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Like the main character of this novel, my brother and I suffer PTSD. We have it for very different reasons, but the effects it has on our lives are similar. I drew from our individual experiences and combined them to create Rawley’s condition. Each person diagnosed with PTSD will suffer differently, with different symptoms and varying degrees of severity. After years of intense, psychologically painful therapy, my PTSD has become mild. My brother has a therapy dog to help mitigate the severity of his symptoms. It is a real illness with real treatment available if one recognizes the symptoms. If you think you suffer PTSD, seek out a professional for help. PTSD is not something to be ashamed of or embarrassed about.




Chapter One

SMOKE BILLOWED FROM beneath the hood of Case Holden’s Mustang as he slowed, easing to the side of the road, where the engine gave a final rattle before dying. Case did his best to maneuver the car completely off the pavement to avoid getting hit by other vehicles. Rain was coming down in sheets, and he cursed when he felt one of his tires come to a sudden halt in the mud along the shoulder of the road. He was on a remote country byway and hadn’t passed another car in quite a while, but he still didn’t want to risk anyone knocking into his baby with the limited visibility caused by the downpour. This Mustang was his pride and joy. He had spared no expense when he bought the car, adding every luxury available. Though he was careful to keep it in pristine working order, this trip had pushed the vehicle to its limit.

Case didn’t know a damn thing about cars. He had entrusted the Mustang’s mechanical issues to one of his many boyfriends—a boyfriend who was just one of many reasons he was making this drive. Case had become a partying drunken slut in the past several years, hemorrhaging money. Now, because of choices made and paths taken, he was stranded in the middle of nowhere in the pouring rain. He lifted his cell phone out of the middle console and let out another string of expletives. There was no service and the battery was about two seconds from dying.

When he finally managed to arrive at his aunt’s house, he was going to have a discussion with her about her choice of address. The last time he visited his Aunt Sylvia, he had fallen in love with her cozy house and the massive amount of land he’d been allowed to explore for hours on end. He didn’t remember the drive being so long and desolate, though. Sylvia and her late husband, Ed, had bought the acreage with the hopes of starting a ranch, but that idea had died a quick death shortly after they had moved into the two-bedroom cabin. The house was situated at the edge of a forested area, with an awesome lake for fishing within walking distance, but the cabin itself had been in need of serious attention.

Two years and hundreds of thousands of dollars later, Sylvia and Ed had basically rebuilt the place. When Case last visited at age fifteen, it had been state of the art with all the modern amenities and taken every dollar his aunt and uncle had put away for the ranch. It had been ten years since Case was out this way. He’d slept in the back seat for the majority of the drive during that family trip, which he now knew he preferred after being alert, painfully aware of every boring mile traveled. It was mind-numbing. Case allowed the engine to cool for several long minutes before he turned the key in the ignition. The engine made an awful grinding noise but never caught. He gave a few more futile attempts before slamming his palms against the wheel in frustration.

“Damn, damn, damn. What the hell am I supposed to do now?” he yelled to the empty seats. He was out in bumfuck nowhere, alone, with a dead phone and a dead car. He was a city boy surrounded by the most up-to-date electronics, none of which were any use to him. He twisted in his seat and looked down the road behind him and then slowly turned to look out all the windows to assess his options and found zero. There were no houses, no traffic—nothing but rain and flat terrain as far as the eye could see. Admittedly, that wasn’t all that far at the moment. He stuffed his phone into his bag, jerking his jacket on with angry motions. The chances of another car coming upon him and actually stopping were slim to none. Walking seemed to be his only option since he couldn’t call anyone for help.

Case grabbed the strap of his bag and dragged it across the seat as he got out of the car. Once he was free from its confines, he slung the strap over his shoulder and locked the doors. Rain instantly soaked through his jacket, droplets sliding down his neck onto his chest and back, making him shiver. He stuffed his hands into his pockets, ducked his head against the occasional gust of wind, and started walking, hoping like hell there was a house or gas station or something with a phone in the near distance. After almost losing a shoe to the sucking mud that lined each side of the two-lane highway, Case decided to risk walking on the pavement. Since there hadn’t been a car in recent memory, he figured he was safe.




