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Introduction






Dear Reader,

I'm so excited for you to read the conclusion of Maci and Sutton's story!

As we dive deeper into ranch life and the local motorcycle club, I've added additional terms to the glossary. I've also included a special note there about an important location in the book. It's not necessary information to have beforehand, but may add some fun detail if you're less familiar with Texas and Spanish, and how they play together in this instance..

This book is intended for readers 18+. It includes on page depictions of sexual situations and mature language. I've included content notices on my website for those who would like to view them. Please keep in mind that this book does explore sensitive subjects and themes that may be triggering for some readers. Consider your mental health before reading. 

To keep the story as authentic and accurate as possible, I received anecdotal insight, as well as professional feedback on many included themes and events. However, this is still a work of fiction and is not based on any specific event or occurrence.

Welcome back to Bull Creek!


















  
  
Glossary




Ranch Life




Ag - Agricultural education

Caliche - A white soil made of mineral deposits used for farm and county road paving

Blind – a concealed area used for hunting

Bull - intact male

Carhartt – brand of heavy duty clothing (in this context it references a jacket)

Cattle - ungendered plural 

Cow - full grown female

Heifer - unbred female

Hog – a domesticated pig, often over 120 pounds

Pommel – round knob on a saddle rider’s may hold

Springing Heifer - pregnant heifer in final weeks of pregnancy

Steer - neutered male

Tack – equipment or accessories used on horses

Motorcycle Club Terms


Church – club term for meeting

Cut - leather or denim vest (leather in this book)Motorcycle Life

Member - official members who have been voted into the club

MC - motorcycle club

Old Lady – club term for a female partner

Patch - insignia applied to cut to denote personal identity within the club

President/Prez - Club leader

Prospect/Probate - probationary member until fully voted in

Rocker - a curved patch that carries the club name(top) and area (bottom)



Irish Terms


Bake – (in context ‘shut her bake’) mouth

Da – dad/father

Mam – mom/mother

 

Note Regarding Nopal Vista


Nopal Vista is the name of the location where Maci and Sutton will be building their future home. The name is significant, as it represents an important moment at the start of their relationship. You may remember from When Sparks Fly, that Sutton propagates a portion of a prickly pear cactus from one at Strickland Ranch, to bring to Maci instead of flowers on their first official date. 

Nopal is the Spanish word for ‘prickly pear cactus’. 'Vista' is the Spanish word for ‘view’. The prickly pear cactus is native to Texas and also serves as a food source. Other references to the specific cactus are nopales, which are the pads of the plant. Nopales, and nopalitos, are also a food item, which includes removing the spines and cutting the paddle into strips or dicing them. The plant can be eaten raw or cooked, and is also often pickled or canned.








  
  
Dedication




To my husband, my Sutton. 


You broke through my walls of fierce independence and taught me


 that just because I can do everything on my own doesn't mean I have to.





And to anyone who was ever made to feel shameful for choosing themself. 


I'm glad you're here.














  
  

Playlist
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Peacekeeper – Fleetwood Mac


Fire Away – Chris Stapleton


Easy Silence – The Chicks


Buy Dirt – Jordan Davis


Every Storm (Runs Out Of Rain) – Gary Allan


Girl – Maren Morris


Beauty in the Struggle – Bryan Martin


Shake It Out – Florence + The Machine


DEVIL YOU KNOW – Tyler Braden


Sin So Sweet – Warren Zeiders


I Am Here – P!nk


He Set Her Off – Emily Ann Roberts


'Til You Can't – Cody Johnson


From the Ground Up – Dan + Shay











  
  

Chapter 1


Sutton





“Goddammit!” My shout fills the cab of my truck as I drive recklessly into the night.  

It’s an effort to steady my thoughts and formulate a plan. My clenched fingers ache from the pressure I put on the steering wheel. Maci declaring her love and ending the call is not how our story ends. I will not allow those to be the last words I hear from her lips.

I press Nick’s speed dial preset on the dash screen. 

“Yo, man!” His carefree voice fills the cab.

“I need your help.” There’s no time for pleasantries.

His tone changes immediately. “What’s up? What can I do?”

“Where are you?” I blast through the intersection of the county road and Main Street, the truck tires bouncing onto the city street thanks to my speed coming down the hill.

“Just coming back from the lake, checking for poachers.”

“Can you meet me on Bluebonnet Cove? The address is twenty ten. Maci’s there and that fucker that attacked her the other night showed up. I’m in town headed that way.”

“Absolutely. I’ll call it in.” Some best friends might balk at being called directly into danger, but with Nick’s career as a Game Warden, he doesn’t even hesitate—though it’s not why I call him first. Nor is it why I think he jumps into action whenever it’s needed. 

“Thanks. See you there.” I don’t wait for a response before disconnecting the call and dialing Maci back. My heart thrums faster with every unanswered ring. When I’m routed to voicemail, I hang up and repeat the process with the same result.

I ignore the possibility that I won’t make it in time, instead focusing on the knowledge that we’ll have backup, and being grateful that Nick has the sense to call this in, because I skipped that part. Meanwhile, every second spent not knowing what’s happening makes the vise holding my heart squeeze tighter and tighter. Another frustrated yell fills the cab. 

The engine roars, yielding to my increased force on the gas pedal. My focus turns to not driving off the damn road before I make it there. The police could attempt to stop me for any of the countless traffic violations I’m committing, but nothing will stop me from reaching Maci first. It’s only been ten minutes since we spoke, but it’s still ten minutes too long. 

