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      “There’s a new girl in town.”

      Jeb McMasters glanced up from the laptop screen, eyeing his brother suspiciously. “Now, why the hell would that be interesting to me?” he growled.

      Grey’s blue eyes twinkled with mischief as he regarded his oh-so-serious older brother. He suspected this news might be enough to shake up Jeb’s ordered little world, a world he’d isolated himself in for almost six months, ever since he came home from rehab. Battered and broken, Jeb had closed in on himself, a situation only exacerbated when his fiancée broke off their engagement just weeks after he got back. Hell, he hadn’t even been transferred from hospital to the rehab facility before Crystal stuck the knife in, announcing she couldn’t marry a paraplegic.

      Grey’s blood still boiled when he thought about how badly Crystal had hurt Jeb. His brother had put on a brave front, showing a tough exterior to the outside world but Grey knew he was still hurting, even now.

      “You gonna tell me why you’re here? I’ve got work to do,” Jeb announced. He made a show of ignoring Grey, focusing on the laptop screen.

      Grey strolled further into the room, his gaze flicking over the neat desk where the paperwork was lined up with strategic precision. He looked down at Jeb, who’d abandoned the charade of staring at the screen and ignored a chilly stare from eyes as blue as his own. He wanted to be close enough to enjoy the reaction his news was about to create. “Mikayla Odell is back in Rock Ridge Hollow. Word is, she’s here to stay.”

      Grey had the satisfaction of watching the color drain from Jeb’s face.
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      Jeb sat out on the porch, drinking a beer and watching the night sky. He usually experienced some semblance of peace out here in the early evening. Cicadas chirruped their evening song, and the horses out in the pasture whinnied quietly to one another as they made their way from one tasty patch of grass to the next.

      Tonight, peace proved elusive.

      Mikayla Odell. Hell. He hadn’t heard that name in… what? It must be ten years. She was the last woman he and⁠—

      Jeb lifted the beer to his lips, taking a long swig and mentally shaking himself. No point dredging up the past, it was water under the bridge. Mikayla was part of his history – ancient history. He’d lived a lifetime since then, his choices bringing him to this point. Reluctantly, his gaze lowered to his denim-clad legs. He preferred this time of the day, when his useless limbs were gradually disappearing in the darkening shadows. For the thousandth time since he returned from Kabul eight months ago, he focused on his thighs… his calves… his ankles… his toes. Desperate to feel something – anything – which might suggest he’d get the use of his legs back.

      Nothing. Not a thing. Not a twinge, not a spasm – nothing like what the doctors said would happen if he was going to get sensation back. The memory of Crystal breaking up with him, the way she’d avoided his gaze – even now, after months, it cut him to the core.

      “Need another beer?” Grey pushed out past the screen door, two longnecks dangling between his fingers.

      Jeb nodded, drained the last of his beer and put the empty bottle down beside the wheelchair.

      Grey handed him a fresh drink and then leaned against the porch rail. They both sipped their drinks, Jeb focused on the blaze of stars across the horizon, Grey watching the flickering television screen visible through the living room window.

      “Anything in particular you need me to do tomorrow?” Grey asked.

      “We need to get ahold of Newt Thornton, have a chat about borrowing his stallion. Those mares’ll be ready in a couple of weeks, and you know what Newt’s like about negotiating deals.”

      Grey nodded. “I’m guessing you’ll handle that phone call?”

      Jeb nodded, slugging back a mouthful of the bitter ale. “About the only useful thing I can do nowadays.” He tried, and failed, to keep the bitterness from coloring his tone.

      Grey straightened up, resting his drink on the railing. “Y’know, I’ve still got the details about those saddles and the⁠—”

      Jeb shook his head. “I don’t wanna talk about it.”

      Grey inhaled sharply, then let the air slowly whoosh out between his lips. “Don’t you think it’s time to start whittling away at that chip on your shoulder?”

      Jeb remained stubbornly mute. Yeah, he was struggling with what he’d lost, but hell, who wouldn’t? He’d had all the therapy he could stomach, lost hope of living like a normal man. He was surviving from day to day, doing what he could, trying to avoid thinking about what he couldn’t.

      But sometimes he couldn’t avoid the fierce longing, the desire to regain what he’d lost. Hell, he’d love nothing better than getting into the saddle, settle on Gandry’s back and ride across the land the way he did before he went overseas. Before the IED which took the lives of four of his team and the use of his legs.

      Shit. He’d been lucky, all things considered, and he tried to remember that. He’d come home. He was sitting on his ranch in Montana, enjoying a beer at the end of the day. He hadn’t died out there in that hot, dry hellhole.

      He was alive.

      His attention reverted to Grey, who’d leaned forward and was waving a hand in front of Jeb’s face. “What?” he snapped.

      “You were miles away,” Grey remarked.

      “I was tuning out your lecture,” Jeb grumbled. “Unless you wanna talk about what needs doing tomorrow, you might as well go watch TV.”

      Grey drained his beer, taking his time before he responded. Jeb didn’t like it – usually it meant Grey had something on his mind, something he wanted to talk about, but was hesitating because he didn’t know how he would react.

      Jeb couldn’t blame him. He’d been difficult to live with since he got home, but it didn’t make him any more comfortable waiting for Grey to break the protracted silence. “Spit it out,” he finally demanded. “You’ve obviously got something on your mind.”

