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In the private cemetery on her
family’s ranch, Olivia Cattenach knelt by her brother’s grave and
brushed grass clippings from the headstone. Six months since Justin
had been killed in action. Hard to believe. The loss was still as
fresh as the day two soldiers had shown up at her front door with
his tags and their condolences.

Worse than losing her brother, her best
friend, was the reality of a life cut short at just twenty-eight.
Tragedy didn’t begin to cover it. One IED, one wrong step, and he
was gone. Erased as if he’d never been here at all.

Knowing Aunt Mae was standing behind her at
the wrought iron gate, waiting to start the day, Olivia sighed,
took a sip of coffee from a travel cup, and tried to keep her
morning visit short. But, damn. The sharp stab of loneliness
pierced her stomach.

She glanced past his grave and that of her
parents’ to the northern pasture in the distance, teeming with long
golden stems as far as the eye could see. “In another month, we can
harvest the winter wheat and plant the spring.”

Though the crop only encompassed one-hundred
of their two-thousand acres, and it wasn’t near the revenue as
their other income margins, it had been Justin’s favorite part of
the ranch. Hands deep in the soil, wide open land, and silence.

His last days hadn’t had any of those
elements. Instead, he’d been in a decimated structure in the arid
desert, surrounded by crumbling concrete. Guns, explosions,
shouting...

She shook her head and eyed their house to
her left, beyond the ridge where the cemetery was located. Merely a
blip from her position. Justin used to race her from the cottonwood
tree edging the iron fence, down the incline, through the
wildflower garden, and to the three-story log cabin they called
home. As the older sister by two years, she’d let him win, of
course. Until he’d hit a growth spurt as a teen and grew taller
than her by six inches. All legs, her brother.

A bitter wind blew across the range,
bringing the faint scent of snow from the Laramie Mountains to the
south. Sun beat down on the prairie grass to her right, over the
eastern and southern passes. For mid-April in eastern Wyoming, the
day was proving to be warm. Overnight temps had been in the
forties, but it would probably hit the sixties by lunch. Not a
half-bad start to a Monday.

Feet shuffled from behind, reminding her she
couldn’t sit idle talking to a ghost much longer. She eyed Justin’s
grave one last time and attempted a smile. “Love you. Say hi to Mom
and Dad. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

The figure of speech made her throat burn as
she rose and turned for the gate. Because she wouldn’t see him
tomorrow. Thanks to a commanding officer who’d made a bad call,
she’d never see her brother again.

Aunt Mae waited patiently, one arm propped
on the post, a to-go mug of coffee in her other hand. Sunlight hit
her pure white strands, cut in a neat bob above her wide shoulders.
Her craggy face had seen many rough winters, the fine lines a
testament to her will, but her piercing blue eyes were as kind as
her soul.

She’d grown up on the ranch and, twenty
years ago, had stepped up when Olivia’s mother and father had died.
She hardly remembered her parents, scattered fragments of memories
really, but Aunt Mae resembled Olivia’s father down to her square
chin and solid frame.

Olivia adjusted her fitted red flannel under
her canvas jacket and stepped into Aunt Mae’s brief embrace. The
rustling of their clothing scratched the air as they separated,
then they walked toward the house with Aunt Mae’s arm slung over
Olivia’s shoulders.

She breathed in crisp mountain air tinged
with frost and soil. “Nice morning.”

“That it is.” Her aunt glanced at her as
their boots crunched over the gravel-strewn path. “Long walk to
take every morning, though.”

“You don’t have to come with me.” She often
didn’t accompany Olivia on her routine trek, and those were the
days she’d found it harder to leave and get to the duties awaiting
her.

“I don’t mind. These old bones need the
exercise.” Aunt Mae dropped her arm, severing the connection, and
glanced ahead. “I’ll bet my bison stew recipe there’s a certain
foreman waiting for you outside the barn.”

Olivia knew better than to accept that
wager. “No doubt.” Bright and early, Nakos always waited for her to
round the bend from the cemetery trail. He usually put in a solid
hour delegating duties before she even stepped off the front
porch.

“He wouldn’t make a bad husband, baby
girl.”

True. Olivia could do worse than Nakos Hunt.
With the dark skin tone and black hair of his native Arapaho tribe,
combined with solid bone structure and a handsome face, he’d
definitely been conceived at the deep end of the gene pool. He was
also hard-working, kind, and protective. Too protective, but she
shrugged that off.

Thing was, there were no sparks.
Appreciation, yes. Chemistry? No. Still, she was thirty years old,
lived on the outskirts of town to which had few prospects, and if
she wanted to carry on the family legacy, she needed to put serious
thought into settling down with someone. She got along well with
their foreman. He’d been the closest to a best friend she’d had
since Justin died.

“I’ll think about it.” She took a sip of
coffee.

“You’ve been thinking about it for months.”
Aunt Mae’s eyebrows pinged. “The boy’s had a thing for you since
you were sixteen. How long are you going to make him wait?”

One more thing to add to the guilt pile. “It
hasn’t been that long.”

“You’re right. He’s probably crushed on you
since his family came to work for ours. I peg that somewhere around
age nine.”

Olivia laughed. “Okay, stop.” She
shoulder-bumped her aunt. “He hasn’t exactly made a move.” Not that
she would’ve known what to do if he had. Nakos had always been
placed in the what-if column in her someday mental file. Biological
clock aside, she was hesitant to pull out the folder and dust it
off.

“Who says the man has to do all the work?
Show some initiative.”

Yeah, yeah.

They walked in silence the rest of the hike,
and just before she parted ways with her aunt, Nakos came out of
the third barn with a clipboard in hand.

“Shocker.” Aunt Mae winked. “Go get dirty,
baby girl. And I mean the naked kind.”

With a laugh, Olivia waved goodbye, watching
her aunt take the long, winding path up to the house. She turned to
find Nakos’s dark eyes on her and walked closer. “Good
morning.”

He gave a nod, and the wind caught his short
ponytail tied at his nape. “Hebe, Olivia.”

Every morning, he greeted her with a hello
in his native Arapaho tongue, and something about it settled the
turmoil in her chest. Not that she minded change, but she preferred
certain precious things to remain the same.

One corner of his mouth curved. “A smile
looks good on you. Been awhile since I’ve seen it.”

“Thanks. What’ve we got today?”

“You and I have spring shearing this week.
The wool supplier’s coming Friday for a pickup. I put four guys on
counting and moving steer farther down the eastern pasture, two on
horseback checking the southern fence-line, and another three on
the northern ridge. We’ve had some trouble with pronghorn antelope
eating crops.”

That accounted for all her men. Nakos made
ten. They hired additional seasonal help when needed, but until the
wheat harvest, they were solid.

While Nakos consulted his clipboard, she
studied him. Like her, he wore jeans and a flannel, but his coat
was thick wool and he donned a black cowboy hat. At his six feet,
she had to shield the sun with her hand and crane her neck to look
at him. Clean-shaven, thick neck, defined shoulders, broad chest,
and a narrow waist. She tried to wrap her mind around something
romantic between them. All she could conclude was...maybe.

But why the hell not? She’d never know if
she didn’t grab an opportunity by the bootstraps. “Aunt Mae says I
should get dirty.”

He glanced at her. “Well, we could bypass
the sheep and muck stalls. Then again, shearing’s sweaty work.”

Sigh. “She says the naked kind of dirty.”
She couldn’t blame him for not catching her drift. It’s not as if
she’d ever flirted with him before. She wasn’t even sure she knew
how, at any rate. In these parts, the direct approach of buying
someone a beer at the sole tavern in town was the equivalent of an
offer.

He went eerily still and, as if in slow
motion, his gaze slid from the clipboard to her. Hard black eyes
nailed her to her spot and probed as if searching for the Holy
Grail of meaning.

Unnerved and feeling more than a little
stupid, she shifted her weight to her other foot. “Have you ever
thought about it? Me, you, clothes on the floor?” Yikes. Couldn’t
get any more obvious than that. She’d kill Aunt Mae later.

A harsh inhale, and he turned his head,
glaring at the mountains in the far distance. His Adam’s apple
bobbed with a swallow and he closed his eyes for a brief moment
before looking at her once again. Interest flared in his eyes, but
uncertainty was gaining ground.

Finally, he switched the clipboard to his
other hand and deigned to respond. “Where is this coming from,
little red?”

He only called her “little red”—a reference
to her size and hair color—when pissed off or if she did something
he thought was adorable. She couldn’t tell which extreme he was
hovering near at the moment, and his expression wasn’t offering any
clues.

She shrugged. “We’re not getting any younger
and we’re both single.” Lovely. She might die from
over-romanticism.

“That’s not exactly a reason to date
someone.”

Lord. She wished she’d never brought it up.
Irritation made her eye twitch. “I didn’t say anything about
dating.” When he just blinked, she sighed. “Never mind. Have the
sheep been kept in all night?” They couldn’t shear if the herd was
wet from the elements.

He shoved the clipboard under his arm and
dropped a hand on his hip. “Yes.”

“And they’ve been fasting since yesterday?”
This was to avoid excess waste to keep the wool and floor clean,
plus minimized the sheep’s discomfort when rolled to their
backs.

Not that Nakos didn’t know all of this, but
a topic change was sorely needed. She was beginning to wonder if
her instincts and Aunt Mae’s declaration about Nakos’s feelings
were accurate. If that were the case, Olivia might’ve just made
things very, very uncomfortable between her and her foreman.

“Yes.” He eyed her with a cross between
confusion and frustration. “The first quarter of the flock is
rounded up and in the pen. This isn’t my first rodeo.”