Her street is pitch-black, aside from the ray of my headlights. Since all the houses on this street sit on at least five acres, even if any of the neighbors are home, there’s a good chance they won’t have a clue what’s going on tonight.

I whip into the driveway, taking the gravel drive between the symmetrical oak trees faster than usual. A black motorcycle sits near the house, and it’s impossible to stop before smashing into it with my truck. Not that I try. Metal crunches loudly, but I’m not worried about damage to the truck, thanks to the grill guard.

The transmission jerks into park, still settling as I jump out. 

The clear pop of a gun firing greets me.

A curse flies from my mouth and I start running toward the fire pit, lit like a beacon in the center of the backyard. Movement on the other side of the pit is obscured by the smoke and flames.A second round fires. 

The dark mass of grappling bodies tips to one side. Maci’s smaller figure is overtaken by Colt’s taller frame. She falls backward and Colt drops awkwardly to his knees before falling forward.

Free of the smoke and firelight, I take in the sight before me as I round the pit. Colt pins Maci down. Her head is thrown back as if her neck is hyper-extended. She’s sucking in wild breaths and her eyes are closed.

There isn’t a word for the panic cementing my body into place. 

My voice breaks on the way out. “Firecracker?”

“Cowboy?” Her head lifts hastily from the ground, eyes shooting my way. “Oh my God.” Relief coats her words, and she drops her head back to the ground. There’s a catch to her breathing, like she might start crying. 

“Fuck.” I yank Colt off her, chucking him to the side, half expecting him to roll and face me. He doesn’t fight back, his body limp. Maci attempts to crab walk backward from him, falling flat with a hiss. A pained grimace overtakes her face.

Colt’s neck is warm underneath my fingers. I’m no medical professional, but I can’t find a pulse. Maybe I’m in the wrong spot? “I think he’s…”

Dropping my hand from Colt, I move back to Maci, caught between physically assessing for injuries and not wanting to add to any potential pain. My eyes pinball over her and start to travel in an erratic downward path. “Are you hurt? Did you get shot?”

“Sutton! Maci!” Nick yells from somewhere far off. 

Neither of us responds as Maci says, “He stabbed me.” Her left hand raises and loosely indicates the injured area on her lower torso before falling back to the ground. “It stings like a bitch, but I don’t know how deep it is.”

“Holy shit!” Nick yells, rounding the pit behind me. Both of our heads whip to him. “PD is right behind me.”

“Maci’s been stabbed,” I tell him before looking at Colt’s still body once more. “And I’m pretty sure he’s…gone.” It’s the least descriptive thing I can come up with. A dark gun reflects the firelight, discarded on the grass.

I look back to Maci, whose stare is fixed on Colt.

Nick bends over Colt’s body, pressing two fingers against his neck in the same way I did. He holds my gaze and after a moment shakes his head. “How long has he been down?”

I shake my head. “Not long.”

“I don’t think there’s any coming back from that.” Maci’s tone is dry, and she reaches up with her fingers, brushing them over her sternum as if signaling something. I follow her gaze back to Colt’s body.

Straining my eyes in the dim light, the wetness covering the back of his jacket becomes evident. Did she shoot him right through the chest? 

“Let me see.” I turn, refocusing on Maci, and reach for her sweater to check the damage around her wound. A flash of reflective light catches my attention, and I halt. The hilt of the knife protrudes from her body. My eyes fly up to hers.

“What?” Her mouth tightens. “Is it that bad? It fucking hurts.” Her head drops back, and fire illuminates the wetness trailing down her cheeks.

It takes me too long to swallow and find the right words. “Maci, don’t move. The knife is still in you.”

“What!” Her body jolts as if she’s about to sit up, but she inhales sharply and freezes. Her voice cracks. “Take it out! I don’t want it in me. Please. Please.”

“I don’t think you should.” Nick’s calm voice comes from behind me. “It may be helping to stop the bleeding. You need to leave it.”

“Please, Sutton.” Her closed eyes pinch tighter and her fists clench at her sides. “I don’t want any part of him in me.” 

My fucking chest hurts. I want to help her. I want to give her everything she wants and needs. But right now, I don’t think those two things are the same, and I don’t know how to tell her that she has to endure more than whatever I missed tonight. “I’m sorry. I can’t.” The words are painful.

She shakes her head vigorously, keeping her eyes pinned shut. It’s hard to tell in the light, but I think she’s getting paler. A fat tear rolls down her cheek. 

“Fuck!” I look up at Nick. “How far is EMS?” 

“Put pressure on it.” Nick jerks his chin toward Maci before speaking into the radio on his shoulder. I rip my overshirt off, wad it up, and press it against Maci’s injury.

A garbled voice responds and Nick echoes. “Five minutes.”

How long have I been here? Five minutes feels like an eternity. 

With my free hand, I cup Maci’s face. Her green eyes pop open, shiny from tears. She’s beginning to shake like she has a fever. Either from shock or her injury, I don’t care. I just want her better already. 

“You hear that, Firecracker? We’ll get you fixed up in no time.” I inch closer on my knees.

There’s blood on her cheeks. I don’t know who it belongs to. I don’t know anything.

Her eyes fall closed and her jaw tenses.

“Maci…”

“I’m okay.”

She’s far from okay. I can’t put into words that I need her to hang on. That she can’t leave me. 

This wait is taking forever. Checking my watch is useless; it’s so dark I can’t make out the tiny lines. I roll my neck to release some of the tension, but that doesn’t help either.

