. Whatever she wanted.

      I lifted her shirt and pulled it off. Then carefully, I undid her bra, feeling a like a giant next to her. She was maybe 5’5 and slender, and I worried that I’d crush her. “You are so beautiful,” I breathed.

      Her nipples were hard, and the sight inflamed me.

      “Look who’s talking,” Taylor said. “You’re the most beautiful man I’ve ever seen. You’re like a sculpture, chiseled and perfect.”

      The thought made a thrill of… pride, or happiness, or something great, race through me. She thought I was beautiful? With all my tats, and my hulking size? “I want to make this good for you,” I whispered.

      “You are,” she said simply.

      “I want to see all of you,” I said.

      Slowly, her hands trembling a little, Taylor slid her leggings down, taking her panties down with them. Her hips were sweetly rounded, and her ass was just as gorgeous as I’d suspected. She was perfect.

      Please, god of all gods, let me make this good for her. Please.
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      The way he was looking at me, his eyes hooded, looking down at me, I could feel my body going up in flames. I could see his desire in his eyes, even if his cock wasn’t sticking straight out, bobbing a little. He wanted me as much as I wanted him. And watching him look at me made me wet between my legs. I wanted to cross my arms, cover my breasts, but he’d stood in front of me naked. I could do the same.

      Raif gave me courage.

      “Do you trust me?” Raif asked.

      I nodded. “I do.” After the past month, I knew him well enough to know that he wouldn’t hurt me. I think if I hadn’t kissed him, he would have never kissed me. He was waiting for me. I hoped he knew that I was done waiting. If he didn’t, I didn’t know what else I could have done, I thought as I stifled a giggle.

      He picked me up as though I was nothing and laid me on the bed. He stood over me, looking like a god of war, with the mixture of tenderness and hunger in his eyes. It made me writhe a little on the bed, seeing the intensity of his gaze. Then Raif kneeled down on the bed at my feet and ran his hands up my legs. I spread them a little, wanting to urge him on.

      But he wouldn’t be urged. He lifted a foot, and he kissed my ankle. Slowly, deliberately, he kissed up my calf, and then past my knee, moving closer to where I wanted him to be. He kissed my hip, nibbling at it and I arched toward him, wanting him closer. Raif moved to the other hip, sucking along the ridge of my hip. Then with warm breath, he moved to the center of me, between my legs. I let them fall open, wanting to feel his mouth on me. But he didn’t put his lips on me, instead choosing to run his fingers between my folds.

      I arched toward him again, this time without thinking about it.

      Carefully, slowly, he inserted his finger into me, and I felt myself clench around him.

      “You’re so wet,” he murmured.

      I could feel his breath on me, and then his mouth touched my pussy, carefully, almost tentatively. His finger moved in and out, also slowly, and I felt myself wanting to scream. I wanted more. Harder, faster. But I could tell that Raif wasn’t going to be rushed. His mouth closed upon my clit, sucking at it a little.

      I let out a breathy scream.

      Raif added another finger, curling them up as he thrust within me. I couldn’t hold still, and his other hand curled under me, resting on my hip. He didn’t stop his fingers moving in and out of me, and I could feel myself getting close to coming. Jeez Louise, how long had it been? I felt like a different person.

      His tongue moved around my clit, licking and then sucking and then licking me again. My hands clenched against my blanket and found his head. I ran my hands across his head, loving the short military cut he still had. I held him to me, and as his fingers kept moving, he took my clit in his mouth, and closed his teeth around it as he sucked.

      It was too much. I heard myself yelling, although I had no idea what I’d said. I came so hard that for a moment, I couldn’t see. Raif didn’t stop, but kept moving his fingers in me as he sucked harder on my clit. My head fell back and my hands flew up to grab at the spindles on the headboard.

      “Raif!” I cried out as my orgasm kept ongoing.

      His fingers left me, and then his tongue was inside me, licking me, sucking at me, and it was almost too much. Almost. I felt my orgasm slow, and I let go of the headboard. Raif stilled, and then he leaned his head against my leg.

      I smiled at me. “That was grade A fantastic,” I said.

      “And we still have all night,” he grinned up.

      “Then why don’t you come up here and show me what you got,” I said, laughing a little. “I’m even prepared.”

      Raif pushed himself up on his hands and then looked at me as I finished speaking. “Oh, shit. You are? I didn’t even think about it.”

      “I’ve been thinking about it for the past two weeks,” I confessed.

      “Thank God,” Raif said. “Where are they?”

      I’d hidden the condoms in my bedside table, which also held my childhood diary. As I pointed, Raif leaned over and opened the drawer, taking out the small box. A rip of paper, and then another rip, and he rolled the condom on his cock, which had to be the second best thing I’d seen in ages.

      The first was the way that Raif looked at me.  Although it might be the way he looked right now, standing in front of me, cock jutting out proudly, his gaze hungry as his eyes raked over me. He leaned down, covering me with his body, and the feel of his muscles close to me, the hard, raw power of his body as he settled himself between my legs—I felt an answering rush of wetness as his cock nudged against my pussy. I spread my legs, wanting to feel him inside me now, with no further delay.

      He pushed against me, and I felt the power in him again. It was as though he was restraining himself. “Hey,” I whispered, kissing his lips, “I’m not going to break. I want this. I want you right now.”

      He grinned at me and pushed himself into me. I arched my hips to bring him in further. His hips met mine, and the feeling of being stretched and filled was nearly overwhelming. Raif smelled wonderful, like soap, and sunshine. He pulled out from me, and then thrust back into me, all the way to the hilt, and I gasped.

      “Oh!”

      He grinned, a nearly feral grin, and moved in me again, the friction making me crazy. “You like that?”

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      “I got plenty of that for you,” Raif said, thrusting even more deeply. He braced himself above me with his arms and moved against me. I pressed myself to him, wanting to be as close as possible, my head falling back.

      “More,” I breathed.

      Raif increased his speed, and I thought I might die and go to some form of sex heaven. Which would be fine if Raif was with me. He pounded himself into me, my hands grabbing at his ass to get him closer, and my nails raking against him. His ass was so tight, I couldn’t get a hold on him. Which only made me want to feel him more.

      As he thrust into me over and over, I could feel myself moving closer to another orgasm. Raif’s breathing was heavier, less steady. I could feel the sweat on his lower back and his thrusts were harder, more intense.

      “Oh, Raif,” I breathed.

      “Say it again,” he growled. “My name.”

      “Raif,” I said, louder this time. “Oh, my God, Raif!” I nearly yelled.

      He arched into me, and I felt the throbbing of his cock inside of me. His breath sucked in in a hiss and I let myself go again, a keening cry falling from me without me being aware of it.

      We stayed together for a long time, Raif’s forehead resting on mine.

      “Wow,” I whispered.

      “Wow,” Raif said. He kissed me, his lips warm.

      I felt exhausted, exhilarated, and safe. The feeling of Raif wasn’t just on top of me, but as though he’d spread himself around me, protecting me. I didn’t need it, I realized. But l liked it. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d felt like someone had my back.

      Which, if I’d had the energy to unpack it, would have been sad. But I didn’t. I was happy. Happy with Raif, right here. In my house, in my childhood bedroom.

      In my childhood bedroom—I turned my head to look at the clock. “Shit,” I said. “My mom is going to be home soon.”

      “Are you keeping me a secret?” Raif’s voice was teasing.

      “For the moment,” I said. “Have you told anyone?”

      He shook his head, kissing me again. “I wanted to take this slow, let you lead the way.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      “So are we out?”

      I took a breath. “I’ll tell my mom tonight.”

      The smile that Raif gave me was breathtaking in its beauty. “That makes me happy.”

      “It makes me happy, too.” Oh, shit. My homework.

      Raif pushed himself off me and moved to the bathroom. The house didn’t originally have a bathroom attached to this room, but with two girls, my parents had taken part of our closet, and part of another closet, and built us the tiniest bathroom ever. For which we were thrilled and grateful. He stepped back out of the bathroom, and the sight of this gorgeous man, naked, in my room, made me feel like I would burst with happiness.

      He bent down to pick up his clothes and started to dress. Even his movements were graceful and enjoyable to watch. He was at ease with his body, with himself. He might be getting over an injury, and I could see the scar on his hip, and down his leg, but he was still more comfortable with his physical self than anyone I’d ever met.

      Raif looked up and caught me watching him. “What?”

      “You really are the most amazing looking man I’ve ever seen.”

      He smiled, and there was a hint of pink across his cheeks. “Thanks.”

      “You’re very comfortable with yourself, aren’t you?”

      He shrugged, a sheepish smile on his face. “You have to be if you’re in my line of work. You have to know yourself, know your body.”

      I grinned, feeling my own cheeks heat up. “I think you know your body pretty well.”

      He pulled on his shirt and leaned down to gather me in his arms. “I’d like to know your body better, young lady.” He waggled his eyebrows dramatically.

      I laughed out loud. “I think that can be arranged.”

      Raif kissed me. “Good,” he said, his voice husky. “I can’t wait, but it’s on your timeline, Taylor.”

      My homework. I could hear Nadine’s voice in my head. I had to say it. “Where do you see this going?” I asked.

      Raif looked up from tying his shoes. “Wherever you want it to. I want it all.” He stopped and looked at me. “Is that being too honest?”

      I blinked, trying to compose myself. “What does that mean, wanting it all?”

      “It means whatever you want, I want,” Raif said. He took a step toward me where I sat on the bed, putting his hands on my arms and kissing me again. “I want to be with you.”

      “But what about your job?”

      He shrugged. “It’s a job. If I decide to go back, we can deal with that. If I don’t, we can deal with that.”

      “You don’t know that for sure,” I said. “You’ve only known me a month.”

      “I’m a pretty good judge of character,” he said.

      “You’re sure?”

      Raif nodded. “Are you?”

      I nodded, a smile spreading across my face and my shoulders relaxing from the tension I’d been holding it. It felt like I’d turned a big corner, or made some kind of big move—but it was quiet. Just Raif and me, and the intimacy we’d just shared.

      Along with the mind-blowing orgasms.

      “When can we get together again?”

      “I want to tell my family about us,” I said.

      “Okay, deal. I’ll let Freeze know there’s something else that holds my attention besides the horses.”

      “My competition is a horse?” I asked, feigning disbelief.

      “She’s got a great ass,” he scooted next to me, nuzzling against my neck. “But yours is the clear winner.”

      I laughed. “Get out of here. Me being butt ass naked and you leaving looking—”

      “Rode hard?” Raif asked.

      “Yeah, that, is not the way I want to tell my family.”