Chapter Two

SHERIFF RAWLEY KANE massaged the stiff muscles of his neck with one hand as he maneuvered the steering wheel with the other. Despite the heavy rain, the truck’s speedometer showed he was pushing fifty miles an hour. He’d driven on this highway almost daily for the past two years and was familiar enough with it to know the chances of another vehicle being on the road on a sunny day were small, let alone in a downpour. The population of Clover City just didn’t go out in weather like this, and if they did, they knew the road just as well, if not better than he did. Worst thing Rawley had to worry about was a stray dog or a deer running out in front of him.

Bright gold winked in the distance so Rawley slowed the truck. As he drew closer, he realized the bright gold was a car on the side of the road. Rawley carefully eased alongside the vehicle, a Ford Mustang that was all kinds of fancy and all kinds of expensive. It was also empty. As he passed the vehicle at a crawl, he looked at the car through the side mirror and noticed the front passenger wheel was sucked pretty deeply into the mud. Rawley sighed as he stopped the truck right in the middle of the lane.

He wasn’t about to pull off the pavement because the weight of his truck would sink him into the same mud the Mustang was mired in. A nice car like this no doubt belonged to some hotshot city dweller unfamiliar with country roads or driving too fast for the conditions. He flipped on the bar of police lights on top of his truck to alert any potential motorists he was stopped in the middle of the road. He mentally ran through the list of deputies who might be in the office as he picked up the radio.

“Ted, you in?” Rawley asked through the CB. He jotted down the Mustang’s license plate number while he waited for a response.

“Yep. What’s up, Kane?” was Ted’s static reply.

Two years after being elected sheriff of Clover City, Rawley was accustomed to small-town informality. He had come from the Denver Police Department, broken and jaded, and hadn’t adjusted all that quickly to the change. Now, the friendship and camaraderie of Clover was familiar, comfortable—he wouldn’t trade it for anything. He eased his foot off the brake, allowing the truck to coast down the highway at a snail’s pace while he scanned the surrounding area for the car’s missing occupants.

“Can you let Dusty know we have a car stuck in the mud just south of McKesson’s farm heading toward town?”

“He won’t go out in the storm. Afraid of getting struck by lightning or some dumb shit. You know that,” Ted said.

Rawley rolled his eyes. “Just tell him it’s there. He can go get it later when it clears.”

“All right, I’ll call him. You on your way back?” Ted asked.

“I’m heading that way, but the car was empty, which means I’ve got a driver and possibly passengers missing in action. I may be awhile if they aren’t on the road ahead.”

“Roger that, boss man,” Ted said.

Rawley set the radio back into the cradle as he pressed on the gas to increase his speed. His gaze slid across the rain-soaked terrain as he moved down the road, hoping to find the owner of the Mustang hunkered down under a tree or lumbering through the mud because he did not want a missing person investigation to deal with. Three miles down the road, he slowed once again when he caught sight of a man, hunched over against the rain, walking down the middle of the lane. The red and blues were still flashing, but he hit the button for the siren long enough to alert the person to his presence. The man turned to face Rawley as he skipped to the edge of the pavement, out of the way. Rawley unlocked the doors as he pulled up alongside the man. Without any encouragement, the guy opened the passenger door and climbed into the warm, dry cab of the truck.

“I’ve never been so happy to see a cop in my life,” the man said.

He turned a radiant smile on Rawley, causing Rawley to momentarily forget how to breathe at the man’s stunning beauty. He was young, handsome with dark hair made black by the rain, gray-blue eyes with thick, dark lashes, and he was thoroughly soaked. It had been years since Rawley had seen a man as beautiful as this one, and urges he thought he’d left behind in Denver once again stirred. Rawley shifted slightly in the seat as he cleared his throat.

“That your car back there?” Rawley asked with a backward jerk of his head.