Nick grips my shoulder from behind in solidarity.

Somehow, the blood thrumming loudly in my head, warring with the panic coursing through my veins, has ebbed, giving way to an eerie quiet. Logically, I know help is on the way, but right now it doesn’t feel like anyone knows we’re here. As the seconds tick by, my muscles continue to tighten bit by bit.

“You still awake, Firecracker?” I think she’s trying to control her emotions, compartmentalize, but she’s been quiet and still for longer than I’d like.

“Mmhmm.” Her face maintains the same shielded expression.

Sirens wail from the main road. 

Two police cruisers pull into the driveway, followed by an ambulance. Slamming doors and voices mingle from what seems like too far away. Flashlights bob in our direction. More vehicles flood the narrow driveway. 

Will an ambulance even be able to leave?

Nick meets the first officer and leads them our way. Thankfully, the paramedics have a little more pep in their steps and overtake the officers quickly. 

One drops down in the grass. “What happened here?” Her voice is questioning, not accusatory, and I’m thankful for that. I can guess there will be a ton of questions thrown at Maci, along with a full investigation, and I will do my damndest to keep myself in check while that process takes place. But if anyone so much as looks at her wrong, I may lose my shit.

“I have a stab wound.” Maci’s face is tight, her tone formal.

The chatter from the officers gets louder. Movement of people in the yard increases. A second paramedic pushes in near me, cueing me to move out of the way. 

Releasing Maci is physically painful. “I’m right here, Firecracker,” I say for her benefit as much as mine, as I stand and move behind the paramedics.

“Were you here when this took place?” One of the officers speaks to me from next to Nick.

I shake my head. “No. I showed up after.”

He looks pointedly at my bloody shirt. My hands are also covered in drying blood. “I probably have both of their DNA on me. He was on top of her when I got to them, and I pushed him off.” My breathing shallows and my gaze falls to Maci’s firearm in the grass again. “I think he was already dead. Or close.”

The officer nods. “Have you washed your hands?”

“Does it look like I’ve washed my hands?” 

He presses his lips together and his nostrils flare. 

Nick gives me a look from next to him.

“No. I haven’t washed my hands,” I say more calmly.

The officer bobs his head again. “What about her?” His chin jerks toward Maci.

I’m tempted to ask if this is his first day out of the academy, but I check myself. “No. Like I said, he was on top of her when I got here.”

Newbie writes notes in a small spiral pad and peppers me with more basic information questions. “The medical examiner should be here shortly. And the detective. He’ll want to speak with both of you,” he says when he’s finished.

He closes his notepad and sticks it in a shirt pocket. “I need to do a swab on your hands. Hang tight.” 

One of the paramedics jogs past. I lose sight of him and my focus turns to the officers beginning to tape off the backyard. This whole situation is completely surreal. 

Newbie goes through the process of swabbing my hands and then Maci’s. I may live on a ranch, but I’ve seen enough prime time TV to know he’s looking for gunshot residue.

A gurney rattles through the yard, and I don’t know what to do with myself. I’m the asshole standing around doing nothing while the woman I love is bleeding out on the ground. 

Nick side steps closer to me. “She’s in good hands, man.”

I want to respond to him. He’s my best friend and has the connections that got a fast response here tonight. But I feel sick to my stomach with guilt and fear. Somehow, I think he gets it when all I manage is, “Thanks.”

He claps me on the shoulder.

Once Maci’s secure on the gurney, the first paramedic turns to me. “Are you family?”

“Yep,” I say, without question, and nod for them to lead the way to the ambulance. No one is separating me from Maci again. At this point, I’d consider drastic surgical procedures to adhere her to my damn body. 








  
  

Chapter 2


Sutton





Maci dozes on and off on the ride. Several nurses descend on her the second we’re in the ER, and I alternate between trying to stay close and trying to stay out of the way while they draw blood and start an IV. When they disperse, instinct takes over and I get closer, sliding my hand over hers.  

I can’t help but stand watch over her. It doesn’t matter that Colt is no longer a threat. I almost lost her. I’m not completely sure of all the damage, and his fucking knife is still sticking out of her.

Her body stays rigid. She threads her fingers with mine but won’t open her eyes, even though I know she’s awake.

Maci’s really good at creating walls around herself. To a fault even. So I stay put, rubbing her hand, letting her know I’m here on this side when she’s ready to come out. Past that, it doesn’t feel right to push her now.

Eventually, the doctor comes in and Maci opens her eyes, glassy and far from rested. He introduces himself and begins poking around her abdomen and side. She flinches and grits her teeth. Her grip on my hand tightens, but she stares vacantly at the ceiling. It’s less reaction than we got at the house, and I can’t help the nerves that race through me, wondering if she’s losing feeling or just putting on a brave face.

I want to break something. To cause damage as retribution for what she’s going through. Instead, my thumb continues to rub circles over the back of her hand.

It can’t be more than thirty seconds before he speaks, even if it feels like a lifetime of anticipation. “We’re going to take you back to surgery to remove this knife.”

“Say what?” The words fly out before I can stop them.

The doctor looks at me blankly. “Safety precaution.” He looks between Maci and me. “This wound has the potential to be painful but otherwise unremarkable, or we could be looking at something much more serious. We would see a lot more bleeding if it were an artery, but that doesn’t rule out any organs being damaged.”

