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Dedication



To all those who ever think of running off to the mountain and leaving everyday life behind, even just for a weekend.  
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Chapter 1


Storm





I've never been more grateful to my stepdad for always making me keep a funeral suit in my closet. While I'm grateful to have it, I’m completely heartbroken that I have to wear it today. 

Standing at the graveside watching my best friend, Jason, be lowered to the ground as a 21-gun salute goes off in Arlington National Cemetery, I feel like I can't breathe. This man should be here with his wife. They are getting ready to have a child. Instead, he lost his life on his most recent deployment. Now his wife, River, is a military widow and getting ready to raise a child on her own.

If it weren't for the promise that I made him before our first deployment together, she would have absolutely no one in the world because she has no family. But I pledged to him I would take care of her if anything were to ever happen to him. That's a promise I intend to keep.

So, as I stand beside her and offer her some support as we bury her husband. At the same time, trying not to let my grief overtake me. I'm making plans to bring River back to my cabin in Whiskey River, Montana. 

When I look over at River, tears are running down her face, but she's not actively sobbing. Other than the tears, her face is void of emotion. I can't imagine what's running through her mind, nor what she must be going through right now. I just hope that I can take some of the stress off her plate and do right by my best friend.

As the ceremony finishes and everyone heads out, they say goodbye to River and try to offer some words that they think will help. I stay at her side until the last person is gone. Thankfully, no one will gather back at her place and try to make small talk and fill her freezer with food.

The ceremony itself was a carefully designed performance. It was absolutely beautiful, and completely choreographed. The men and women who helped lay my friend to rest will forever hold my gratitude. 

"We can sit here for as long as you like," I tell her once everyone's gone as she stares at the casket holding her husband. 

She doesn't say a word. Then a moment later, she stands and walks over to the black iron stake that has his name on it temporarily until the gravestone arrives and places a hand on it. 

"After the baby's born, I'd like to come back to see the headstone and introduce him to his child," she says after a moment.

"I will make that happen. As soon as the doctor clears you and your child to fly, I will bring you out here for a few days." I tell her already making plans in my head. Anything to keep my mind off the reality of the situation right now.

She nods her head and doesn't have to ask anything more because she knows my word is as good as gold. It always has been. She also knows the promise that I made to her husband now extends to her. If this is what she needs to help get her through this dark period in her life, then I'll make sure she has it. 

"I'll give you a few minutes. If you need anything, I'll be just down the row at the road. I'll be in earshot," I say. Then I leave to give her some privacy.

I wait by the road, and she joins me a few minutes later. 

"Let's go home," she says. But then gives a bitter laugh. "I guess it's not really home. Not when the military can kick you out so soon after your husband dies for his country." 

I don't say anything because I completely agree with her. She and Jason lived on base in military housing while he served with the United States Marines. Most young couples do because they don't have to pay rent or utilities or any maintenance on the place. Plus, your neighbors are other military families. Single guys like me ended up in the barracks, which weren't too bad, but I would definitely take Jason's place over sharing a room with another guy any day.

Once Jason was killed in action, they served her with a thirty-day notice to be out of military housing. She doesn't even get time to grieve. Instead, she has to pack up and figure out what to do with her entire life. I tried to get her more time, but all they could say was their hands were tied because there was a waitlist of families that needed the house.

Thankfully, she has a place to go. She can move back in with me. Though it didn't take much convincing to get her to agree. I think she's ready to put away all the bad memories this place now holds. 

"You'll make a new home. One that no one can take away from you, one that your child will have all their firsts in, and one that you will be happy in," I tell her as I open the truck door for her and wait until she is settled.

Without saying anything else, she buckles up and stares straight ahead. I close the car door, take a deep breath, and walk around to get into Jason's truck that we drove today. She's selling the truck and wanted to take one last ride in it. As much as I didn't want to drive my friend's truck, I wouldn't deny her this either.

Once we get back to her house on base, she stands there and looks around at everything. Nothing's been touched, and the only signs that she's moving are the stack of boxes, bubble wrap, and tape in the corner that we will use for packing.

"We can sell all the furniture. The only thing that I want to keep is the crib that Jason picked out and delivered right after he found out we were expecting. It's still in the box, so it should be easy to pack in the truck," she says, standing in the entryway.

"We can bring everything with us if you want, and you can decide later. There's a storage unit in town, and I've already called and reserved three of their biggest units. I also think you should reconsider and bring Jason's truck and sell your car. The truck is going to be more useful in Montana, and it's not too late for me to get a car tow, so you don't have to drive it the whole way there." 

It's a conversation that completely avoids the funeral we just attended, but at the same time talks about all the work we have ahead of us.

