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About This Book


Jaxon, regaining his physical health but still haunted by the emotional scars of an unwanted impending divorce, finds solace working at the Haven, where he feels welcomed and at home, at least for now. However, his sense of peace is shattered when Tiffany arranges for the arrival of llamas in distress, and he discovers that Keisha, his ex, is the one transporting them.

Stunned by the encounter, Jaxon struggles to maintain his composure, but his priority remains the animals in need. As he navigates the unexpected tension, he resolves to protect his heart, even if it means being overly cautious. Keisha’s sister had been a sore point between them before, and that hadn’t changed.

As Jaxon and Keisha begin to communicate and to address their past, a new threat emerges involving her sister, posing unforeseen dangers. Amid the suspense, a heartwarming love starts to rekindle between them, offering hope and healing in the face of adversity.
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Prologue
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About a week later Timber strode up the front yard and watched as the trailer backed up to the paddock. He looked over at Tiffany and asked, “Are you ready for this?”

“No, probably not,” she admitted, “but … alpacas and llamas apparently will be part of the family from now on. They are just some of the animals we’ll be looking after.”

As he walked into the paddock and saw that the trailer was full, he smiled because it was either smile or cry, and he was not one to cry very easily, at least not in public. Yet the animals always made him feel such emotions. These animals were horribly thin and desperately in need of shearing and some love and attention.

He looked over at Jimmy, who had driven them here. Timber’s tone bleak, he asked, “Is this all of them?”

“It is, and two of them may not even make it,” Jimmy warned. “I’m not sure what to say about them.”

“No, I don’t know either,” he murmured, “but let’s get going.”

At that, another woman walked up.

Timber looked over at her and frowned. “Keisha?”

Keisha nodded. “Hey, Timber. How are you doing?”

“What are you doing here?”

“I heard an extra load of animals was headed this way when I was talking to Tiffany,” she explained, “so I thought I would come lend a hand.”

“You’re always welcome. You do know Jaxon is here, right?”

She looked over at him and asked, “Is that a problem?”

“Not for me, as long as it’s not for you.”

“Nope, not a problem for me,” she stated. “He’s my ex for a reason.”

“I know,” he replied, “but I also know that it’s not an easy ex.”

“There’s no such thing as easy exes,” she declared. She came around to the side and stopped when she saw the animals. “Dear God,” she whispered.

“Yeah, I hear you,” Tiffany muttered at her side. “Let’s get to work.”

At that, a shout came from the other side, and Jaxon walked over. “I saw the trailer come in and thought you could use an extra hand. What are we doing?” Then he turned, and his eyes widened when he saw Keisha. “Hey,” he muttered, as he pushed back his hat. “I didn’t know you would be here.”

“I didn’t know I would be here either, until I heard so many animals were in need,” she shared. “I came to help Tiffany. You got a problem with that?”

Everybody else ignored the hint of challenge in her voice. Jaxon stared at her, then over at Timber. “No problem here. Animals first.”

And, with that, they all got down to work.


Chapter 1
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Jaxon Hillsborough stepped into the paddock quietly and steadily, watching the animals as they shied away from him. The new arrivals were expected to be … jittery. They’d been processed, but he wasn’t sure that decisions had been made on any of their care yet. As he stood here studying their conditions, he winced, seeing how much time and attention was required to get them back to full health. As he considered each of them, Keisha walked around the side. The moment she saw him, she literally came to a stop. And then, with a seriously controlled movement, she stepped forward and said hello in a low tone.

He nodded at her but didn’t say anything. It shouldn’t have shocked him so to see her here. After all, she was a veterinarian, and more than one would be in great need at the Haven.

“I guess I should have warned you.”

He shrugged. “Doesn’t matter, does it?” He shook his head. “You’re here for the animals, not me, so what difference does it make?” She let out her breath in a long slow exhale. He remembered her doing that a lot when she needed patience, and, with a nod toward her, he muttered, “I’ve got to get back to work.” And he turned and walked away.