Maci’s eyes widen, and I add my other hand to the mix trying to infuse comfort into her. I know it’s no use. I wasn’t there when it happened, and I can’t do anything now. 

“What kind of organ damage?” Maci’s words are measured, careful.

“Hard to say without seeing. Our biggest concern is going to be intestines. There’s also a threat to reproductive organs.”

Her eyes shift to me, wide and unseeing. They’re full of tears again. If that motherfucker wasn’t dead already, I’d kill him myself.

How did I manage to fail her both times she needed to defend herself?

The doctor continues, unphased. “You’ll be under anesthesia in the operating room.” 

Maci’s hold on my hand intensifies and I give her a softer squeeze in return, but I doubt it does anything to comfort her.

“Some more obvious side effects of anesthesia are confusion and drowsiness, but some people experience nausea and vomiting. There are some bigger risks. The nurses will go over everything, and you’ll need to sign a couple forms before we get started.”

His lips press into a bland, forced smile before he pats the foot of the bed and leaves. This is just another day for him. 

“Paperwork, my favorite.” Maci tries to grin at me, but it’s tired. 

“You afraid they won’t like your handwriting, Firecracker?” 

She gives me a half-smile and breathes a laugh. “No. I’ve just never had surgery to remove a foreign object before. Didn’t know what to expect.”

This woman is fucking amazing. She’s laying on this shitty hospital bed with a psycho’s knife sticking out of her body, and she’s cracking jokes.

It doesn’t stop me from wondering how this will affect us long term. Maci was just starting to open up with me. This has the potential to cause her to shut down in a big way, proven by her shields firmly in place right now.

The nurse pushes her way in with paperwork and a clipboard. “Hey sweetheart, let’s get you ready for surgery.”




      [image: image-placeholder]The moment they wheel Maci to the operating room, the gravity of the situation overtakes me. I stand, alone, in the emergency bay, willing myself not to punch a hole in the wall.

Footsteps approach from the hallway. “Hey, man.” Nick’s voice is softer than usual. 

I turn abruptly. He waves politely to another nurse, who gives a tight-lipped smile and walks away. 

“I followed as soon as I could. They’ve sealed off the property for the investigation, so I got out of the way.” He scans the empty space. “How’s it going here? Where’s Maci?”

“She’s in fucking surgery.” My head hangs, the words sounding defeated. If this goes sideways, I don’t know if I can make it out the other side. Even thinking it to myself is crazy. I thought my life was full before Maci came along. I love my role at the ranch, have a wonderful family, and good friends. But now? I can’t imagine life without her in it.

It was bad enough to consider her moving back to Austin for good. 

Yesterday, I laid everything out for her. I wanted to give her time to process and decide what she wanted without my interference, so I let her be. The day got away from me, and we didn’t have a chance to talk. I got up before dawn as usual and she slept in before lunch with her mother. I have no idea what the rest of the day held leading up to the incident with Colt. All I could think about was begging her to try long-distance if I couldn’t convince her to move here.

I think she wants to be here. I know she wants me. Even if she’s dancing around the decision.

And yet now…now I’m faced with the possibility that a scumbag who wanted her to himself may have done permanent damage to her, possibly stealing her from me forever, as his last pathetic act on earth.

My muscles all feel tightly wound, ready to strike.

“Sutton. Whoa, man.” Nick has a death grip on my shoulders. “Come on. Let’s go get some air.” His eyes bore into mine, waiting for a sign that I’ve heard him.

I nod vacantly.

Maci’s nurse stops at the open curtain. “I’ll come get you when she’s done.” She starts to walk away but pauses. “You can wash up in the bathroom, if you want.” Her chin jerks toward a door behind me. 

“We’ll stay close,” Nick promises. I’m thankful, again, for his presence. He looks me over. “I have a spare shirt in my truck. I’ll be right back.” He waits for my silent acknowledgement before leaving.

I step into the private bathroom and take stock of myself in the mirror. My ruined white undershirt comes off first. Aside from my hands, there’s also remnants of blood around my jaw and on my stomach where it seeped through the shirt. I wash it all down the drain. The mingled life force of the woman I love and the man who attempted to steal her from me. 

Washing up isn’t as refreshing as usual. I don’t feel any better than I did with blood on me. None of it matters until I know what’s going on with Maci.

Nick returns with a clean shirt, gesturing me into the hallway when I’m redressed. He starts talking, leading us away from the semi-private spaces in the ER. “Izzy and Leah are on their way.”

My brows furrow.

“Must’ve been a sixth sense thing. They showed up at the house just after the ambulance left. I didn’t give a ton of details, but they weren’t taking no for an answer on where Maci was. I think they’re packing her a bag and locking up the house.”

“Thanks.” I can’t bring myself to say anything else. 

Before long, we approach a small, enclosed waiting room.

“I know you don’t think you’re up for it, but we need to talk. You’re gonna self-implode if I let you sit here and stew in whatever bullshit you’re creating up here.” He taps my temple.

“What do you want to talk about?” I shove open the door for us to walk through. The space is empty aside from us and a pot of coffee on a drab counter along the far wall. We both pour a cup, skipping the single-serve sweeteners, and sit in worn, leather chairs, side by side.

The free-standing ER location in Bull Creek is small. Unlike the hospital in the city, it’s good for strep tests and ear infections, but I doubt they handle many knives in stomachs. My leg bounces anxiously at the thought of Maci lying in their sterile operating room.

“Tell me about Maci. You’ve been keeping a tight lid on everything, but this all happened fast. So, what’s up?”

