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      In small-town Wyoming, a tough sheriff and a former Navy SEAL are thrown together by circumstance. Their fiery chemistry leads to constant clashes, but as they work to solve a mystery, they can't ignore the growing feelings between them.

      Sheriff Neil Windham has one mission: to protect Whisper Ridge. But when human remains surface at the Lennox Ranch, the town’s past comes back to haunt it. As Neil dives deeper into the investigation, he’s torn between his duty, his father’s declining health, and the fire ignited by the relentless, unpredictable former Navy SEAL, Connor Mason.

      Connor didn’t come to Whisper Ridge looking for trouble—or a future. He never intended to fall in love, least of all with someone like Neil. But with every heated encounter, Neil and Connor’s attraction escalates into something undeniable, a force of nature they can’t resist. Now, with an offer to rejoin his old team, Connor must choose between a future in Whisper Ridge or leaving behind the only man who’s ever made him feel like he belongs.

      Into the Fall is an opposites-attract, enemies-to-lovers M/M romance featuring a battle-hardened former SEAL and a dedicated sheriff. Duty and desire collide, old ranch secrets come to light, and a hard-earned happily-ever-after awaits.
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Chapter One


          

          CONNOR

        

      

    

    
      I braced myself as a gust of wind tried to take my feet from under me. I couldn’t believe I’d gotten talked into heading out into the most dramatic storm I’d witnessed since the team’s last Red Sea deployment. Not when I had a good book waiting in my apartment.

      Thunder rumbled in the distance, and lightning split the sky, illuminating the town in brief, eerie flashes as the rain hammered the streets of Whisper Ridge, turning them into slick, glistening rivers.

      I shouldn’t have been going out tonight.

      I should’ve used the weather as a reason to stay in my lovely, cozy apartment, not headed up a damn mountain in this deluge for Quinn’s birthday party.

      I locked the diner door, pulled my long coat jacket tight, and headed towards my SUV. The relentless downpour muffled all other sounds as my boots splashed through the puddles.

      “Connor Mason!” The furious yell cut through the rain as Sheriff Neil Windham—six feet of sexy, blustering, temper-driven man—blocked my way. His face was a thundercloud matching the sky, and my adrenaline spiked when he bunched his fists. I thought for a moment he was going to slam me to the ground.

      I’d been waiting all day for him to challenge me, but the party and the storm had derailed my concentration, and here I was caught on the back foot, in the rain, and there he was, a man filled with rage. This was a definite step up from his typical sarcastic irritation with me, straight to DEFCON 1—the kind of anger that made me brace for impact and reach for a weapon I wasn’t even carrying.

      I’d been expecting this visit all day. Still, I was hoping the confrontation would happen when it was dry.

      In my apartment.

      In my bedroom.

      Preferably naked and post-sex.

      My pulse quickened, not just from anticipating a confrontation but from something deeper, something hidden where all my secrets lay. I couldn’t explain my visceral reaction to this intense man, but I craved his sharp tongue pulling me up on any and all chaos I had caused. My therapist would have a field day analyzing my brain—if I ever went back to therapy. She’d tell me I craved all his attention, even if it was negative, and probably go deep into why I loved pushing his buttons. Facing Neil head-on was a challenge that sparked something deep inside me. I lived for these moments when Neil was angry and when his presence in my space made me feel something.

      Not that I ever told him that. I pushed and pushed, and when he snapped, I soaked up his passionate temper and loved every freaking moment of it because he made me feel…

      Alive.

      I squared my shoulders, ready to meet whatever he was bringing in the madness of the storm.

      “Tell me you didn’t threaten Abraham Wild!” The fury in his tone was like catnip.

      Rain dripped from the brim of my cap, and I pulled up the hood of my coat—not that it helped, given it wasn’t completely waterproof. “I didn’t threaten Abraham Wild.”

      I did.

      “Witnesses tell me you took his gun from him and shoved him to the ground.”

      “He had a rifle, yeah, I disarmed him, but he was drunk and about to fall over anyway.”

      “You took his gun and assaulted him.”

      “He tripped,” I replied, raising my voice to be heard over another rumble of thunder.

      “I don’t have time for your shit!” Neil’s eyes blazed with anger; his hands clenched into fists at his sides. “You told him that if he didn’t stop waving his gun, then you’d shove the gun up his ass.”