      He laughed, and kissed me again, deep and hard. I felt… I didn’t know what I felt, but I liked it.

      With a grin, he grabbed his hat, and left. As the door closed behind him, I fell back on the bed. How in the hell was I supposed to get up and move around after that?
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        Raif

      

      

      I was grinning so hard I thought my face might break as I jogged out to my truck. The street was quiet, and unlike when I’d walked in with Taylor, I didn’t care if everyone on the block was watching me. I couldn’t believe it was just the decision to be open about us, but that was the only thing that was different.

      Well, that and the fact that I’d had the best sex of my life. As in, ever. She was amazing. I didn’t know if she realized it, but Taylor gave her whole self. I could see where that was problematic if she wasn’t with someone who would give back the same effort. Maximum effort, I thought with a grin. Wade Wilson level effort.

      Which is what I’d give with her every time, all the time. I thought about our conversation right before I left. I wondered why she’d brought it up. Didn’t she realize that I’d been with her over the past month because I wanted to? Because I liked her? If it was just sex, I wouldn’t have lasted all month.

      But thinking about sex with Taylor made me grin again. I still had the grin as I drove down the long driveway to the house at the ranch. When I came in, Freeze, Axel and Pris were watching a movie. They all looked up.

      “There he is,” Axel said, a shit-eating grin on his face.

      “Where you been, boy?” Freeze asked, a similar grin on his face.

      “I’ve been out,” I said, grinning right back. “With Taylor Claiborne.”

      “She’s Beezie’s sister, right?” Pris looked to me, and then her husband.

      He nodded. Pris turned back to me. “And?”

      “And that’s it,” I said. I walked through the main room toward my room.

      “Don’t forget to write about it in your diary,” Axel called.

      I heard Pris try to shush him as Freeze and Axel burst into laughter.

      I closed my room door and let myself fall on the bed. I felt like I did after we did a job, after our target made it back and stayed alive. I couldn’t sit still. So I went and got a shower.

      Taylor’s face as we made love was what I saw when I closed my eyes. The way she looked at me, the way her mouth fell open as I pounded into her, the way she demanded more. The word ‘more’ made me hard just remembering it. Jesus. How had I gotten so lucky?

      What was amazing was that Taylor seemed to think she was lucky too. I’d never been anyone’s choice before. Sure, there were women who loved to go out with special ops guys. But that was me being wanted for what I was, not who I was. Taylor had taken me back to her place, and shared herself with me.

      I couldn’t wait to do it again.

      After my shower, I texted her. I had a great time tonight. Can’t wait to see you again. Tell me when and where.

      Her response was almost immediate. So did I. You’re amazing. Let me see if tomorrow will work.

      I’m there. Let me know. I set the phone down, not wanting to glom all over her. I had been right in that she needed space, and needed the time to make her choice, and do things in her own time.

      But when my phone buzzed again, she’d texted back five heart emojis. Something inside of me shifted when I saw that. It was just a bunch of stupid emojis, but she felt safe enough to send it to me.

      I sent her back X’s and Os. I couldn’t leave her hanging like that. I knew that she’d met me when she was in serious rebound territory from her piece of shit ex. I might have problems, but I didn’t understand drowning them in booze, or drugs. Taylor was more empathetic, but for me, empathy ended when you dragged other people into your shit. It’s why I hadn’t told her about Morrison. My shit was my own to carry, to deal with.

      A warmth spread through me that had nothing to do with the scalding hot shower. I’d told her my own secrets, and she hadn’t blinked. Hadn’t walked away in disgust. So I’d need to keep my anger at her ex to myself. Well, within reason.

      I fell asleep with the thought of Taylor naked and under me running through my mind.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, I was up before anyone else, even Freeze. Normally, breakfast was his thing, but I couldn’t sit still, so I started the eggs and bacon.

      Freeze came out, scratching the back of his head. “You got coffee?”

      “What kind of heathen do you think I am?”

      “I don’t know. Air Force gets weird.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Whatever.”

      He poured himself a cup and then sat at the table. “So. Taylor Claiborne.”

      “Yes?” I didn’t turn around.

      “She seems like a nice girl.”

      “She is,” I said, smiling at the backsplash.

      “I like her family. Her mom, her sister and her husband are good people.”

      “So is Taylor,” I said.

      “You think this is a thing?”

      I nodded, even though I wasn’t sure he could see me. “I do.”

      “Well, good. Glad to see it.” He got up and refilled his cup. “How’s the grub coming along?” Freeze peered over my shoulder. “I need to eat before the coffee kicks in.”

      The medic part of me wanted to contradict him, but I’d already learned that it wasn’t worth the time it took to argue. I turned and put all the food on plates, bringing them over the table. Pris and Axel came out yawning a bit later.

      We’d been eating for about five minutes when there were steps on the stairs and Jensen and Carissa came in. Great, I thought. The gang’s all here. They lived in town, but Jensen came out every day to work. Carissa came out weekly to do the books. Today must be her day.

      “I’ll make more,” I said, getting up from the table.

      “You’re not cooking?” Jensen asked Freeze. “You feeling all right?”

      Freeze shook his head. “I’m fine. Someone was up bright and early. He had a good evening last night, so I guess that spilled over into today.”

      “Oh, yeah?” As I turned around, Jensen was eyeing me. Carissa had taken a seat next to Pris, but Jensen still stood. “You have a hot date last night?”

      Axel and Freeze snickered, and Carissa and Jensen looked at me at the same time.

      “You did?” Carissa asked. “With whom?”

      “I bet her name starts with Taylor,” Axel said, a wicked grin on his face.

      “The girl from the bakery?” Carissa looked to Pris for confirmation.

      “Yes. Taylor Claiborne. She works at the bakery, and we’re dating.” I didn’t know what I expected, but the general applause from all the other people in the house wasn’t it. I smiled, feeling my face get warm.

      “Ah, he’s blushing. Stop before you make him all tongue tied,” Freeze said between laughing.

      I smiled, even as everyone teased me. It felt good to be teased. Not only that, I liked the people teasing me. For the first time since I’d left to join the Air Force, I felt like I was in a place where this could be a family. If everything kept on like it was.

      A longing for my brothers swept over me. I hadn’t had that feeling in years. No matter what I decided, I needed to see them. I needed to try to reconnect. This was the best I’d felt in years. Even with all that had happened, I was glad to be where I was.

      We finished breakfast, with Jensen and Carissa cleaning up, and everyone headed out to the barn. Cecil and Caleb came out, attracted by the people and cars, and I patted Caleb on the head. “Don’t try to mess with my girl again. Although I’m glad you did,” I said with a grin. If the birds hadn’t cornered her, who knows how long it would have taken for us to have a date?

      The grin stayed on my face all morning. And all afternoon. Even as we had to be out late with the herd, and I knew I wouldn’t get to see her. I texted her after we made it back in and told her I’d try to get away tomorrow.

      How did it go telling your family? I texted.

      All right she texted back.

      Just all right?

      They don’t know you, so they are nervous.

      Fair enough. When should I come to dinner?

      How about Friday night? Taylor sent almost immediately.

      Great. What should I bring?

      Yourself, and flowers. She added a smiley emoji.

      Got it. I’ll try to get away tomorrow.

      I can’t wait to see you again, Taylor said.

      That makes two of us. I ended that one with a kissing emoji. I remembered a class I’d taken about staying in touch with your family when you were deployed. The instructor told the class, which was a mix of ages, mostly men, that we should seriously make the effort to get good at texting because it was an instant way to connect with your loved ones, and helped with distance and long times away from each other. This back and forth with Taylor proved that the long ago instructor was right, even as half of my class had groaned.

      Get some rest. You’ll need it, she texted back. And added a laughing and a winking emoji.

      The teasing from Taylor didn’t make me feel all warm and fuzzy. It made me hard and made me want to have her here with me right now. Jesus. Just the thought of her body was enough to send me into overdrive.

      We said good night, and I lay in bed, thinking about her. And how nice it felt here on the ranch. How these people felt like home. When I’d come here, all I wanted was to make it through my medical leave, and get back to my team. Now I wasn’t so sure.

      Taylor and I weren’t able to get together on Wednesday or Thursday. The herd was feeling feisty and needed a lot of extra time. We were moving them to another part of the ranch, and the young bulls were not just feisty, but a pain in the ass. I wasn’t as much help as I wanted to be, because I wasn’t as good on a horse. At least my ass wasn’t hurting twenty-four seven, so I took the positives where I could. It felt good to be working physically, to sweat and push myself.

      Friday came around, and I felt some frustration at my not being able to see Taylor. I’d see her later tonight, even though it would be under the spotlight from her family. Freeze, after some ribbing, let me go back to the house a little early, and I showered and drove into town with enough time to bring a bouquet for Taylor’s mom, and one for Taylor herself. I almost bought a bottle of wine, but I caught myself in time. Taylor wasn’t a fan of drinking, and while I enjoyed a cold beer, I got it. I’d bet that her family was sensitive as well. Or not. I didn’t know. I’d get the lay of the land tonight.

      When I pulled up to Taylor’s house, there were a couple of cars out front in addition to Taylor’s Suburban. I checked myself in the mirror, left the hat in the car, and squared my shoulders as I walked up to the porch. I felt like I was going into battle, and in way, I was.

      All her family knew was that Taylor hooked up with guys that weren’t worthy of her. Now she’d told them that she was dating—if this were my daughter, I’d be concerned. There was a lot on the line tonight. But every time I got geared up and went out on a mission, there was a lot on the line. At the least, there was a life on the line. Tonight was no different. I had to show up and do my best. Our motto in the PJs was So that others may live.

      I wanted Taylor to live. Granted, I wanted her to live with me, but more than that, I wanted her to move beyond all the shit in her past. Preferably with me. As part of us, making something together. With those thoughts in mind, I rang the bell.

      A woman that looked like Taylor who had a little girl on her hip opened the door. “Raif?” she asked.

      I nodded. “You must be Beezie.”

      “I am. Come in,” she stood back, allowing me to come in. “This is Tatiana, my daughter.”

      “It’s good to meet you both,” I said, smiling down at the little girl.

      She ducked her head into her mother’s shoulder. I put my hand out after Beezie shut the door, and she took it. She had a firm grip and a direct look. “You’re a big guy,” she said.

      “I am. Can’t be helped,” I replied.

      Another woman came out, wiping her hands on a towel. “I’m Lana Claiborne, Taylor and Beezie’s mom,” she said, her hand out.