I grimace at the bitter brew. I don’t even like coffee. Maci loves it. It’s one of her greatest pleasures. I close my eyes and send up a prayer that I can make her coffee every day for the rest of her life.

“That. Right there. You’re killing yourself.” Nick’s voice is firmer. Is he pulling out the warden tone on me?

I arch an eyebrow at him, and he smirks.

He is. And he’s doing it on purpose.

“Start talking.” He crosses his beefy arms over his chest. Maybe for the first time with him, I do as I’m told. He lets me rattle on for several minutes without interrupting, except to ask more leading questions, keeping me talking. 

I share more than I ever have. Maybe in my entire life. I tell him about the day I met Maci after her grandmother, Ruthie, passed. How even in her grief and struggle to be composed, she was beautiful. About her pride at the funeral and how she held the community in her palm with her eulogy. About her determination to be all she needs for herself, because people have continued to fail her. 

I was beginning to think I wasn’t like the others—that I couldn’t possibly be. Except I did fail her tonight.

“Dude, relax.” Nick picks up where I left off. “Maci isn’t dating you because she expects something from you. And you’ve been there every time she’s needed you. You brought that dirty-ass trailer up to the Fall Festival. You were there after that asshole busted her window. You were there to calm her down after he accosted her on Halloween. And you made it tonight. You’re here now. You don’t need to be everything for her to prove she doesn’t have to be everything for herself. You have to be you for her, because that’s what she wants and needs. I promise you, man, that’s enough.”

I stare at my best friend in awe. In a mirror of my uncharacteristic sharing, he’s spouted off some deep advice right when I needed it. My head rocks up and down while I wring my hands in my lap. “Thanks.”

The ticking of the clock on the wall is too slow. I lean my head back on the chair, trying to ignore the way my lungs refuse to inflate completely. I didn’t ask how long they would be. What’s normal? Do I panic after thirty minutes or three hours?

We only sit quietly for a few minutes before Izzy and Leah barge into the silent room. 

Izzy’s ice-blue eyes are wild. “Where is she? Is she ok?” She clasps a hand tightly to Leah’s. Leah looks less panicked, but her eyes bounce between Nick and I.

I rise quickly from my seat. “She’s in surgery—”

“What!” Izzy shrieks and Leah releases her hand, wrapping her arms tightly around her friend.

Nick stands. “I know this is a scary situation, but Maci’s in the best place she can be. You two can wait with us.”

Both women visibly relax at his calm demeanor.

“What happened?” Leah asks, still deciding which of us to look at.

I take a deep breath. “Colt attacked Maci at Ruthie’s. She had to defend herself, but he managed to stab her in the process.”

Leah’s arms fall from Izzy, whose hand flies to her mouth. I continue as calmly as possible, hoping that the more at ease I am, and the more information they have, the better they’ll feel. But I’m dying second by second, so doing that for them takes everything I have. 

“The knife was still embedded when I got to the house. We didn’t want to cause any more bleeding, so we waited to remove it and the doctors said they would do it in surgery as a precaution. For the same reason.”

“Oh my God,” Izzy whispers.

“How long has she been in surgery?” Leah, usually the wild one, seems to be the levelheaded one tonight. Meanwhile, Izzy, normally practical, is on the verge of a panic attack. 

“Maybe thirty minutes.”

“There’s coffee,” Nick offers, and gestures to the long counter behind them.

“Thanks. Come on.” Leah grips Izzy’s hand and leads her over to grab their own terrible cups of coffee before they join us on the tattered chairs.

Chatter is at a minimum. We take turns pacing, sitting, checking the clock, commenting on the time, and asking each other questions none of us actually know the answer to, like, “How long do you think it will be?” or “Do you think something’s wrong because it’s taking so long?”

At some point, we all manage to sit at the same time. Leah and Izzy take up the lone extra wide seat, tucking themselves together. I stare, unblinking, at the water-stained tile ceiling. Nick’s leg bounces in a slow rhythm next to me, bumping my chair periodically.

Around the two-hour mark, Maci’s nurse swings the waiting room door open wide, causing me to jump up out of my seat. She gives me a soft smile. “If you want to come with me, I’ll show you to her new room. She’ll have a different nurse. I don’t work in Recovery.”

I nod. “Thank you.” 

She looks at the group of us. “Visiting hours are over, so only family.” Her head tips my way as if to indicate me.

Izzy and Leah exchange a glance. Leah nods and Izzy says, “We’ll wait here for an update”—I start to open my mouth, but she continues—“no matter how long it takes.”

“I’ll hang out, too,” Nick adds.

I dip my chin in acknowledgement and turn to the nurse. She leads me to the elevator and down a long hallway. Maci’s room is the last one, and she’s tucked under several thin blankets. Her features are soft, her eyes gently closed. If I didn’t know better, I’d think she was sleeping peacefully.

“She’s been in and out a little already. She’ll be groggy for a bit. The doctor will come in later and update you both.”

“Thank you.” I don’t look away from Maci, pulling a stiff chair to the side of the bed. I wrap my hand around hers and hold onto her for dear life.








  
  

Chapter 3


Maci





Every part of me hurts. Which makes sense, considering a two-hundred-pound guy  did fall on me after trying to slice and dice me. 

The tension of the whole thing seeps into my bones. Peeling my eyelids open intensifies the dry burn. My throat hurts, but I don’t know why because I didn’t scream. 