      “Yep, that was me. Now, are you mad I said that, that he tripped, or that there were witnesses?”

      A muscle in his jaw ticked, and I could see him reining in his temper. “He’s accusing you of being armed.”

      I tapped my lip in exaggerated thought. “Well, I was armed after I took his rifle.”

      “Give me strength.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and swiped away a face full of water.

      I snorted a laugh, then spread my hands wide, a smirk playing at the corners of my mouth. “Anyway, you know I don’t need to carry.”

      Neil’s glare was icy. “You took his gun⁠—”

      “I emptied the chamber and gave it back to him.”

      “You can’t just go around threatening people in my town. If you see something wrong, you call me.”

      “I neutralized a threat. What could you have done that was any different?”

      I saw the conflict in his eyes, the frustration of understanding his job’s limitations, and the temper riding his ass. We both knew Abraham Wild’s issues, but without a formal report, there was nothing the sheriff could do. Yeah, if I’d called Neil in his official capacity, then maybe there’d be something on record, but what if, in the meantime, Abraham had shot someone? Like his wife or that skinny kid with the braces who worked there after school.

      No one dies on my watch.

      Neil’s jaw tightened, and then he cursed. “You come to me, Connor. You don’t threaten him.”

      I scoffed, crossing my arms. “So, you can write him a stern letter after the fact? A warning won’t stop him if the posturing and drinking escalates.”

      “I know that family.”

      “Do you?”

      Neil’s eyes flashed with anger and frustration, maybe a hint of agreement that he didn’t know Abraham as well as he thought. Word in town was that Abraham had been fine until he’d lost his job and fell into what his wife called a midlife crisis, which seemed way too soft for the darkness surrounding him. He hadn’t hurt anyone—yet—but he was less likely to hurt someone without bullets.

      Logic for the win.

      Neil stepped so close I imagined I could feel the heat of his breath despite the chill of the rain. “You’re not the law here, Connor. I am. And you need to let me do my job.” It seemed he wanted to say more, and I waited, but his lips thinned.

      I shook my head, exasperated. “People like Abraham need to know there are real consequences to waving a gun around.”

      Neil’s expression hardened again, and he stepped back into the rain. “You’re lucky I don’t arrest you.”

      Hell, as much as I respected Neil and his dedication to his job, I couldn’t just stand by and do nothing when people were being hurt. It must’ve killed him not to be able to take the man down.

      “Do it then⁠—”

      He swiped a hand between us, cutting the conversation dead. “No more wannabe heroics, no more theatrics, no putting yourself in front of a gun, Connor. No. More.”

      A deluge of water spilled from where it had collected in the door canopy above, just about soaking us both, and I grabbed Neil’s arm, pulling him closer under the shelter. Not one forecaster had warned that this storm was going to throw the contents of a damn lake or gusts of wind down the mountain, but its snarling arrival matched the dark and desperate mood I’d been in all day. The scent of the thunderstorm lingered in the air—a heady mix of ozone and rain, earthy and electric, amplifying the tension between us, and the sudden proximity to Neil made my heart race. We were close enough to kiss. And damn it, but I wanted one taste of the irritable, yet sexy, sheriff. The tension between us was tangible, a mix of frustration, admiration, and something deeper that made me want to hold him and silence his shouting.

      “Why are you doing this to me?” His eyes flicked to my lips for a split second, and I almost leaned in, tempted to steal that kiss I’d wanted for so long.

      The storm raged around us. The rain was a relentless curtain that hid us, and every nerve in my body was alive with the possibility of what could happen next. This was the moment we’d kiss at last, hidden from the town, giving in to the spark of attraction. God, I could nearly taste him already⁠—

      Neil stepped away, moving out into the rain. He marched across the road, heading straight for the sheriff’s office, his shoulders stiff with anger.

      Disappointment made my stomach swoop, but I couldn’t help but call out, “Night, Sheriff!”

      He ignored me, not even a glance back, and as he walked off, I couldn’t shake the feeling this argument was far from over. The tension between us had been thick enough to cut with a knife—unresolved lust on my part, a hefty dose of anger and disgust from him. I knew the tension between us wasn’t volatile frustration because I’d seen it in his expression.

      Naked want and need.

      The same as mine.

      One day, I’d push him too far, and he’d grab me and show me what he wanted to do to me. Punch me, shake me, hurt me…

      Kiss me.