      “Mikayla. I’m thinkin’ about heading into town to see her. Thought I’d be neighborly, welcome her back to Rock Ridge.”

      Jeb was stunned and it took nearly a full minute to respond. When he did, he couldn’t keep disbelief from coloring his reaction. “You’re kidding, right? You can’t possibly believe that’s a good idea?”

      Grey shrugged, seemingly unaffected by Jeb’s derision. “A decade’s a long time.”

      “Don’t you remember? She left! Skipped town like a bat out of hell,” Jeb growled. “What makes you think she’d have anything to say to you? To me?”

      “Aren’t you at least curious?” Grey asked, tapping his thumb against the empty bottle. “Wouldn’t you like to see her again, discover what brings her home now?”

      Jeb unlocked the brakes on the wheelchair, knocking over the empty beer bottle in his haste but he was too agitated to care and it rolled noisily across the wooden porch. “No, Grey, I don’t want to see her, and I’m not fucking interested in why she’s come back. Mikayla Odell means nothing to me. G’night.” Jeb yanked open the screen door, guiding the wheelchair inside in a smooth, well-practiced maneuver and the door slammed soundly behind him.
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      “Mikayla? Is that you? Mikayla Odell? I’ll be damned.”

      Mikayla turned towards the voice, unsurprised she was being approached by yet another Rock Ridge resident. She’d arrived in town five days ago, started work three days’ past, and it seemed she’d spent every minute since catching up with old acquaintances. She hadn’t anticipated her return would generate quite so much interest and it was beginning to seem like she’d never left.

      She greeted Phil Sorenson with a warm smile. “Hi, Mr. Sorenson. It’s nice to see you again.”

      The weather-beaten cattle rancher lifted his hat, his pale blue eyes sparkling in the waning light outside the hospital. “I think you’re old enough to call me Phil, young lady. You must be what? At least twenty-five or so by now.”

      Mikayla grinned. “Actually, I’ll be twenty-nine in June.”

      Phil’s bushy white eyebrows lifted. “Is that right? Time sure does fly, don’t it? Seems only a few years back I was helping your dad to teach you to change the oil in that old car of yours. You still driving the Taurus?”

      Mikayla smiled. Rock Ridge Hollow was a typical small town and around here things didn’t change much from one year to the next. From decade to decade, in fact. It might have been ten years since Mikayla left but to the locals it might as well have been last week when she packed up her belongings and left town. “I haven’t got the Taurus now, I traded it in a couple of years back.” Mikayla pressed the button on the key fob and the indicators on her red Camaro flashed.

      The flash of lights caught Phil’s attention and he whistled. “Phewee, girl. Nice wheels.”

      “Thank you.” Mikayla adjusted the gym bag hanging from her shoulder. She’d started work at six this morning and a protracted delivery had resulted in an emergency caesarean, so it was after seven before she’d managed to get away. All she wanted now was to go home, grab a bite to eat and snatch a few hours of sleep before she returned in the morning for another early start. Even so, it would be polite to enquire why Phil Sorenson was visiting the community hospital in the early evening. “Visiting someone, Mr.— Phil?” The word didn’t slip easily from her tongue after years of using the formal salutation.

      The older man’s lips tugged downwards, and he pulled the hat from his head, squashing it against his chest. “My Roberta… she’s—” He stopped abruptly, his Adam’s apple bobbing when he swallowed heavily. “Well, she was diagnosed with cancer a week or so ago. Breast cancer.”

      Mikayla’s face crumpled in sympathy, and she placed a reassuring hand on the older man’s shoulder. “I’m sorry to hear that. Has she had surgery?”

      Phil nodded. “She had a…” he hesitated. “Damn it, I’m not good with the words the doctors’ use.”

      “Did they remove the lump?” Mikayla questioned gently. “Or her breast?”

      The expression on Phil’s face revealed the answer and Mikayla wrapped him in a comforting hug. When she stepped back, she carefully averted her gaze from Phil’s tear-filled eyes. “I’ll go and visit Mrs. Sorenson in the morning, see how she’s doing.”

      Phil perked up. “I think she’d like that, thank you.”

      With a last goodbye, Mikayla watched Phil hurry towards the hospital doors before she slipped into her car for the short drive home. The trip from the hospital to the apartment she was sharing with Holly took less than seven minutes, but at the end of a thirteen hour shift the last thing she wanted to do was walk.

      Rolling down the window, Mikayla sniffed the breeze appreciatively. After five years in Chicago earning her nursing degree and specializing as a midwife, and a further five years living in Seattle, the crisp, fresh air of Montana was a soothing balm to her senses at the end of the day. A hint of lily of the valley hung in the breeze; the sweet scent reminding her of childhood summers.

      She suspected she’d chosen the perfect time to return to her roots, with most of summer and a full three months of fall to acclimatize before she’d deal with the harsh Montana winter. It was a long time since she’d experienced blizzards and heavy snowfall and she hoped the timeframe meant she’d ease into the worst of the weather gradually.