      I shook it, and she had the same firm grip as her daughter. Both women stared at me openly, appraising me. I stood and let it happen. Then I felt an arm snake around my waist, and Taylor appeared beside me, leaning her head on my shoulder for a moment.

      “You’re right on time,” she said, smiling up at me. “Can I take these?” She nodded at the flowers I held in the crook of my left arm.

      “What? Oh, yeah, that would be great. The roses are for you,” I said as Taylor took them.

      “Can you grab the vases?” Taylor called over her shoulder as she walked into the kitchen.

      “Sure,” I said, smiling at her mom and sister. I hurried after Taylor, and she was standing at the sink, unwrapping the flowers.

      “Thank you,” she said, leaning down and inhaling the scent of the roses. “I love roses. How did you know?”

      “I didn’t. They reminded me of you.” The roses were a peachy pink, and I’d thought of her when I saw them.

      “What a nice compliment. I love the color.” She snipped the ends and took the vase I handed her. “You look good enough to eat,” she whispered, leaning closer to me.

      “Maybe later, pretty please?” I whispered back.

      Her hair was down, and she smiled as she bent her head over the roses. But she glanced up at me, and I could see her cheeks were pink even as her lips curved into a knowing smile. “We’ll have to take a walk or something.”

      “It’s a date,” I said.

      We stood together, our shoulders touching, not speaking any further. It felt so good to be around her, and it was so fucking hot to be talking about sex in the middle of the family interrogation. Together, we carried in both the vases.

      “Put them right in the middle of the table,” Lana said.

      “Keeps them away from little hands,” Beezie added.

      The front door opened, and a tall man came in. Tatiana saw him and lifted her hands to him. “Peanut!” he said, taking her and lifting her high. Tatiana swiped her hands long the ceiling, laughing as she did so. He let her drop down and cradled her to him. Then he saw me and took a step over, hand out. “Link Cunningham.”

      “Raif Garzon. Good to meet you,” I said.

      “You, too. Lana, what can I do?”

      “Get the little miss ready for dinner. Everything else is done,” Lana said.

      “Deal!” Link said, smiling at his daughter. “Let’s go wash up, Peanut!”

      I could hear Tatiana talking to her father, her high voice clear even though I wasn’t sure what she was saying. Within moments, Lana, Beezie, and Taylor had dinner on the table. Chicken, green beans and mushrooms, and roasted potatoes. I offered to help, but was directed to sit and make myself at home.

      Uh, huh. Or get ready for the interrogation. I kept my smile to myself. This would be fine. They were cautious, but they loved Taylor, and only wanted the best for her. When everyone sat down, and dinner was served, there were a few moments of silence, and then Beezie looked up.

      “So how’d you end up here, Raif?”

      I gave an abbreviated version of how I landed in Paulson. Link nodded. “That’s a tough break, man. How’s your leg now?”

      “Well, I’m spending a lot of time on a horse getting yelled at by Freeze Buckley, so my backside is suffering more than my leg,” I said, to general laughter. I figured they all knew Freeze.

      “Are you planning to go back?” Lana asked, eyeing me as she took a bite of green beans.

      “I don’t know, honestly,” I said. “I’m on medical leave. I’m doing all my PT and not stressing anything. I’ll never be an active PJ again. There are other things I can do, but with all the training I’ve done, I don’t know if that’s what I want.”

      “Makes sense,” Beezie said. “Where’s your family from?”

      I told her about Geoff’s owning a ranch in Idaho, and Marco living in Arizona. My parents were living in Florida, enjoying life in a retirement community. I could see from the glances that Taylor’s family was sharing around the table that I was doing all right. Taylor, sitting next to me, squeezed my hand under the table. She wasn’t saying a lot, and I got that. She probably knew that her family needed to do their thing. It was smart—no sense fighting where you didn’t need to.

      Talk turned to Broken Falls Ranch. “Are there really attack turkeys?” Beezie asked.

      “You didn’t believe me?” Taylor asked indignantly.

      “Sort of. Pris, that’s Axel’s wife, she says they have FOMO,” I said. “So they need to check out everything, and make sure that they are not, in fact, missing anything.”

      “The turkeys have a fear of missing out?” Link asked in disbelief.

      I shrugged. “That’s what Pris says, and she’s the turkey whisperer on the ranch, so who am I to say anything?”

      Everyone laughed. Talk became more general then, and I felt I’d passed some sort of hurdle. It felt good.

      I helped to clean up after dinner, and as I came out of the kitchen, Taylor said, “Now that Raif has cleaned up, I’d like to go for a walk with him. Unless you all have any more questions?”

      Beezie looked at her mom. Lana looked at Link. Link looked over to Beezie. At least Tatiana had fallen asleep on the couch. Then they all looked at me. “You’re allowed,” Beezie said.

      Taylor rolled her eyes. “Thank you,” she said. “Come on, Raif, before there're more chores that magically appear.” She took my hand and pulled me out the front door. It was dark and there was a slight hum in the night as bugs and whatever else moved around after dark did their thing. It smelled sweet, and I turned Taylor to me to wrap my arms around her and just hold her.

      “I’ve missed you,” I said, kissing the top of her head.

      “I’ve missed you, too. You did great tonight.”

      “I did? I couldn’t tell. They’re a tough bunch.”

      “I can tell, and you did great,” Taylor said. “I’m pretty sure they liked you.”

      “I hope so,” I said. “I wasn’t looking forward to the kind of interrogation a second dinner was going to bring.”

      “Come on, let’s go for a walk while we can get away,” she said, pulling me off the porch and into the dark of the night.
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        Taylor

      

      

      I towed him along until we got to the sidewalk, and then I tucked myself close to Raif’s side. His hand had crept over to mine under the table a few times, but it was a gentle squeeze, nothing more. Totally innocent and a lot less than I wanted from him. I wanted to feel his hands on me again.

      Which sure as hell wasn’t going to happen in front of my mom and sister. Not to mention Link. He looked mild-mannered, but he didn’t take insult to the women in his family well. And he considered me family.

      “Where are we going at the speed of light?” Raif asked.

      “We don’t have a lot of time,” I said. “They’ll be wondering if we’re gone too long. But I have a plan.”

      “You do?” His voice was warm.

      “Oh, yes, I do. So hush up and follow me,” I said.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Raif drawled, and the words made me shiver.

      I got wet between my legs, wanting to feel him there once more. It was nearly all I’d thought about the past two days, and the fact that we hadn’t been able to see each other until tonight was driving me crazy. Moving quickly, we reached the small park in record time. There were no lights in the park, and as I walked us further in, the lights from the street faded, leaving plenty of shadows for us to hide ourselves in. I kept going, heading for a large tree on the edge of the park.

      Once we reached it, I turned around and launched myself at Raif. He caught me, his arms going around my waist, and his lips crashing into mine. I could feel him through his jeans, hard and pressing against me. I wrapped my legs around him, grinding my pussy into his crotch, and he groaned into my mouth.

      “You’re trying to kill me,” he said.

      “I’ve been dying all week. No sense in suffering alone,” I whispered.

      He walked me toward the tree, stopping as my back touched the trunk of the tree. We stood, our hands running through each other’s hair, and along each other’s body.

      “I brought something,” I said, pulling a small foil packet out of my pocket.

      “Are you—right here?” Raif asked. He sounded surprised.

      “Right now,” I said. “Unless it’s too much for you,” I teased.

      Raif was still for a moment, and then cradled my head, his lips brushing against mine. “Not at all. Tell me what you want.”

      “What?”

      “What do you want? I’m yours. Tell me what you want me to do,” he said, nipping at my bottom lip.

      “Whatever you want,” I said.

      “No. You tell me what you want, or we can walk back now.”

      I blinked. This wasn’t what I expected, or planned for. Then I thought about my fantasies about Raif for the last two days. I think I’d had him in every possible position I could conceive, including some that didn’t seem like they’d work in real life.

      “I want you to fuck me up against the tree,” I said in a rush, the dirty words making me blush. I could feel my neck go hot even though it was dark. The dark was a gift, because I might have turned into a tomato and sunk through the ground otherwise. But with Raif’s arms surrounding me, where no one could see me, I felt safe. I could say exactly what I wanted.

      When was the last time I’d ever felt safe with another person?

      I didn’t have time to answer myself because Raif bent his head to mine and plundered my mouth. At the same time, his hands ran down my body, squeezing my breasts, and he ground his cock into me. “You are so hot,” he whispered against my mouth. “You drive me crazy.” He slid a hand down my leggings—I’d worn leggings and a loose shirt today on purpose—and cupped my ass, holding me close so he could grind against me a little more.

      “No,” I said.

      Raif stopped, pulling back from me. “What’s wrong?” I couldn’t see his face, but I could hear the worry in his voice.

      “I don’t want it like this,” I whispered, forcing myself to say it.

      “What do you want?”

      I turned around, leaning against the tree, and raised my arms over my head. Turning so that I could whisper and he’d hear me, I said, “I want you behind me.” Then I let my forehead rest against the tree. I’d had this one running in my head for the past two days. I wanted him to take me, like a marauding pirate. But without being the marauding pirate. Being in the dark made it easier to admit.

      Raif’s hand reached up and plucked the condom from my hand. He moved my hair and kissed the back of my neck. “You are the most amazing woman I’ve ever met,” he whispered.

      A smile moved across my face.

      Then I heard his zipper, and a second later, my leggings were pulled down. I spread my legs, aching to have him inside of me. Another moment where I heard him tear open the foil wrapper, and then his cock nudged at my entrance. A hard thrust, and he was in me.

      “Oh!” I gasped. This angle hit all kinds of different oh-my-God spots.

      Raif pulled out of me, and as he thrust back in, his hands reached up and I felt his fingers intertwine with mine. We gripped each other’s hands as he moved in and out, thrusting hard every time. It was glorious. I was so wet, and so on the edge of coming, I wasn’t able to concentrate on anything but him—his breath in my ear, the beat of his heart against me, the way his legs felt against my ass, and his cock pounding into me.

      “Baby,” Raif whispered hoarsely, “Come with me.”

      As though I’d been waiting for his command, I felt myself start to shudder. His thrusts were stronger, less rhythmic, and his breathing in my ear was ragged. He arched himself into me, pressing me against the tree, and I came, an explosion of all the things that made this the most intimate and sexy thing that had ever happened to me.

      My heart pounded in my ears, and both Raif and I were panting. He let go of my fingers and slid out of me. I leaned against the tree, catching my breath.

      “Oh,” I remembered, and shakily, I pulled my leggings up. I had a pocket on the side—whoever made these had to have been a woman—and I took a couple of paper towels out that I’d brought with me and handed them to Raif.