“Yeah. Engine died. There was a grinding noise and smoke coming out of it,” the man answered with a flourish of his hands Rawley assumed was to indicate smoke rising.

The man lifted the strap of his duffel bag over his head to push the bag to the floorboard between his feet. Rawley caught himself staring at the man’s muscled bicep and thigh as the guy leaned forward. Rawley yanked his attention back to the windshield when the man straightened. He shut off the emergency lights and stepped on the gas.

“What’s your name and where you headed?” Rawley asked as he pushed the truck up to speed.

“Case, and I’m going to my aunt’s. She lives out here…somewhere,” Case said, twirling his finger in a circle. “Hey, do you have a phone I can use to call her? What are the chances of me getting my car towed?”

“I’ve already called for a tow. Your car will end up in Clover when the storm blows over. As for a phone—here.”

Rawley pulled his cell phone from his coat pocket, unlocked the screen, and handed it over to Case. He tried not to shudder from the hot tingles Case’s touch ignited when their fingers brushed.

“Thanks,” Case said as he worked the phone.

“Sure. I’m surprised you don’t have one.”

“I do, but the battery died.” Case lifted the phone to his ear and waited.

“Having a streak of bad luck today,” Rawley pointed out.

Case scoffed at the remark, and then muttered, “You don’t know the half of it.”




Chapter Three

THE PHONE RANG in Case’s ear as he tried to covertly check out his rescuer. He’d had his fair share of run-ins with the law—most of them unpleasant experiences with homophobic cops—but so far, this guy seemed to be a genuinely nice man. Plus, he was handsome. He was much older than Case, with a day’s worth of stubble over his cheeks and strong jaw, deep-brown eyes, and light-brown hair cut short, the thick strands standing up in sexy disarray. That was just what Case had noticed as he climbed into the truck. From the corner of his eye, he could see where jeans stretched tight over a muscular thigh. He couldn’t stop himself from imagining what else the cop hid beneath his clothes. Case was usually attracted to pretty boys closer to his age, but this rugged-looking, older man was hitting all his hot buttons. A high feminine voice speaking into his ear yanked him back to the task at hand.

“Rawley, dear, it’s been a long time,” she said in greeting.

“Rawley? No, Aunt Sylvia, it’s me, Case,” he said.

Case rolled the cop’s name over his tongue as he risked a glance at the man to give him another quick once-over. Rawley was an unusual name, but somehow, it seemed fitting.

“Casey? Why are you calling from the sheriff’s phone? Is everything all right?” she asked.

Well, shit. Case rubbed his forehead. I’m lusting after the damn sheriff. Could this day possibly get worse?

“Everything’s fine, Aunt Syl. My car broke down, and he just happened to find me. He told me the car is going to be towed to Clover later, but I need you to tell him how to get to your house,” Case said.

“Oh, sweetheart, believe me, Rawley knows how to get to my house.”

The way his aunt was talking, Case had to wonder just how well she was acquainted with the sheriff. Uncle Ed had been dead for five years, but Aunt Sylvia was still fairly young and lively. If Case found out he was salivating over his aunt’s newest, much younger love interest, he was going to dig his eyes out of his skull. Case sighed quietly as he turned to look at Rawley.

“Aunt Sylvia says you know how to get to her house.”

Rawley glanced at him before returning his attention to the wet road. “If your aunt is Sylvia Dawson, then yes, I do.”

Case nodded as he turned to look out the passenger window. Propping his elbow on the narrow sill, he rested his chin in his palm. “Yeah, he knows where he’s going. I’ll see you in a bit.”

“That’s great, honey. Bye.”

“Bye,” Case mumbled to the dial tone and lowered the phone to his lap. Rather than allow his thoughts to wander into territory best not visited, Case decided to try conversation. “So, is Rawley your first or last name?”

“First,” Rawley answered. Case raised his eyebrows and waited for Rawley to expound on that, like maybe including his last name, but there was only silence.

“You’re the sheriff of Clover City?”

“Yes.”