“We don’t have to be enemies,” she called out.

He stopped and looked back at her. “I’m nobody’s enemy,” he stated, “but we sure aren’t friends.” And, with that, he stepped out of the paddock and left. Maybe it wasn’t the best thing for him to say, but the hurt was real and the pain still too raw.

As far as he was concerned, she was his wife. So far as she was concerned, he’d been temporary, a fling of sorts. And that was something he wasn’t sure he would ever get over. He walked into the kitchen and poured himself a quick cup of coffee. As he looked out the kitchen window, he saw Dwight on the back deck, hand-feeding a squirrel. Jaxon grinned.

When Timber joined him just minutes later, Jaxon asked him, “Is that the infamous Dodger?”

“Sure is. He’s been picking favorites, depending on the time of day.” Timber faced him and asked, “You doing okay, Jaxon?”

He shrugged. “I will be.”

“Good,” Timber noted. “We need her help right now.”

“Of course you do,” he agreed, with half a smile, “and she’ll be a big help.”

“She’s not staying, you know?”

He shrugged. “It’s your place, man, not mine.” And he tried really hard to keep his tone as neutral as he wanted to, but he knew from the look on Timber’s face that he’d failed.

Timber Woodland was nothing if not exceptional at reading people. He was a SEAL turned military medic, and he was a force on wheels, until his accident. Still, he’d managed to get his shit together and to create a sanctuary for all of them—abused people and animals alike. Jaxon realized his outburst had been totally misplaced. He closed his eyes briefly and added, “It was just a shock.”

“Of course it was. I’m sorry that happened. I didn’t know she was coming either.”

“She did just say she should have let me know.”

“But, of course, the animals were on her mind, not you.” Seeing Jaxon’s expression, Timber winced. “I’m sorry. That … would have hurt some more.”

Jaxon looked over at his friend, smirked, then sighed. “Just because I need to let go doesn’t mean it’s easy to.”

“It’s never easy to let go, particularly if you’re not ready,” Timber shared, studying his friend as he poured a cup of coffee for himself. He looked back at him and added, “I wouldn’t want to lose you over this.”

“If she’s not staying, you won’t lose me,” he declared, with a shrug. “Besides, one day I’ll have to make a decision about what to do with my life.”

“You don’t have to do it today,” Timber declared. “You’ve had enough shocks for the day.”

“And the animals?”

“They’ve been processed, and Tiffany is working up a schedule. She’ll have to do a bit of research,” he noted.

“Research? For what?”

“She hasn’t really worked with llamas before,” he conceded, with half a smile. “That’s not exactly what we thought we would be dealing with.”

“It’s easy to see how a homeowner with good intentions could get into trouble though,” Jaxon pointed out, as he looked over at Timber. “I don’t feel as if these guys were deliberately abused. More likely neglected through ignorance.”

“I agree. I think they tried to do something good for the animals and failed. Like so many things in life, it’s just not that easy to do what you want to do all the time, and all of it takes money and resources.”

Jaxon nodded, then frowned at his friend. “And how are your resources?” he asked, with a note of humor in his tone. “You grew very quickly here.”

Timber frowned, then snorted. “Yeah, I sure did, and that wasn’t exactly planned either. Just seeing how much work has been done here, it’s embarrassing for me to admit that my original plan was to do it all myself. Thankfully everybody showed up, and it took on a life of its own. I never expected all you guys to volunteer so much of your time.”

“Sure, but, as it turns out, you are providing something we need far more than paychecks right now,” he shared. “A place to land and a place to work in a community where we share more than a love of animals, all while we figure out what we’ll do with the rest of our lives.”

“And was Keisha part of the reason that you needed time and space to figure that out?” Timber asked.

“That’s some of it,” he agreed, nodding his head. “I wanted something and thought I had it. So, I came home full of joy—even though I was broken and worried about what kind of shape I would be in for the rest of my life—but I still hoped for the best,” he stated. “Then reality hit me, and apparently I’m not good enough anymore,” he said, with a groan, as he stared out the window. Then he just shrugged it off. “I can’t blame her. I didn’t come home healthy and whole.”