      His voice came through the darkness, amused. “You thought of everything.”

      “I haven’t been able to think of anything else,” I said. For whatever reason, this adventure made me feel bold. “It’s getting kind of embarrassing at work.”

      He laughed, a rich, full laugh, and wrapped his arms around me. Raif kissed my head, one hand smoothing my hair.

      “We need to look like, like… we weren’t just—”

      “Fucking against a tree?” Raif finished, laughing.

      “Yes, exactly that,” I said. I ran my hands through my hair and brushed myself off. I’d need to stop under a streetlight or something. His words thrilled me.

      Raif took my hand as we walked back to my house, and before we made it all the way back, I stopped to inspect myself. Raif watched me. “Babe, I don’t think there’s any hiding that we were up close and personal.”

      I stopped and looked at him. Inhaling deeply, I said, “Is it obvious?”

      “Are you upset that it might be?” There was something in his voice I couldn’t define.

      “Yes, and no. I,” I brushed at my leggings with my hands. “My family hated all of my exes. They’ve never liked any of them. It’s clear they think I choose losers. And I don’t want them to think you’re a loser that poor, stupid Taylor has thrown herself away on again!” I felt the prick of tears in my eyes.

      Raif took two steps toward me and wrapped his arms around me. “They’re not going to think that,” he said.

      “How do you know? They always have.” My fears that I’d misread dinner tonight came rushing to the forefront.

      “Because I’m not a loser, and you’re not poor, stupid Taylor.”

      I leaned into his chest, letting myself listen to his heartbeat, strong and steady, and let myself relax. “They don’t know you. They’re… ““Suspicious?” Raif finished my sentence.

      “Cautious,” I clarified. “And I don’t want to hear about it from them.”

      “So tell them that,”

      “It’s not that easy,” I said to his chest.

      “You’re right. It’s not. And some of your exes were not as awesome as me, it’s true,” he said.

      I looked up, and I could see the whites of his teeth as he laughed. “This isn’t funny,” I said.

      “Well, they did suck,” he said, his grin widening. “But that’s not your fault. If that’s all your family has seen, it’s okay that they’re cautious. That’s a good sign. It means they love you and want you to be happy with a good partner.”

      “It doesn’t feel that way,” I grumbled.

      “No, it doesn’t. They assume the worst. Let them. I’m not the worst. Neither are you. You know that. You can’t change their assumptions. They have to do that on their own.”

      “How do you make it sound so simple?”

      He laughed, letting go of me and taking my hand as we started walking again. “Because it’s not my family. Trust me, I have my own issues. But I can help you with yours, no problem.”

      I had to laugh. “Everything’s easier when it’s not your own stuff,”

      “That is so true,” Raif said. “I’m an expert on everybody else’s shit.”

      We were laughing as we walked up the path to my house. I could see my mom in the living room, standing with her arms crossed. She was talking, but I couldn’t see who she was talking to. At the sound of our footsteps on the porch, she turned, and a moment later, the door opened.

      “You’re back,” Mom said, and smiled.

      I held back my comment. Did she think I wasn’t coming back? Raif’s words echoed in my head. They were cautious, they wanted me to be happy.

      “Just in time for pie,” Link said, coming out of the kitchen.

      “Perfect timing on our part, then,” Raif said, smiling broadly. He hadn’t let go of my hand.

      Beezie came out with plates and forks.

      “Where’s Tatiana?” I asked, looking around.

      “She conked out,” Beezie said. “Thankfully before the pie. She didn’t need any more sugar today.”

      Conversation turned to the bakery, and Link asked Raif about the herd out at Broken Falls Ranch. Raif, with a lot of laughter, told a story about the horses, and how he was getting used to riding one. I watched my family as he talked. They were watching him, paying attention to everything he said.

      Raif was right. They were cautious. For me. At least, I hoped it was for me and not because they felt they had to gatekeeper for me. And I didn’t think I’d read things wrong. I did think that they cautiously liked him.

      When he stood up to leave, Link shook his hand, Beezie smiled at him, and my mom walked him to the door with me, patting him on the arm.

      “I’ll walk you out,” I said.

      He took my hand again, right in front of them, and said, “Thank you for dinner. It was good to meet you.” Then he turned, and we were out on the porch. The night air was cooler, and I felt my shoulders relax.

      “You all right?” Raif said quietly.

      I nodded.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he said. “They’re not that bad. I’ve seen worse. And you’re not as bad as you think,” he wrapped an arm around me as we walked down the porch steps together. “It just feels crappy when you’re in the middle of it.”

      I didn’t want to get into all my stuff at the moment, and I gave him a one-armed hug as we walked. When we reached his truck, he put both arms around me. “Thanks for letting me meet your family,” he said. He leaned down and kissed me.

      “Thanks for being willing to meet them,” I said. We kissed for another moment, and then he let go of me.

      “I’ll text you,” Raif grinned as he got into his truck.

      I watched as he pulled away, his face smiling at me. Then I walked back into the house, ready for whatever my family might have to say. Everyone was sitting in the living room when I came in. Mom and Beezie looked up, Mom smiling.

      “He’s nice,” said Beezie.

      “You like him?” I asked.

      She nodded. “I do. He’s kind of intimidating, because he’s so big, with his tattoos, but he’s nice.”

      I let out a breath I didn’t know I was holding. “He is nice.” I wasn’t going to get into anything else. I didn’t find him intimidating at all. When I’d first met him, I was mesmerized.

      “He’s all right,” Link said. “I could take him in a fight.”

      All four of us burst out laughing. Link was tall and wiry, and half the size of Raif.

      With that, the tension I’d felt melted away. I didn’t think it was gone for good, but it wasn’t sitting in the room with us like an uninvited guest. I also had the uncomfortable feeling that I was the one who’d dragged all the tension in, but I stopped myself. I could hear Raif again, telling me that what other people did or thought wasn’t my fault. That included my family.

      Link and Beezie gathered up their things and carefully picked up the sleeping Tatiana. Mom helped them out to the car. When she came in, she gave me a hug and a kiss. “You’d better get to bed. Work in the morning.”

      “Thanks for dinner, Mom. I appreciate it.”

      “You’re welcome honey,” she said.

      I went to my room. In addition to work, I had an appointment with Nadine. I hadn’t seen her since Raif and I had slept together. How was I going to tell her about it? I had no idea. As I got into bed, I decided I wasn’t going to worry about it. I had enough to focus on. And after dinner tonight, and the walk I’d taken with Raif, I just didn’t have the energy to lay here and worry myself to sleep.

      Oddly, I didn’t think about all the stress I’d felt about dinner. What I thought about was the moments with Raif, and how good he made me feel. His teeth, flashing in the dark at me as he smiled. The sound of his ragged breathing in my ear.

      I fell asleep smiling.
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      I was up early again, but I took my time in the shower, and when I came out, Freeze was already in the kitchen. He looked over his shoulder as I came in. “Couldn’t let you try to sneak in and take my job,” he said. “I have to earn my keep somehow.”

      “Yes, because otherwise we’ll bounce you out on your lazy ass,” Axel said. He smiled at me over his coffee cup.

      “So how was the inspection?” Freeze asked, not looking around this time. “You pass?”

      “I think so,” I said.

      “Even though they had to be disappointed in just some Air Force guy,” Axel said, straight faced.

      “Well, it could have been worse. It could have been some nut from the Army,” I replied.

      “Or even worse, some puke from the Navy!” Freeze added as the front door opened.

      “Some puke from the Navy? Are you lesser beings taking my name in vain?” Jensen came in, without Carissa this time.

      Axel threw a napkin at him, and we were all trading insults as Pris came in. “Really? What are you guys? Twelve?” she asked, shaking her head.

      “Maybe,” Axel said, grinning up at his wife. “Thirteen at the most.”

      Pris turned to me. “How was your date?”

      Jensen looked me up and down. “It doesn’t look like the family took a bite out of you.”

      “They were too polite for that,” I said.

      Freeze choked on a laugh. When he was able to speak, he said, “Don’t you be fooled. The Claiborne women are tough as nails. You screw up, Beezie and Lana will have your ass. There won’t be anything but scraps left.”

      “No,” I said. “They seemed really nice.”

      Axel shook his head. “I went to school with Beezie. She’s older than I am, but I saw her beat up a guy who kept bothering her friend. You know, pinching her ass, that kind of thing. So her mom gets called in, and he’s all bothered that Beezie beat someone up.”

      “Not that she beat someone up who was grabbing asses?” Pris asked, her eyes narrowed.

      “No. He wasn’t that enlightened,” Axel said. “Anyway, Lana asks him if they can step into his office. I, of course, am hanging around to see this because I saw the fight, and watched Beezie leave the guy in tears. Ten minutes later, Lana and the principal come out of his office and it’s clear as day that Lana had the principal for lunch. Beezie didn’t get suspended, but the guy she beefed with did. Those women are fierce.”

      I was thoughtful as everyone talked around me. I wondered if that was why Taylor felt so defensive. She wasn’t as hard core as her mom and sister. Did she think that meant she was weak? Sometimes it was hard to see yourself clearly in relation to what you’d grown up around.

      The thoughts of last night crept in. I’d tortured myself with them last night, but I was trying to keep them at a distance because I did have to work today, even if it wasn’t a full day, and there was no fun in walking around with a constant hard on. But Christ on toast, she’d been so hot. Her dragging me off to the park and asking me to fuck her—how could I ever forget that? Not in a million years.

      It was clear to me as well that Taylor was a work in progress. She was in therapy, she’d told me that. Which I got. I was seeing a therapist myself. It had been one of the things my doctors had insisted on. When I’d decided to stay here rather than go to Geoff’s in Idaho, I’d called my doctor in D.C. and asked for a referral here. If I didn’t do everything I was required to, I wouldn’t be allowed to go back onto active duty.

      But did I want to? This thing with Taylor was definitely a thing. But I’d only known her a month. Was that enough of a thing to change my entire life? We both had our own baggage. Shit, I thought we could fill an entire baggage car with the crap we were dragging around. Normally, that would have sent me running the other way. Now, after dealing with all my own shit, it made me realize that at least Taylor was trying. Lots of people, including me before I got hurt, before I lost someone on my team, just shoved all that baggage aside and ignored it.

      “Well, let’s get going, and then we can be lazy later today,” Freeze said. Everyone headed out to the barn. There was always, always work to do on the ranch, but on the weekends, Freeze had structured things so that we could take it easy. We were usually done mid-afternoon with the things that had to be done. Freeze liked to ride out and see the herd, and one of us would ride out with him. But it was casual. We took turns feeding the stock. With only five regular hands, it was nice that Freeze and Axel had tried to arrange the weekends so that everyone could feel they had a little of rest. During the week, it was game on.