Again, he waited to see if the sheriff was going to add anything else, but Rawley remained silent. Case shook his head in irritation as he looked out the window at the passing scenery, mostly obscured by rain. This entire day, this entire trip, had been shit and it wasn’t getting any better.

“Not one for conversation, are you?” Case mumbled to the window.

Case turned away from the dreary landscape outside the window to find Rawley watching him. They held each other’s gazes for a moment before Rawley exhaled and refocused his attention to the road. Case swallowed hard as he directed his gaze out the front windshield. He could stare into those deep-brown eyes all day. Case wondered if Rawley’s eyes were more expressive when he became emotional, if they darkened when he was aroused, but the thought was interrupted when Rawley decided to talk. His deep voice jolted him back to the present, and Case realized he was staring so he quickly averted his attention to the passing scenery.

“My name’s Rawley Kane, Clover City transplant. Became sheriff two years ago, and in about two hours, you’ll know more about me than I want you to. Sacrifice of a small town. Everyone knows your business. You, on the other hand, are a stranger in my town, so why don’t we talk about you?”

“Why two hours?” Case asked.

Rather than answer the question, Rawley picked up the radio. “Hey, Ted.”

“All good?” A voice, presumably Ted, crackled over the radio.

“Yes. Found the driver and he’s Sylvia’s nephew. We’ll be at her place in a few minutes. Have Dusty contact him there once he picks up the car, okay?” Rawley said.

“Sure thing, boss man.” Ted disconnected, and Rawley set the handset back in the cradle.

Case broke the silence when he couldn’t stand it any longer. He was a social creature by nature and he hated sitting quietly in a room full of people, especially when he was energized or anxious.

“Case Holden, currently unemployed, visiting my father’s sister out here in the middle of nowhere in an attempt to get my head on straight. And right now, after everything that’s happened today, I’m seriously questioning my sanity.”

“Get your head on straight?” Rawley asked. “What does that mean, exactly?”

Case didn’t want to admit to this gorgeous man, a cop no less, how he had allowed men, alcohol, and sex to take over his life or that he basically ran away because he had no idea how to break the cycle. He had made a lot of bad decisions that now felt like addictions, and during a phone call to his aunt, he had broken down, telling her how miserable he was. That’s when she had suggested he come visit her in the country so he could have the time and space to figure out his life. Case had jumped at the chance to quit his lifestyle cold turkey.

“I needed to get away, make some changes in my life. I’m here to figure out how to do that,” Case said.

Rawley made a sudden turn off the main highway onto a muddy, rutted road that had Case grabbing the dash for balance, heart beating wildly as he was jerked around on the seat. He was driving faster than Case thought was necessary, considering the conditions, and it was painfully jarring.

“Can you slow down?” Case asked after a particularly painful bump that had threatened to jam his head into the ceiling.

“Not unless I want to get stuck in the mud,” Rawley answered and gunned the truck up a slight incline.

The truck launched over the top of the small hill and landed with a jolt that had Case shooting daggers at the sheriff, who was grinning slightly. The damn man was enjoying Case’s discomfort. Once they entered the cover of trees a short distance down the drive, Case recognized his aunt’s property and realized that if he’d been driving, he would have missed the turn off the highway.

Branches blocked some of the rain, and the closer they got to the house, the less rutted and muddy the road became. Shallow puddles were scattered around, but the worry about getting stuck in the mud was removed so Rawley slowed their speed. Case forced his fingers to relax around the door handle but refused to completely let go in case Rawley decided to gun it again. He was still casting annoyed glances at the man when the truck rumbled to a stop in front of the cabin. Aunt Sylvia was standing on the covered porch, waving as Case relinquished his hold on the door, snapped up his bag, and exited the truck.

“Casey Eugene Holden. Look at you all grown up and handsome,” Aunt Sylvia said.