"I'll think about it. When would you have to call the moving company to add on the car tow?"

"I already reserved one, so it'll be there. If you don't need it, we can always take it off the reservation." 

She nods with a small smile. "You're just like him, you know. Always planning ahead and one step ahead of me." 

She sets her stuff down and goes to the kitchen.

"What would you like for dinner?" She asks me without even looking at me.

"How about you let me worry about dinner? Go change out of that dress and maybe run a bath. Take the night off tonight and just be. We can dive into all this again tomorrow," I tell her.

Nodding, she closes the refrigerator and slips out of her heels that she's wearing.

"Would you mind starting on Jason's office tonight? I can't bring myself to go in there. But I know the paperwork that I need to file for benefits is in there, and who knows what else. To be honest, I'm not even sure what I'm looking for."

River and Jason were one of the lucky few to get a two-bedroom military home without having a child. So, Jason used the second bedroom as an office with the intention of turning it into the baby's nursery when he returned home from deployment. 

When he called me to tell me that River was pregnant, his mind was racing. He was so excited and listed off everything he planned to do as soon as he got home. My eyes burn as I remember that phone call. I have to look up at the ceiling, so the tears don't start to fall.

I can't cry in front of River. I have to be the strong one for her. 

"Yeah, I can do that as long as you promise you'll relax tonight. These last few days have been plenty stressful on you, and you need to think about the baby." 

Agreeing with me, she grabs a bottle of water and heads back to her room. I know jack shit about babies and pregnancy. In fact, the most experience I have is visiting the hospital after my friend Bennett and his wife Willow had their child. It was just a few days after I got the call about Jason being killed in action.

When I told my friends that I'd be bringing River home with me, it was my friend Axel's wife, Emelie who told me that stress was bad for the baby. She said to try to alleviate as much stress from her as possible over the process. So that's my goal, to take on as much of the burden as I can so that River can relax.

Removing my suit jacket and unbuttoning the sleeves of the shirt I was wearing underneath it, I go into the kitchen. Finding everything I need to make chicken parmesan for dinner, I get to work.

I can't let my mind wander off to my buddy again and what happened today, so I start making a list of everything that needs to be done. Top priority is to find the paperwork that she needs so that she can file for her benefits as soon as we get back to Whiskey River. 

Through the military, she and her child will have health insurance. In addition, her child will have education benefits, and they will also get a very hefty life insurance policy of $500,000. The only downside is all the paperwork that has to be done. 

Since she'll keep her medical coverage, all her doctor's visits for this pregnancy will be taken care of, but she probably won't see the life insurance money until around the time the baby is born. It will take some time for the paperwork to be approved and when they actually issue her the money.

On top of that, her child has Social Security benefits, and there are a whole other slew of things that need to be addressed. 

Over dinner, neither one of us really talks about anything substantial. 

"We can get rid of the dishes and the pots and pans since you'll have some of that at your house. Feel free to take any kitchen stuff that you need." She taps her fork against her plate.

"Are you sure you don't want to pack it up and bring it with us? You'll need something when you start over."

"Every item in this house holds a memory. Of course, there are things I'll take with me, but I need to start over if I'm going to be able to put one foot in front of the other and raise our child. I can't be assaulted with a memory of Jason everywhere I turn, or I'll never be able to get out of bed." She looks up at me, and her eyes are pleading with me to understand.

There are fresh, unshed tears in her eyes. It’s obvious that she was crying in the bath that she took as I was making dinner. But hell, she knows there's not anything I wouldn't do for her right now. 

"As you wish. When you're ready, I will make sure that you have everything that you need." Again, she just nods, knowing there's no use in fighting me for it.

After dinner, she helps by drying the dishes and putting them away since I'm still not quite sure where everything goes. Ask me where one of Jason's tools is, and I can grab it for you no problem. But of all the time that I was in this house, I avoided the kitchen because that was River's domain. 

"I think I'm going to go to bed. Exhaustion hit me really hard, and I'd really like to just put today behind me." She tells me once the last dish is put away.

"Go get some sleep. I know your whole world has been turned upside down, but as long as I'm here, you're safe. I will make sure of it." 

Again, she doesn't say anything. Then, hesitating, she turns to me, and the next thing I know, she's wrapping her arms around my waist for a hug. This isn't something that we do. I think the only time I have ever hugged this woman was when Jason and I came home from our first deployment, and I was just so damn excited to see someone other than Jason. 

Gently, I wrap my arms around her. She's so tiny, barely five feet four to my six feet two inches. After a moment, she pulls away, and I'm left standing there wondering what the hell happened. 