      My thought was that they needed some part-time hands. But it wasn’t my ranch, and I didn’t want to be pushy. It wasn’t my place. With things the way they were, at least there was some consideration that the ranch needed full-time care, and we all couldn’t be available at all times.

      I enjoyed the brushing of the horses, and I liked the goats and turkeys. There was something satisfying about the care of and feeding of animals. They were immediate in their response—which you didn’t always get with humans.

      After lunch, which Jensen made, and I cleaned up, we went and took the horses for an afternoon ride. When we got back, we brushed them, and we were done for the day. I immediately called Taylor.

      It went to voice mail.

      I texted her.

      There was no response.

      What the hell? I paced around my room, debating what it could be. She was working, but she should be nearly done. The bakery closed at three, and it was ten till three right now.

      “I’m heading into town. You need anything?” I asked Freeze as I walked into the main room.

      He didn’t look up from the book he was reading. “No, I’m good. But I’m not the only one. If that changes, I’ll have Axel text you.”

      “Great,” I said, grabbing my keys from the hook by the door. I was out and in my truck before he could say anything more. My instinct told me that I needed to get to Taylor. I had no idea why, either, because there shouldn’t be anything wrong. But my instinct had saved my ass on more than one occasion, even though it seemed to have fallen down on the job lately. I wasn’t going to ignore it.

      I found it difficult not to speed all the way into Paulson. I didn’t need a ticket, so I drove like a guy in a hurry, rather than a guy with life or death on the line. I wasn’t sure it was life or death, but it sure felt that way. My gut was in shreds. I drove into the downtown area, parking a couple of spaced down from the bakery. I saw Taylor’s Suburban, so I knew she was there.

      It was after three. The doors were locked, and the Closed sign was turned out. I knocked, and I saw Taylor sitting behind the counter. Beezie had an arm around her, and Taylor looked like she was crying. Whatever was going on, I’d been right. My instinct got it spot on today.

      Beezie looked up, and when she saw me, she hurried from around the counter. She unlocked the door and let me in.

      “What’s going on?” I asked.

      Beezie’s lips thinned. “Some people are like dog shit on your shoe. You clean them up, and the smell is still there. “

      A couple of long strides brought me over to the counter. I reached across for Taylor’s hands. “What’s up?”

      She looked at me, and she had been crying. A sense of rage at what—or who—made her cry washed over me. My entire job in life was to help others. To save them. So that others may live. It pissed me off to no end when other people didn’t at least make an effort for those in their lives. When it came to Taylor, I was even more angry. I felt certain I knew where this was coming from.

      “I was worried,” I said. “I called, and texted, and you didn’t answer me.”

      “You didn’t have to come into town for me,” her voice came out small and sad.

      “I planned on coming into town for you as it was,” I shrugged. “What happened?”

      “Margaret called.”

      Shit. I racked my brain, trying to keep up, and couldn’t remember who Margaret was. “What did she have to say?”

      “She told me that Kasper woke up.”

      “No shit,” I said. I figured, from what Taylor told me, that he would never wake up. It sounded as though he’d done a pretty heavy number on himself. Figures, I thought bitterly. These kinds of people never made it easy for the people around them.

      “I’m glad to hear it,” I said, lying through my teeth. “I don’t understand what that has to do with you.” It came back to me—Margaret was the mother of the ex.

      “She told me I needed to come back, because he was going to need help.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Is she on the same shit her kid is?”

      Taylor’s eyes widened. “Raif!”

      Beezie walked behind Taylor, back toward the kitchen, nodding. She gave me a thumbs up as our eyes met.

      Letting go of Taylor’s hands, I crossed my arms. “Your ex is not your problem, Taylor. He sounds like he was your problem for too many years, and his lame family was all fine and dandy with that. When he was safely in a coma, they left you alone. Now that he’s awake, you need to come take care of him and all his shit? No! That’s bullshit.”

      “His mom texted me before,” Taylor began.

      I cut her off. “Did she ask how you were doing? Did she call to check on you? See how things were going? Did she say she was sorry you felt you had to leave your entire life?” I didn’t think Taylor had much of a life with the ex, but I wanted her to see this woman was a manipulative asshole, and that Taylor was a means to an end. The end being, Margaret didn’t want to take care of her kid. Which was fine, but it wasn’t Taylor’s problem.

      Taylor looked down. I wondered if I’d gone too far. I looked over Taylor’s head to see Beezie watching from the kitchen. Link had come to stand next to her, his arm around her. Jesus. I hoped they didn’t think I was being an asshole.

      “You need to block her,” I said.

      Taylor looked up and gave me a sad grin. “I did. She called the house, and Mom told her to—”

      “Fuck off,” Beezie supplied.

      Taylor smiled, and continued, “So she called here. Kasper must have told her about the bakery. I didn’t think he even knew the name.”

      “Amazing what people remember when it’s to their benefit,” I said. I knew I was dropping the hammer, but Taylor needed to see this for what it was. Even if she didn’t want me anymore, I realized, she needed to see this. Everything would be a shit ton better if she did want me, but this wasn’t about me. I shut up then, because she needed to make this call on her own.

      She looked down for what seemed like a long time. Then she looked up at me, and her smile made me feel like the sun had come out. “You’re right. Kasper, and Margaret, and whatever else is going on is not my problem. She has never asked me about how I’m doing. It’s always about what I’m doing or not doing for Kasper. He let her, too. She’d light into me, and he’d just sit there.” Taylor’s brows furrowed.

      I loved to see her get mad. Not that I was a shrink or anything, but when you got pissed and tired of how people treated you, that’s when you started to make changes.

      “She doesn’t care about me,” Taylor said.

      “No, she doesn’t,” I agreed.

      Beezie opened her mouth behind Taylor, and Link gently put his hand over her mouth. She turned around to glare a hole in him, and he just shook his head. Beezie then glared at me, and I kept my face blank. No way in hell I was stepping in the middle of that.

      “If Kasper really cared, he’d tell her to shut the fuck up,” Taylor said.

      “Yes, he would. Your relationship was between the two of you. What kind of person lets someone else, much less their mom, get in the middle and yell at their partner?” I kept my voice soft, although I wanted to tell her the answer. This was like figuring things out on a mission in a way. Sometimes, we got intel that was bad. And we had to figure it out on the fly. I could see it, but Taylor couldn’t. And like members on the team, you had to let them see the lay of the land, so to speak, for themselves.

      That skill was part of what made me a good leader. And part of what had kept my team safe—until recently.

      “An asshole,” Taylor said.

      “Exactly.” I nodded.

      “An addict,” she added sadly.

      “And that, you cannot fix. No one can,” I said.

      She took a deep breath. “You’re right. Margaret can go to hell. So can Kasper.” She blinked and then looked up at me. “That is harder to do than I thought it would be.”

      “It’s always hard to cut off people, even if they deserve it,” I said.

      Behind Taylor, Beezie pumped her fist.

      “I saw that,” said Taylor. “I can see you in the reflection of the cases,” she smiled.

      Beezie walked forward and put her arms around Taylor. “I want you happy, and safe. Kasper is neither.”

      Taylor rested her arms around her sister’s. “I know. I know. It’s just hard. I feel responsible.”

      “Because you’re a good person,” Beezie said. “Good people take on shit that’s not theirs all the time. People like Kasper and his mom count on that.”

      Taylor nodded, although I could see the sheen of tears in her eyes. She looked up, and then above my head. “Oh, no!” She jumped off the stool. “I’m going to be late for my appointment.”

      “Nadine?” Beezie asked.

      “Yes, and I have a lot to talk about with her today,” Taylor met my eyes and her face and neck went pink.

      Before I met Taylor, I didn’t know blushing was so damn sexy, but on her, it was like an aphrodisiac for me. “You want a ride?” I asked.

      She shook her head. “No, I’ll drive over. You want to do dinner later?”

      “That would be great,” I said. “I have some things to do.”

      Taylor came out from around the counter. “I can come back to finish up,” she said to Beezie and Link. “I’m sorry I got distracted.”

      “You go,” I said. “I’ll help them.”

      “No, there’s really not that much,” Beezie said.

      “That would be great,” Link said at the same time.

      Beezie elbowed him. “What?” he asked. “It’s a shit show in here today.”

      “Go,” I said to Taylor, kissing her lightly on the lips. “I’ll see you later.”

      I watched her leave and then turned back to Beezie and Link. “Okay, point me in the right direction.

      An hour later, the cases in the front were clean. All the tables were wiped, and the chairs turned up on them. I’d finished mopping, and the bakery sparkled. I’d never worked in a restaurant before, but cleaning was part of life on base, or a ship, or wherever you happened to be stationed, and after ten years in the service, I found that I didn’t care for clutter.

      Beezie came out. “Thanks, Raif. You didn’t have to do this, but I appreciate it.”

      “You should tell Link he was right,” I teased, hoping I didn’t get an elbow for my troubles.

      “No way in hell,” she said smoothly.

      “I heard it anyway,” Link called from the kitchen. “You can’t hide from me!”

      Beezie rolled her eyes, and I laughed.

      “You want something to eat?” she asked. “We have some amazing cake that we were working on today.”

      “A tester?” I asked. “Will I die?”

      “No one dies from my food,” Beezie said as she walked back into the kitchen.

      I followed her. It smelled divine in here, like cake batter, and chocolate, and fruit and sugar. It was a good thing I still did all my exercises and worked in a physical job. I could gain twenty pounds just by standing here. “How do you work in all this and not eat everything?” I asked. Both Link and Beezie were wiry. Taylor was a bit curvier, which I liked.

      “You slave over hot ovens and burn sugar a few times,” Beezie said. “It’s not as appealing then.”

      “You mean you don’t love all the things you cook?” I teased, since I was out of reach of her elbow.

      “I love it all, but I understand moderation. I live in a cloud of sugar,” Beezie said.

      “That’s because you’re in my cloud,” Link declared as he moved by her, kissing her on the cheek as he went by. “And I’m sweet all the time.”

      Beezie laughed, but the look she gave him told me Link wasn’t far off base. Taylor had told me about them, how they’d been devoted to each other since high school. You could see it in the way they were.

      “Here, try this. Tell me what you think,” Beezie said as she cut a slab of cake.

      The bell over the front door rang about twenty minutes later, when I thought for sure I was about to go into some diabetic coma.

      “I’m back,” Taylor called out.

      “I’m saved,” I said. “Death by sugar is not my choice.”