      One day I’d crack his stoic exterior, but tonight was not that night, and disappointment piled on top of the resentment because I didn’t want to be out in this rain anyway. I went from lustful and snarky to moody and pissed again.

      I loved Whisper Ridge, working with Quinn’s foundation and running his security. I lusted after Sheriff Windham—Neil—and I actually loved storms if I was inside with a good book and a coffee.

      I wished the high of confrontation and temper stayed, and that I didn’t feel so lost.

      Fuck. How far do I need to push him to get what I want?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

          NEIL

        

      

    

    
      I’d almost kissed Connor.

      I’d almost grabbed him and lost myself in a passionate kiss right there in the middle of town, crossing that final bridge between attraction and lust all because I was angrier than I’d ever been. He’d pushed me too damn far.

      The tall, dark-haired, brown-eyed wannabe Superman had been a thorn in my side since he’d rolled into town. The first time, he’d visited as a PI on the hunt for people who didn’t want to be found. Then he’d come back, the next time working for our resident millionaire, Quinn. What was supposed to be a temporary stay had become a permanent fixture, much to my constant frustration, because he was chaos one moment and icy focus the next, and I didn’t know where I stood when I was with him.

      I lacked control in everything to do with Connor Mason, and I hated it.

      He was everywhere, getting involved with everything, from minor disputes to major incidents, and it seemed like every time I arrived at a scene, there he was, getting in the way. His intentions might have been good, trying to fix things and watch out for Quinn, but this was a quiet town with little crime, and his execution often left much to be desired. He was Rambo when situations called for diplomacy and a softer touch.

      He was my nemesis in every possible way. Whenever I tried to handle a situation, he acted as if he were still on a mission in some foreign theater of war. He couldn’t let me do my job, often making things more complicated than they needed to be.

      No, I didn’t need to arrest the kids who’d defaced the grocery store wall. I needed to work with families, the community, and their schools to develop plans to stop the defacing of private property.

      No, I didn’t need to go in guns blazing to the shack on the far reaches of Lennox property when I knew from checking that it was just old man Browne who liked to spend weeks in isolation up there.

      No, I had no grounds to take away Abraham Wild’s rifle—unassailable rights and all—unless I had actual grounds and witnesses.

      Connor didn’t know Whisper Ridge like I did.

      When the town faced a problem, he would dive in headfirst, sometimes without fully understanding the local dynamics or the best approach. It was maddening—his relentless need to fix things that didn’t need touching, his inability to stand down when it wasn’t his place, and my being stuck between upholding the law and managing the chaos he so often brought with him.

      “Fuck,” I cursed loudly, kicking the fence. I compressed all my anger and lack of self-control into a small ball I could manage, breathing through the frustration.

      And the lust.

      It was infuriating to feel this way about someone who constantly got in my way and messed things up for law enforcement. The man was exasperating, yet the thought of him consumed me.

      Touching him.

      Kissing him.

      More.

      Lusting after Connor was a betrayal of my principles, a maddening twist of fate that left me questioning my judgment. How could I want someone who made my job more difficult, threw everything into disarray, and thought heading in with metaphorical guns blazing was always the right decision? I had a constant battle between my responsibilities as sheriff and the undeniable attraction simmering beneath the surface. Each encounter with Connor was a struggle to maintain control, focus on the job, and not act on the heat that flared whenever he was near.

      Did I want him because he caused chaos?

      Did I admire him?

      “I don’t want to kiss him!” I added to the fence and then steeled myself to go inside.

      My phone vibrated, and I yanked it out of my pocket—Mom.

      “Is everything okay?” I answered instead of exchanging pleasantries.

      Mom wasn’t the best at calling, more of a face-to-face talker, and I’d already checked on her and Dad when the storm started. Their house was sheltered, and last I knew, they were hunkering down for the night and taking things easy.

      “Your dad…” she began. “Can you come?”

      “What happened?”

      “He’s in the yard and…” Mom sniffed, and I could hear the tears in her voice. “I tried, Neil. I’m so sorry.”

      “I’ll be there in five,” I confirmed, then drove to them through the rain, reaching my parents’ place in less than five minutes.