      Turning out of Culpepper, she drove along the wide expanse of Liberty Street, passing deserted shopfronts. The only places still showing signs of life were the town’s three bars. Loco’s on the corner of Liberty and Garton, was a double storied narrow clapboard building built in the late nineteenth century and it sported a bar and seating downstairs and pool tables on the second floor. Hannigan’s was situated smack-bang in the center of town, in what had been the town’s produce store back in the day, but the current owner had completed extensive renovations and while the exterior remained faithful to its elaborate nineteenth century design with a sweeping verandah across the frontage, the interior was modern with an abundance of neon lighting and sleek leather seating.

      The third bar, The Tumbleweed, sat on the corner of Liberty and Oakley, a modern single-story building with a Moose Mountain rock facade in tones of warm honey and tan. It’s ornately decorated hanging sign advertised boutique ciders and ales produced on the premises. Mikayla took the left turn by The Tumbleweed and drove down Oakley Street to Rock Ridge Hollow’s single apartment complex.

      Pulling into the parking lot Mikayla selected an empty slot and turned off the ignition, surveying her surroundings for a few seconds and grateful to be home after a long day. Not that she thought of it as home yet; after five days in town it was still surreal, but so far, she hadn’t experienced any misgivings over her decision to return.

      She glanced over the small, squat apartment complex. Two stories high, and L-shaped, there were eight apartments on each level. The building itself was completely unremarkable, as if the architect had gone out of his way to give the cream brick exterior no personality whatsoever. The wood-framed windows were plain, the doors nondescript and the stairs and balcony had been built of metalwork which was all straight planes and completely functional. Some of the apartment tenants had tried to decorate their small patches with hanging baskets of bright flowers, and the door at one end boasted a bright wreath of flowers and foliage, but for the most part, the apartment seemed stark in comparison to the surroundings buildings and gardens. The complex had been built in the seventies, and from Mikayla’s point of view, nothing particularly startling in the way of home décor had come out of that decade if this building was any indication.

      Grabbing her bag from the passenger seat she got out of the Camaro and locked the door. For the most part, coming back to Rock Ridge Hollow had been fun. Reconnecting with her small family was – in one instance – a bonus. In another it remained to be seen. She hadn’t given her dad much warning about her return and in her mother’s case – she hadn’t informed her at all. But Mikayla knew it was only a matter of time before Carlene Odell discovered she was back. It was an eventuality she wasn’t looking forward to with any anticipation.

      The porch light burned outside the apartment, its illumination casting a cheery glow over the brick pathway and when Mikayla unlocked the door she was greeted by a delicious aroma of sage and chicken which permeated the two-bedroom apartment.

      “Hey,” Holly said, shifting her gaze from the small television in the corner of the living room. “You look bushed.”

      Mikayla dropped her bag by the door, twisted the lock and followed her nose and salivating taste buds towards the kitchen. “It’s been a heck of a day. What’s to eat?”

      “Creole chicken with chive-infused sweet potato mash.” Holly uncurled her long, lean body from the couch, picked up a half-full glass of red wine and followed Mikayla through to the tiny kitchen. “You’ll only need to zap it for a couple of minutes.”

      “Thanks.” Mikayla pushed the buttons on the microwave and leaned against the counter, watching Holly retrieve another wine glass from the overhead cupboard and pour a generous measure into it from the bottle sitting beside the fridge. She’d changed out of her work uniform and wore soft pink yoga pants and a white t-shirt.

      “You’re welcome.” Holly pushed the wineglass towards Mikayla and recorked the bottle. “So, how many little brats made their way into the world today?”

      “Two.” Mikayla picked up the wineglass and lifted it to her lips, swallowing a generous mouthful. She knew Holly was being flippant with the ‘brats’ comment, it was her fallback position to be dismissive after six years of infertility ended her marriage.

      “Anyone I know?”

      “Most likely. Don’t you know everyone?”

      “I may not have escaped Rock Ridge for the exotic destinations you’ve visited, but I certainly don’t know everyone in the county,” Holly retorted.

      Mikayla rolled her eyes. “Huh. Personally, I would never describe Chicago or Seattle as being particularly exotic.”

      Holly flipped open a cabinet door, ferreting around until she unearthed a tube of Pringles. “More exotic than Rock Ridge, that’s for sure. So, who popped out a kid today?”

      Mikayla opened the door to the microwave and retrieved the hot dinner plate, holding it carefully between her fingertips. “The Dawsons from the Salt Lick Ranch had a baby girl. John James and his wife had a little boy.”

      “See? Don’t know the Dawsons,” Holly announced cheerfully. She tucked the Pringles under one arm and picked up both wineglasses, taking them over to the small oak dining table to sit with Mikayla. “Did John James and his wife pick out another name beginning with ‘J’?

      Mikayla snatched up the knife and fork, appreciating the delicious aroma emanating from the plate. “I don’t think they’ve chosen a name yet.”

      Holly grinned, warm brown eyes twinkling with amusement. “Their other three kids are Jesse, Joanna and Jason. Seems like a certainty this one’ll be a ‘J’ too.”

      “You might be right.” Mikayla swallowed a mouthful of chicken, licking her lips. “Mmmm, this is delicious.”

      “I can’t take the credit, I went to Mom’s for dinner,” Holly admitted. Like Mikayla she’d been born and raised in Rock Ridge, but Holly had never left. She married her high school sweetheart, Tim Fogarty, after finishing high school but they’d split up nine months ago. When Mikayla announced she was returning to town, Holly suggested she move into her apartment. The arrangement suited Mikayla, who wanted to maintain her independence while she figured out what was next. She needed time to settle in and work out whether she’d buy a place of her own, or maybe rent something for a while until she could figure out which direction her life would take next.