      “There are worse ways to go,” Beezie shrugged cheerfully.

      The entire time I’d been here, we hadn’t talked about Taylor, or her asshole ex, or anything. Part of me was dying for some further intel, but the other part of me felt like just hanging out with Taylor’s family was a good thing.

      “Hey, I wondered what you were still doing here,” Taylor said. “Oh, no. You’re not going to want to eat for the rest of the day.” She’d seen the cakes on the counter in front of me.

      “I might not, but it was delicious,” I said.

      “He was a big help. But now you two can get out of here,” Beezie said. “You’re free.”

      Taylor slipped her hand in mine as we left the bakery. I waited as she locked the door behind her.

      “She’s such a good baker,” Taylor said. “It’s all I can do not to shove all the cake in my mouth all day long.”

      “I had no intentions of eating that much cake,” I said. “But your sister is persuasive.”

      “That’s one way to put it,” Taylor said, chuckling. “I won’t ask you what you want for dinner. You want to go for a drive?”

      “Sure,” I said. “I’ll drive.”

      We climbed into my truck. I liked the way it felt having her with me. “Where to?”

      “Let’s go out to the lake,” Taylor said.

      We drove in silence for a bit, and then I asked, “How’d your appointment go?” I figured that Nadine was her therapist, given her comments and what Beezie had said.
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      I considered before I answered. It had been an intense hour, and we’d actually gone over a little. I told Nadine that I’d finally completed my homework and asked Raif where he saw us going. When I told her about his answer, she immediately asked how that made me feel.

      “Scared,” I said. “But in a good way.”

      I shared with her that we’d slept together, and she was pleased for me. Not that she was advocating sex, but that I felt like I was in a place where I wanted it because I wanted it. I told her about Raif making me ask for what I wanted, and she laughed. “How hard was that?” she asked.

      “Really tough, but worth it in the end,” I said.

      And we’d both cackled like hens. While she was definitely my therapist, I felt like she was also a friend.

      Then I had to tell her about Kasper, and his psycho mom, and how Raif had confronted me with their actions.

      “He’s good at making you look at it from a different perspective,” Nadine said. “It’s nice to hear it from a number of people.”

      “Yeah, you’re all on my ass,” I said before I could stop myself.

      “It’s difficult to feel like you’re being nagged. I hope you don’t think I’m nagging.”

      “No, you just ask all the uncomfortable questions,” I said.

      “People want the best for you, but I’ll bet they’re nervous and scared for you as well. That makes methods a little intense at times,” Nadine said.

      Overall, it was a good appointment. She was happy for me with how things were going with Raif, and she said the way he was reacting to me, and talking with me was the sign of a healthy person. I remembered what he said about having his own shit, and it was nice to know that someone could be healthy, and still have shit to deal with.

      It made me feel like there was hope for me. I also felt like I’d taken a big step today. Agreeing that Kasper wasn’t my problem, nor was his mother my problem was huge for me. Huge. It had always been my way to make things easier for everyone around me. To want to make things go smoothly, even if I wasn’t the one making a mess.

      I did it with my family as well, and that would be something I’d have to work on, I realized. But one thing at a time. When I left Nadine’s office, and went back by the bakery, I felt good. It was surprising to see that Raif’s truck was still there. And it pleased me more than I could express to see him sitting with Beezie, tasting cakes. Beezie didn’t share food with people she didn’t like.

      Which meant that what Raif said last night was true. They were just worried about me. But they liked him, and they didn’t think I was a big loser.

      I’d been told, by Kasper mostly, and by his mother when I had to be around her, what a disappointment I was. I never did anything right. No matter what I did, it wasn’t enough. Wasn’t good enough. Whatever. Even though I’d gotten away from him, and our toxic relationship, I carried all the words he’d dumped on me.

      Another thing to work on. A month ago, I would have been depressed to think that I still had so much to do. Now, I saw it as moving beyond the way I’d been living, and the way I’d allowed myself to be treated.

      So when Raif asked me how it went, I was able to tell him, “It was a great appointment.”

      He smiled. He had the most gorgeous smile. Everything about him was gorgeous. He was a big man, with a big presence. I wondered if he realized how big. I found it interesting that my sister, who was afraid of very little in this world, found him intimidating initially. I hadn’t seen that at all—I’d been bowled over by his beauty, by his kind manner. He wasn’t brash, or pushy, like a lot of big men were. He was quiet.

      Because he knew his strength and didn’t have to prove a thing to anyone. That was so sexy to me. I wanted to be like that, be like Raif. So comfortable with myself that I didn’t care what anyone else might say. He exuded a quiet confidence.

      “I’m glad. How are you feeling?” he asked.

      “Better. Thank you for talking me through that,” I waved a hand to indicate how he’d found me earlier. “I know it’s not fun to talk about someone’s exes.”

      He shrugged. “That’s part of your life, Taylor. Just as my past is part of mine. You don’t wipe it out. You just… learn to live with it.”

      “Are you doing that?” I asked, knowing by the change in his expression he was thinking about his team member who had died. Morrison.

      “I’m working on it. My shrink thinks I’m making progress. Although he said, and I agree, that you don’t ever move past it. Someone you knew, someone you felt responsible for, died. There’s no changing that.”

      I reached for his hand. We drove out to the lake, parking at the park where we’d met a number of times, and without talking about it, we got out and walked along the path. What was so nice with Raif was the feeling that I didn’t have to talk, or entertain him. I just had to be there.

      Like he was for me.

      We didn’t go to dinner that night. We went to the Beanery, and got tea, and talked. As much as I loved touching him, and being with him, I was content with tonight being low key. He drove me back to my Suburban at the bakery and kissed me long and hard before putting me into my car.

      “I’m going to be busy this week,” Raif said. “We have a couple of cows who are close to giving birth, so my schedule will be crazy.”

      “Then you need to call me when you can, and text me all your dirty thoughts,” I said.’

      “I can do that,” he kissed me again.

      As I drove home, I found that I couldn’t stop smiling. This had been a rough day and had ended wonderfully.

      Because of Raif.
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        * * *

      

      When Raif said his week was crazy, he wasn’t kidding. One cow gave birth Monday night, and the other one on Wednesday. The second cow had problems, and they had to call the vet to come out and help her. Thankfully, both moms and calves came out of it well. They were waiting on one more cow, and he’d been going out into the yard to call me when he took a break from baby watch in the barn.

      “I can’t wait to see you,” he said. “Axel asked me if I wanted to move out to the cabin.”

      “What cabin?”

      “There’s a small cabin, a bunkhouse, out by the barn. Jensen lived there when he first came here, but since he lives in town with Carissa, no one’s staying there. He said,” Raif stopped.

      “He said? Who said what?” I asked.

      Raif cleared his throat. “Axel said that since I was in a place where I might need more privacy than when I first came here, he wondered if I’d like it.”

      “And you said?” I asked.

      “I said yes. You’ll have to help me move in and then help me christen the place.”

      “Only if you keep the turkeys away from me,” I said, remembering them coming at me.

      “They’re really not that bad. You need to make peace with them.”

      “I need to make peace?” I said. “They’re the ones who rushed me!”

      He laughed, and I realized he was teasing. “When can I see you?”

      “Not the rest of the week unless this last cow gets a move on,” Raif said, and I could hear the regret in his voice. “I’ll let you know as soon as she does.”

      “I hope it’s soon,” I said, lowering my voice. “I miss you.”

      “Oh, lord,” Raif said. “You’re going to kill me.”

      “Not yet,” I purred. I wondered where this side of me had come from and decided I didn’t care. It was here because I loved Raif, and he made me feel wonderful. So I was going to enjoy it.

      The enormity of what I’d just thought hit me. I loved him? Oh, my God.

      “Taylor?” I heard.

      “What? Oh, sorry,” I said. “I was daydreaming. Of all sorts of things,” I let my voice drop again. I didn’t want to talk about this with him. Not yet. I didn’t know if he felt the same.

      “I have to go. I’ll call you,” Raif said reluctantly.

      “Bye,” I said.

      We hung up, and I sat for a moment with the phone in my lap. Did I love him? Is that what this was? My sense of love was skewed. I knew that from seeing Nadine. I knew that from looking at Beezie and Link and comparing it to whatever it was that Kasper and I had.

      When I’d met Kasper, I’d fallen in love with him fast. He’d come on strong, buying me flowers, taking me to dinner, calling all the time and being there, in my life, all the time. It had been a whirlwind for six months straight. Then we’d moved in together, and for a while, things had been great.

      Until he’d decided to try out cocaine. He had loved it, but he couldn’t afford it. So he turned to drinking more, which was far more affordable. That had been the beginning of our end. Looking back, though, I wondered if it was real on his part. It was so… overwhelming. Almost like he never gave me a chance to decide if he was what I wanted. He was always there, always in my view.

      Raif didn’t do that. He gave me space. He gave me choices. He wanted—insisted—that I speak up for myself.

      And I loved him. Not because of what he did for me, but because of how I felt for him. I didn’t feel I owed him anything. I didn’t feel like he needed to do anything for me. Although he obviously was a caretaker, just like me. But I didn’t get a sense of obligation from him.

      I made a mental note to talk with Nadine about it. This felt like the equivalent of a major archeological discovery for me.

      Raif saw me as his equal. He expected me to be his equal, nothing more. He didn’t expect me to be his mother, his caretaker, his fixer.

      Whoa.

      I was quiet as I ate dinner with my mom, and thoughtful throughout the next day at work. I had another appointment with Nadine, and I shared some of my thoughts with her.

      She smiled, bigger than I’d seen her smile since I began working with her. “Taylor, that’s wonderful. You’ve been doing good work.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “Am I on the right track?”

      “You are, even without me nagging.”

      I laughed a bit at her reminder of our last conversation.

      “Do you think it’s love?”

      I nodded. There was no hesitation.

      “Then you’re probably right. You know what you have to do next?”

      “No.” I thought this was a fairly big step.

      “You need to tell him.”

      “What if he doesn’t feel the same?” I got panicky at the thought.

      “You can’t control what other people feel, Taylor. You have to be in charge of you, and you can’t let the fear of what others may or may not do decide what you do.”

      “That feels… I don’t know. Risky.”

      “Love is a risk. You took a risk coming back here. I know you were worried your family wouldn’t accept you. But they did. You took a risk blocking Margaret. Which was very brave, because I think she’s somewhat unhinged, from what you’ve told me. I’ll feel better if you report her to the police. Let them know that she’s harassing you, and your family.”

      “What can the police do?” I asked.

      “Unfortunately, not a lot until she does something. I just have a bad feeling about her.”