“I know.” Most days, she didn’t have a clue
what she’d do without him. He’d always been her rock—silent,
strong, and unrelenting. “You do a great job, Nakos. Sorry. I’m
having an off day.” Or year. Whatever.

He gave her a disbelieving look littered
with concern. She walked around him and headed for the barn, but he
gently grabbed her arm to stop her retreat.

With his face half in shadow from his hat,
he drew a steady inhale. “Are we really doing this? Are we talking
about crossing that line?”

“I don’t know.” Despite the chilly air, her
cheeks heated. “Maybe we should table the discussion and think
about it.”

He stared at her a long beat. “Why now? I
never got the impression you were attracted to me.”

“You’re very attractive.” That wasn’t the
issue. And if this wasn’t the most whack conversation the two of
them ever had, she’d eat her own cooking. “I’m restless, I guess.
Aunt Mae started in about settling down and, well...Yada.”

All he offered for the longest time was a
slow nod. As if an afterthought, he let go of her arm. “Let’s get
going on the herd. That can’t wait.” Posture stiff, he pivoted
toward the open barn door.

“Are you angry?”

With his back to her, he paused. “No.” He
glanced at her over his shoulder. “I’m processing. Out of nowhere,
you proposition me and then claim it was out of boredom.”

Crap. She stepped in front of him, her
stomach twisting in guilt. Just what every guy wanted—his pride
bitch-slapped. “I’m sorry. And I didn’t say I was bored, I said
restless. There’s a difference. If you’re not interested, we can
pretend the past ten minutes never happened.”

“My curiosity isn’t in question and you know
that or you wouldn’t have brought it up in the first place. Not
once have I put you in a corner, little red.” He stepped closer,
crowding her, and looked down his nose at her. “Know why? Because
you’re not interested.”

“How do you know? We’ve never kissed or
tried a relationship on for size.” In fact, she could count on one
hand the number of times he’d touched her, and she’d still have
spare fingers. He always stood beside her, had her back, but they
didn’t have a touchy-feely kind of friendship.

“You feel it or you don’t. It’s as simple as
that.” He shook his head. “Go ahead. Table the discussion, as you
claimed. Think about it. I’ll be right here, where I’ve been the
past twenty years. Now, can we get to work or would you like to
throw me a second punch?”

Her shoulders sagged and she closed her
eyes. This was why she’d blown off Aunt Mae every time she’d tried
to bring up the idea of starting something with Nakos. One comment
and a failed attempt at flirting had managed to wound his pride,
insult him, and dent their friendship. At a loss, she opened her
eyes, only to find his gaze pinned to something over her shoulder
and a determined set to his mouth.

“I’m sorry.” She’d say it a thousand times
over. As if reluctant, he glanced at her. “I care about you, Nakos,
and I wasn’t thinking beyond right this second.” Which was
completely out of the norm for her.

Obviously, his feelings ran deeper than
attraction. She never should’ve toyed with his emotions. In part,
she was glad she’d said something because now she knew for certain
instead of simply going off assumption. If they kissed and there
was a spark, they could build upon that, perhaps, since the notion
was out there. But instinct sent warning knells clanging against
her temples, shifting in her gut. He hadn’t been wrong, either.
Desire wasn’t knocking on her door. Not the consuming kind worth
risking their solid unit to test the waters.

Conflicted, she rubbed her earlobe between
her forefinger and thumb—a nervous tick she’d had since she was a
girl.

“Consider it forgotten.” He pointed to the
barn. “Work now. Talk later.”

They wouldn’t talk about it, though. That
wasn’t their dynamic. He had a way of reading her, and her him,
without the need for words. Not that they didn’t have open
communication. She’d yet to meet anyone more brutally honest or
forthcoming than him. But heart-to-hearts? Hell no. Even after
Justin died, Nakos had offered no platitudes. He’d just stood next
to her, silently watching and letting her know he was there if she
crumbled.

She followed him inside the barn and took
stock. Baa-baas rent the air and the scent of straw mixed
with soil clung to the crisp cross-breeze. He’d rounded up a third
of the flock and had some penned on one side of the large space,
the rest in the outer holding area just beyond the open rear
doorway. Roughly a hundred sheep stalked around while her faithful
black and white border collie, Bones, sat idly in the middle of the
room, awaiting orders. To the right was a sturdy wooden table where
they could roll the wool and a large crate already on a skid for
easy transport.

Nakos had sure been busy this morning while
waiting for her. Quickly, she removed her canvas jacket and hung it
on a peg just inside the door. Since each sheep could produce eight
to ten pounds of wool, and the process of shearing required skill,
it was harder than most realized. Luckily, she and her foreman had
it down to a science.

With Nakos holding the animals in position,
she sheared. He rounded the flock and sent them out one-by-one as
she rolled and stored in compatible silence. They moved as one like
clockwork through lunch and into the late afternoon before they
finished with the herd slated for today.

Once the barn was locked tight and the flock
out to pasture, they headed up the winding path to the house as
daylight faded to dusk. Crickets chirped while their boots crunched
over gravel. Bones trotted along beside her, his tongue drooping
partly out of his mouth.

She swiped the sweat from her forehead with
her arm, chilly now that the temp had dropped. Her muscles cried
uncle as she glanced at Nakos. “Are you staying for dinner?”

“No. I’ve got leftovers from Mae. I’ll walk
you up, though.”

He had a cabin on the ranch’s property near
the southern ridge, a good ten minute trek. His truck would be in
the driveway to get him back home, so seeing her to the house
wasn’t unusual. But his dismissive tone kept the erected distance
firmly between them. Uneasiness coiled in her stomach as they
rounded the bend, and she figured she’d give him a couple days
before apologizing again. Hopefully, that would get things back to
normal.

Stopping abruptly, he glared straight ahead.
“Are you expecting company?”

“No.” She followed his gaze to his blue
pickup truck, partially blocked by the corner of the house. Behind
it, parked next to the pine trees lining one side of the driveway,
was a motorcycle.

She only knew a handful of people in town
who owned a bike, and none would drive it up to her ranch this
early in the season. As they got closer, she spotted the telltale
green canvas military-issued tote strapped to the back of the seat,
and her heart stopped.

“Oh no. Do you think it has something to do
with Justin?” He’d been dead six months, though. Who could possibly
want to visit her regarding him?

Nakos, jaw tense, glanced from the
motorcycle to her, then at the three-story cedar log cabin like he
was searching for signs of trouble.

The lights were on downstairs, a yellow glow
emitting from the windows. Nothing seemed amiss on the wrap-around
porch. The rocking chairs and pots filled with marigolds were in
place, the heavy front door closed. All was quiet.

“I’ll follow you inside.” He jerked his
chin, telling her to precede him.

She walked along the side of the house to
the tack room in back, where they kicked off their boots and hung
their coats. Her stomach somersaulting, she opened the kitchen
door, letting Bones inside, and stepped through, Nakos on her heels
to close it behind them.

Nothing was going on the six-burner gas
stove. The slate countertops were free of dinner clutter, but
remnants of something Italian hung in the air.

Aunt Mae rose from the scarred pine table in
the center of the room, a teacup in hand, while Bones trotted off
into the other room. “There you are. You have a guest.”

Olivia glanced at the visitor in question as
he unfolded himself from a chair and stood. The legs scraped the
floor, and the sound ricocheted off the white distressed cabinets
and back to her like a bullet.

Holy crap. The breath backed up in her
lungs. Man wasn’t the word to use to describe the person standing
in her spacious kitchen. Giant, perhaps. All she could do was
stare, caught between confusion about who he was and avid
fascination.

Easily six feet and a handful of inches, he
towered over her, even with the table and several sandstone granite
tile squares between them. His head was shaved bald, but he had
maybe a day’s worth of light brown scruff on his jaw, indicating
what color his hair would be. A sleeve of tats ran up both arms and
under a fitted white tee that left nothing to the imagination for
the definition that lay underneath. Bulging muscles and veins
and...testosterone. Yes. A huge wall of testosterone, this guy.

He shoved his huge hands in the pockets of
his worn jeans, causing his biceps to bunch. He must’ve
bench-pressed a Buick to get guns that size. “The name’s Nathan
Roldan, but I go by Nate.”

Lord, his voice. Deep, guttural, and with a
resounding echo that rumbled through her nervous system. She rolled
the name around because it sounded familiar, but no way would she
forget him had they met before.

“Do I know you?” She pegged him at close to
her age, give or take a year.

“Ah.” Aunt Mae smiled, and the anxious
tension in the gesture made Olivia’s pulse trip. “Why don’t you get
washed up and we can talk? While we were waiting for you, Nate and
I ate. I’ll reheat it for you.”

Nakos, as if sensing a problem, cozied
closer to Olivia’s side. He offered her a look that said, I’m
not leaving you alone with this guy.

Confused herself, she glanced at the
newcomer again. His gaze darted between the two of them before he
nodded in some kind of understanding. That made one of them, at
least.

“I’m not here to cause trouble.” He pulled a
wallet out of his back pocket and strode around the table.

His gait was like that of a graceful
predator, and now that he was smack in front of her, she took in
the details of his face. Fine lines, barely noticeable, wrinkled
his forehead. His olive skin was more reminiscent of years in the
sun than heritage. A golden tan of light bronze. The soft, slight
downcast of his eyelids contradicted the harsh slash of his brows.
So did his full, pouty mouth with the sharp cut of his jawbone.

Damn. He was one beautiful specimen. A
little intimidating and extremely rough around the edges, but wow.
She wouldn’t want to be caught on his bad side—assuming he had a
good side—yet the naughty bad boy vibes were like an undercurrent
pulling her in.