      The rain fell in sheets, and thunder rolled in the distance as I parked and then vaulted the small fence surrounding the property and went into the backyard. Dad was easy to spot in nothing more than pajamas, soaked to the bone, talking to the empty air. My heart sank as I slowed and sauntered over to him as if this were nothing out of the ordinary, taking off my coat and covering him up, the cold rain soaking my uniform instantly.

      “Dad?” I shouted, trying to be heard over the storm.

      He didn’t notice me or the coat over his shoulders, continuing to ramble.

      “It was thundering, and I didn’t know what to do,” he said, trembling. “The lights went out, and everything was so dark. I couldn’t see… I couldn’t see anything.”

      I placed a hand on his shoulder. “Dad, it’s okay. Let’s get you inside.”

      He looked at me, confused, as if seeing me for the first time. “Neil? Why are you here? Why are you all wet? Where is your coat? Idiot boy!”

      “We need to get inside,” I said, gently.

      He resisted for a moment, his eyes searching the stormy sky. “But the lights … the lights went out.”

      “We’ll take care of the lights once we get inside, okay? Come on, let’s go in,” I said, leading him back towards the house.

      Mom met us at the door, her expression a mix of worry and relief. Together, we managed to get Dad into dry clothes and settled in front of the TV. He blinked at the screen, the confusion leaving his eyes as an old rerun of M*A*S*H played.

      I sat next to him, trying to steady my racing heart. “Is this the one where Hawkeye and Trapper sneak a jeep into the camp?” I asked, hoping to anchor him with a familiar memory.

      He stared at the screen, then back at me, his eyes clouded with uncertainty. “I don’t remember,” he said quietly, his voice tinged with sadness.

      My chest tightened, but I forced a smile. “That’s okay, Dad. It’s a good one, though.”

      “Why are you wet, Neil?” he asked again, glancing at me with genuine bewilderment.

      “Got caught in the rain, Dad. It’s all good now,” I replied, squeezing his shoulder. I headed upstairs, swapped out the wet uniform for a spare one I’d left at their house in my old room, bundled up the wet one for laundering back at mine, and then headed downstairs.

      Mom and I exchanged a glance, locking the doors to prevent any more nighttime wanderings. “I meant to lock the back door,” she said.

      “I know, Mom.”

      “Thank you, Neil,” she whispered, her eyes reflecting her gratitude and exhaustion.

      I nodded, giving her a quick hug. “Call me if you need anything.”

      As I drove back to the office, my mind was split between the storm outside, the chaos at home, the unknown waiting for me at work, and Connor.  I still couldn’t forget Connor.

      It was going to be another long night.

      As I walked into the sheriff’s office, Solomon was waiting with a pinched expression, and I was getting a headache. Solomon Wild had been with the department longer than I’d been alive, even working with my dad when he was sheriff. He was a good, honest, hardworking guy, but he was also Abraham’s brother, which complicated all the family dynamics.

      If only Connor had left things alone.

      I was dealing with it all and had the situation under control. I’d spoken to Abraham’s wife. I was working with the family, putting things in place to help Abraham look for work and getting him to see a counselor, and then Connor had to get involved.

      Connor was protecting Lucy Wild, stepping up for her against a husband shouting at her. Drunk. Dangerous.

      Connor was trying to be a hero.

      “Evening, sheriff,” Solomon greeted, his voice heavy with concern.

      “Evening, Solomon,” I replied. “Reports on the storm?”

      “Two trees blocking the corner of Elm and Aston, minor flooding, and Emmet Carson’s car is stuck in the middle of Locust Tree brook after flash flooding. Wyatt’s on scene with Engine 11. Lewis is cut off from town after the creek broke its banks, but he’s making his way in as best he can, only it will be a while.”

      “Tell Lewis to take care getting around the mountain.” My senior deputy was only a short while from retirement, and the last thing I wanted was for him to get washed away.

      “Will do. He says not to worry. Uhmm… We’ve had reports of rumbling on the west side, possible landslide. That’s it for the storm.” He took a deep breath, and I braced myself for the rest of what I knew was coming. The connection to Abraham through my dispatcher made everything so complicated. It was a tightrope walk between duty and personal ties, wearing on both of us.

      Solomon didn’t waste any time. “I heard about the latest incident with Abraham,” he said in a low voice. “I wanted to reassure you that Lucy’s fine, and she wants to thank Connor for stepping in. Abraham won’t be pressing charges.”

      “Connor’s an idiot,” I muttered.