Case cringed at the use of his full name as he ran across slick mud and jumped over puddles to join his aunt on the porch. Aunt Sylvia immediately engulfed him in a crushing hug, despite the fact he was soaked head to toe. Case was always amazed at how strong the diminutive woman was; she was squeezing the life out of him. When she released him and saw that Rawley had followed him, she latched her viselike grip onto Rawley. Case took advantage of Rawley’s momentary distraction to get a good look at the man. What he saw was six feet plus of rain-soaked, muscular deliciousness he would beg for a taste of if Rawley showed so much as an inkling of interest. Case groaned as he scrubbed his hands over his face and then threaded his fingers through his wet hair. He needed to keep thoughts like that from playing in his brain immediately because Sheriff Rawley Kane was off-limits, just like every other man in Clover City.

“Come on inside, both of you. I put some coffee on and pulled some towels out.” Aunt Sylvia practically shoved the two of them through the front door. “Casey, drop your bag in the guest room and change into something dry. Some of your uncle’s clothes are in the closet if you need anything.”

She made shooing motions at him while pushing him toward the hall before going into the kitchen. When Case looked back over his shoulder, he noticed Rawley was still standing near the door, staring at him so Case ducked into the guest bedroom and closed the door. He spun to lean against it, dropping his bag to the floor with a dull thud. He was almost certain Rawley had been checking him out, but Case purposefully snuffed out the blossoming hope that idea created, because getting involved with someone new wasn’t on the agenda, and he needed to remember that. Case bent down, picked up his bag, and tossed it on the bed, where he yanked it open, turning his focus away from piercing brown eyes filled with desire and toward getting into dry clothes.




Chapter Four

RAWLEY GROANED AS he tilted his head back to look at the popcorn ceiling and placed his hands on his hips. Case had just caught him staring at his ass. Maybe he’d get lucky and Case would assume he was straight like everyone else did, thinking Rawley was just watching him leave the room. Rawley hadn’t had this problem in the two years since moving to Clover. Not a single man in town had come close to stirring his libido the way Casey Holden did, and he found he no longer knew how to handle it.

Rawley had considered coming out to the locals a dozen times, whenever some well-meaning mother attempted to set him up with their sweet but lonely daughter. He’d probably still be accepted, given there was already a gay couple living in town, but Rawley just didn’t see the point. There was no one here he wanted a relationship with, and it wouldn’t make a difference if he told Case he was gay. Case was a city boy. Once his little visit was over, he’d be going back.

Getting involved with Case would only leave Rawley feeling more alone than he already did, and the real kicker was that he got the impression Case would be on board with a short-term fling. Rawley had kept his reaction to the young man locked down, but he was acutely aware every time Case had glanced his way during the drive, which had been often. Even now, he could feel the heat of those gray-blue eyes sliding over his body. Sylvia returned to the room, carrying a mug of coffee and a bath towel draped over her arm, and handed everything to him with a smile.

“Dry off a little and have a seat,” she said and then disappeared into the kitchen again.

Rawley set the mug on the coffee table and tossed the towel on the arm of the chair so he could remove his coat. He wasn’t anywhere near as soaked as Case, but his hair was wet, his jeans damp in spots over the back of his thighs, butt, and ankles. He opened the front door to drape his coat over the stack of lawn chairs on the covered porch. Rain was still coming down in sheets, and he figured by the time he managed to extricate himself from Sylvia’s hospitality, the dirt road back to the highway would be nothing but one long muddy puddle. Rawley closed the door with a sigh. His entire afternoon off had been hijacked by one hot, young, blue-eyed boy. Rawley returned to the chair and spread the towel over the seat as Sylvia joined him, carrying two additional mugs.

Rawley sat down, his wet jeans irritating his skin, and sipped his coffee. Sylvia sat on the sofa cushion the farthest away from him with a smile that made him a bit nervous. It was the smile of a scheming woman, and that always went badly for him. Case chose that moment to join them. His feet were bare, and he had changed into white-washed jeans that might as well have been painted on, paired with a plain white T-shirt that molded to his toned frame. His hair was still damp but cutely mussed like he’d just run his fingers through it. The overall effect was sexy as hell. Case took a seat in the only spot left for him, the end of the sofa nearest Rawley. Case rubbed his hands down his thighs and glanced at Sylvia quickly before speaking to Rawley.