Don’t-mess-with-me meets
I-dare-you-to-resist.

He held out what looked like a photo, and
she got hung up in the dark brown of his eyes, framed by criminally
long lashes. His lips pursed when she failed to take the item from
him. “I served overseas with Justin.”

At her brother’s name, she sucked in a sharp
breath and snapped to attention. With a shaking hand, she took the
picture and glanced at it.

In camo gear and holding a rifle, Justin
stood beside the man before her. A military jeep as the background,
the guys posed, Nate’s arm around her brother’s shoulders. Justin’s
grin and blue eyes had her throat closing and longing banding her
chest. Before she got too emotional, she passed the photo back to
Nate and cleared her throat.

He then extracted a driver’s license,
courtesy of the state of Illinois, and showed her first, then
Nakos, who eyed both the card and man like he was one flinch away
from going postal. Nakos crossed his arms in a clear
what-do-you-want pose.

Nate tentatively glanced at Aunt Mae and
back to Olivia when her aunt nodded consent. “I just want to talk,
and then I’ll leave if you want.” His gaze darted between hers,
giving her the impression he was looking through her and into some
deeper part she didn’t know existed. “Before he died, Justin gave
me a message for you.”


Chapter Two
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A promise. After an honorable medical
discharge, that’s what had sent Nate from Chicago to Meadowlark,
Wyoming. The “honorable” part of his release from the Army was a
joke, but his pledge to a dying comrade was not. Redemption was
asking too much, but he could hope. Something told him he’d still
be seeking absolution when he took his last breath on some distant
day.

It should’ve been him six feet under with
Justin standing vigil at Nate’s funeral. Not the other way around.
And he’d pay for it the rest of his pathetic life. He was here, as
Justin had asked of him, but there was no atonement for getting a
friend killed.

He stared out the massive living room window
at a dark Cattenach Ranch, waiting on Olivia to return from
upstairs. Justin had talked about his family and the land often,
but somehow hadn’t done any of it justice. Nate had envisioned a
little farmhouse in the middle of nowhere, surrounded by rolling
hills and cows. Showed what he knew.

It had taken five solid minutes on his Hog
to ride to the front door from the local highway. He might’ve
missed the turnoff had the arched wrought iron sign not been so
prominent. Lined with pine trees on one side and solar lamps on the
other, the driveway went on for miles and he thought he’d never
arrive.

The three-story log cabin damn near
resembled a mansion, rural style. All cedar and glass on the
outside, stone and accents on the inside. Wide beams across a
twenty-foot ceiling, a flagstone floor-to-rafters fireplace, and
scarred pine throughout. The furniture was navy corduroy. The kind
you sank into on a snowy day and never wanted to leave. Family
portraits and landscapes of the ranch dotted the paneled walls. He
hadn’t seen but two rooms, and he was impressed. The kitchen was
huge, airy, and modern with stainless steel appliances.

For a city boy used to skyscrapers and
sirens, who’d had to hoard food just to scrape by, it was a culture
shock. Hell, Iraq had been less of an adjustment.

Footsteps padded on the stairs and he
turned. The cold ball of dread in his gut morphed into a boulder.
The biggest holy shit since arriving? Olivia Cattenach. He’d seen a
couple photos of her, courtesy of her brother, but the 3D version
had been a blow to the head.

She rounded the landing of the enormous
polished birch staircase, wearing a loose pair of gray sweats, pink
socks, and a white tank top. He’d misspoken. She wasn’t a blow. She
was a hydrogen bomb directly aimed at his solar plexus.

Like her brother, she was slender and had
legs for miles. Waifish would describe her if not for the hourglass
flair of her hips and the generous endowment of breasts. That hair,
though? Fuck him. His wildest fantasies couldn’t conjure a shade of
auburn that heart-stopping. Silky and falling just past her
shoulders, he itched to ram his fingers through the strands.

She stepped into the room and glanced
around. “Sorry for the wait. We were shearing today and I was
filthy. I needed a shower.”

He had no idea what the hell she was talking
about, but he nodded. “Not a problem.” When her gaze darted
elsewhere again, he made a non-threatening move of sitting in one
of the many available chairs. His size could be menacing, and the
last thing he wanted was to frighten her. “Your aunt said she’s in
her room if you need her. And the man you were with, Nick? He
left.” Under duress, even though the aunt assured the guy Olivia
would be fine.

“Nakos,” she corrected and offered a polite
smile. “He’s our foreman and a good friend.”

Nate wondered if the guy knew he was only a
friend. He’d shot nothing but threatening daggered glares Nate’s
way, but he’d kept his mouth shut.

After a beat, she claimed a chair across
from him and tucked her legs under her. “When did you get to
town?”

Small talk typically made him break out in
hives, but he liked the sound of her voice. Lilting, almost. “About
an hour before you came in. I rode straight from Chicago.”

“Is that where you’re from?” She tugged on
her earlobe, her gaze on her lap. She’d yet to look him in the eye
for long, and he wanted a glimpse of them again more than air.

“Yes. The south side.” He skimmed his gaze
over the light dusting of freckles on her shoulders. Her skin was
something else. Not quite fair and not rich enough to be considered
sun-kissed. At her nod, he leaned forward a tad. “Don’t be scared.
I’m built like a bear, but I’m harmless.” Actually, he could kill a
man fifty different ways with his bare hands, but that was intel
she didn’t need.

Finally, those eyes focused on him, and the
room vacuumed of air. Cornflower and bluer than anything he’d born
witness. Her brother’s had been a shocking shade of navy, but hers
were...potent. The fine arch of her brows and her long lashes only
made them seem bigger on her pretty oval face.

“I’m sorry.” She worked her lower lip
between her teeth. “The last time someone from the military showed
up, it was to...”

To inform her Justin had died. Nate
should’ve thought of that.

Forcing himself not to fist his hands, he
acknowledged he understood with a grunt. “I apologize for missing
the funeral. I was injured and in a hospital in Germany at the
time. I just got back Stateside a couple weeks ago.” Long enough to
grab the few things he owned from Jim and hop on his Harley.

“Oh.” Her gaze swept over him as if
searching for evidence. “I didn’t realize anyone else was hurt. Was
it...the same blast? Are you okay now?”

He’d never be okay again. “It was the same
explosion, and I’m healed. I took shrapnel to my leg and hip that
required a few surgeries.” He wished they’d given him a lobotomy,
too. The scars and residual pain in his leg weren’t enough.

“So, you were with Justin when he died?”

Ten feet away. “Yes.” He sensed she needed
more details, even if she didn’t necessarily want to hear them.
“What do you know about what happened?”

Her throat worked a swallow and she glanced
away. “Just what they told me, which wasn’t much. He was sent into
a building and an IED went off. It was implied the mission went
wrong because of incorrect info from his commanding officer.”

Sometimes, knowing what really happened was
worse than fragmented facts. Either the Army had told her placating
answers or she’d misunderstood. Either way, most of what she’d said
wasn’t accurate. All but one thing. Justin’s commanding officer had
screwed up, and Nate was that man. As a first lieutenant to
Justin’s second, it had been Nate’s job to protect him. And he’d
failed epically.

He wouldn’t fail with Olivia. It was
imperative she not know his role in her brother’s death. For Nate
to follow through on Justin’s wishes, she needed to trust him.
Thus, he geared himself to relay the story while trying not to
relive it.

“We were sent to this tiny village to do a
sweep for refugees and weapons. Most of the buildings were in ruins
and we hadn’t planned to be there longer than a day. Justin and I
paired up and went in one structure while the rest of our unit did
the same in others.”

The place had been a ghost town, so when
Justin claimed to see a kid, Nate figured it had been a trick of
the light. He should’ve known better than to send Justin first
while Nate radioed an update to base. Turned out, that kid hadn’t
been a mirage. He’d been an eight-year-old with explosives strapped
to his chest.

“We saw the bomb too late.” Cold sweat broke
out on his face, dampened his hands.

She drew a ragged breath, her eyes misty.
“Did he...suffer?”

“No. It was quick.” And sometimes, lies were
a necessity. Justin had been in agony. Utter, utter agony. Fifteen
minutes it had taken for him to die. It had felt like fifteen
years. Justin lying on the damn ground, holes riddling his entire
body, gripping Nate’s hand while they’d waited for an evac team,
and blood every-fucking-where. Nate would never wash away the
memory. “He didn’t experience any pain.”

Closing her eyes, she took a second to
seemingly collect herself. Relief was evident in the sag of her
shoulders. “Thank you.” While the acid in his stomach churned, she
shifted positions and resettled. “You said Justin had a message for
me?”

“Yes.” He pulled the If you’re reading
this letter from his back pocket and unfolded the envelope. “We
exchanged notes in case something happened.” He handed it to
her.

She stared at the once plain white
stationery, now yellow from the elements. “Did he say anything
before he died?”

“Shit, it hurts, Nate. I’m so...cold.
Take care of my sister. Promise me you’ll...take care
of...Olivia.”

“There wasn’t time.” Nate ground his jaw,
fighting the urge to scream. To run. To bash his head repeatedly
against the closest hard surface to forget. “When he wrote it, he
asked that I give you the letter in person and stay while you read
it.”

Regardless of what happened in the next few
minutes, at the very least, he’d find a motel in town for tonight.
That wasn’t the ideal outcome, nor the plan, but he’d figure out
something more permanent after she wasn’t so shell-shocked.

“I have some of his things on my bike.” Nate
rose. “I’ll go grab them to give you a moment alone. You can meet
me on the porch when you’re ready.”