      “That’s as may be, but Abe isn’t doing so well, and he knows he crossed a line. He’s sobering up, and I’ll check in on him later tonight. Lucy’s at ours, and my wife is looking after her.” He said all this in a rush, his embarrassment and anger evident.

      I nodded, and relief washed over me. Lucy and Abraham married forty years ago and had two grown kids who had moved away. I’d never had any trouble with that family until Abe had lost his job, hit the bottle hard, and then had a DUI, which I’d had to pull him up on. His life had spiraled, and he needed to get his pride back and be in control. “I’m glad to hear that.”

      Solomon shook his head, frustration etched into his features and his eyes filled with sorrow and determination. Then he got all concerned. “And your dad? Your mom called here first.”

      “He’s okay,” was all I would give him, and I changed the subject. “So, talking of Emmett and his car, he said he had part-time work at the garage and thought Abe might be a good match.”

      “He sure would.”

      “Okay, I want to speak to Lucy tomorrow. I’ll visit her at your house. Get Abe to come in and make a statement.” I pinched the bridge of my nose and closed my eyes briefly, my headache worsening.

      Solomon rifled in his desk drawer and handed me Tylenol and a bottle of water. I swallowed the pills, hoping they worked fast. I needed a miracle to clear my head because this storm was fierce, running through town, trapped behind the mountain, leaving chaos in its wake, and I was over it already.

      With a final nod, I headed to my office, my mind still swirling with the night’s events. The storm outside seemed a fitting backdrop for the disorder inside. Connor’s words echoed in my head, his frustration and anger mingling with mine. The town of Whisper Ridge was my responsibility. With the cost-of-living crisis hitting town, local politics, developers pricing out locals for housing, and the recent scandal involving Pastor McKenna, plus a new deputy, I felt as if I was holding my life and career together with sheer willpower alone.

      Then there was Connor.

      Sitting at my desk, I couldn’t help but think about the man and his determination to protect, his stubbornness, his … everything. He was infuriating, but he also had a point. Sometimes, the system wasn’t enough. Sometimes, you had to take matters into your own hands.

      But I had to find a balance. Even when it seemed impossible, I had to be the law in this town. I also had to deal with my feelings for Connor and our unresolved tension.

      For now, though, I needed to focus on keeping Whisper Ridge safe, one storm at a time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Three


          

          CONNOR

        

      

    

    
      The storm pounded my car, and gusts of rain and wind slammed against the windshield of my SUV. The wipers were working overtime to keep up. It felt like a mission, pushing through the downpour to get to the Lennox Ranch. Normally, I’d relish a good storm, the action-adventure side of me battling the elements—but tonight was different because the destination wasn’t some rescue or a mission; it was Quinn’s birthday, and there was no getting out of it. Not when Quinn wasn’t just my boss but was also a friend. Not only that, but Connor, his warnings, and the almost-kiss made me restless, and my skin felt tight with need.

      “Fuck my life,” I muttered, then glanced at the gift bag on the passenger seat. Inside was the mug I’d bought in a last-minute panic: World’s Shittiest Boss. The Shittiest part was my little addition, a weak attempt at humor. What do you get a millionaire who could buy himself anything he wanted? A joke mug seemed safer than another bottle of whiskey or yet another piece of tech I’d set him up with as part of my job to keep him safe and out of the eye of the media.

      The Lennox Ranch came into view through the sheets of rain. On a summer’s day, it was a warm, inviting ranch house, the kind of place that screamed family and history, and in the winter, it was lit up like one of those Christmas houses full of candles. Rachel was organizing Quinn’s birthday tonight. Hence, the event was in the main ranch house, not my boss’s and his husband’s place, which is a quarter mile up the mountain. Quinn and Levi spent time in the main ranch house with the people they called family and were so damn happy.

      I’m not jealous.

      I don’t need people.

      Yet, here I was, heading into all that found family, the outsider, the lone wolf without a pack. My SEAL team had long since scattered, my family wanted nothing to do with me, my cousin—the only one who continued to speak to me after I’d come out—was gone, and the concept of slipping into life at the Lennox Ranch as Quinn had done was alien to me.

      “You’re being fucking stupid,” I told myself, and the empty car and the mug on the seat, as a powerful gust of wind rocked the SUV, making it slip on the gravel from one side of the road to the other. Even four-wheel drive wasn’t keeping me in a straight line, and I frowned at the heads-up screen where the scarlet of the storm still hovered over Whisper Ridge.