Sutton rubs light circles on my hand, sitting at my side. He perks up, realizing I’m awake. 

“Hi,” I croak.

“Hi, yourself.” He stands and kisses me on the forehead. “Thirsty?”

I nod.

The warmth of his hands disappears as he moves to a small rolling table, filling a Styrofoam cup. He presents it to me with a straw. “Sips.”

I roll my eyes. “When did you get a medical degree?”

“Real funny, Firecracker.” Even through his sarcasm, he smirks. I appreciate the moment of normalcy. He waits for me to sip a few times before setting the cup back on the table and sitting at my side again. “How do you feel?”

Like I was hit by a Mac truck. “I’m okay.”

Sutton’s eyes narrow. “You don’t have to—”

The room door swings open. 

“Oh good, you’re awake.” A bright-eyed nurse smiles at me. “Are you thirsty?” She bustles around the bed.

“I’m fine, thanks.” Her chipper attitude isn’t as welcome as the calm nurse in the ER. My nerves are shot, an odd combination with how sluggish I feel.

“I’ll let the doctor know you’re up.” She stands, staring at me expectantly, across the bed from Sutton. I blink at her. At first, I think she’s waiting for a response, but it feels like she’s assessing us. Judging us. Judging me.

Her mouth pulls into a smile that doesn’t meet her eyes and she darts out of the room.

“This place is full of weird people,” I mutter as the door closes. 

Sutton chuckles. His presence is soothing, and I let my eyes close. 

It’s not the closed eyes of being at Nana’s, wondering how long it would be until someone found me bleeding out. 

The relief at hearing Sutton’s voice almost instantly after the scuffle was unparalleled.

I’m not fully resting here, but having him near me is a reminder that I’m not the only one looking out for me. I don’t have to be at one hundred percent now.

The door flies open again. This time, the nurse is followed by a man in his forties. She’s still smiling widely, attempting cheerful, but it comes off more blinding.

“This is Detective Porter.” She scans my face and Sutton’s in turn. 

“Hey there. I’m Detective Porter with the Bull Creek Police Department.” He’s dressed in khakis and a polo and carries a dark notebook in one hand.

The nurse eyes us once more before leaving.

Detective Porter walks further into the room as the door closes quietly. I’m not sure how such a large door can close without a sound. If only it opened the same way.

“I’d like to ask you a few questions about what happened tonight, if you feel up for it.”

It’s odd to think it’s still the same night. I’m not even sure what time it is.

“That’s fine. Whatever you need.” I knew this was bound to happen sooner or later. My upbringing is fueling my ability to be pleasant right now, when I really just want everyone to go away and for things to be quiet. Not that it matters if it’s quiet in here. Outside these walls, I can imagine all the whispered gossip going on.

Stupid small towns. 

Now I remember just one of the many reasons I can’t stand their oppressive nature. The last few weeks getting to know Sutton and spending time with my family and friends lulled me into a false sense of enjoyment.

“So you understand, we will be conducting a full investigation. I’ve collected the clothing you both had on earlier.” Detective Porter doesn’t make eye contact as he opens his notebook. The flipping pages jar my sensitive nerves, akin to scraping a fork on a plate.

I refrain from commenting that I’ll never wear the sweater again anyway. “Fine by me.”

“Can you walk me through the events of the night?” he asks, without acknowledging my response.

Sutton doesn’t move from where he stands, his gaze burning into the side of my face. 

I release a long breath. Reliving it all threatens to overwhelm my senses.

Just the facts. Stick to the facts.

“I was in the backyard when Colt showed up. On the phone with Sutton.” I look up at him, and something flickers in his eyes momentarily. I focus on the detective.

There’s nothing remarkable about him. He’s a man of average height and weight with pretty, brown eyes. His face remains void of emotion and, as expected, he’s writing in his book. I study the threads of the Bull Creek Police Department patch on the breast of his polo. I wonder how much this interrupted his weekend.

“Were you expecting him?”

“No.” My lips are especially dry. I wet them before continuing. “The last I saw or heard from him was Halloween. He approached me at a Trunk-or-Treat event at the dental office. I filed a police report.”

I pull my hand free from Sutton’s, rubbing both over my face as the revelations from my conversation with Colt wash over me again. “Actually, there’s another report, too. My Jeep window was broken last weekend, and I filed a report then. Colt admitted tonight that it was him.”

Sutton shuffles on his feet and scrubs a hand over his face angrily. 

The detective watches him for a moment before returning his focus to me. “Was that why Colt came over? To tell you about the window?”

A sardonic laugh bursts from me, and Sutton tenses. “No. Not even close. He came to kill me.” I don’t blink, daring Detective Porter to question my statement.

His lips purse and he scribbles more notes into his book. “You killed Colt Young because you feared for your life?” 

It doesn’t matter that his tone isn’t accusatory. His bland use of “kill” sends fury rippling through my aching body. I grip the plastic rails of the bed with both hands and lean forward, gritting my teeth from the pain that shoots through my gut like lightning. “He threatened my life and stabbed me.”

“And you shot him.” 

He’s only stating facts, but after what transpired tonight, I feel reactionary, and it’s an effort to school my emotions. He stares at me blankly.

Sutton takes a step forward. “With all due respect—”

I reach up and wrap my hand around his wrist. “It’s ok.” Except, it’s not. “Yes. I shot him. Yes, I feared for my life.” I thought I could, but I can’t do this tonight. Not in a way that keeps me in control of my emotions. “Actually, I’m feeling kind of tired. If there’s anything that you absolutely need to know tonight, please ask me that. Otherwise, I’d prefer to schedule a time over the next few days to discuss this.”