Her gaze lifted to his and he never wanted
so badly to be someone else. The kind of guy who offered comfort
instead of inflicting misery. A man worthy of the gratitude in her
eyes. Alas, he was an asshole of the highest order.

“Do you know what it says?” Her quiet voice
wrapped around his jugular and squeezed.

“No. We didn’t read each other’s letters.”
Chest tight, he strode to the door and stepped out into the chilly
air.

His shoes crunched over gravel as he made
his way to his bike in the driveway. Glancing up, he found an
endless supply of stars winking overhead. Too many to count and
more than he’d ever seen at one time. Back in that shithole of a
desert, there’d been stars aplenty, but not like this. Out here in
no man’s land, unbidden by city lights and smog—or explosions and
smoke—the sky stretched for eons.

It was quiet, too. A rustle of dry grass
here, a chirp of a cricket there. Throw in a random hoot from an
owl, and that encompassed the symphony. Deafening, really, compared
to what he was used to.

He grabbed the small, wooden shoebox-sized
package from where he had it strapped to his Hog and dropped into a
rocking chair on the porch to wait. Utter darkness swallowed the
ranch, save for the sliver of moonlight. He could see why Justin
had spoken so highly of the place. One could get lost in the
shadows of mountains, the silhouettes of trees, or the
obscurity.

After a few minutes, the skittering of
fingernails on planks preceded a dog’s form as it rounded the
corner of the porch. It sat a few feet away and stared at him. Nate
had barely registered anything else but Olivia earlier, but he
seemed to recall the dog following her inside the kitchen.

“Hey, boy.” Or girl?

Nate patted his leg and it trotted over to
him. He gingerly petted the long black and white fur until the dog
pawed at Nate’s pants as if to ask for a real rub-down. With a
laugh rusty from misuse, he scratched behind its ears.

“I assume you belong to Olivia. What’s your
name?”

“Bones.” The owner in question stepped onto
the porch, shutting the screen door behind her. “When he was a
puppy, he’d bring me skeletal remains of whatever animals he could
find. Ergo, the name.” She sat in the chair next to his and laid
her head against the back, her eyes suspiciously red and puffy.
She’d put a sweater on to ward off the chilly night.

Figuring she’d talk when she was ready, he
continued petting the dog and took in what he could of his
surroundings. Another ten years, and he might get used to the
silence, the fresh air.

“Looks like you made a friend already.” She
turned her head and offered a sad smile.

He glanced at Bones again. Great name. “I
always wanted a dog.” Frowning, he snapped his mouth shut, unsure
why he’d told her that.

“Your parents wouldn’t let you have
one?”

Considering his foster families claimed
eating was a privilege, and those were the decent ones, he didn’t
respond.

“Do you have anything waiting for you back
in Illinois? A job? Family?”

He had nothing but what he could fit on the
back of his Hog. “A couple friends.” Just Jim, actually. And as
Nate’s former juvie parole officer, Jim probably shouldn’t be
lumped in the friend category. If not for him, though, Nate would
either be dead from gang wars or doing life behind bars. “I was
thinking about staying in Meadowlark awhile.”

“Have you ever ridden a horse or driven a
tractor?”

Hell, he almost laughed. “No. I’m city bred.
Why?”

She pulled a deep breath and set her rocker
in motion, gaze distant. “Well, if you’re going to work here, I
guess I’ll have to teach you a thing or two.”

He stilled, staring at her profile. And here
he’d thought no one could surprise him after all he’d seen. The
plan had always been to hang around town, close by, and find some
kind of job and roof over his head. For the rest of her life or
his, he was going to watch over her from a respectable
distance.

With an endearing smile that felled him, she
looked him in the eye. “That is, if you’re interested?”

“I can take an engine apart and put it back
together. If need be, I can handle carpentry. Fix crap. I don’t
know anything about ranching, Olivia.”

She shrugged as if his excuses were moot.
“Like I said, I can teach you. I could use a handyman.” She
swallowed, and a tiny wrinkle formed between her brows. “I’d really
like you to stay.”

Just what in the hell had Justin put in his
letter to his sister? Her entire demeanor had done a one-eighty. No
longer wary, she looked at Nate dead on without a hint of unease or
tension. Her mannerisms and appearance were so much like Justin’s,
Nate’s heart thumped in a strange form of déjà vu.

He glanced at the dog again, thinking. Her
offer solved his job issue and working on the ranch meant he could
keep a closer eye on her. But he hated the idea of taking money
from her, no matter how much work he did.

“You don’t know anything about me.” And if
she did, she’d be changing her tune. “I could be a serial rapist or
jewel thief.”

“Are you?” The amusement in her tone had his
lips curving.

“No.” A murderer by shitty circumstance,
former south side gang-banger, and all around loser, but he’d never
stolen anything in his life. And he’d never force himself on a
woman. “Still, you just met me.”

“You said you were thinking of staying in
town. Meadowlark is mostly a ranching community. We only have
three-hundred residents. You’d be hard-pressed finding employment
elsewhere.”

And the closest city was Casper, a hundred
miles west, forgetting the other small blips dotting the map. He
sighed and stared ahead, debating. It was one thing to stick close
by and another to be right on top of her. Worse, she’d have to
train him how to do the damn work.

“Justin said I could trust you, that you
were a good guy.”

His gaze whipped to hers. Sincerity looked
back at him.

Christ, she was gorgeous. Not in a runway
manner or anything found in Hollywood, but in the classical,
one-hundred percent natural form not often overturned just
anywhere. Beauty like hers had no place in his life.

And damn. Nate wasn’t a good guy and she
couldn’t trust him. To protect her, to never hurt her, to give up
what remained of his pathetic existence to fulfill a promise? Hell
yes. But he was the farthest thing from a saint as they came.

“If all that’s waiting for you back home is
a few friends, why not try things here?” She idly rocked the chair,
her posture and tone not pushy or assertive. “It can’t hurt.
Honestly, it would be nice to have a friend of Justin’s around.
It’s like having a piece of him here.”

Shit. How did anyone say no to her? An hour
in her presence, and he was ready to hit his knees, submit to her
every whim.

“Okay.” He cleared his rough throat. He’d
have to figure something out regarding payment because no way was
he taking money from her. He’d accrued enough in savings from the
Army and had disability compensation checks coming every month. “If
you’re sure.”

“Positive.” The smile hit her baby blues
this time, making his skin heat. “Welcome aboard.”

“Thanks.” There was a special place in hell
for him. He deserved the burn. Grabbing the box at his feet, he
passed it to her. “These are a few of Justin’s things.”

She traced her fingers over the engraving of
a horseshoe on the lid. “I don’t recognize this.”

He didn’t see how she could. It would’ve
seemed like battery acid to a knife wound to return the last items
her brother touched in a grocery bag. “I made the box. His stuff is
in it.”

She blinked at him. “You made this?” Her
gaze dropped to her lap and she ran her hand over the lid again.
“Handle carpentry,” she mumbled.

“What?”

“You said you could handle carpentry.
This is more than wielding a hammer or saw. The detail is
fantastic.”

Well, Jim had taught Nate to whittle as a
teen. Idle hands and all that. Through the years, he’d played with
various forms of wood and had gotten better, started crafting other
crap. In the hospital in Germany, it was the only thing that had
kept him sane.

She opened the box and sorted through a few
photographs. When she pulled out a necklace, she choked on a sob.
“I didn’t know he had this.” Tears streamed down her cheeks,
reflecting in the moonlight. “I looked everywhere for it last
Christmas. It was my mom’s.”

He glanced from the tiny heart pendant
dangling on a gold chain to her and back again. Give him nuclear
weapons, give him an assault rifle aimed at his head, but do not
put Olivia Cattenach in tears near him. He had no experience with
emotional females, and this one already had him wrapped around her
pinkie.

Shame, remorse, and self-loathing ate his
insides raw.

Rising, he glanced longingly at his
motorcycle. “I’ll, uh...give you time alone.” He needed to find a
place to crash tonight, anyway. “What time should I—”

The next thing he knew, the box was on her
chair and she was plastered against him. With her breasts crushed
to his chest and every inch of her molded to him, he froze.

Slender arms wrapped around his waist,
clutched his shirt, and she buried her face in his neck. The top of
her head barely reached his chin as her tears dampened his skin.
The scent of her shampoo and something elemental—rain?—swirled
around them and...hell. Nothing before had the ability to arouse
and soothe him in the same beat.

“Thank you.” Her lips feathered his throat
and he ground his teeth against an involuntary shudder of
interest.

Lucifer was engraving Nate’s name on a cage
right now.

Since she seemed to need comfort and he was
at fault, he carefully cupped the back of her head and set his
other hand low on her back. At the contact, she curled into him,
and the urgent desire to claim her warred with a fierce need to
protect her—from the world, from anything that would dare do her
harm, from...him.

“Sorry.” She stepped away and smiled,
leaving him reeling at the loss. “Meeting someone who served with
Justin and seeing his things again made me a little crazy.” Her
laugh was like smoke and twice as toxic. “Come on. Let’s get you
settled.”

Settled? How? With a bottle of Jack and a
mind bleach? Nothing short would do.

“Are you coming?”

He shook his head and found her holding the
screen door open. “What?”

“Aunt Mae’s quarters are off the kitchen. My
suite’s on the third floor, so you get your pick of three bedrooms
on the second.”

Come again? She wanted him to stay here?
“I’ll get a place in town.”

Her grin sent the world around him in a
tailspin. “Good luck with that. There’s no motels.”