      The two women had remained close friends since first grade, when Mikayla had been the victim of a school yard bully and Holly had waded in, determined to defend her. They’d been best friends ever since, and Mikayla’s decade away didn’t change a thing.

      “How’s your mom?” Mikayla questioned. “I should go visit with her on the weekend.”

      Vicky Quinlana was Rock Ridge county’s resident veterinarian, and when Holly left school she’d been employed as a combined trainee veterinary nurse, assistant and receptionist at her mom’s veterinary clinic. The two women were exceptionally close, their relationship transcending the usual mother/daughter boundaries. Completely different to Mikayla’s own difficult relationship with her mom, she mused, scoffing down another mouthful of chicken.

      “She’d love that,” Holly agreed. “And speaking of mom’s…” Holly twirled the stem of the wineglass nervously between her fingers. “Yours called here this afternoon. There’s a message on the answering machine.”

      “Great,” Mikayla groaned. Her appetite suddenly disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      It took a second, fortifying glass of wine and a long, long soak in the bathtub before Mikayla could face returning her mother’s phone call.

      Wisely, Holly said nothing further on the subject, leaving Mikayla to set her own pace for making contact.

      Picking up her cell, Mikayla punched in the familiar number. Although she rarely contacted Carlene Odell, her mom had lived in the same house for more than thirty-two years and the number was permanently burned into Mikayla’s memory. Even after Carlene and Mikayla’s dad, Leroy, had divorced when Mikayla was ten, Carlene continued to live in the house she’d inherited from her grandparents at the age of twenty-four.

      “Hello?”

      Mikayla inhaled sharply, mentally girding her loins. Funny how her mother’s acidic tone could bleed into something as simple as a one-word greeting. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Kayla? Why didn’t you tell me you were moving back to town? I had to hear the news second hand from Julio Nyman at the grocery. Can you imagine how embarrassing that was, not knowing my own daughter was here?”

      “I was going to call after I got settled in⁠—”

      “You aren’t staying with that no-good Holly Quinlana, are you? I never did like that young woman…”

      Mikayla bit her tongue, taking another deep breath. “She’s Holly Fogarty, Mom, has been for nearly ten years⁠—”

      “I don’t understand why she kept his name; didn’t they get divorced? Never was gonna work out between them, he was too goo⁠—”

      “Momma!” Mikayla protested, but knew it would have absolutely no effect. Maybe she should have stayed away; distance between herself and Carlene had always been for the best, but Mikayla had put her ghosts to rest after nearly a decade. Besides, she’d missed being with her friends and her dad. Leroy Odell wasn’t getting any younger and while he never said much, Mikayla knew how much he’d missed her being around. She wanted to spend time with him, even more so since learning he’d been diagnosed with Parkinson’s Disease. His days as a rancher would be coming to an end and Mikayla planned to help out wherever she could.

      The downside was that meant living in the same small town as her mother.

      Speaking of which… Mikayla drew herself back to the present and the squawking noises emitting from the cell phone and realized she’d drifted away for too long and Carlene had noticed.

      “Sorry, Mom. Something caught my attention on TV and I got distracted,” Mikayla lied smoothly, surprised by how easy it was to fall back into old habits to keep the peace. She hadn’t missed this aspect of her life.

      “Are you coming to church on Sunday?” Carlene demanded.

      Mikayla sighed inwardly, keeping the sound from reaching her mother’s ears. “No, Mom. I’m working anyway, but I don’t attend church nowadays.”

      The barrage of outrageous indignation was enough to have Mikayla pulling the phone away from her ear, waiting for the tirade to die down before she spoke again. “Got to go, Mom. I just finished up a thirteen-hour shift and I’m starting at six in the morning.”

      Disconnecting the call, Mikayla dropped the cell phone onto the table and downed the last of her wine. “Welcome home,” she muttered morosely.

      Returning to Rock Ridge had been the culmination of months of internal agonizing and deep-rooted contemplation. A desire to return to her roots after a decade of soul-searching and learning to accept herself for who she was and what she wanted from her life. With age had come maturity, and she wasn’t the same God-fearing, timid young woman who’d run away, the one who’d been bullied by an overbearing, controlling mother.

      But despite the internal peace she’d achieved, she had no intentions of returning to the services held at St. Michaels Catholic Church anytime soon.

      And she had absolutely no intentions of confessing her sins to Father Bourke – the idea of admitting her lifestyle choices to him was completely inconceivable.
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      “How are you enjoying working at the hospital?” Leroy Odell questioned, eyeing Mikayla from his seat opposite her.

      Mikayla lowered the forkful of eggs she’d been about to eat and eyed her father, his hazel eyes so like her own. “Great.” She mentally assessed him, casually seeking visible signs of his diagnosis. Other than a slight tremor in the fingers on his left hand, he appeared to be the same solid, dependable man he’d always been.

      “Won’t be a lot of work for a midwife, I expect?”

      “No, that’s true. It’s definitely different to Seattle and Chicago, but I knew that coming in.”

      “So, what have they got you doing?”