“None of us did,” Timber noted. “None of us did.”

“That doesn’t mean she understood it though.”

“Or did she need you to go off and to get your shit together first?” Timber suggested.

“Probably,” he agreed in a half-cheerful, half-bitter tone. He put down his empty coffee cup and added, “I’ll head over to the bunkhouse and see if I can find something to do.”

“I’m sure there’s plenty,” Timber replied, his tone calm. “Just please”—he turned to him—“please don’t run.”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” Jaxon declared, “but I’m not sure I’m showing up for dinner.” And, with that, he turned and walked out.
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After Jaxon left, Toby stepped forward and muttered, “I guess Keisha appearing here threw him for a loop, didn’t it?”

“It sure did,” Timber confirmed. “And it’ll take him a little time to recover.”

“Any idea how long they were married?”

“Only a few months before he was deployed. I’m not sure exactly what happened, but apparently it didn’t last through him getting back home.”

“That’s tough,” Toby said, “but not unheard of. I swear to God, most of the guys here have dealt with some version of the same thing.”

“That isn’t anything we want to tell Jaxon, and that’s definitely not what he needs to hear right now.”

“No, it sure isn’t.” Toby swore. “Damn, I feel bad as I kind of like her as a person.”

“I know, and, according to Tiffany, she’s good people.”

“So, what the hell went wrong?”

“I’m not sure anything has to go wrong, as much as people go wrong. He told me how he came back damaged, not whole, and, as far as Jaxon’s concerned, this was the end result.”

“And yet she’s here helping animals that aren’t whole,” Toby pointed out. “So it doesn’t seem to me as if that’s necessarily true.”

“Maybe not, but you also have to understand that what we hear versus what they say? Well, … sometimes that’s two different things.”

Toby nodded. “If people would just honestly communicate …”

“Communicating would be lovely,” Timber agreed, with a smile in Toby’s direction. “But again, communicating well is a whole different story. I’ll head over to the bunkhouse, just to keep an eye on him.”

“You do that,” Toby replied. “Jaxon’s been good to have around.”

“I know. He pitches in and does anything we need done. He’s really skilled too …” Timber looked back to where Jaxon had gone. “Yet I can tell he’s hurting.”

“Yeah, you’re not kidding,” Toby agreed. “Yet it looks as if the reason for that is right out there in the barn.”

Timber turned to him and nodded. “We need to help him, along with these animals.”

“If we can just keep him moving along, with Keisha around here too, sometimes without any blowups, maybe they can find a way to just be social,” Toby suggested. “They don’t have to be friends, but it would be nice if they could at least be … polite, at least rub shoulders in the same setting and not have everybody else uncomfortable because of their tension.”

“I would love it if that could work out,” Timber replied, “but it’s not up to us.”
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Jaxon stood on the deck, out of sight and just past the equipment, and had heard it all. He realized what an imposition all of this would be and swore again that he was in this situation. It’s not what he thought he was coming home to, and it certainly wasn’t what he had thought would be here at the Haven, but this was Timber’s place, and Timber sure needed the help. So, if one of them had to go, it would be Jaxon again. Timber needed another veterinarian, so Jaxon was the surplus worker here.

And, with that thought, he headed straight toward the bunkhouse, wondering what he could do and what he should do, considering the circumstances. It was a hard-enough thing to be sorting through, but, in truth, he didn’t have a whole lot of choices right now.

When he got to the bunkhouse, Timber wasn’t far behind him. Jaxon didn’t say anything or mention that he’d overheard part of the earlier conversation. Jaxon just got to work. A couple of the other men looked over at him. They didn’t say anything, but a few questioning glances were exchanged between them and Timber. Thankfully nobody brought up Keisha, and Jaxon got to work on his own. When his phone rang off the hook, he looked down to see a number he hadn’t seen in a very long time. He picked up the call. “Hey, Rose. How are you doing?”