The dog nudged Nate’s hand as if to say,
Move it, asshole.

Fine. He’d figure something out in the
morning. What was one more crime in comparison to the plethora of
others?


Chapter Three
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Olivia sipped coffee at the kitchen
table while Aunt Mae flipped strips of bacon at the stove. Sizzles
and pops filled the room in a sound as comforting as it was
familiar. A large stack was piled on a draining plate and two of
the men had already stopped by for a bite.

“Have you seen Nate this morning?” Olivia
moved scrambled eggs around her plate, hoping it looked like she’d
eaten more than she had, else Aunt Mae would fuss.

“No, but he’s probably comatose if he drove
straight from Illinois.”

No doubt. “I should’ve discussed him living
here.” It had been an impulsive offer after she’d read Justin’s
letter, but she couldn’t bring herself to regret the decision.
According to her brother, he suspected Nate had no family and
wanted him to find a place to call home once he was out of the
service. Justin had said other things, stuff she didn’t want to
dissect yet, but she’d process later. “Is it okay with you?”

Up went Aunt Mae’s brows. “I don’t get
involved in your hiring, baby girl.”

“I know. But it’s different since he’s
staying in the house.”

Her aunt transferred bacon and added more to
the skillet. “Well, our boarding houses are full, so I don’t know
where else he’d go.”

“True.” They had two large farmhouses edging
the northern property line that her ranch hands occupied. Part of
their salary was rooming because it was easier than driving in from
town at all hours.

“Justin wanted him here. Besides, he’s not
bad to look at.”

Laughing, Olivia set her coffee aside. “He’s
a giant, isn’t he?”

“Pfft. Mountain, I’d say.”

With a smile and a sigh, Olivia laid her
head back on the chair. She’d been enveloped by that “mountain”
last night for a few brief moments, and the safety he’d invoked had
carried her through the night straight into this morning. Odd,
since she’d never considered herself in need of protection.

“I didn’t stick around long, but it seems to
me he was a little smitten by you.” Aunt Mae grinned. “Didn’t take
his eyes off you, in fact.”

Lord. “Don’t tell me your getting
dirty speech again. It didn’t go over well yesterday.”

Her aunt laughed. “If you weren’t already
thinking dirty thoughts with that hunk around, there’s no hope for
you.”

The hunk himself strode in the back door,
wearing lose sweatpants on his lean hips and a gray t-shirt soaked
in sweat. His bald head and bulging arms glistened with
perspiration, and Olivia nearly swallowed her tongue.

Bones trotted in behind him and sat at Aunt
Mae’s feet, begging for bacon.

Olivia forced her gaze to Nate’s when it
really wanted to wander. Man, he made her skin hot. “I didn’t
realize you were awake.”

He pulled a set of earbuds out of his ears
and glanced around. “I run a couple miles every morning.” When Aunt
Mae handed him a bottle of water, he stared at it in confusion.
“Thanks. Am I late?”

“Nope.” Olivia took her plate to the sink.
“I just got up. Nakos will be doling out assignments to the guys
soon. We don’t have to meet him for another ninety minutes or
so.”

Nate nodded and drank from the bottle,
looking like a pornographic version of a sportswear ad. “I’ll take
a quick shower and meet you back here.”

“Eat first.” Her aunt handed him a plate
and, again, he stared at it like he’d never seen eggs before.

“You don’t have to feed me.”

“Room and board.” Olivia smiled and
reclaimed her seat. “You’ll want protein. Trust me. The men come
and go all day snatching food.”

“Okay.” He stood where he was and ate a few
bites as Olivia and her aunt exchanged concerned glances. “That
reminds me. Where can I pick up a few things?”

“I’m going shopping today. What do you
need?”

He blinked at Aunt Mae. “Gatorade. It’s an
electrolyte thing since my injury. Keeps the leg from stiffening. I
can get it, though, if you tell me—”

“I’ll add it to the list.” Her aunt waved
her hand when he tried to object.

Rico, one of the ranch hands, rushed through
the door, kissed Aunt Mae’s cheek, and grabbed two slices of bacon.
“Love you.”

Her aunt tsked. “You love my bacon.”

“That, too.” He turned and stopped dead,
wide gaze roaming over Nate. “Uh, hello.”

Olivia rolled her eyes. “Rico, meet Nate. I
just hired him. He’s an Army buddy of Justin’s.”

“Gotcha.” Rico held out his hand. “Thanks
for your service.”

Silent, Nate shook his hand, his dark eyes
assessing as they ran over Rico’s blond hair, jeans, and denim
shirt.

“Remind me not to piss you off, yeah?” Rico
kissed Aunt Mae again, high-fived Olivia, and rushed out the
door.

Nate’s gaze slowly traveled to Aunt Mae’s
back as she resumed cooking and then to Olivia. Poor guy seemed a
little overwhelmed and unsure what to do next. After his first
tour, Justin had been like that for a few days once he had returned
home.

She got the impression Nate was forcing
himself to breathe, judging by the wrought expression and
tightening of his jaw. She didn’t know what had him out of sorts,
but she tilted her head and offered him a reassuring smile.

He shook his head as if to clear it, quickly
ate the rest of his breakfast, and walked the plate to the sink.
“Thanks for...feeding me.”

While her aunt nodded and Nate left the
room, Olivia got tripped up by his odd phrasing and the humble note
to his tone. Perhaps he wasn’t used to people or their ways here on
the ranch yet, but she was beginning to suspect no one had ever
been kind to him before. The same inkling had hit her last night on
the porch when she’d complimented him on the box he’d made, offered
the job, and showed him to his bedroom.

“I think you should take him with you on
your walk.” Aunt Mae spooned eggs into a warming plate and washed
her hands. “It might give him some closure.”

Olivia nodded. “I will.” He’d been unable to
attend Justin’s funeral, but she could take Nate to see her
brother’s grave. She’d planned on it, anyway, if only to show him
where the cemetery was located.

He came downstairs ten minutes later,
wearing jeans, a black baseball cap, and a sweatshirt. She led him
outside and they walked in silence up an incline, Bones trotting at
Nate’s side. Her dog typically didn’t accompany her to the
cemetery.

“I think you made a lasting impression.” She
jerked her chin toward the sheepdog.

He glanced at Bones. “I found him outside my
bedroom door this morning. He followed me on my run.”

“Really? He likes you, then. They say dogs
are an excellent judge of character.”

He sent her a disbelieving look. “He seems
very mild-mannered. Doesn’t he sleep in your room?”

“Sometimes.” She shrugged. “He kind of does
what he wants. You’re a great companion, aren’t you, boy?”

Bones barked as if he understood.

Nate’s lips curved as he glanced from the
dog to his surroundings. “This place is massive. How many acres do
you own?”

“Two-thousand.”

“Christ.” He shook his head. “I can’t
fathom.”

She laughed. “It’s all I’ve ever known. To
the north,” she pointed to give him a sense of direction, “is
mostly wheat crops. We keep some of the harvest for feed, but the
rest goes to suppliers. There’s two farmhouses the ranch hands live
in beyond the field. And before you ask, they’re full, so you’re
stuck with me.”

He grunted, but otherwise kept silent.

“To the south and west are pastures. We have
about a thousand head of steer and five hundred sheep. The east
side is mostly the main house and barns. We have twenty-five
horses, plus a large storage structure for equipment. A lot of the
guys prefer ATVs to horseback.”

He rubbed the back of his neck, seemingly
uncertain.

“I’ll teach you everything you need to know.
You’re a smart guy. You’ll catch on quick.”

His gaze whipped to hers and he studied her
like she was an alien life form. “You remind me so much of your
brother.”

There was no higher compliment in her book.
“Thank you. We were very close. More like best friends than
siblings.”

Frowning, he jerked his gaze ahead, leaving
her to wonder what she’d said to upset him. He’d spent a lot of
time in precarious and dangerous situations with Justin. Perhaps
being around her was difficult or brought up painful memories.

After a few moments of silence, she chewed
her lip. “How did you sleep? I’ll bet you were tired after the long
drive.”

Appearing to mull that over, he took a deep
breath. “I caught a couple hours. I didn’t wake you, did I?”

“No.” Her chest pinched. She wondered if he
had some PTSD or if it was the change in setting that had disturbed
him. “Too quiet around here for you?”

“Yeah, maybe.” He adjusted his hat and
stopped walking to face her. Head down, he set his hands on his
hips. “I’m going to be honest with you. I don’t sleep much, not for
long stretches, anyway. I tend to wake suddenly and...” He closed
his eyes, jaw tense.

Her stomach bottomed out. “From
nightmares?”

He didn’t open his eyes, but his brows
pinched. “Yes.” The reluctant tone belied his discomfort with the
situation, and a hint of embarrassment tinged his cheeks. “This is
why I prefer to stay somewhere else.” With a sigh, he refocused on
her, and the torment in his gaze was gutting. “You should be aware
of the situation if you hear me. Or if I wander around.”

Lord. He sleepwalked, too? “You must’ve seen
some terrible things over there,” she whispered.

In answer, he pivoted and continued ahead as
if they’d never spoken.

She strode quietly beside him, her heart
aching. Justin had never said much about his time overseas, but he
hadn’t had the walls in place like Nate did. He didn’t know her,
either, so maybe he’d talk about it in time.

At the cemetery fence, he paused. “He’s
buried here?”

“Yes, along with four generations of
Cattenachs.” She faced him, watching the hard edges of his profile.
“Our parents died in a car wreck when we were eight. I didn’t sleep
well for a long time afterward and I refused to get in a vehicle
for a year, thinking I’d die, too. I won’t pretend to understand
what you’re going through, but what helped me was coming here,
talking to them.”