      I wished the storm was a person I could take down. After feeling so drawn to Neil and seeing him walk away again, I mightn’t have felt so antsy if I had control over something like the elements in my life.

      Yeah, it’s the storm that’s making me antsy, not my reluctance at being forced to socialize.

      Or Sheriff Sexy cutting me dead.

      Shake it off.

      As Quinn’s security guy, I had a stable career and rented my own place in town over the diner. But lately, I’d been feeling restless, and I put it down to one of two things. The first was when one of my old SEAL team colleagues, Zach, reached out. He’d been up in Canada on some mission and part of a covert team, and he’d approached me to ask if I wanted in. Being part of a team again was tempting as long as I didn’t recall the nomadic lifestyle, but I wasn’t sure if I was ready to leave this life behind. The crossroads were clear, but the path wasn’t.

      The second was that I hadn’t gotten laid in three months. Or six.

      No, wait, Christmas. Shit. Ten months.

      Shit. Ten months of using my right hand was why I was antsy. That was my excuse, and I was sticking to it. It had nothing to do with the one man I wanted and couldn’t have who simultaneously rocked my world, kept me at arm’s length, and spent every moment we interacted shutting me down or being angry with me.

      Sheriff Neil freaking Windham and his gorgeous blue eyes that sparked fire whenever he saw me, and his soft dark hair, and his body… I was spending too much time thinking about him and not about what I wanted to do with the rest of my life. But had that been a nearly-kiss? Had he actually leaned toward me?

      “Stop fucking moping,” I warned myself. “Normal-everyday-Sheriff is not interested in messed-up-former-SEAL with commitment issues.”

      I’m a badass SEAL who can handle a storm, rejection from a sexy sheriff, and do one stupid party all in the same night.

      I parked the SUV and took a deep breath. My exit strategy was planned: stay for cake, mingle just enough to be polite, and then slip out quietly. Years of training had made me good at disappearing when I needed to.

      The front door opened before I knocked, and Noah stood there with a wide grin. “Con, you made it!”

      Given I lived over the diner Noah owned and ran, and I hadn’t been able to escape being told I was coming, how surprised could he be?

      He smirked. “Come on in. You’re just in time for cake.”

      I’d seen the cake Noah had been working on this week, a towering confection of chocolate he was so proud of.

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” I lied, stepping inside and shaking off the rain in the entry. The warmth of the house hit me, along with the aroma of home-cooked food. The vast kitchen-diner held a loud group of people, laughter and conversation filling the air. Finn’s family and friends were all familiar faces, but there was no one I wanted to stand around chatting to.

      The door had barely closed behind me when a small, energetic whirlwind collided with my legs. Laurie, Quinn’s ten-year-old nephew, had tracked me down, as usual. His eyes sparkled with excitement as he stared up at me, clutching a notebook to his chest. He loved art and was skilled at drawing, never far from a sketchbook and pencils.

      “Connor! I’ve got something to show you!” Laurie’s voice was a mix of excitement and admiration.

      “Hey, kid,” I said, ruffling his hair. “What’s got you so hyped up?”

      “I made a cartoon book!” Laurie flipped open his notebook, revealing a detailed drawing of a Navy SEAL action adventure. “Look! I made this. It’s about a Navy SEAL called Connor, who has to rescue a hostage from a secret base under the well in our barn. Isn’t it cool?”

      A SEAL called Connor? I glanced over the drawings of a tall, dark-haired man who looked suspiciously like me, and the meticulous planning he’d put into his story.

      “Is that me?”

      “Sure is,” Archie announced from his side. Where Laurie was, Archie was never far away. Closer than brothers, they were the light and life of Lennox Ranch, and I loved their absolute focus on cartoons, art, horses, and having fun.

      Although enthusiastic exploring had led to Laurie getting trapped down a well, and that was maybe pushing fun too far. You’d better believe that well was concreted tight now.

      I bent down to talk closer to Laurie’s ear. “You’re not going anywhere near the well, right?”

      He went scarlet, as did Archie.

      “No, sir,” they chorused and stood to attention.

      I chuckled. “At ease.”

      They both relaxed before I returned to checking out the strip.