      Mikayla shrugged. “A bit of everything. Some general nursing, and I’ve spent some time in the ER.”

      “Are you enjoying it?” Leroy eyed her, his gaze evaluating.

      “I am, Dad; don’t worry,” Mikayla reassured him. “I don’t intend to leave again in a hurry.”

      Leroy tugged at the sleeve of his shirt, rubbing his thumb over the back of his left hand. “You can’t blame me, Miki Mouse. You ran off like a bat out of hell, and I can’t help wondering if you’ll find Rock Ridge too suffocatin’ and head back to the big city.”

      “I’m here to stay,” Mikayla responded, delighted to hear her father use his pet name for her. He’d always called her Miki, or Miki Mouse, unlike her mother, the only person in the world who insisted on calling her ‘Kayla’ and didn’t seem to realize how much Mikayla hated it.

      Leroy grinned back, the skin creasing at the edges of his eyes. “Glad to hear it.” He settled back against the booth’s red vinyl surface, surveying the other diner occupants.

      It was busy, filled with Saturday morning customers enjoying a tasty breakfast. Mikayla had joined her father at Clancy’s every Saturday morning for as long as she could remember – initially when her parents were still married and her dad brought her into Clancy’s while her mom was doing the weekly shopping, and later, when Mikayla spent every Saturday with her father after her parents’ divorce. Clancy’s was popular with everyone, the diner first opening in the late forties, and now, nearly eighty years later it still boasted the red and white vinyl and polished chrome decorations of its heyday in the fifties. The original owner – the Clancy for whom the place was named – had long since passed away, but his granddaughter now ran the diner along with her husband and children. And they still served the best buckwheat pancakes in the county.

      “Have you visited your Momma yet?” Leroy inquired. He picked up a piece of toast, tore it in half and wiped one piece through the bacon drippings on his plate.

      “Not yet,” Mikayla admitted.

      “Can’t say as I blame you,” Leroy said with a wry smile.

      “I spoke to her; she wanted me to come to church tomorrow, but I’m working.”

      “Did you know she changed denominations? Got herself involved with those bible thumping morons over at the Disciples of the Lord Church.”

      Mikayla stared at her father. “Seriously? She left St. Michael’s?” It seemed inconceivable that her mother, a lifelong devout Catholic would have left the church she’d worshiped at since she was a child.

      “Yep. Apparently Father Bourke wasn’t focusing on the ‘important’ aspects of the bible. She’s completely thrown her towel in with the Disciples of the Lord Church crowd. And she’s even more of a pill with her bible-bashin’ now. Might have still been married to her, if not for all the bible thumping and nagging about ‘following God’s word’.”

      Mikayla chuckled. “Somehow, I doubt that.”

      Leroy finished the remains of his toast and sipped his coffee before he snatched the last piece of bacon from Mikayla’s plate and popped it into his mouth with a wink. “Yeah, you’re right; we’d still be divorced.” He paused, waiting while their server refilled their coffee cups, and he gave her an appreciative smile as she hurried away from the booth. “How’re you settling in at Holly’s place? Can’t tell you how excited she was, knowing you were coming home.”

      “It’s great. Convenient for work, I could pretty much walk the distance.”

      “Don’t let me hear you’ve been walking around town after dark, Miki. We might be small, but there’s still some idiots around.”

      “I won’t, I promise.” Mikayla smiled, stabbing the last piece of pancake on her plate and popping it into her mouth before her father could steal it. It was a game they’d played for years.

      “Have you caught up with many people since you got back?”

      “Heaps,” Mikayla agreed. She placed her knife and fork down and wiped her lips with a napkin. “Word travels fast. I saw Phil Sorenson a couple of nights ago.”

      “Damn shame about Roberta getting cancer,” Leroy said, his expression growing serious.

      “She’s in good spirits,” Mikayla replied. “I’ve seen her a couple of times. She’s recovering well from the mastectomy and the prognosis is good.”

      “What about your friends?” Leroy picked up his cup and watched her over the rim. “Seen either of those McMasters boys?”

      Mikayla made a fuss of reaching into her purse to grab her wallet, hoping her father wouldn’t notice the heat rising in her cheeks. “No. Wasn’t really expecting to.”

      Leroy didn’t seem to notice her discomfort; or if he did, he was doing a fine job of ignoring it. “Thought Grey might’ve come into town to see you. Seem to recall he was keen on you before you left.”

      Lordy, this was getting worse. Mikayla rifled through her wallet for cash to pay for breakfast, suddenly keen to get out of the diner and back to the apartment. “Ancient history, Dad.”

      “Grey’s never married,” Leroy continued. He pulled out his own wallet, took out some cash and placed it on the table, picking up Mikayla’s cash and putting it back into her hand. Mikayla responded by replacing one of her dad’s ten-dollar bills with one of her own, then handing his back to him. It was a completely futile action, but one they’d repeated numerous times.

      “You know the deal, Dad.” Whenever Leroy visited her in Chicago and Seattle, they’d gone through this same routine and Mikayla loved him for it.

      “You should let your old man buy you a meal once in a while, darlin’,”

      “I’m independent – what can I say?”