He dips his chin and closes his notebook. “A gunshot residue kit was completed at the house, correct?”

Was it? I don’t remember.

Sutton speaks up. “Yes.” 

“Good, good.” He hesitates. “Were there any…other injuries?” He looks uncomfortably between Sutton and me.

I lift my left hand toward the hidden wound. “You mean, aside from being stabbed?”

He swallows. “No sexual assault?”

Sutton’s head whips my way.

I close my eyes and work to keep my tone even. “No.”

He nods. “I’ll get out of your way tonight. No need to make an appointment. Just stop by the police department in the next forty-eight hours so we can discuss a few more details.” He extends a card to Sutton. “Call me if you need anything in the meantime.”

I can’t bring myself to force a thank-you. I’m reaching my limit.

The door closes again.

“Cowboy.” I wait for his perfect, steel-blue eyes to return to me, and he moves to the bed, reaching for my hand. “Can you please call—Oh, shit!”

His hand squeezes. “What is it?”

I shake my head. “I was going to ask you to use my phone to call Izzy or Leah to bring me some clothes, but my phone’s at Nana’s.” I swallow. “By the fire pit.”

“They’re here already.” He rubs a thumb over my cheek. 

“Wha—” I’m interrupted by the door swinging open again. They just need to make these rooms with turnstiles.

Doctor Fields enters with the nurse behind him. “How are you feeling?” There’s a disconnect between his question and emotion.

“Sore.” A tiny part of my brain screams to apologize for my clipped tone, but I don’t have it in me. 

He stops at the foot of the bed. “That’s to be expected. Surgery went well. You got very lucky. There was no damage to any organs. However, it did pierce muscle so you’re going to be sore for a while. Try to limit lifting to only five to ten pounds for a couple weeks and take it easy.” All the information comes at once, though he doesn’t hurry through. 

The half-smile he ends with does nothing to boost my spirits. I’m trying to wrap my head around the idea of layers of my body being infiltrated by a foreign object. 

“Listen to your body. Increase activity each day, but don’t overdo it. We don’t want you popping any stitches, and quite frankly, healing muscles are pretty painful.” He grins like he has first-hand experience. It’s not comforting. “Any questions?”

“Do I need to come back to have the stitches removed?”

“No, but you’ll want to be seen by your primary care provider in a couple of weeks for a follow-up.”

“When can I go?” I ask eagerly.

Sutton gives my hand two quick squeezes. I don’t have to look at him to know he thinks I’m being hasty, but I need out of this place.

The doctor focuses on his clipboard and turns to leave. “We’ll monitor you for a bit longer. You’ll probably be discharged in the morning.” He pats the foot of the bed like he did earlier.

Nausea and exhaustion battle for control. The sensation of being under a microscope is wearing on me.

Sutton plants a long kiss on my forehead. “Izzy and Leah are downstairs. They weren’t leaving without an update, but it looks like we’re going to be here for a bit. You gonna be ok?” 

I nod. “Yep.” 

He studies me for a few seconds while I stare stiffly back at him. Holding it all together requires me to maintain a distance I don’t like. 

Cold rushes through my body as soon as he releases my hand. I swallow to force back the emotion threatening to tumble out.

The lingering fog of anesthesia adds an annoying sensitivity to my nerve receptors. I blame that and the long-term exposure to adrenaline tonight for the weepy, fearful, overwhelmed way my body wants to react.

The nurse moves around quietly, her chipper personality absent. I wonder if she thinks I’m a cold-blooded murderer.

As Sutton reaches the door, I say, “You can go home if you need to. I’ll be ok.”

His sharp look tells me that won’t be happening. 

The nurse looks between us. As if the entire scenario isn’t hard enough, we have to do most of this with an audience. 

“I’m not going anywhere, Maci.”

He may never understand the way I offer an out, hoping that he won’t take it. And yet, every time he chooses me, a new thread of belonging ties us together.

My hearts flutters and I close my eyes to force the tears to stay in. Sutton shuts the door behind him and I will my body to rest, falling into a pseudo-sleep. What feels like seconds later, the door opens again. Only this time, it’s the quietest it’s ever been.

Through heavy lids, I peek at Sutton re-entering the room.

“Did they leave?” The words are hindered by my dry mouth and thick tongue.

He nods and offers me the Styrofoam cup to sip from, speaking while I do. “Visiting hours are over, but I gave them an update.” His eyebrows reach his hairline for a moment. “They’ll be back first thing to see you.”

It sounds too easy. “Doesn’t seem likely that they would’ve just left.”

He sets the cup on the table, and a familiar half-smirk plays on his lips. “It wasn’t quite that simple. They said they weren’t going, and they’d just sleep in the lobby. I told them you’d just worry. They’ll be back at eight.” His last sentence is pointed and he smiles, situating himself back in the chair at my side.

I tilt my head closer to him. “So how are you still here?” My stage whisper draws his lips up.

“I told the paramedics I’m family.”

“And now? No one’s asked?”

He lifts our intertwined fingers between us. “Does this look like a lie?” His lips are warm as he kisses my knuckles like he’s done several times before. The tender act sends those fiery little butterflies soaring through my veins. His eyes roam my face, and I’m reminded of the state of my appearance. “I’ll be right back.” 