      “It’s awesome, right?” Archie asked. “Like really good.” He was so proud of his best friend’s work.

      “Sure thing, buddy. Laurie’s got a real talent for making strips.”

      Laurie’s face went more red. “Do you really think so?”

      “Absolutely,” I said, genuinely impressed. “Tell me more about this mission,” I prompted. Anything to avoid talking to the adults

      Laurie launched into the details. Was it wrong that I felt more at home talking about comic adventures with a ten-year-old kid than I would when I was forced to make small talk? Maybe. But in that moment, with Laurie and Archie beaming up at me, it didn’t matter.

      I was gutted when Rachel called time on our chat and encouraged everyone over for cake, which lured the boys from my side. I stuck to my plan, hanging around behind Noah until the massive chocolate cake was cut and served, and we did the whole happy birthday singing thing. I had a slice, complimented Noah’s baking, and edged toward the door.

      As I moved, I caught snippets of conversation about old times, new ventures, and plans for the future, and it all felt a world away from my current limbo. Not that I wasn’t happy—nope, I was settled, had a roof over my head, and wasn’t having bad dreams anymore. Yeah, I was a little lonely, particularly since Quinn had married Levi, and they’d moved to their new place. He didn’t need my stringent security. He didn’t want it, but I was still in charge of his team.

      His team consisted of me and his best friend, Molly, who maintained the social media side of Quinn’s charitable foundations.

      “You’re not leaving, right?”

      I stopped dead and faced the man himself, Quinn staring up at me, his lips in a perfect pout, his pink hair soft and fluffy, and his eyes rimmed with kohl.

      “I just need to … y’know.”

      He shoved at my chest, this itty-bitty man who couldn’t push me if he tried. “You’re escaping the party, and I know it.”

      “I just…” What? What could I say about Quinn’s extended family? Just that it was his and not mine, however friendly everyone was, and however much I loved talking to Laurie and Archie. My family was what I’d made when I’d joined the Navy—my parents out of my life. My former team was growing smaller with each death, and my cousin Natalie, more like a sister after my parents had done the whole disowning-because-I-was-queer thing, was dead.

      Quinn was about the only person I could call family, but even being with him didn’t make me feel like hanging around.

      “Jesus, Con, you look so serious. Go, I’m just teasing,” Quinn announced as he pulled me in for a hug, which I leaned into, complete with back pats.

      Quinn was tactile, and I might not be that way inclined, but it felt right with Quinn all happy in my arms. I opened the door, and the sound of the torrential downpour and heavy storm was deafening, with the relentless pounding of the rain on the roof and windows creating a constant roar. I stepped outside when the ground shook.

      A screech of wind tore through the air, followed by a crack of thunder so powerful it made the door vibrate. The earth moved with a sudden, terrifying force, a deep, rumbling growl that grew louder, almost like a freight train barreling toward me. The ground beneath my feet began to tremble, then shift, as if the very earth was being torn apart. The noise was deafening—a chaotic mix of crashing rocks, snapping trees, and the relentless roar of water. I felt the vibration through my boots, the earth shuddering and sliding, shifting in a violent, unstoppable wave.

      I dropped into a crouch to steady myself.

      What the fuck?

      Levi shouted behind me, and I glanced back to see him talking fast and low to Micah, both shrugging on coats as others joined us—Scott checking his phone. What had I missed?

      “What’s up?” I asked because whatever they had going on might be an excuse to get me out of there and into some action.

      “Landslide,” Micah announced.

      “Need to check,” Levi muttered, and Micah nodded as if they’d had a complete conversation.

      “Flash flood,” Levi added.

      I headed straight to the pile of ranch wear in the boot room, snagging the largest coat right from the rack, zipping and buttoning as Micah’s husband, Daniel, and his brothers joined us, Noah not far behind, wearing slickers. It seemed like this was an all-hands-on-deck situation, mainly when Quinn made to follow us outside.

      I blocked him. “No fucking way, you need to stay here, Quinn⁠—”

      “Don’t you stop me,” Quinn warned.

      The last thing I wanted was for him to put himself in danger, but then again, he had me right alongside him.

      “Then you stay right next to me,” I snapped, and he rolled his eyes.