      They stepped out through the diner doors and Leroy pointed at Mikayla’s Camaro. “Nice wheels, Miki. I’ve no doubt you’re independent, but something tells me you might have accepted a little help somewhere along the way.” He pressed one last kiss to Mikayla’s cheek, and she squeezed her eyes shut when his stubbled cheek brushed against hers. “See you next Saturday.”
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        * * *

      

      Jeb was sitting in the study, working through a pile of invoices. It was Tuesday, a day he routinely set aside for paying the accounts and prepping for payroll. He didn’t particularly enjoy either job, but appreciated the routine – it was one of the few aspects of his life over which he maintained some control.

      The study was a pleasant workspace, the walls covered with dark wood shelving, the sturdy desk large enough to sort through the endless paperwork a ranch of this size generated. Jeb wasn’t a big reader, but the rows of books with their multicolored spines appealed to his sense of order and he often found himself scanning the books while he thought over a specific problem. The walls on either side of the door were peppered with framed photos, a who’s who of his ancestors; grandparents, great grandparents and every other relative in between. Unlike the books, the frames hung in no particular pattern and heavily embellished frames hung beside much simpler ones, but the lack of order didn’t matter – Jeb still found it fascinating to look at his ancestors and recognize the parts of himself revealed by so many of the portraits.

      He'd lived in this house until he joined the marines just after his twentieth birthday, when he’d sought something to fill the void left after Mikayla abandoned him and Grey.

      And that was a subject he didn’t intend to dwell on. Grey hadn’t said any more about visiting with Mikayla and Jeb hoped he’d let sleeping dogs lie. She was nothing but trouble.

      He forced his thoughts back to the present, his gaze flicking across the familiar furniture, the polished wooden floorboards, the rich moss green velvet drapes at the windows. Things hadn’t changed much over the years; although his mom regularly redecorated she left the bones of the house exactly as they’d been for more than a century. Jeb could almost sense his ancestors in the house, and he loved it just as much now as he had when he was a kid. Someday he’d have a place of his own, somewhere on the grounds of the ranch perhaps, or on a piece of land of his own nearby. The ranch was indelibly imprinted on his soul, and he had no doubt that now he’d come home, this was where he’d stay.

      The corners of his mouth turned down when he thought about why he’d come home when he did, the incident which changed his circumstances so irrevocably. Truth of fact, he’d been intending to discharge and come home, but he’d never expected his tour of duty to end the way it did. He loved his family, missed them during those years serving his country, but he would have much rather come home on his own terms.

      Not incapacitated.

      Some days were tougher than others and last night he’d endured another sleepless night. Not unusual, but the nightmares had been especially tough to endure and he’d woken up half a dozen times before he’d finally given up altogether, getting up and making a coffee before settling out on the porch to watch the sunrise. It was always the same before a scheduled appointment at the VA clinic in Billings; for some reason the prospect made his brain focus on the terrible memories of that IED and the way it decimated his men and destroyed his life.

      Raking his fingers through his hair, Jeb willed himself to stop dwelling on the past. It wasn’t doing him any good and he couldn’t change a damn thing.

      Grey appeared in the doorway, leaning his shoulder up against the wooden jamb.

      “Shouldn’t you be out training that gelding?” Jeb remarked when Grey remained unusually silent.

      “It’s the twenty first.”

      Jeb dropped an invoice onto the growing pile on the desk, glancing at the calendar. He knew what the date was, and the calendar was clearly marked, confirming he was supposed to attend an assessment at the VA Clinic this afternoon. “I’m not going.”

      Grey stepped into the office and huffed out an impatient breath. “Damn it Jeb. You need to do this.”

      Jeb stared up at his brother, his eyes narrowing. “Back off and leave me alone. You don’t know the first thing about what I’m dealing with.”

      Grey threw his hands in the air. “For Christ’s sake! Stop feeling so damn sorry for yourself, you need to go to rehab!”

      “What’s the point? It’s been nearly nine months!” Jeb slapped at his useless legs; all his fears, all the pent-up anger combining into an incandescent burst of rage. “I can’t feel a thing!”

      “You need to do the exercises,” Grey pointed out. “They said there was a possibility you’d get the use of your legs back but if you don’t work at it, you’re letting the chance pass you by.” His voice was calm and even, but Jeb recognized the undercurrent of anger he struggled to conceal. He couldn’t blame Grey – he was aware he’d grown more unbearable to live with as time passed. Coming back from Kabul, the devastation of learning what happened to his friends, losing the use of his legs… hell, the nightmares alone were slowly killing him, night after night.

      Jeb fisted his hand, smashing it against the desk, and the neatly ordered paperwork and pens went flying. “It’s not making any difference! I’m still crippled!”

      “You could be more!” Grey shouted back. “You could be more! You’re hell bent on believing you can’t be the man you once were!”

      Jeb slumped in the wheelchair, eyes blazing with anger. “Grey, you’re an asshole. Just fuck off and leave me alone.”

      Grey stood for almost a full minute, his chest rising and falling rapidly while he attempted to reign in his anger. He shook his head in resignation. “To hell with you. If you won’t help yourself, how do you expect any of us to help you? I love you because you’re my brother, but sometimes…” He shook his head. “Sometimes I hate you, too.”