He turned his head and looked at her, gaze
sweeping over her face like a caress. Understanding and respect
shone in his eyes before he broke the connection and glanced at the
cemetery again.

Bones nudged his hand and, with a blink of
surprise, Nate looked at the dog.

“I think he senses what troubles you. Maybe
you should let him sleep in your bed, see how it works out.” She
opened the gate and walked to Justin’s grave.

Nate’s quiet footsteps padded behind her,
but he said nothing. He spoke very little, actually, but his eyes
gave a lot of him away. Guilt and regret collided with turmoil and
indecision. After only a day, she didn’t have enough fingers and
toes to count the number of times she’d seen the wide array of his
emotions. None of them good.

“You have company, Justin. Look who’s here.”
She knelt and picked a couple weeds from around the stone.
Shielding the sun with her hand, she looked up at Nate. “I come
here every morning to tell him stuff. I bother him as much now as I
did when he was alive. It’s a sister’s right.”

After a slow shake of his head, he stared at
her with furrowed brows and a hint of amusement like he didn’t know
what to make of her. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but shut
it again.

She glanced at her brother’s grave, and for
the first time since dirt had been dumped over his casket, her
throat didn’t close. She blathered about ranch duties and let him
know she’d gotten his letter. After a few minutes, she rose and
brushed off her knees, Nate watching her the whole time.

“Go ahead and try it. Talk to him.” She blew
Justin a kiss and headed for the gate. “I’ll wait over here.”

He watched her leave as if she’d smacked him
upside the head, then reluctantly faced the headstone. He didn’t
say anything aloud, not that she could hear, anyway, but he bowed
his head like he was conversing mentally, his shoulders tense. Not
long after, he met her on the path.

They walked back in silence, and she
breathed in the familiar scents of soil and hay the closer they got
to the barn. Nakos stood outside, clipboard in hand. He looked up
and did a double-take.

“Hebe, Olivia.” His tone was flat as
always, but his expression was pure what-the-hell as he glanced
from her to Nate.

“Good morning. You remember Nate Roldan? I
hired him for some handyman stuff. He’s going to follow me around
for a little while.”

Nakos didn’t move. Not even to blink.

“He’s going to be staying up at the house
with me and Aunt Mae.”

Nada. Nothing. Zilch. Dark eyes glared into
hers and, if not for Bones trotting into the barn, she’d have sworn
time stopped.

“Nice to formally meet you.” Nate
nodded.

Nakos’s gaze narrowed on Nate’s for a blip
before settling on her. “Olivia, a word.” He grabbed her elbow and
turned her away.

She hadn’t taken a step and Nate shoved
between them, using his ginormous arm to push her behind him.
“Hands off.” The growl of his low, menacing voice stalled the
breath in her lungs.

“Back the hell up.” Nakos must’ve pushed
Nate, because he stumbled into her, not that she could see around
the wall of his body.

Whoa. “Time out.” She ducked under Nate’s
arm and stepped between them. “Nakos would never hurt me.”

Nate, jaw ticking, nostrils flared, dropped
his gaze to hers. In a flash, he raised his arms and took a step
away. “Sorry. Gut reaction.”

Interesting. More on that later.

She turned and set her palms on Nakos’s
chest, maneuvering him several paces backward. “Testosterone, party
of one. Follow me.”

With a parting glare for Nate, her foreman
followed her to the other side of the barn and removed his cowboy
hat. “Have you lost your mind? You don’t know a damn thing about
this guy.”

“I know he was injured serving with Justin
and he said I could trust Nate.”

Up went his arms in an are-you-kidding-me
move. “Says who? The stranger who showed up on your doorstep six
months after the fact?”

“Says Justin in a letter Nate brought to
me.”

Shoulders sagging, he let out a long-winded
huff. “He could snap you in half with one arm tied behind his back
and without breaking a sweat.”

Men. Such a headache. “Yet he stepped
between us when he thought you were a danger.”

“We make all hiring decisions together. And
why does he need to bunk at the house?”

She scrubbed a hand over her face. “He’s
mostly going to be fixing stuff around the ranch. If he takes well
to other things, we can discuss adding more duties. And the
boarding houses are full. You want him staying at your cabin?”

His eyes narrowed.

“That’s what I thought.” She tilted her face
heavenward. “You could be a little more welcoming.”

“I could chew glass, too. Doesn’t mean I
will.” He glanced away. “You’re giving me a coronary, little red. I
don’t like him alone with you two.”

“Noted.” She crossed her arms. “Trust me
like you always have before. I’m not an idiot. Can we get to work
now?”

“I’m calling Rip by the end of the day to do
a background check.”

Rip being Meadowlark’s sheriff. “Fine.”
Whatever calmed Nakos down was okay by her. The nearest she’d seen
him angry was a low simmer. Today? He was boiling the lid off the
pot.

He let out a string of muttered words in his
native tongue, which she assumed were curses, and stomped back to
the front of the barn. He stopped a few feet away from Nate. “You
lay one finger on her and they’ll never find your body.”

When he disappeared into the barn, Nate
looked at her, his expression unimpressed. “Nice guy.”


Chapter Four
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After the foreman’s temper tantrum
yesterday morning, Nate had spent the day ten feet from Olivia
while she’d shaved wool off sheep. Many, many sheep. At least he
knew what shearing meant now. It looked exhausting. A week ago, he
wouldn’t have said so, but since watching her and Nakos for nine
solid hours, Nate would’ve rather done eight-hundred push-ups than
partake.

And he’d tried damn hard not to think about
how great her ass looked in jeans every time she’d bent over. Which
had been a lot. Or the way sunlight had lit her cornflower eyes and
auburn hair on their walk. Or the way she’d smiled sweetly at him
as if she could chase away all his dark simply by wishing it.

Justin had been like that, too—worked his
way past Nate’s defenses and burrowed deep. Didn’t matter how many
times he’d told Justin to go away or gave off fuck-you vibes, the
guy had just kept at it with charm and smiles and blah, blah,
blahing Nate to death. Until he’d found himself liking the fellow
soldier so much, he’d considered him a friend. A rare occurrence,
since Nate had never bestowed the moniker on anyone before. Where
he came from, friends were only as good as your next drug run and
then stabbed you in the back for leverage.

Endearing as Justin had been, his sister was
worse. The he-couldn’t-breathe-correctly,
what-the-hell-happened-to-rational-thought kind of worse. And damn.
Around her, he had no filter. At least with Justin, Nate had been
able to pull up before spouting too much. With Olivia? Diarrhea of
the mouth. First with the dog comment, then admitting to having
nightmares.

Her reaction had been a kick in the teeth.
No platitudes or flowery nonsense. Just empathetic eyes and offers
of a solution. Like there was any chance of fixing him.

Then there was the aunt. Mae was a trip
herself. After his run yesterday, he’d gone upstairs to shower,
only to find a mini-fridge in his room that hadn’t been there
before, stocked with Gatorade. And a case of protein bars on his
dresser. His stupid heart had shifted in his stupid chest. Most
people took something as simple as eating for granted. To him, food
still gave him pause, even after all these years.

Today, with his leg cramping, he jogged the
last dreg to the house and slipped in the back door. Olivia was
perched at the table with coffee and Mae was transferring muffins
to a teetering stack on the counter.

He swiped sweat from his brow with his
forearm. “I’ll go shower and—”

Mae shoved a plate with two muffins and a
heap of strawberries at him.

“Eat,” he mumbled.

He attempted to ignore Olivia’s eyes on him
while he stood by the sink and chewed as fast as he could. Knowing
her routine now, he didn’t have to rush because she wasn’t waiting
on him, but he hated the way her clever, intuitive gaze tracked his
every move. It was enough to make a man self-conscious.

“You can sit, you know.” Her lips curved in
what he called her coax-the-beast smile.

He couldn’t be tamed. Best she realize that.
“I’m sweaty.”

She leaned back in her seat and crossed her
arms over her ample chest. Who knew flannel could be sexy? “So
what? Sit, please. Enjoy your food.”

Forcing a strawberry down his tight throat,
he avoided her gaze. Looking at her would only suck him into her
orbit and he’d say the first thing that came to mind. Like how he’d
never enjoyed food. It was for sustenance only.

Once he’d showered and met up with her
again, they followed the same path as yesterday, except he waited
for her outside the cemetery gate while she talked to Justin.
Talked, as in she had a conversation with her brother like Nate
hadn’t killed him. Swear to Christ, he didn’t know what to make of
her.

Bones trotted along beside them on the way
back. The dog had been glued to Nate’s side since their bonding
episode on the porch. Nate didn’t know what to make of that,
either. He’d found Bones outside his bedroom door again this
morning and he’d followed Nate on his run.

Nakos stood outside the barn when they
approached, looking no more eager to see Nate than the day before.
The foreman gave some sort of greeting to Olivia that sounded like
heh-beh and ignored Nate altogether. Fine by him.

Except he didn’t like the way Nakos looked
at her and certainly didn’t care for the way they had their own
kind of unspoken communication between them. There was a solid
minute of what he interpreted as: He’s still here...Yes, get
over it...I’m not happy...Understood. Nate couldn’t tell if
Olivia had a thing for the foreman, but he was definitely in love
with her.

Nate wouldn’t know love if it latched onto
his face and wiggled, but he could spot it on others as easily as
he could weed out a lie. Call it a gift.

They slipped into the same routine as
yesterday, with Nakos holding the sheep and Olivia shearing. But
instead of Nate standing around twiddling his thumbs, he took the
wool from her, brushed it as he’d seen her do, then rolled it like
she had.