He lays my hand on the bed and disappears into the bathroom, returning with a wet rag. “You have…” Letting the sentence trail off, he dabs at my cheeks and neck gently before rubbing a thumb along my bottom lip. “I don’t care what you look like. Just removing anything he may have left behind.”

It doesn’t come across judgmental, but instead, thoughtful. Lying in Nana’s grass with Colt’s knife lodged in my body was the most violating thing I’ve ever experienced. Sutton’s right that I want nothing left of him, however long the trauma of the event may last.




      [image: image-placeholder]There’s hardly any rest to be had in this place. How anyone is supposed to recover in Recovery is beyond me. People come in throughout the night to administer pain meds, check my vital signs multiple times, and draw more blood. They seem to think that because I still have an IV in my arm, there’s no disturbance. They’re wrong.

Sutton never leaves my side, despite the battered chair he occupies—which I’m certain isn’t comfortable. At some point, he lays his hat upside down on the tiny rolling table in the room.

Sometime after seven I get a new nurse, and from that point on I’m wide awake. I’m not sure how leaving against medical advice works, but if someone doesn’t produce discharge paperwork soon, I’ll be finding out. 

A breakfast tray arrives just before eight. I open the plastic dome on the plate, but that’s as far as I get. Cold eggs and sausage links, and stale toast greet me. Breakfast of champions.

The next time the door opens, Izzy and Leah walk through. 

It’s an effort not to move. I want to wrap them both in my arms. Nick enters behind them.

Izzy’s eyes glisten. “Oh my God, Maci. Are you ok?” 

My friends rush at me from either side of the bed, wrapping their arms around my neck. I’m thankful to be in a somewhat seated position so I can wrap an arm around each of them, as well. My side tugs painfully, but it’s muted. 

When they release me, I pat my stitched side. “Better than new.”

Sutton’s face drops. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

I bite my lip through a smile. “I wasn’t asking you.”

“Seems normal to me,” Leah says, grinning at Izzy. 

“How long are you going to be here?” Izzy squeezes her tiny rear onto the bed with me. Leah replicates the motion, stretching her legs fully so they tuck under the chair Sutton was using.

“Actually, I’m being discharged soon,” I say happily.

“Already?” Leah’s voice is skeptical.

“Yep. Told you, better than new.” My friends exchange a look over me.

Sutton interjects. “Our vehicles are at Ruthie’s. Think you guys can lend some help getting them?”

“Already took care of ’em.” Nick is posted near the bathroom, looking more like a warden than I’ve seen. Someone needs to tell these two men that the threat has been neutralized.

“Really?” Sutton readjusts his hat. 

“Yep. We did some shuffling last night before we went our separate ways.” Nick eyes Izzy and Leah in turn.

The nurse speaks from the doorway. “Discharge paperwork. Why don’t you get dressed and we can go over everything?” She shakes a set of papers in the air.

Izzy holds up a small bag. “I got you.”

My heart is full. After everything, my friends are here to help me through. I can’t decide if I’m annoyed with this stupid small town and all the trouble it’s caused, or happy that I’ve fallen in love and my best friends have easy access during my time in need.

The nurse sets the paperwork on the rolling table with my Styrofoam cup, swapping it for my untouched tray of food, and shuts the door on her way out.

“We’ll wait outside.” Sutton motions to Nick, who departs without question.

“Did we wake you?” Izzy sets the bag on the table.

“No?”

Leah plops into the chair Sutton occupied. “So, why the radio silence? Anesthesia fog? Sutton told us about the…” Her tanned face darkens, and her eyes drop to the floor.

“Actually, I need to get a new phone. I assume the police department has mine,” I say mostly to myself.

Izzy studies my face. “How are you really?”

I squeeze her hand tucked into the blankets by my hip. “I’ll be fine.”

“You’re so damn stubborn, Maci Grace. Can’t you just let people take care of you?” Leah huffs, while Izzy yanks a shirt out of the bag she’s holding in half-hearted annoyance.

I grin. “I love you. Thank you for being here.”

“Oh, honey, we wouldn’t be anywhere else.” Izzy brushes some hair out of my face. “Come on, let’s get you dressed so you can go home with your cowboy.” A faint smile passes her lips.

Moving is an effort, but I’ll do whatever is needed to get out of here. After Izzy helps me dress, I sit at the foot of the bed.

Izzy’s voice comes out in a whisper. “You had us worried.”

I don’t dismiss her emotions by telling her that nothing compares to thinking your one-night-stand-turned-stalker-stepbrother is going to gut you in your safe haven. Instead, I say, “All good.”

“Sure. I’m gonna grab the nurse so we can get you out of here.” She gives me a gentle hug before standing. “I love you. I’m really glad you’re okay.”

I release her quickly. I can’t get into all this emotional stuff right now. 

The nurse makes me agree not to drive for twenty-four hours since I was under anesthesia. I doubt anyone around here would let me even if I wanted to at this point. She goes over how to take care of the incision and promises to return with a wheelchair.

Izzy addresses Sutton in a friendly tone. “Before you hold our bestie captive, why don’t you let us run her for meds and a new phone?” She’s not really asking even though she’s asking. 

Sutton’s eyes bounce between us. “I don’t mind taking her, but that’s her call.”

The nurse returns with my metal chariot. “All set?”

Everyone looks at me. “Yep.”

As Sutton helps me into the chair, I say, “Why don’t you let the girls take me? You’ve been here all night.”

His face is tight, but he nods before pushing me out to Izzy’s car and helping me in.
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