      “That’s not very professional,” I teased.

      “No, but you see people enough, and you get a sense of them through their behavior. There’s something really off about her.”

      “I agree. I’ll stop by the police station on the way home.”

      As I promised, I did stop by. An officer named Penny Matheson took my statement. She wasn’t from around here. I knew most of the people my age, and I’d say Penny was around my age.

      “What are you afraid of?” Officer Matheson asked.

      I shrugged. “I don’t know. That she’ll show up? Try and hurt me? She’s never hurt me before, but right before I left Cheyenne, she told me that I was staying, and she wasn’t going to hear anything more from me.”

      “Did she try to stop you from leaving?”

      I shook my head. “I snuck away. I left after I was sure she’d left the hospital.”

      Officer Matheson typed a bit more into her laptop and then looked up. “There’s not a lot we can do, Taylor. I’m sorry to tell you that. I can tell you don’t feel comfortable, but nothing that Margaret has done has broken any laws.”

      I sighed. “I didn’t think she had.”

      “You, your mom, and your sister have all told her to stay away from your home and business?”

      “Yes. We were pretty clear. My mom very much so.”

      Officer Matheson smiled. I’d told her that Mom told Margaret to fuck off.

      “So if she calls again, or does anything like show up, send someone to speak with you, anything, you need to let us know. You’ve made it clear you do not wish contact. If she continues to push for contact, we might be able to step in.”

      I got up. “Thanks for your time.”

      “It was nice to meet you. I’m sorry you had to come in, but I’m glad you did. Too many people don’t, and we can’t help if you don’t give us information as it happens.”

      Officer Matheson shook my hand, and I left the station and drove home. I told Mom what I’d done and called Beezie to let her know. I thought it might help if they both went in and talked with Penny Matheson. They both agreed, promising to do so in the next few days.

      Raif and I weren’t able to see one another on Friday, either, due to baby watch. This was getting ridiculous. I wondered if you could die of lust. So I went to work Saturday and resigned myself to a weekend without Raif. I knew that they were stretched thin out at the ranch.

      The doorbell rang later that night after I’d come home and showered, and I jumped up from the couch, excited at the thought that Raif might have been able to get away.

      When I opened the door, my mouth fell open.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen
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      I was taking a bathroom and food break in the house. We’d been rotating all the chores so that someone could stay with our last pregnant cow. It had gotten hairy with the second one, and Freeze didn’t want to leave the third one alone at all.

      “He’s like a mother hen,” Axel said. He’d come in with me to get something to eat. Freeze was with the cow. Jensen and Pris had gone out to check on the rest of the herd. Axel and I had fed and watered all the horses, fed the chickens, collected the eggs, fed and milked the goats, and fed the turkeys. For the moment, the chores were under control.

      A shout from the barn had us both running. As we hit the barn doors, we could hear Freeze. “Come on, girl, you can do this. It’s all right, this is normal. You can do it, sweetie.”

      I smiled. He really did love his cows. Walking into the pen we’d made for her, the cow had her head down, and was panting. A tiny hoof protruded from her backside. She made a low, keening sound, and then like magic, a small calf fell onto the floor of the barn. The cow turned around and nudged at her calf. The calf faltered, but struggled to its feet.

      “A boy!” Freeze shouted. “Hot damn, we’re two for three!” The first two calves were male and female, one of each. Since the goal was to produce bulls for the rodeo circuit, the more males that were born, the better chance we had at hitting that goal.

      There wasn’t much to do after that. Nature had made things so that the cow and calf were moving forward without much help from us. Freeze fed the cow and told both of us to head in. Axel called Pris to let her know. When he got off the phone, he turned to me. “Hey, man, if you want to take the night off, do it.”

      “You sure?”

      He nodded. “We have most of it under control. I’ll send Jensen home, and we’ll manage.”

      I couldn’t help myself. “We need more help,” I said.

      Axel sighed. “I know. Granddad is picky about who he brings in.”

      “He does all the hiring?” I asked.

      “Yeah, that’s his thing. He gave the ranch to me and Pris, and he doesn’t give us much grief about our decisions, but he has definite ideas about who comes to work here.”

      “Maybe there are some kids in town who need part-time jobs,” I said. “We can do this now, but we’re going to get burn out if we keep up this schedule.”

      He smiled. “Yeah, I’ve been thinking I need to man up and talk to Granddad. You want to stand with me, hold my hand for moral support?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      “This mean you’re sticking around?” Axel looked at me intently. “Last I heard, you weren’t sure.”

      Is that what it meant? “I… I don’t know. I think so?” I gave him a half-smile. “This wasn’t quite what I had planned.”

      Axel nodded. “It never is. Well, think about it, and give me your answer. I already know what Jensen thinks, since he’s bent my damn ear for the past two weeks. If you agree, and you want to stick around, I’d like the three of us to talk to Granddad together.”

      “Scared of one old man?” I teased.

      “Damn straight. The guy could kick all our asses. There’s strength in numbers, Raif. You know that.”

      We both laughed, and I went to get a shower. I was going to head into Paulson and surprise Taylor. I knew she’d be home. She had to get up early for the bakery, and she was a woman who liked her sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Axel watched Raif take the stairs two at a time. He grinned, thinking about their conversation. “Granddad, you’re a fucking genius,” he said, watching the other man disappear. “A horse, this ranch, and a good woman. It can heal anything.”
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        * * *

      

      When I drove into town, I was cheerful. I was also desperate to get Taylor naked again, to make her sigh and scream and come all over my cock. Or maybe my face. But with her living at her mom’s and me not out in the cabin yet, I had a sad feeling that wasn’t going to happen tonight.

      I didn’t care what was on the agenda tomorrow. I was moving into the cabin and inviting her over. I was a grown man. She was a grown woman. We shouldn’t have to sneak around like this. Not now, not that we were out as a couple. Feeling happier with my future plans, I turned onto her street. There was an unfamiliar car with Wyoming tags on it right in front of the Claiborne house.

      That was odd. She hadn’t mentioned she was expecting friends.

      When I stepped onto the porch, I heard raised voices inside. Taylor, her mom, another woman—it wasn’t Beezie—and a man. My WTF meter went off. I took a couple of steps toward the door and listened. I couldn’t hear what was being said, but the tone was obvious. Without knocking, I opened the door and walked in.

      Taylor was standing in the living room. She looked pissed. Her mom was next to her, and she looked worried. The two people I didn’t know turned around, and I knew right then who I was looking at. The guy who had the appearance of someone dragged through a knot hole, run over, and then left for dead had to be the ex. He also looked very tired. This was a man who had come to the edge, and somehow, come back from it. The vestiges of good looks hung around him. He’d been a good-looking guy at one point. If he cleaned up, he would be again. Since he’d lived, anything was possible. I didn’t know how, given how poor he looked, but that wasn’t my concern. He’d have to heal and get better on his own. Without Taylor.

      She was mine.

      The woman was a different story. She had an air of the feral about her. She was angry and mean. She glared at me like she’d like to have a piece of me, and not in a good way. I stared back at her, daring her.

      With everyone looking at me, Lana darted into the bathroom that was right off the living room. The click of the door shutting made the man and the woman turn back to focus on Taylor.

      “Where did your mom go?” the man asked.

      “Probably to be sick,” Taylor said. Her hands were on her hips, and her eyes were snapping with anger. “Because she just can’t believe you two would show up here. Especially you, Margaret. Like we’re friends or something.”

      “You ran out on my boy!” the woman yelled. “You worthless girl! You left him for dead in the hospital.”

      “I gave everything I had to give,” Taylor said, looking at the man. At Kasper.

      “Taylor, I’m clean now,” Kasper said, and his voice was quiet.

      Taylor stared at him for a long time, then she looked at me. Her eyes softened for a moment, and then the hard and angry glitter was back. “Raif, would you take Margaret out onto the porch? I need to talk to Kasper.”

      “No, I’m not going anywhere—” the woman began.

      Taylor stepped around Kasper and was in Margaret’s face faster than I thought possible. “Listen, Margaret, I’m one step from calling the cops and having you tossed in jail. I’ve already filed a complaint against you and Kasper, and my mom and Beezie have as well. You’ve been told to stay away from us, our homes, and our businesses. But here you are, pushing your way in where you aren’t wanted. So if I were you, I’d walk my ass out onto that porch, close the door behind you, and sit quietly until Kasper and I have finished talking.” Taylor stopped.

      Margaret’s face underwent several transitions. She’d gone red when Taylor got in her face, then white as what Taylor said about the cops must have sunk in. Now she went red again, and her anger resurfaced. “You can’t talk to me that way.”

      “I’ll talk to you any way I want. Make your choice, Margaret. The porch or the cops.”

      Margaret’s lips thinned, but she turned and stomped to the front door and out onto the porch.

      “Raif?” Taylor said to me.

      I nodded, and followed Margaret, closing the door behind me. It took everything in me not to go in and rip her out of there, away from the guy who had caused her such pain. But she had to do this for herself.

      “She’ll never stay with you,” Margaret said to me, eyeing me like I was three-day-old fish.

      “Ma’am, there is nothing we need to say to one another. I’ll ask that you be quiet.” I let the threat hang in my voice. I wouldn’t actually hurt her, but I didn’t mind scaring her. I wasn’t interested in one fucking thing she had to say.

      “She’s not interested in some big, dumb meathead,” Margaret continued as though I hadn’t spoken. “There’s not enough to keep her interested. You don’t look like you need saving, and Taylor loves to save things.” Her lip curled in a sneer.

      I wondered if she knew that she’d sneered, if she realized that she didn’t appreciate one of the really amazing things about Taylor. She was a giver, and a healer, and a saver. I got it. I’d joined the PJs for the same reason. You did it because it was the right thing to do, and it felt right to be helping others.

      Someone like Margaret wouldn’t get it. She saw it as a weakness, as something to use and exploit. And despite his wan, sad appearance, I’d bet that Kasper was in there doing the same song and dance. I crossed my arms and stared out over the yard.

      And waited.

      There were sirens in the distance, getting closer. I heard them a street over, and without warning, three squad cars turned the corner and screeched to a halt in front of the house. The officers came out, and one called, “Margaret Antony?”

      “Who the hell are you?” she shouted.

      Oh, shit. Wrong answer, lady. I held my hands up and waited. I wasn’t going to get my ass shot because this crazy woman had a big mouth.

      “You need to step off the porch with your hands over your head,” the officer said. Several flashlights shone on us, making me squint. I put my hands over my head and started down the steps.