      He turned and stalked down the hallway, and Jeb heard the back door slam soundly as Grey left the house and stomped back towards the barn. Resolute, he returned to the work at hand, stubbornly refusing to think about the VA appointment. He was beyond hoping for any improvement in his situation, and he wasn’t going to waste more time wishing for something that seemed hopeless.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Four


          

        

      

    

    
      “How goes it, Miki?” Daniel questioned, his deep voice revealing the subtle hint of amusement that matched the perpetual twinkle in his brown eyes. “Have you won over the hearts of your country sweethearts yet?”

      Mikayla leaned back against the couch, kicking off her shoes and lifting her feet onto the coffee table. “I haven’t seen them.”

      Ben chuckled. “You’ve been in Rock Ridge Hollow for almost two weeks, how have you avoided them if this town of yours is as small as you say?”

      “I told you they live out on a ranch outside town. They don’t come in much.”

      “Ah, but surely they’ve heard you’ve returned?” Daniel questioned.

      “I don’t know, and stop badgering me,” Mikayla grumbled. “I hit the ground running and there hasn’t been much spare time. What time I’ve had has been taken up with unpacking, settling in and catching up with my folks.” She glanced around the simple apartment with its mocha-colored walls, neutral wood floorboards and an assortment of mismatched furniture. It was a million miles away from Daniel and Ben’s sleek apartment and its tasteful decor and she could imagine them sitting side-by-side on the plush black leather L-shaped couch, talking to her on speakerphone with the Seattle skyline laid out behind them.

      “Ah. Sounds like an excuse, my lover,” Daniel laughed.

      “Although, after what we’ve heard about Mommy Dearest, I imagine she could be a real pill,” Ben added.

      “She’s still a pill, that hasn’t changed,” Mikayla agreed. “But as I told you before I left, I don’t know if Jeb and Grey will still be interested in me.”

      “Miki, listen to yourself,” Daniel growled. “How could they not? You’re beautiful, talented, sexy and absolutely brilliant at performing fell⁠—”

      Ben interrupted, clearing his throat and drowning out Daniel’s words. “What Daniel’s trying to say, is that these men of yours would be fools if they didn’t accept what you’re offering.”

      Mikayla grinned. “Thank you.”

      “Seriously though,” Daniel added, “don’t sell yourself short. And don’t let that vinegar-soaked, God-fearing Catholic she-witch who spawned you mess with your sense of self-worth. Ben and I spent far too much time fixing your self-esteem issues to allow her to break you again, angel.”

      “Apparently she’s not Catholic anymore,” Mikayla muttered. “She’s converted to the Disciples of the Lord faith.”

      “Good grief. That might even be worse in a small country town,” Daniel groaned. Either way, Catholic or Disciples of the Lord – don’t you let her get into your head, my lover.”

      “I won’t, I promise.”

      “See that you don’t,” Ben agreed. “We miss you, darling girl.”

      “I miss you, too.” Hearing the sound of Holly’s key in the apartment door, Mikayla hurriedly snatched up her cell phone and switched off speakerphone. Seconds later Holly stepped inside, lugging a sack of groceries in one arm, her purse dangling from her fingertips.

      “Gotta go,” Mikayla said into the cellphone, offering Holly a little finger wave.

      “Make time to visit these men of yours,” Daniel said firmly.

      “I will.”

      “I mean it, Miki.” The deep timbre of Daniel’s voice rumbled through the earpiece, and Mikayla found herself grinning again.

      “I will. I promise.” Saying her goodbyes, she disconnected the call and dropped the cell onto the coffee table before heading into the kitchen to help Holly. “Is this it?”

      Holly was putting a can of Pringles into one of the overhead cabinets. “Yeah, between you being on night shift and my comfort dog visits to the nursing home on Tuesday and Thursday evenings for the next few weeks, we didn’t need much.”

      Mikayla reached into the sack, retrieving a selection of cheese and crackers. “Are these for us?”

      Much to her amusement Holly snatched a roll of camembert and a wedge of vintage cheddar from Mikayla’s hands and placed them in the refrigerator. “No. They’re for a… thing I’m doing tomorrow night.”

      Mikayla lifted an eyebrow, watching the heat of a blush race across her friend’s cheeks. She knew full well what Holly was planning but figured a little gentle teasing could be fun. “What sort of thing?”

      Holly removed the last of the groceries from the sack and proceeded to carefully flatten it out, taking great pains to avoid Mikayla’s amused gaze. “It’s not important, just a… uh, a thing.”

      “Are you being deliberately obtuse?” Mikayla questioned. “How hard is it to admit you’ve got plans on a Saturday night?” The last few words escaped her lips sounding as if a giggle was erupting.

      Holly spun around, her eyes growing wide. “Who told you?”

      Mikayla chuckled, grabbing a mug from the cabinet she poured coffee from the coffee maker and added a dash of half and half. “I met Tim’s mom at the library when I dropped by this afternoon.”

      Holly shook her head, raking her manicured nails through her dark, wavy hair. “I’d hoped Tim wouldn’t tell his mom yet. It’ll be all over Rock Ridge by now, damn it.”

      Mikayla sobered, her teasing tone gone when she spoke again. “Are you hoping for a reconciliation?”

      Holly’s brown eyes were shadowed with caution when she responded. “It’s just drinks and a talk.” She opened a cabinet door and placed the empty grocery sack into the recycling pile. “I’m not getting my hopes up.”