“I pulled some of Uncle Ed’s clothes out for you if you want to change into something dry. He was about your size, I think,” Case said. He held Rawley’s gaze for a moment before staring down at the coffee mug Sylvia pushed across the table in front of him. Warmth spread through Rawley’s body at Case’s thoughtfulness. He let his gaze slide down Case’s body before staring into his coffee.

“Go ahead, Rawley,” Sylvia urged. “We aren’t going anywhere, and from the looks of the storm, you won’t be leaving for a while, either.”

Sylvia smiled at him over the rim of her mug, making his stomach roll with anxiety. He had the sense that the moment he was out of the room he would become the topic of conversation. Rawley pushed to his feet with a nod, intent on making this the quickest change of clothes ever. He yanked the towel off the chair and rushed down the hall to the guest bedroom. Case’s bag sat on the foot of the bed; all the clothes inside had gotten wet, probably from Case’s hike in the rain. Case had laid them out on the bed and over the chair to dry. The room already smelled like the man, making Rawley’s dick plump against his zipper.

The damp jeans stuck to Rawley’s skin as he peeled them off, followed by his underwear. Thanks to the direction of the wind, his backside had taken the majority of impact. The loaner pants were a bit too big in the waist so he removed his belt from his own jeans to hold them up, causing the fabric to bunch in places and dig into his abdomen. He wasn’t comfortable, but he was dry.

Rawley tucked his phone and wallet into the pockets of his borrowed pants, and folded his wet jeans. After taking one last good inhalation of Case’s subtle scent, he returned to the living room where Sylvia was laughing. She wiped a tear from her eye with one hand while holding her stomach with the other. Case watched his aunt with furrowed brow, shaking his head and appearing a bit offended. Rawley looked back and forth between the two as he went to the front door and opened it. He set his wet clothes on the porch beside the chair holding his coat, noting the rain had yet to let up, and then returned to his seat beside Case. Rawley curbed his curiosity in favor of another healthy swallow of still-hot coffee.

“It wasn’t that funny, Aunt Sylvia. It was actually very embarrassing,” Case said, folding his arms over his chest, though his brow had smoothed out a degree.

Sylvia’s phone rang from the kitchen and she rose to answer it. “I’m sure it was, honey. I’m not laughing at you, just the situation. Think about it. You’ll laugh, too,” she said over her shoulder. She picked up the phone from the kitchen counter and then disappeared into the adjoining room Uncle Ed had set up as a study. Case rubbed his hands down his thighs as he broke into a huge smile.

“Yeah, I guess it was kind of funny,” he muttered to himself and laughed. Rawley sent a silent thank-you to the cosmos that Ed’s pants were too big. The loose fit gave his dick room to swell without being noticed because, damn, Case Holden’s smile was a thing of beauty, his laughter light and genuine.

“Will you tell me what was so embarrassing and funny?” Rawley asked softly as he sipped his coffee.

“God, no,” Case answered with a shudder, though his smile never faded. “Thanks for the rescue today. I’ll never let my phone die again. I need technology to survive.”

“It’s my job—protect and serve and all that—but you’re welcome,” Rawley said. He would have helped Case even if he hadn’t been sheriff, but he needed to establish some distance. Making this whole situation all about doing his job allowed him that.

Rawley tore his gaze away from Case when he realized he was watching every little movement and expression Case made. Checking the weather suddenly became important, so Rawley jumped to his feet, walked to the large picture window overlooking the porch, and pulled his cell phone out to activate the weather app. The sooner he could get away from this guy, the better. Outside, the rain was still coming down, though it did seem to be easing a bit. His truck was surrounded by shallow puddles. Getting the truck turned around and back down the rutted, uneven driveway wouldn’t be impossible, but he’d just gotten into dry pants so running out to get soaked again didn’t appeal to him.
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