Ten head in, she glanced over her shoulder
at him. “Your turn.”

Nate looked from the sheep on its back to
Olivia. “What?”

“I’ll walk you through it. Come over
here.”

With a wry sneer, Nakos deigned to speak to
him. “And if you screw up, it could cause injury to the animal or
decrease the wool’s value.”

Ignoring the self-righteous prick, Nate
focused on Olivia. She had her hair pulled back in a low ponytail,
was covered in dirt and tufts of white fur, had not a stitch of
makeup on, and was still able to cease his heart. “Are you
sure?”

In answer, she lifted her brows.

He squatted next to her, but she worked her
way between his legs until she was cradled against his thighs. Her
rain-like scent combined with hay and became all he could breathe
in. The slim, lean press of her body in such an intimate position
rendered him incapable of swallowing. In sensory overload, he
tensed.

He wasn’t used to touch. Plain and simple.
As a kid, he’d not been in an environment that doled out hugs and,
as a teen, his lifestyle with the Disciples gang hadn’t exactly
been cuddly. Even when he was with a woman, he preferred fast, hard
fucking to fondling, typically thwarting any attempts at caressing
or exploration on the female’s part.

Olivia was different. Other than the brief
embrace on her porch and a casual arm brush, there hadn’t been
contact. But those couple instances didn’t instill the urge to back
off or erect distance. Instead, every molecule in his body screamed
for...more.

Seemingly unaware of his predicament, she
picked up the clippers at their feet. “The wool on the belly is the
dirtiest and not valuable, which is why we start there.” She took
his hand and set the clippers in it, cradling hers around his. The
buzz of the device vibrated in his palm, and she took his other
hand, laying the blades against his fingertips. “It won’t cut you,
but it needs to be held at the right angle.” She turned her head
and looked at him. “Do you...”

Their faces inches apart, he froze as the
time-space continuum imploded on itself. He’d taken enemy fire that
had been less jarring than having her this close. Her cornflower
gaze held him immobile, framed by long blondish-red lashes he
imagined would feel like feather kisses if fluttered against his
skin. She had the tiniest scar above her upper lip—a thin white
mark, unnoticeable had he not been right on top of her.

At his perusal, she let out an uneven breath
that skated over his jaw. His heart detached ribs as he lowered his
gaze to her mouth. They weren’t full or lush, but her lips had a
bow shape that was part adorable and one-hundred percent
groan-worthy. Sheer temptation.

The loud rasp of Nakos clearing his throat
made her flinch.

“Um...” She blinked repeatedly and glanced
at their joined hands like waking from a midday nap. A blush worked
its way up her neck and infused her cheeks.

“You were saying how to hold the clippers
and dole correct strokes,” Nakos supplied in a drone that had
Nate’s molars gnashing.

“Right,” she breathed and cleared her
throat. “Start at the breast bone on the right side and shear all
the way to the flank.”

She’d lost him somewhere between “your turn”
and “um,” but he nodded.

Gently, she lifted their joined hands and
encouraged him to let her guide. Together, they stripped off a
section of wool on the belly. She repeated the pattern on the left
side, then a center strip before moving onto the inside of the hind
legs, crotch, and tail. Nakos shifted the sheep’s position, and she
and Nate did the shoulders and outer legs. Two more position
changes, several more strokes of the clipper on the back, and they
finished.

Nate preferred the Army’s calisthenics, but
there was something rewarding in accomplishing a new skill. After
many more runs with Olivia guiding him, he did two sheep on his own
to round out the day.

Nakos stopped Olivia outside the barn door
and passed her a folded piece of paper while Nate waited a few feet
away.

She glanced at the page and handed it back.
“I told you.”

Nakos headed for the driveway. “Consider our
discussion off the table, little red.”

Nate had no clue what the hell had just gone
down, but judging by Olivia’s sagging shoulders, closed eyes, and
the way she dropped her head, it wasn’t good. When she covered her
face with her hands and sighed, Nate’s pulse thumped.

“What’s wrong?” He stepped in front of her
when he should’ve left her alone. Whatever was between her and her
foreman, or anything regarding the ranch, was none of his
business.

Her hands slapped her thighs. “I’m mean and
I screwed up.”

His first instinct was to laugh. Her version
of mean and his were polar opposites. She seemed pretty upset,
though, so he kept mum.

“I’m going for a ride. Would you like to
come?”

“Sure.” He thought she meant for a drive
until she led him to the barn and stopped one of the ranch hands
from unsaddling a horse. Her and the dark-haired, skinny-as-hell
kid made small talk, so Nate glanced around.

The carriage doors were open on both ends of
the long, narrow stables, creating a breeze and filtering late-day
light. Fifteen stalls lined each side, some with horses, some
empty. Stacks of hay bales were piled along a far wall and, for a
barn, the place was tidy.

“Kyle, this is Nate.” She smiled and faced
him. “Kyle is my friend Amy’s little brother.”

“Yeah, I heard you were around.” Kyle held
out his hand. “I think I’ll call you Gigantor.”

Not if he wanted Nate to respond.
Regardless, he shook the kid’s hand. “A pleasure.”

Olivia glanced at a clipboard on the wall.
“Anything I need to watch for?”

Kyle eyed the ceiling as if in thought. “No,
but if you head up to Devil’s Cross, mind the incline. The creek’s
low.”

“Will do. Can you pop up to the house and
let Mae know we’re going riding?”

“Sure thing.” He gave Olivia a fist bump and
jogged out of the barn.

She grabbed the reins of two horses and
walked them out the opposite end and into a clearing. Long prairie
grass stirred in the wind as the pink sky faded to navy. She tied
the brown horse to a post by a fence and held the black one in
place.

Nate eyed her, then the animals. “Never
ridden one of these.”

“This is Midnight. He’s a three-year-old
stallion and very mild-mannered. Come on over here.” When he did as
asked, she took his wrist and had him run his hand down the horse’s
nose. In turn, Midnight nudged Nate’s shoulder, and Olivia laughed.
“There, he likes you.”

She instructed him how to mount, and he
climbed onto the saddle. She did the same on hers, looking way more
graceful about it, and settled her horse next to his.

“My guy here is Pirate, and he’s a
two-year-old gelding. Now, you know how to ride a motorcycle, so
you’re at an advantage.” She set one hand on his stomach and the
other on his forearm, and he inhaled hard. “Driving a bike requires
using your core and arms. You lean into the turns, right? A horse
is a bit of the opposite.” And down went her hands on his thighs,
and he tensed. “Your lower body and gravity will do the work. Use
your legs to steer as well as the reins.”

Lower body? Yeah, it was paying attention.
Heart pounding, oxygen in short supply, he tried everything he
could to concentrate on her words. He had a sinking suspicion she
could touch him incidentally every hour on the hour for a thousand
years, and he’d never get used to it.

A frown marred her forehead. “You seem
nervous. Know what? We’ll ride together this first time.”

Nervous didn’t cover it. And it had nothing
to do with the horse. He’d spent his entire life unafraid of
anything. Balls-to-the-wall and like the hounds of hell were
chasing him. Probably because they were. Yet a slender redhead with
innocent doe eyes came onto the scene and panic clawed his
chest.

Before he could protest or somehow explain
his response, she dismounted and walked her horse to the barn. She
emerged moments later with a reassuring smile, tucked her foot into
his stirrup, and climbed onto his horse.

Her back flush to his front, she grinned
over her shoulder. “Better?”

No. Yes. Sweet Christ, strike him now.
“Sure,” he grated.

With a nod, she took each of his hands and
put them on the reins, then placed hers over his so she was caged
in his arms. Over her shoulder, with the scent of her shampoo
driving him insanely crazy, he stared at her short blunt nails and
long, delicate fingers. Except she had slight calluses on her palms
that contradicted the fragile appearance.

“Okay, just follow my lead. It’s kinda like
steering your motorcycle.”

This was nothing like his Hog, barring the
rev of a different engine and the free-falling sensation of the
ride.

She kicked them into a slow trot and rode
them across the plains, over a few hills, and to the top of a
bluff. He forgot about her closeness—mostly—and took in the view
instead. Shadows played with moonlight over the horizon, shaping
the mountains and surrounding wilderness as dusk descended and
stars winked overhead.

Nothing. No noise, no sirens, no gunfire.
Just...nothing.

He shook his head, wondering if the strange
sense of calm was from her or the setting. Perhaps both. A crisp
breeze tinged with pine and snow swept over him, and he filled his
lungs. He could see just about all of her land from their vantage
point.

Something crackled and then a voice broke
the peace. “You there, boss?”

“Shoot.” She twisted in the saddle, wrapped
an arm around his waist, and leaned over so far, he thought she’d
fall. She pulled a walkie-talkie out of a bag attached near the
horse’s flank and spoke into it. “I’m here, Rico. What’s up?”

“Nakos wants to know where you are and Mae
wants to know when you’ll be back.”

She issued a disgusted sound. “I’m up at
Blind Ridge and I’ll be back within an hour. Tell Nakos to take a
chill pill. I have the satellite phone, the two-way, and a
revolver.” She paused. “Thanks, Rico. Go home.”

His laugh reverberated through the speaker.
“Ten-four. Be careful.”

“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered as she put the
walkie-talkie back in the bag. She shifted until she sat sideways
in the saddle, her hip snug against Nate’s crotch, and let out a
weary sigh. “This is my favorite place on the whole ranch.”

He could see why. “You have a gun?”

She grinned and glanced at him out of the
corner of her eye. “Yep. And yes, I can shoot it, too.”