“I’m doing okay,” she responded in that same bright cheerful voice. “How are you doing?”

“I’m fine,” he murmured, “but I’m at work right now.”

After a moment of hesitation, she asked, “But are you actually working?”

“What do you mean by that?” he asked, with a silent groan. “You know I’m working.”

“I know you’re working, or at least you’re keeping busy, but I don’t know that you’re actually working.”

“Which shouldn’t make any difference to you. What’s the matter?”

“It’s just … we haven’t done the signatures on that divorce of yours yet.”

“Right, yeah, well, … she’s here right now, so I don’t know what to tell you.”

“What do you mean, she’s there?”

“Just what I said. She’s here, at the Haven. She came in to see about a load of animals.”

“That’s an interesting twist.”

“Not really. I don’t think anything about it is interesting,” he snapped.

Rose sighed. “We don’t have to go through with this right now.”

“What do you mean, we don’t have to?” he asked, with a snort. “Nothing is left of my marriage, and she’s the one who filed for divorce.”

“I know, but you could talk to her.”

“What good will that do?” he asked, with yet another snort. “It’s not as if talking to her has ever done any good so far.”

“I don’t know what to say about that because it seemed to me that you two were really good at communicating, … right up until you weren’t.”

“Yeah, well, things were great until they weren’t,” he declared. “Now either send me the damn paperwork, and I’ll go over it, or don’t.” When an odd silence came from the other end, he knew what a jerk he had been. “Look. I’m sorry. I’m not trying to snap at you, but it was a bit of a shock when she just showed up here, out of the blue.”

“Yeah, it’s weird that she did that.”

“Why?” he asked.

“I just had a phone call with her lawyer this morning, and he wanted to know why you hadn’t signed the papers.”

“That might explain why she showed up then,” he muttered, pushing his hair off his face.

“Maybe.”

Jaxon heard the odd note in her tone and asked, “What?”

“It could be that, or else she’s looking to see if this is still what you guys want.”

“I don’t know what she’s up to,” he snapped. “I didn’t start this process, so if she’s here because she’s pushing for signed paperwork, that’s on her.” He took a deep breath. “Just send the damn stuff, and I’ll take a look at it.” When he disconnected, he stood here, glaring out at the paddocks around him. None of the men behind him said anything, but he felt their gazes boring into the back of his head and knew that they had overheard his part of the discussion. Bad call on his part. He should have been more careful about having personal phone calls around here when others were nearby. Too late for that now.

He shrugged irritably and returned to the work at hand. He wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do. He wasn’t sure about anything right now. So, the only thing he could do was focus on the work right in front of him now. When his phone rang again, he looked down at the screen and refused the call.

Timber laughed nearby. “I should try that with my lawyers.”

“This one wasn’t the lawyer,” he snapped and then groaned. “Sorry, that’s a completely different … issue.” He dragged out the word, making a lisping sound.

“Wow, … you’ve got a couple of those chasing you.”

“I do and wish I didn’t, but I wouldn’t categorize it as chasing exactly,” he clarified, with a shrug. “What can I say? Life got complicated very quickly.”

“Anything that’s really ugly?”

“Not that I know of,” he muttered, turning to face him.

“I just don’t want anyone to get blindsided,” Timber replied, his gaze piercing as he studied Jaxon.

“You’re thinking about Burke?”

“Like I said …”

“Nope, nothing to be blindsided over here. I don’t think it’s anything like what Shirley was going through—or Burke or even you and Tiffany,” Jaxon noted. “I don’t know who the hell this person is, but they keep calling me.”

“Maybe that’s something you should check out,” Timber suggested.

“I would, but that means acknowledging them,” Jaxon pointed out, “and I’m not prepared to do that. They just keep calling, and I keep disconnecting and not letting them through. It’s just spam, as far as I’m concerned.”

“They might be spam.”

Jaxon faced Timber, his facial expression hard.

Timber smiled and shrugged. “Fine, I’ll leave it be.”