      Watching Holly while she sipped her coffee, Mikayla tried to gauge if her friend wanted to talk. She knew the basics of Tim and Holly’s separation, knew their inability to conceive had been the catalyst for the marriage breakdown, but Holly had rarely spoken about it since Mikayla got back.

      As if she read Mikayla’s mind, Holly snatched a cold soda from the fridge and used a spoon to open it, preserving her perfect nails. “I still love him,” she admitted quietly. “But I’m not certain we can figure this out.”

      Mikayla continued to sip her coffee, leaning her hip against the counter and prepared to wait out her friend.

      “If we’d just managed to have a baby,” Holly erupted bitterly. “We were happy, truly happy for the first few years, but when I never got pregnant…” her voice tapered off and she swigged down a mouthful of soda. “Damn it, what a mess it was. Tim was stressed, I was stressed, and we just kind of… imploded, I guess.”

      “Did you have infertility testing done?”

      “Some,” Holly admitted. “They couldn’t find anything wrong with me, but we found out Tim had a low sperm count. It made him kind of crazy.” She put the soda down on the countertop and when she turned back to Mikayla her eyes brimmed with tears. “I wasn’t enough for him, Miki. When it came down to it, when we couldn’t have a baby, he decided he didn’t want me anymore.”

      Mikayla grabbed up two wineglasses and selected a bottle of wine from the refrigerator door. She dipped her head towards Holly’s comfortable, floral-patterned couch. “C’mon, let’s talk.”

      Holly nodded, opening the refrigerator door to retrieve the cheeses.

      “I thought they were for tomorrow night?” Mikayla remarked.

      “I’ll buy more,” Holly announced grimly.
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        * * *

      

      Grey pulled up outside the apartment complex, switched off the ignition and slumped back in his seat.

      He inhaled sharply, nervously adjusting the cuff on his shirt. Damn. He’d been working up to this for nearly three weeks, ever since he’d heard Mikayla was back. Now though, sitting not fifty feet from her front door, he wasn’t sure if he was going to throw up, run away, or maybe achieve a combination of both.

      “Man up McMasters.” He pulled the keys from the ignition and wrenched open the door, easing his tall frame out. The beer he’d gulped down at Loco’s sat heavily in his gut and he ruefully admitted that any hope of the beer bolstering his courage had been an epic failure.

      Christ, he needed to see her again. How many nights had he lain in bed, aroused to the point of pain, fisting himself to a climax on the memory of Miki’s luscious curves, her generous breasts, the way she’d screamed her release on that one perfect evening they’d spent together ten years ago?

      There’d been other women in the ensuing decade – he’d never professed to being a saint. But he’d never forgotten Mikayla Odell. She was the first girl… woman… he’d loved. And the memory of her still stoked a raging fire in his gut.

      He glanced at his watch, the illuminated dial revealing it was a little after nine-thirty, a perfectly reasonable time to call on someone. The lights were on in Holly’s apartment, indicating one or both women were home. It hadn’t been difficult to establish Miki wasn’t working tonight, one of the ranch hand’s had a wife who worked at the hospital and Grey had discovered through him that Miki had finished day shift and was finishing up four days off before she switched to the night shift.

      Grey mentally shook himself, aware he was delaying. “Just get up there and knock on the damn door,” he muttered.

      He leaned back into the cab of the truck and grabbed his hat, shoving it firmly onto his head and slamming the door shut. He strode into the apartment complex, the smell of lilacs wafting from the bushes lining the path. Grey always loved the summer; the chance to travel to Holdsworth to watch a little rodeo, the warm evenings when he could sit on the porch to watch the sunset. Maybe take an early evening horse ride down to the creek, to skinny dip in the cool water as darkness fell. His thoughts turned back to Miki, how beautifully she’d filled out a swimsuit. Always self-conscious, insecure in her own skin, she’d insisted on wearing one-piece bathing suits, seemingly unaware of how her beautiful curves were so gracefully outlined by the sleek Lycra.

      Reaching the door to Holly’s apartment, Grey stopped his thoughts in their tracks. The last thing he wanted to do was see Miki for the first time in years and greet her sporting an erection. Nope, seeing this woman again needed to be handled delicately, the way he’d approach breaking in a new filly. Slow and gentle, gain her trust, take it easy until she relaxed in his company.

      He rolled his eyes. Jesus, was he drawing parallels between training horses and dating? He must be out of his mind. He straightened up, brushed his hands down the side of his jeans and knocked firmly on the door. He’d put this off for too long already. It was time to make a move; he needed to see Miki, figure out if the spark he remembered was still there.

      He could hear voices and tried to distinguish who it was, but the solid wood door muffled the sound. The door on the apartment wasn’t standard; he suspected that was Tim’s doing. He and Holly might have split up months ago, but Tim was obviously intent on keeping his ex-wife safe.

      Grey heard a chuckle and had just enough time to recognize it as Miki’s voice before the door was yanked open and she stood before him.

      Her hazel eyes widened, and she stared at him silently, giving him the opportunity to study her for a second or two.

      She was just as beautiful as he remembered – if anything, she was more lovely. Her hair was shorter, but the dark locks had been lightened with streaks of blond and the cut feathered around her face, highlighting dimpled cheeks. There was still a pleasant fullness to her face and perhaps a line or two around her eyes which hadn’t been there a decade ago, but she still took his breath away.
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