I've known this woman for five years now, and I've never seen her as anything more than a little sister and my best friend's wife. So why the hell am I hard as nails from just a hug? 








  
  

Chapter 2


River 





All morning I’ve spent going through my closet sorting out the clothes that I wanted to keep. I'm trying to figure out what I want to do with Jason's. I pulled out one of his sweatshirts, but I've packed up everything else. Not having the heart to get rid of it just yet, I will put them all into storage.  

Somehow, I will find a way to use them for our child. Whether it's making them into a blanket or some other item, I’ll make it work because I want our child to feel as close to their father as possible. Needing a break, I head to Jason's office to see what progress Storm is making.

But I stop at the doorway as I just can't bring myself to walk into the room. I find Storm sitting on the floor with his back to the wall, staring at a framed photo in his hand.

"What's that?" I ask, startling him. 

He looks over at me, giving me a sad smile, and for the first time since he's gotten here, I can see some emotion on his face.

"I've never seen this picture," he says, showing it to me.

It's a photo I took of Jason and him when they got back from their second deployment together. Jason had been deployed for his twenty-first birthday, so Storm took him out to a bar and ordered some crazy shots. The photo is of them throwing back the first one. Jason's first legal drink. 

"He loved that photo, and I snapped it completely randomly. I was just thinking to capture the moment. He'd want you to have that. To remember the good times." I try to smile, but I can tell that it's wobbly. "And don't be afraid to show emotion around me. Actually, it will be nice knowing I'm not the only one constantly on the verge of tears." 

Then I turn to go back to my room.

"Hey, River?" he says.

At his words, I stop to look at him.

"You're not the only one constantly wanting to cry. But I refuse to break down here, not like this. I'll hold it together until we get home, back to Whiskey River, where I know I'm safe, and I know you're safe."

Like with many of his statements, I never know what to say, so I just nod and head back to my room. I pull down a few boxes that are on the top shelf in the bedroom, boxes that hold Christmas, fall, and Halloween decorations.

Setting them all on the bed, I open them up one by one. Most of these are things that I would pick up when I was shopping at the exchange or off the clearance rack to use the following year. 

None of the decorations hold much appeal anymore except for the box that has our Christmas decorations. Mixed in with our Christmas decorations are ornaments that we bought, celebrating different parts of our relationship. Some of them start all the way back to when we were just friends in high school. 

The letter A is from the year that I got all straight A's. The night sky ornament goes with our prom theme, which was a night under the stars, and it’s also the night we went to prom together. I even made an ornament with the dried rose petals he scattered on the bed the first time that we slept together. There's one from our wedding and every Christmas from the time we started dating. Every time he was deployed from each place he visited, he brought back an ornament. 

These I want to keep. If nothing else, my child deserves these. I couldn’t care less about the Christmas lights that would take us all day to untangle, and he would curse up a storm putting up. Or the Christmas tree that we never could get to look full enough after being in a box all year.

Carefully I pack the ornaments up and then take the boxes of the decorations and set them in the pile in the living room of items that will go to donation. Storm tried to talk me into doing a yard sale to try to make some money off of this stuff, but I don't think I would physically be able to sell it to someone. Donating it and knowing that it will do some good to help the local Children's Hospital makes it a lot easier to give away. 

When I’m back to my room pulling out a few boxes from under my bed, I hear a knock at the front door. I freeze in absolute terror.

The last time there was a knock on the door, two men in uniform informed me that my husband was dead. 

"You are expecting anyone?" Storm asks as he steps into the hallway. I just shake my head.

He goes to the front door, and I follow him, stepping out of the hallway just far enough so I can see the door. He looks back at me before he opens it. There’s a man in uniform standing next to a man in jeans and a T-shirt. Neither of which I've ever seen before.

"We are looking for River Owens., the man in uniform says.

Storm doesn't budge, but I take a step forward to get a better look at their faces. Though neither of them looks familiar.

"That's me," I say, while trying to look around Storm who still hasn't moved out of their way.

"We're here to deliver this summons to you." The one not in uniform says, and that seems to capture Storm's attention. He snatches the envelope out of the man's hand.

"Anything else?" he growls.

The two men just stand there shaking their heads. So he slams the door in their face before turning and walking over to me.

Taking my hand, he leads me to the couch and sits down next to me, handing me the envelope. My hands are shaking so much that he takes the envelope back and opens it before handing it back to me.

Pulling it out, we read the paper together. The paper informs me that there is a court order for me to submit to a DNA test per Jason's parent's demands. A piercing chill starts scrolling up my spine, and my chest feels heavy. Every breath feels like a weight that is pulling me deeper into a dark hole. 