“Yeah, right,” Jaxon muttered, with a snort. “You’ll leave it for five minutes, and then you’ll be hounding me again.”

“Maybe,” Timber conceded, “but I’m not trying to hound you though.”

Jaxon sighed. “Look, … it’s been a tough day.”

“Got it.” Timber nodded. “I get that, but, if you still care that much for Keisha, and it’s sending you all over the place, it might be something that’s worth fighting for.”

“How do you fight for something you didn’t even know you’d lost?” he asked, staring at him. “I lost it way before I ever got home, so what do I do with that?” he exclaimed, followed by a sigh.

“You could always talk to her, see what’s going on, see if anything is still there anymore. Until you talk to her, you don’t know the full story.”

“There isn’t any need. She made that very clear when she had me served with divorce papers,” he declared, “and, if I thought anything was left, I would have fought, but the divorce papers mean something completely different, and I am not going back to where I was.”


Chapter 2
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Tiffany looked over at Keisha and asked, “Are you sorry you came?”

Keisha shrugged. “Had to happen sometime,” she muttered.

“Are you doing okay though?”

“Sure, of course I’m doing okay,” she replied, with a bright smile for her friend. “I knew this time was coming and something that was needed. We move in the same circle, so it would happen eventually anyway. I just wasn’t thinking that today would be the day.”

“Of course not, and it didn’t need to be.”

“No, but today you needed help, and I won’t let life stop me from doing the things that need to be done, and today we had animals that needed help,” she explained. “No need to make a fuss now. It’s all good.”

“I appreciate the help.”

“I know you do and so do these animals.” Keisha gently stroked the neck of a very hot llama. “We really need to get shearers out here.”

“I’ve made several phone calls, but they are a dying breed.”

Keisha winced but nodded. “I know that he probably won’t volunteer, but Jaxon is a pretty-decent shearer.”

“Where on earth would he have learned that?”

“He was raised on a ranch, and they always had sheep, as well as a few other curiosities. His father would never pay for the proper people to come by and take care of things, so Jaxon used to do the job for them.”

Tiffany looked over at the animals and frowned.

“I know I’m making it sound as if he would do a terrible job, but honestly, he’s pretty decent.”

“And you’ve seen it?”

“I’ve seen him at work. I’m not sure he would appreciate what I’m saying though.”

“Of course not,” she said, with a nod. “It would help if he volunteered.”

“Sure, but, if he doesn’t know what’s needed, he can’t volunteer,” she pointed out, “and, if you don’t say something to him, he won’t know.”

“I can ask him,” Tiffany noted. “Absolutely I can ask him. I did pick up some decent shears, but I’ve never used them before. Plus, I’m not sure I can manhandle these guys as it is.”

“Probably not.” Keisha frowned at them and then smiled. “Obviously it’ll be more than a one-person job, so I guess that would be him and me,” Keisha pointed out, with a sigh, “but, if you tell him that, he’ll immediately say no.”

“You don’t know that,” said a man behind them, his tone hard.

Wincing, Keisha turned to see Jaxon standing there, glaring at her.

He asked, “What is it you think I can do?”

“We can’t get a shearer,” Tiffany stated immediately, “and Keisha mentioned you’re a decent shearer.”

His eyebrows shot up. “That’s a plus,” he muttered. “Spilling secrets, are we?” He walked over, took a look at the llamas, and nodded, ignoring Keisha. “These coats need to come off,” he declared, turning to Tiffany. “You sure you couldn’t get anybody? These mats won’t make for an easy job. A pro would be better to not stress out the animals.”

“True. However, we’re not trying to save the wool. In this case, I see wool breaks all over anyway. Instead of long healthy strands, the wool has breaks in the fibers, likely due to stress and diet changes.”

“I agree,” he said, taking a closer look at the animals, their mouths open from the heat that was already tormenting them. He frowned as he studied them and added, “It won’t be pretty.”

“I don’t need pretty,” Tiffany stated. “I just need the animals cooled down to reduce heat stress at this point.”