“Do you have a lot of opportunities to fire
a gun?” What the hell did she need to target? Dust motes?

“It’s for protection. Black bear, that kind
of thing.” She looked at him and laughed. “Don’t worry. They don’t
bother people much.”

“I was actually picturing you shooting a
bear.” He rubbed his neck, wondering why the image of her packing
was so hot. “Is Nakos always that protective?”

“Sadly, yes. He’s been like that since we
were kids.” Her contemplative gaze scanned the area. “More so since
you arrived. You should know he did a background check on you.”

Okay, the two of them had a very long
history. Noted. And a background check wouldn’t turn up anything.
Nate’s juvie record was sealed. “He’s got it for you bad.”

She closed her eyes. “I know.” Flicking a
strand of hair off her face, she looked at him. “Speaking of
protective, what was with the pissing contest yesterday?”

“Gut response.” Color him crazy, but his
intuition to look after her had suddenly become more than a
promise. All he could do was think mine whenever she was
within fifty yards. He couldn’t seem to get his baser instincts to
realize she’d never be his, though. And shouldn’t be, either. Two
days, and he wanted her with a fierceness he’d never known. Lust he
could deal with, but this didn’t lean solely that way. “I’m not
sexist and I don’t think women incapable, but common sense shuts
off in certain situations.”

“It has to stem from somewhere.”

Smart little cookie, this one. “There was a
girl I knew growing up. We went through the system together, wound
up at a lot of the same places.” He could still see the bruises
mottling Darla’s body and wanted to rail. She’d been the closest he
had to a sibling and, years later, when he’d encountered her again
as one of the Disciples’ whores, he’d been just as powerless as
he’d been as a child to help her. “She was mousy and I tried my
best to keep an eye on her.”

Except Darla had wound up dead, anyway. In
an alley with a needle in her arm.

“The system? You were a foster kid?”

Son of a bitch. What exactly was the glitch,
the direct correlation between Olivia and his sudden lack of
filter? “If I say yes, are you going to toss the pity card?”

“No.” She swallowed and stared ahead. “If
not for Aunt Mae, Justin and I would’ve wound up the same way. All
of this,” she waved her hand and shrugged, “would be gone. In the
hands of some stranger.” She tilted her head, brow wrinkled. “It
would’ve broken my heart. Four generations of Cattenachs have
worked this land.”

The farthest he could trace his family tree
was a crack addict mother who’d delivered him in an ER and split.
But he understood. And so did Olivia, apparently. If he didn’t
watch himself, he’d let her in too far and never climb back
out.

“I think that’s why the rift with Nakos
upsets me so much.” Her gaze met his again, soft and yielding. “For
the first time in our adult lives, I brought up the possibility of
something more between us. If I don’t have an heir, the legacy dies
with me. He’s a good guy, but I think he was insulted.” She offered
a hopelessly sad smile. “We’d have beautiful babies.”

But she didn’t love the guy. That much was
apparent. Nate was the last person to be giving advice, yet the
thought of her losing the adorable part of her personality in order
to settle made his gut ache. Because that’s what would happen.
Mediocrity would douse her light.

Her hand settled on his bicep. The contact
sent a current from the exact location, through his whole nervous
system, and back again. Created unimaginable heat. Had him grasping
for purchase. He tensed, wanting more, but unable and unwilling to
take it.

Her pretty eyes widened and she slapped a
hand over her mouth as if horrified. “Oh God. You did that in the
barn today while shearing, and again on the horse. I thought you
were nervous, but...” She fisted her hands under her chin. “You
hate being touched, don’t you? I’m so sorry. And here I was...”

She went to dismount, but he wrapped an arm
around her waist to stop her, frustrated and confused. “What are
you doing?”

“Getting down. I’ll walk us back so you
don’t have to ride with me.”

The hell she would. It had to be two miles
to the main house.

Shit. And how to explain his body’s response
to her? She had the impression she’d done something wrong when he
was the asshole. “I’m fine like this.”

She chewed her lower lip. “Reach behind you
and grab the back of the saddle. Hold on tight, though. I’m going
to ride faster than when we came up to get you back quicker.”

“Olivia—”

“I’m really sorry.” She faced front and
grabbed the reins. “Hold on.”


Chapter Five
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Olivia spent the next few days
riddled in guilt and feeling stupid. And insensitive. And then more
stupid. While they’d finished the week shearing and getting the
wool loaded for the supplier, she’d done everything in her power to
avoid all physical contact with Nate. She hadn’t realized how often
she used her hands until she’d been forced to think about every
move. The best way for her to teach him was by demonstration.

In bed, she flopped from her stomach to her
back and stared at the ceiling. She was going on three nights of
restlessness and nothing was working. She’d tried everything but
the obvious path to assuage her wrongs. Because she was a
coward.

Top of the list? She needed to have a
conversation with Nakos to clear the air. Which was darn impossible
with Nate underfoot. Nakos had been a friend since as far back as
she could remember. She may not share his romantic feelings, but he
was entitled to respect from her.

Lord. And Nate? What the heck was she
supposed to say, to do, after learning what she had? He’d been in
foster care as a child, and she wondered for how long. What had
happened to his parents? Did he have no other family? Had the
experience been a bad one? There was such a fine line between his
circumstances and hers.

Their conversation out at Blind Ridge kept
playing through her head like a bad sitcom. The way he went rigid
when she’d touched him sent a pang of sorrow through her belly. It
had to be a result of his injuries overseas. Perhaps a physical
connection made him think of the pain from his wounds. Worse, what
if it stemmed back to childhood? She’d heard horror stories about
the system, and Chicago could be a rough city.

But instead of taking the time to read his
signals, make sure he was comfortable and settled in, she’d set off
his triggers.

So badly, she wanted to talk to him. Ease
some of his pain. Justin had sent Nate to Cattenach Ranch for a
reason and it wasn’t in her nature to sit idly by while someone was
hurting. And Nathan Roldan was obviously dealing with a lot. From
his weird food quirks to his nightmares to his strong but silent
demeanor, something was eating him from the inside out. She had no
direction for how to help him and he wasn’t exactly a chatter
box.

Plus, he didn’t seem to want her help.

Bones ran into the room and nudged her arm
with his cold, wet nose. He bit a corner of her blanket and pulled
it off her as if telling her to get up.

She rolled onto her side. “What’s up,
boy?”

He barked, trotted over to the door, and
came back. He nudged her arm again.

“Okay, up we go.” She climbed out of bed and
followed him into the hallway, then to the staircase.

There was a doggy door to the tack room,
thus he didn’t need to go out. He could do it himself. She was
pretty sure if there was an intruder or something amiss on the
property, he’d bite first and ask questions later.

He paused on the landing for her to catch
up, then made his way to the second floor, stopping outside Nate’s
door. Bones looked up at her and scratched the floor as if trying
to burrow inside.

“You really have a thing for our guest,
huh?” Except her dog seemed almost frantic. He barked once and
pawed incessantly, scratching the wooden frame. “Okay, hold
on.”

She pressed her ear to the door. Heavy
breathing and sheets rustling were about all she could make out.
Her face heated. Was Nate, like, um...pleasuring himself? Wait.
Bones wouldn’t be adamant about getting inside unless something was
wrong. Maybe Nate was having another nightmare?

Knocking, she called his name, but got no
response. It was a complete violation of his privacy to just open
the door. What if he wasn’t in distress and she walked in on
something? She chewed her lip.

Bones barked again.

“I’m totally blaming you if he’s naked.”
Quietly, she turned the knob, and Bones shot through the
opening.

The room was dark, aside from the light from
the adjoining bathroom. Asleep, Nate was on his back and twisted in
the blankets on the queen-sized bed along the far wall. Shirtless,
he bowed off the mattress and resettled, but his fingers clutched
the sheets at his hips as if holding on for dear life.

From the doorway, she pressed a hand to her
chest while her throat closed. How utterly heartbreaking to witness
such a huge, capable man be at the mercy of his subconscious.
Bulging muscles and wide shoulders. Tattoo sleeves with more ink on
his chest she wasn’t aware he had. Bald head and a permanent five
o’clock shadow on his strong jaw. By his appearance, it didn’t seem
right or possible anything could break him.

Bones jumped on the bed, sat by his hip, and
barked two quick yelps.

Nate’s eyes flew open and landed on the
ceiling. Wide, unblinking. His chest rose and fell with uneven,
haggard pants for a few seconds before he closed his eyes and
swiped a hand over his face.

Bones nudged his arm and laid next to
him.

Turning his head, he frowned in confusion at
the dog. “Hey, there. How’d you get in here?” Reaching over, he
rubbed the dog’s head.

Olivia tiptoed down the hall, descended the
stairs, and made her way to the kitchen to give him privacy,
figuring he’d be upset if she’d seen him vulnerable. It was one
thing to have a passing conversation about nightmares and another
to have someone there while experiencing one. Nate didn’t strike
her as the kind of man who opened up to people or leaned on
others.

Still a little shaken, she stood by the sink
and poured a glass of water, sipping while she looked out the bay
window. A patch of Aunt Mae’s soon-to-be herb garden was to the
right, not yet planted for the season. Beyond that and to the left
were the rolling, grassy hills that led to the cemetery. The ranch
was dark, quiet, unlike the emotions swirling in her belly.

She could only imagine the things he’d
witnessed in his service. Justin had always tried to keep her
separate from that aspect of his life, never saying much about his
time away. But her brother’s slight detachment after he’d returned
from a tour was nothing compared to Nate’s behavior. It killed her,
that haunted look in his dark eyes.
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