      “Okay, listen up,” Levi spoke over both of them. “The second stream broke its banks yesterday.” He gestured toward the looming Wind River mountain range. “We were expecting the storm to hit us again tonight. It’s mostly the west side of the property at risk, but the natural barrier stones from the last landslide have moved. We did what we could today, but they never told us the storm would stick here…” He shook his head and pinched the top of his nose, clearly worried about what to get the rest of us doing.

      The place emptied. The only ones staying behind were Chris, Rachel, and the kids. Chris because there was no way he could get up the mountain after a recent operation on his hip, and Rachel only stayed after her husband Scott reminded her that the kids were scared and, oh yes, she was pregnant. Rachel went scarlet, and given the stunned silence from everyone else, this was news to them all.

      Micah gasped and went to hug his sister, but she shoved him away.

      “No time for that!” she said with an eye roll. “Get out there.”

      “I’ll call 911!” Chris called after us.

      I glanced back at Laurie, Archie, and little Oliver with Rachel. We were leaving vulnerable people here, and I hated that.

      “The house is okay, right?” I asked Micah. “You want me to get them into town?”

      “It’s all good,” he managed, but whatever he added was lost as the wind carried our voices away.

      We leaned into it and headed up from the ranch. An overhang protected the house, and deep channels redirected water from it to a pond and runoff below. Also, whatever danger we were heading to was a thirty-minute stumble-run-hike up a loose graveled path, slipping and sliding on the streams rushing downhill.

      The wind howled through the trees like a wild beast. Now more of a torrent, the violent waters shoved the rocks from a previous landslip. Beams of flashlights converged on one spot, a hole carved into the side of the mountain, land drifting from the weight of the rain, destroying what I knew was a natural boulder wall created from the last landslip here over thirty years ago.

      “Shit!” Levi shouted over the rain. “Move these rocks!”

      We all worked together to shift what we could, to form another barrier against the torrent of water, but the ground beneath us rumbled. The sound was unsettling—a low vibration of moving earth rocked us all.

      “It’s moving! Run!”

      Panic surged through us as everyone scattered. The earth split beneath our feet, a terrifying crack that echoed in the storm. I lost sight of Quinn amidst the chaos then heard him yell. My heart pounded as Micah grabbed me, and I watched Levi stumble over the sliding mud, but he was too far away to get to Quinn.

      Without thinking, I sprinted over chasms and through rushing water, my boots skidding on the mud-slicked debris. The landslide was a cacophony around me, but I focused on my mission.

      “Quinn!” I shouted; my voice barely audible over the roar. He turned, eyes wide with fear and confusion. I didn’t waste a second. I reached him as the ground beneath his feet gave way.

      Grabbing his arm, I tugged him with all my strength, yanking him from the collapsing earth as the edge crumbled into a dark, churning void.

      “Get back!” I yelled, shoving him away from the danger zone with every ounce of muscle I had.

      Quinn stumbled to safety, but as I pushed him away, the hole opened up, and I was swallowed. I clawed at the collapsing earth, trying to find anything to hold on to as mud filled my mouth, the taste bitter and suffocating, my grip faltering as the force of the landslide pulled me down.

      Time seemed to slow, and the noise around me was a blur of chaos and destruction. I hit rocks and debris, pain shooting through me, but I focused on survival, on clawing my way back to the surface. At the point my strength began to wane, a hand grabbed my wrist, yanking me upward.

      Gasping for air, I surfaced, pulled up by strong hands—Quinn, Levi, and others. They dragged me to solid ground, the earth still rumbling but stable.

      “Connor, you okay?” Quinn’s voice was urgent, his face pale but determined.

      I nodded, coughing out mud and trying to catch my breath. “Just doing my job,” I managed to say, a weak smile tugging at my lips.

      The ground had stopped shifting, but the landscape was changed. Half the pasture had subsided, leaving a new scar on the earth where the boulders had tumbled down, creating a new course for the stream.

      I stood, legs shaking, but alive. I’d been trained to dive into situations and protect those I cared about, no matter the cost. The relief in Levi’s eyes as he hugged Quinn closer was worth every bruise, every scrape, every terrifying second.

      “Fuck, that was insane,” Daniel yelled over the rain, Micah at his side, as we all moved away from the edge and onto stable ground.

      Nature had reshaped the land in all her fury, and fuck, I felt high from the adrenaline. My muscles ached, and the near-death experience left me buzzing with a strange exhilaration.

      I’d missed that rush.
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