“Well, in that case, have you got shears?”

“I picked up a good set a while back when I found out what Timber was planning out here,” she shared, “and brought them with me from the clinic.” She pointed toward them.

He walked over and took a look, then nodded, plugged them in, took a good look around the shop, and muttered, “I’ll have to get more wiring done in here. We have an outlet here, but more are still in the works. If you’ll do this on a regular basis, we’ll need better access.”

“Yeah, we can talk more about that as soon as we get the animals in,” she noted. “It usually takes a little bit of a trial run before everybody can figure out exactly what’s needed in a place like this anyway.”

He didn’t say anything but walked over to the first llama and took a closer look at it. “It’s just you and me, bud,” he whispered, “but, with a little cooperation, we can get through this.”

Of course, cooperation was asking a lot from a stressed and overheated animal, but, even as he started, the animal seemed to calm down. Jaxon managed to get the animal down on one side, bringing the shears up through the belly. It was almost magical to watch, and Keisha couldn’t take her gaze off him.

When he struggled a little bit, keeping the animal calm while he did their legs, he looked up and announced, “A little help would be nice.”

Keisha immediately jumped into action and held the llama, keeping it still in order for him to get to the places that he needed to reach, before rolling over the llama and completing the other side.

By the time he was done, he stood back and helped the animal to its feet, cleaning up the animal’s neck in the process. “It certainly wasn’t a three-minute pro job,” he admitted, as he looked at the animal with satisfaction, “but it’s better than what he had.”

And, indeed, the animal slowly stopped panting. With that first one done, they went to work on the rest, and by the time they were all done, Keisha was shaking.

“I didn’t think it would be that much work,” Keisha admitted with a hard sigh, as she stepped back.

“It wasn’t a lot of work for us,” Jaxon clarified briskly. “It was nothing compared to what it was for them.”

She nodded. “Very true,” she muttered, knowing he struggled with her being here anyway. She looked over at him and shared, “I wasn’t trying to avoid you or to pin you in place.”

He looked at her briefly, cleaned off the shears, and started to walk away. “Doesn’t matter now if you did or not,” he noted, “as it didn’t work either way.” And, with that, he stepped outside.

Tiffany raced behind him and called out, “Hey, Jaxon.”

He pivoted and almost snapped, “What?”

“Take it easy now,” she said, with a smile. “I just want to thank you. Those animals were really suffering from the heat in there.”

“Yeah, they sure were,” he conceded. “You’ll have to keep them shorn regularly.”

“And I’m okay with that,” she replied, and then she laughed. “You better tell Timber that too.”

“He knows it.” Jaxon gave her a quiet smile. And, with that, he turned and walked back to the bunkhouse.


Chapter 3
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Jaxon felt stress in areas he hadn’t expected from that shearing event, and his heart still raced from the physical effort he had expended, combined with the fear of hurting the animals. Although he had done it before, it wasn’t exactly an easy job, and it took years to build up the kind of skills and tolerance to not hurt the animals, which was all he really wanted. He was just glad the job was over.

As he stepped into the bunkhouse, several of the men smiled at him.

“Hey, how did that go?” asked one of them.

“A little rough,” Jaxon admitted, as he rubbed his shoulder, his limp noticeable now.

Immediately their smiles fell away.

“Right, even though we’re recovering …” muttered another one.

Jaxon nodded. “Even though we’re recovering, it doesn’t mean we’re quite recovered, but, hey, if I can do something over here, let me know,” he offered, now rubbing his temples.

“Maybe go have a shower?” one suggested.

“I would love a shower, but the day isn’t done.” Seeing the smirks on most of their faces, he stopped, looked down at his watch. “Wow.”

“Yeah, exactly. The day may not be done, but it’s pretty-dang close,” one of the men stated, with chuckles all around.

Jaxon frowned, looked at his watch again, and shrugged. “Maybe I will just grab that shower then,” he said reluctantly.