      “I don’t have to listen to you!” Margaret shouted. “This isn’t any of your affair! This is a family matter!”

      Wow. When Taylor had told me about Margaret before, part of me thought she was exaggerating. But this was beyond crazy, and I realized that Taylor hadn’t been exaggerating at all. Margaret was crazy. If she couldn’t see what was happening here, she deserved it when they used a taser on her.

      Which wasn’t a kind thing to think, because Margaret was old enough to be my mother, but damn. This woman had been responsible for terrorizing my girlfriend, and for dragging her half-dead son out here for God knows why. So if a taser was in her future, I hoped I’d be able to watch it.

      It was a like an episode on the cop show where you knew shit was going to go sideways.
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      I stared at Kasper. “Why are you here?”

      “Because I miss you.” His answer came automatically. Almost by rote.

      “No, you don’t. You haven’t missed me for a long time.”

      “That was the drugs. And the alcohol. I’m a different person.”

      I rolled my eyes. I couldn’t help it. We’d talked about this, Nadine and I, and there was a lot that went into the sustaining of the addict. One of the things that she and I were working on was my part as an enabler. I hated to take ownership of it, just as I’d finally realized I wasn’t responsible for the things he did, but Nadine told me that I had to take ownership of my part, and I did have a part.

      But it wasn’t this part.

      “You’re the same person,” I said. “I’m the same person. We’re choosing different things, making different choices. But we’re the same people we’ve always been.”

      “We were good together,” Kasper said.

      “When?” I stopped him. “When were we good? When you and I first met, and you swept me off my feet, not giving me time to breathe? Or when we moved in, and you were angry you couldn’t afford the escape you wanted? Or when you were angry that I wouldn’t give you our rent money to get high? Was that when we were good?”

      “You’re mad, and I get it. I deserve it. But things will be better,” he said. “I’m asking for one more chance.”

      “You brought your mother here,” I said, my eyes narrowing.

      “She’s my mom. She loves me.”

      “She’s something,” I said. “But she doesn’t love me, and she seems to feel I’m responsible for you. How do you feel about that?”

      “Well,” Kasper said.

      That was it. I held up my hand. “Nope. There’s no ‘well’ anything. You and your mom need to leave.”

      “You’re damn right you do,” Mom came out of the bathroom, holding her cell phone.

      “What? Why?” Kasper asked.

      “Because I wasn’t lying when I told your mother I’d filed a complaint against her with the cops,” I said. “I would bet my mom called them and told them to come and get her out of our house.”

      Kasper’s face went blank, then it twisted. “My mom was right about you. You’re a piece of trash!”

      “Now that I won’t pick up after you and your sorry ass?” I yelled, feeling my anger getting the better of me.

      Kasper took a step toward me, raising his arm as he did so. I moved, and before I knew it, I punched him in the nose. He fell back, both hands over his nose.

      “You bitch!” he screamed.

      The front door burst open then, several cops shouting as they came in. There were flashlights, and a lot of noise, and it felt like the house was under attack. I held up my hands and closed my eyes.

      I could hear shouting outside. There was a vicious sense of satisfaction that rolled through me when I realized it was Margaret shouting. One of the police officers led Kasper away, and he was saying something to me, his face ugly in anger, but I didn’t pay any attention.

      I was looking for Raif.

      The police questioned me and Mom, and still, I hadn’t seen Raif. Then two of them left, taking Margaret and Kasper with them.

      “You’ll need to come into the station,” one of the officers said. “If you want to file a report.”

      “Damn right I do,” I heard myself saying. I’d never be at the mercy of these people again. Not ever.

      Mom and I were allowed to drive to the police station, and still, I hadn’t seen Raif. I wondered where he was, if he’d been arrested. Oh, Jesus, I hope not. Not because of me. I made it through the filing of the report, even as Margaret yelled all the hateful things she could at me as they moved her into a jail cell.

      When we were finally able to go home, I saw Raif sitting on the porch. Waiting for us. Waiting for me.

      And I wondered if this was too much drama, too much seedy, tacky baggage for him to handle.

      Mom gave my hand a squeeze and walked ahead of me. She stopped and said something to Raif, and I heard her say thank you, and then she went inside. I walked up the steps a bit slower, not wanting to hear the bad news.

      “Hey,” I said.

      “Hey, slugger,” he said, wrapping his arms around me.

      “You saw that?” I asked, my voice muffled into his chest.

      He leaned back and smiled down at me. “Are you kidding? I think the entire town saw it. Nice job,” he said.

      “Really? I feel so… so tacky.”

      “Not at all. You took care of business.” His voice was firm.

      “I don’t like violence,” I said.

      “Sometimes people won’t stop until there’s a violent end to it. And it wasn’t violence. I saw him get ready to hit you. I was about to take him apart. That’s where I’ve been. They hauled me off when I tried to get inside after he threatened you.”

      I wrapped my arms around him. “I thought you’d left.”

      “What? Why would you think that?”

      “Because this is so trashy, so sad,” I said.

      “Nope. You’re not getting rid of me. Not over a little tacky, trashy ex mess.”

      I laughed at the way he said it. “So you still want to do dinner?”

      “Every night I can,” Raif said, leaning down to kiss me.
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      I stopped my truck in front of the house. It was perfectly normal, well kept, and looked like every other house we’d passed in the last ten minutes. But this house was different. This was where Gabe Morrison’s parents lived.

      Next to me, Taylor squeezed my hand. “You can do this,” she said softly.

      “It’s a lot harder to do than to say that to someone else,” I grumbled.

      “I know. But you can do it. Come on.” With a last squeeze of my hand, she slid out her side of the truck.

      The past five months had been the best of my life. After Kasper and Margaret Anton were arrested, I took a couple of days off from the ranch and took Taylor away to Bozeman. We stayed in a nice hotel, coming out only to eat, and that was it. In between loving one another, we talked.

      At one point, we both cried. As we drove back to Paulson from our vacation, I said, “I love you.” It came out of nowhere, and I was scared shitless the moment the words left my mouth.

      Taylor brought my hand to her cheek. “I love you, too.”

      From that moment on, we spent all our free time together. She was out in my cabin every night. One morning, Freeze knocked on the door, and told us both to get up and come in to breakfast. Taylor had been leaving before breakfast, because she didn’t believe in overstaying her welcome. I had to work, and so did she.

      Feeling like a couple of guilty kids, we got dressed, and went into the house. Axel and Pris were there. Freeze indicated two chairs on one side of the table. We sat.

      “So here’s the deal. You practically live here, Miss Taylor. You’re burning up the miles on your car going back and forth between here and the town. Not that I mind,” Freeze held up a hand. “You and Raif are good together, good for each other. But I need something, and I think you’re the one to do it.”

      “What’s that?” Taylor asked.

      “I need a barn manager.”

      Axel choked back a laugh. Freeze glared at his grandson. “Laugh all you want, boy, but be glad I’m the one paying attention. We have two operations going on here at the ranch. The first is the cows, and the bulls. That’s one part, and that takes all of us, right?”

      I nodded. After a moment, so did Axel. I noticed that Pris was smiling and not looking anything other than pleased. That meant Freeze had talked to her already.

      Which made me laugh. Axel didn’t stand a chance between his wife and his grandfather.

      “Then we have all the barn chores, which have to happen at least twice a day. Three times is better. And now your wife wants pigs.”

      “What?” Axel turned to look at Pris.

      She nodded. “I met a guy who has to get rid of six pigs. I told him I thought we could take them.”

      Axel shook his head. “I need a bigger barn for you,” he muttered.

      “Exactly. I’m already looking at hiring a couple of the high school kids in the 4H program. The three of you gave me no choice there,” Freeze spread his glare between me and Axel. As I’d agreed to, I went with Axel and Jensen and told Freeze we needed more help. After what had happened with Taylor, I knew I wasn’t leaving her.

      Not ever again. I’d called my CO and told him to start my separation papers. And then I signed up for animal husbandry classes at the local community college. This was where my life was, and this was where I’d be.

      “But I want someone who can manage the kids and make sure all the other animals are getting what they need. We can’t keep bringing them in if we don’t give them the same focus as the herd.” Freeze looked at all of us. “So I’m asking you if you’d like the job, Taylor. I’ve seen you with the goats, and chickens, and even the damn turkeys when you’re with Raif and he’s supposed to be working.”

      Oh, shit. What else had Freeze seen? I’d taken a few personal time breaks with Taylor in the barn. I shared a glance with Taylor and saw that she was trying not to laugh.

      “In exchange, we’ll build out the cabin, and give you all a place to live. Lord knows you need a bigger place.” He rolled his eyes. “What do you think?”

      Taylor had said yes. Of course, she did. And she moved into the cabin with me that week. She’d been a 4H kid growing up, something I hadn’t known. It was the perfect job for her.

      So now, we were dealing with one final thing. I joined Taylor on the sidewalk. I’d called the Morrisons to ask them if I could come and visit, and through tears his mother had told me they’d be delighted. Here we were. There was no running away from this.

      “You can do this,” Taylor said. “I believe in you.”

      “I hope so,” I said.

      “Of course you can. Where do you think I got the strength to kick Kasper to the curb?”

      “You did that yourself,” I said.

      Taylor shook her head. “No. You helped me. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have had the strength. You saved me, and you didn’t even know it.”

      That was it. I hadn’t saved Morrison. “I couldn’t save him,” I whispered.

      “But you tried, and that’s the important thing. They want to know that he was brave, that he died fighting, that you loved him and miss him. That’s what they want to hear, Raif.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “No, but yes.”

      I hugged her and then turned and together we walked to the front door. I leaned down and kissed her ear. “You saved me right back,” I whispered.

      And I rang the doorbell.
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      I held my hand to my head. The ringing kept on going, like a fire klaxon that wouldn’t quit.

      “No,” I said out loud, even though there was no one to hear me. “No, please stop.” I hated that my voice came out in a whimper.

      What kind of candy ass was I?

      I opened my eyes, and the dark of the hospital soothed my screaming head. The klaxon still rang, but with my eyes open, and nothing but darkness before me, it was calmer. Quieter.

      “Bad dreams?” A woman came in and I remembered that her name was Mona.

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

      “Let me get you something for that, honey,” she said.

      “No,” I croaked. Drugs didn’t make anything better. The doctors and nurses always told you they did, but in my case, they were full of shit and didn’t know what they were talking about.

      Because if I took the drugs, that’s when I heard the screams again.
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        Get in touch with me at

        laneypowellwrites@gmail.com

        My website is

        thelaneypowell.com

        Want to only hear about new releases? Follow me on Amazon or Bookbub.
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