I grip my chest, trying to ease the pressure as my vision starts to narrow. There's a ringing in my ears, and I can't hear anything around me other than my heart racing like a wild animal. No matter how much I try, I can't seem to get more than a short gasp of air.

Storm is on his knees in front of me, gripping my arms. His mouth is moving, but I hear nothing. All I can do is grip onto him for dear life as a piercing panic takes over me. I've never felt anything like this in my life.

Jason's parents don't think the child is his. The fact they think so low of me that I would cheat on their son fills me with nothing but disgust. It feels like ice is running through my veins, and I start to shake uncontrollably and shiver as the room closes in on me.

Storm grips my face with his hands and angles my head as he locks eyes with me. Something about the connection seems to slowly push the ice back and break the chains which were stopping me from breathing.

"Take a deep breath with me," Storm says.

Matching my breathing to his, I focus on nothing but my breath. 

While still taking deep breaths, he pulls the blanket off the back of the couch and wraps it around me. Then he rubs his hands up and down my arms like he's trying to warm me up. Once I can breathe again, there's only one emotion that takes over, and I start to cry uncontrollably.

Storm sits on the couch beside me and pulls me into his arms. He tucks my head into his neck and lets me sob. He doesn't tell me to stop crying or that everything's going to be okay. Instead, he just rubs my back and lets me get it all out. This is really the first time that I've cried since the funeral a few days ago. 

I don't know how long we sit there, but I don't want to move. Eventually, I find his hand gently rubbing my back, which helps me stop crying. 

"This is all my fault," I say without even lifting my head.

"There is no way this is your fault," Storm says. 

It sounds like he's shocked I could even think something like that.

"No, it is. When I found out about Jason, I wrote them. I thought maybe they'd want to be at the funeral. That just maybe they want to be in their grandkid's life. I don't know what I was thinking. Even though I've never interacted with them much, Jason's told me all about them. I guess I was hoping against hope for even the slightest bit of a family." 

Storm doesn't have to say anything. It's as clear as day that there's a reason Jason didn't have contact with his parents anymore. They weren't thrilled with him joining the military, but they completely cut him out of his life when he married me. I don't feel guilty about it because Jason made it very clear that he loved me, and when he promised to always take care of me, I knew he meant it. Besides, I may not have a family, but I do know I could never turn my back on my child based on who they loved.

Then the thought hits me, and I can feel the panic starting back up again.

"Is a DNA test even safe for the baby right now?" I ask. All I know of DNA tests are the cheek swabs. How are they going to get to the baby's cheek without puncturing the placenta?

"Hey, hey, calm down. Deep breaths. There's no need to have another panic attack over this. I don't think the court would have ordered it if it wasn't safe. But let's do a little research before we head down that road, okay?" Storm wraps one arm around my shoulders and pulls me to his side while using the other hand to take out his phone and research.

Completely worn out, I rest my head on his shoulder and read the articles on his phone that he keeps pulling up.

"So, it looks like to do the DNA test all they need is a simple blood draw from you," Storm says. Then he goes on to explain some science stuff about floating fetal DNA and how the whole thing works. Right now, all this information just makes my head spin.

"You're absolutely certain that this is safe for the baby?" I ask because I'm in no head space for this.

"Absolutely! Otherwise, I'd help you fight it. But I am going to make a suggestion. It says you need to report within the next seven days for this test. I think we should do the test and then leave the next morning," he says.

Even though he doesn't give his reasonings, they hang in the air. Because we both know if Jason's parents are asking for a DNA test, something is brewing.

Especially since there has been zero contact from them before. This means they've pulled some strings from some of their wealthy influential connections to get this pushed through.

I don't answer right away because even though I know he's right, that means I've got to get my ducks in a row, and I'm already making plans.

"I have a four-bedroom cabin and plenty of room. Let's just pack everything up, and you can sort it all out there. We need to get you out of here."

"After I do the test, we can leave. Why don't you go ahead and get this furniture listed? I don't want to take the furniture as I have no need for it. The big thing is finding the paperwork I need in Jason's office. All the rest of this can be packed up to be gone through later. But I don't think I can step foot in that office," I say, finally sitting up to look at Storm.

"I will handle the office. Pack up what you want to take to the cabin. Keep all that in your room. Anything else that is in the living room will go into storage. What about the truck?" 

"Let's take it. I'll drive it." 

"All right. Let me call the moving company and see about picking up everything early. I'll make the arrangements. You just start packing up your stuff. Can I take this and read over it a bit more?" he asks, holding the paper with the order for the DNA test. 

Nodding, I go back to my room, and he heads to the office. But for the life of me, I have no idea what more he could get from that letter. But I know Storm, he always has a plan.
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