“Get some heat on that shoulder and see about getting off your feet and taking off the prosthetic,” suggested one of the men. “It was a good thing you did, but it’ll also impact your joints.”

“I hope not,” he muttered. “I have to get in to see Kat in the next couple days anyway.”

“And she’s doing you a hell of a solid in terms of helping you out as it is. So she won’t take it kindly if you abuse her hard work.”

He looked over at him and smiled. “She knows the hardware gets abused. It’s just a fact of life when you’re up on your feet all the time,” Jaxon pointed out. “I don’t think very much would upset her.”

“And that is a huge plus,” Toby agreed, entering the bunkhouse, a smile on his face, “because she’s really been helping a lot of you guys, hasn’t she?”

“Yeah, she sure has,” Jaxon confirmed. “She’s good people.”

“Indeed, and that makes a big difference in terms of the work we do too,” Toby added.

“Are you sure?” Jaxon quipped, with half a smile in his direction. “Kind of seems you guys are just happy to have as much help as you can get.”

“Oh my God, we absolutely are,” he muttered.

“And you’re staying, right?” one of the other men asked Toby. “No running? By the looks of it, you’ve been on the run for some time now. It doesn’t help.”

“Yeah, Toby. What’s the deal with that?” asked another.

“For me, I’m just done trying to go anywhere else,” Toby shared. “Here at the Haven, I found a place where I would really like to stay. So talks are on about building a house up on a small piece of land nearby. Same deal for Dwight. We’ve been friends for decades. Would love to settle down close by.”

The men stared at him, and Toby nodded. “This is home for me. I just need to get a piece of land and build on it,” he added. “I don’t know how much land might be available, but, if it’s something you’re interested in, you might want to talk to Timber about it.”

“Talk to Timber?” one of the men repeated, immediately stepping forward, looking from Toby to the others. “I could sure use that. I won’t be much of a hand at building a whole house on my own,” he acknowledged, “but, if anybody wants help with theirs, and could give me hand on mine, I would be right there with it.”

“I think that’s what the plan is for several of us already,” Toby confirmed, with half a smile. “And hopefully, between those of us who are here looking to have a place to call home, we can end up with something that’s livable.”

“More than livable,” declared Timber, as he stepped in as Toby went out. “Just livable is what we were doing now,” he pointed out, looking from one man to the next, all around at them. “However, thriving is what we need.”

“How do we get in on that deal?”

“You already are. Anybody who is interested in land just needs to let me know. I don’t know how much will be up for negotiation, but it’ll all come from the original land owner. The price could be right, but the agreement is, the land is not for commercial development. Each is intended to be for a small plot of land to build yourselves a little home of your own, so you have your own space.”

One of the men nodded. “That would be a huge opportunity,” he said.

“There’s still a price tag attached,” Timber reminded them all, “and again I don’t know what that’ll look like yet. We’re just really hoping that it’s something reasonable.”

“I’m in,” added one of the other men in the far back corner.

Jaxon turned to look at him and smiled. “I can see this would be perfect for you.”

“I think it’s perfect for anybody who’s still looking for a place to call home. So many of us have lost so much that just the promise of getting a little something back, to own and to be free from all the baggage, … that’s amazing.”

“Of course it is,” Timber agreed. “Again, no promises though. We’re dealing with the current owner on these plots.”

“Understood,” he replied, with a quiet smile, then went back to doing some high-quality woodwork.

“What are you building?” Timber asked.

“Built-in dressers and cabinets,” he said, without lifting his head.

“That’s a hell of a job.”

“Yeah, … it would be nice to do this work full-time,” he shared. “And maybe I’ll look at it on a more professional basis when I get there. So, if I thought there was a place I could call home and not get chased away, I would be there in a heartbeat.”

“I’ll put your name down,” Timber noted. He exchanged a quiet smile with another man and then looked over at some of the others. “Some of you guys have places to go to, right?”

“Some of us do, and some of us did,” one of the men pointed out, “until we came back to find that the places we thought we had weren’t as solid and secure as we had hoped.”

“Right, I hear you there,” Jaxon acknowledged, working hard to keep the bitterness out of his tone but failing. “It’s hard when you come back and when you think you’ve got everything you could possibly want again, only to realize that you didn’t really have it in the first place.” Just then the big bell for dinner rang, and he started over to the kitchen.

One of the men came up behind him and asked, “Are you sure you don’t want to shower first?”

“If I take a shower, you guys will eat all the food,” he quipped, with a smile in his buddy’s direction.

“Well, … maybe,” he acknowledged, “but we might prefer it if you got a shower first.”

“Don’t really give a crap,” Jaxon muttered. “I’ll have a shower after I eat.”

As he entered the dining area, some of the guys were joking about the new animal in the woods. He ignored them and walked over and grabbed some food and sat down with the intention of eating, only to be interrupted by a sudden silence all around, as two women stepped into the dining room.

Most of the seating was already gone.

Tiffany walked over and sat down beside Timber.

He looked over at her and asked, “How are the llamas and alpacas doing?”

“Now that they’re sheared and cleaned up a little bit, they’re doing pretty well,” she stated, as she nodded at Jaxon. “Thanks for that.”

He shrugged. “I already told you there was no need to thank me. It’s all for the animals.”

“I know,” she replied, “but it was still appreciated.”

He didn’t say anything and just kept eating. When the other men started to shuffle ever-so-slightly, Jaxon looked up and realized that Keisha still stood there with her plate, not sure where to sit.

One of the men immediately pointed beside Jaxon and told her, “There’s room there.”

She hesitated, then shrugged. “There might be room,” she said in a joking tone, “but that doesn’t mean there’s a welcome.”

Jaxon stiffened at that and glared at her. “Maybe not with that attitude.” And, with that, he shoveled the last of the food off his plate and into his mouth. Then he got up, took his dishes to the kitchen, rinsed them, and placed them in the dishwasher.

He thanked Dwight for dinner, and, without another word, he walked out.


Chapter 4


[image: ___]

To say dinner was an awkward affair was to put it mildly. Then again Keisha knew it was her fault. One, she hadn’t warned Jaxon, and, two, he was right. She hadn’t come across with a great attitude when she first walked in to have dinner, looking for a place to sit. Instead of taking it good-naturedly and grabbing whatever spot was available, she had made a point of saying that she wasn’t welcome, which had immediately set off Jaxon. He had been a rough stranger since she’d arrived, and she wasn’t sure she expected anything different—or that she deserved anything different.

OEBPS/i/i1.png
USA TOoDAY B

Dale Mayer

N

JAXON 03





OEBPS/i/i2.gif





OEBPS/i/i3.png








Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.


____________________________________________________________________________________________________
    _____     _     _    __      ____      _   _     __        ______    _     _    ____      _____ 
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EULA ( the End User License Agreement )

This document is a legal agreement between you the end user, and Dharma Type.  
By using or installing Dharma Type font(s), you agree to be bound by the terms of this Agreement. 

1. You may use this font for both commercial and non-commercial works at no charge.
2. You may use this font to create images on the website or printed matter on papre, logomark.....up to you.
3. You may not sell this font without permission.
4. You may not redistribute this font without permission.
5. You may not modify, adapt, translate, reverse engineer, decompile, disassemble, or create derivative works based on this font.
6. This font are Copyrighted by Ryoichi Tsunekawa. All rights reserved. You may not claim copyrgiht rights for this font.
7. DISCLAIMER 
This font is provided to you free of charge.
Dharma Type give no warranty in relation to this font, and you use this at your own risk.
Dharma Type will not be liable for any damage to your system, any loss or corruption of any data or software,
or any other loss or damage that you may suffer as a result of downloading or using this font, whether it results from our negligence or in any other way.

Here is a list of things you could do, Only if you want to:
* Link http://dharmatype.com/ or credit "Dharma Type"
* Tell me what did you use this font for.
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A_ Yes, You can! ( Paypal: info@flat-it.com )
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