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      Why? Why her?

      Riven leaned against the sink, letting her dark hair fall in front of her face. Tears streamed down her cheeks with no signs of stopping. Her eyes were already puffy, her lip trembling to hold back the sob that desperately wanted out. She didn't want to wake them in the other room. She couldn't. It would only make it worse.

      The sink was running, gurgling as the cold liquid ran down the drain. She cupped her hands, letting the water try to wake her as she splashed her face. It helped only slightly, but still, her eyes felt heavy, exhaustion weighing on her shoulders. When was the last time she had a good night's sleep? The last time she had felt safe? She just wanted to collapse right here and never wake up again. To be free of all of it. The pain. The torture. Everything. But she couldn't. 

      She had driven all night and into the next day till she couldn’t go any further. They made it a state away, but it still didn’t feel like enough.

      She lifted her head, looking at herself. The woman staring back was a terrified mess, her bloodshot eyes, her bruised cheek, and a split lip that hopefully looked worse than what it was. But she would only be kidding herself. It was as bad as it looked, and she had plenty of injuries to tell the difference. Bruises spread around her neck in the form of a handprint. It would take a few days, but eventually, they would fade enough to cover with makeup; until then, a scarf or sweatshirt would have to do. 

      Water dripped from her chin as she lightly dabbed it with a towel, wincing as the fabric touched her lip. God, what was she going to do? She ran a hand through her hair, snagging every knot and tangle. 

      How had he found her so quickly? She had no credit cards, she’d traded vehicles, yet Gavin still found her in her small apartment in Dover, Maryland. He kicked down the door in the middle of the night, face filled with anger. He flung her from her bed and slammed her into the wall. 

      Her hands still shook at the memory. 

      She felt herself shiver as she sat on the rim of the tub. She leaned forward, hugging herself. A knock on the door made her jump; her eyes widened, her breathing quickened. 

      "Mommy, are you okay?" A small sleepy voice said from the other side of the door.

      She breathed out slowly, as she stood and unlocked the door. Smiling as best she could, she leaned down and looked at the wild auburn-haired girl in her moon-covered nightie. She was rubbing the sleep from her eyes with the ball of her hand, swaying where she stood.

      "I’m okay, Baby. Just needed a minute.” She tried to keep the fear from her voice as she tucked a strand of her daughter’s hair behind her ear. 

      Riven looked around the motel room. It had seen better days, the walls stained from all the smokers that had stayed before them. The bed was hard and lumpy, but it had to do. She couldn’t afford anything else. 

      She turned to the bed, watching her six-month-old twins' chests rise and fall. They were curled next to each other, surrounded by a rolled blanket on all sides,  sleeping soundly. 

      “Your lip is bleeding.” Amarii lifted her hands to touch Riven’s lip. 

      Riven grabbed it, not wanting her daughter to worry. “Amarii, Sweetie, you need to go to sleep. I’ll be right there. Just don’t wake Thorn and Liam.”

      “Is… is Daddy going to find us again?” Amarii whispered, tears pooling in her eyes. 

      Her heart broke as she pulled her daughter to her, holding her shaking form close as she stroked her hair. 

      “I promise I will do everything possible to keep that from happening. But right now, you need to get to bed. We have to go in the morning.” She rubbed her hands down Amari’s arms as she pulled away. 

      Amarii nodded and walked back over to the bed. Riven followed, helping her in and tucking the covers around her. She leaned in, kissing her gently on the forehead. 

      “Goodnight, Amarii,” Riven whispered as her daughter closed her eyes. 

      She watched them for a bit before sitting at the small round table and rubbing her back. Her world was only a few feet away and had almost been ripped out of her hands last night. 

      When Gavin had broken into her apartment and threw her to the ground, she thought that was it. He’d kill her and take the kids or beat her unconscious until she woke up strapped to his bed. It wouldn’t have been the first time. Her stomach churned.

      She rubbed her face and sighed heavily. Her kids didn’t deserve to live in fear of their father. 

      She had grabbed the vase of flowers next to her and smashed it as hard as she could against the side of his head; water and glass flew as he let go and staggered back. A long cut bled above his eye. She grabbed the pepper spray from the table next to the bed and doused him as he screamed. One of his friends had come in, and she sprayed him with everything she had. She didn’t waste time, just scooping up the twins and yelling for Amarii to run. As soon as she reached the bottom floor, they ran out the back door of the building. She fumbled with the car seats before she raced out into the street, almost hitting another vehicle. Her eyes burned from the pepper spray. 

      “God, what do I do?” She whispered, a small sob raking its way through her as she looked at her sleeping kids. 

      She was only twenty-one years old. She had three kids and an abusive ex that was gunning for them. Her five-year-old daughter had seen more than she should have in her short lifetime. A kid should never have to see her father beat and torture her mother. To feel like a prisoner in her own home. It was how Riven grew up living with her brother and father. She didn’t want that for her children.

      Riven was used to it, not being enough. Never enough for Gavin. Never enough for her brother and father. She wanted that enough for her kids. 

      She wiped her eyes, sniffling before she pulled out her phone and opened the internet browser. It was a simple prepaid smartphone, nothing fancy. Amarii had cracked the screen after accidentally dropping it at the park in her haste to take a puppy picture.

      Crying wasn’t going to get her kids to safety. Sammy, the only person she had ever considered a friend, had told her about a small Colorado town that looked out for its own. It would be a nice change.

      When Gavin entered the apartment, no one had come to help her and her kids. The screaming babies should have told someone that there was something wrong, but it wasn’t in the best part of town. Cops were constantly being called. Everyone minded their own business, not wanting to have a target drawn on their backs by pissing off the wrong person. 

      She couldn’t blame them. 

      Amarii groaned as she flopped around on the bed. Riven smiled at the gaping-mouth child sleeping, her small body sprawled out. 

      She started sifting through apartment listings. She’d luckily remembered to keep a supply of cash in the car, so she had enough for the first month’s rent. She would have to look for a job as soon as she could find a place. 

      They were going to need more clothes than the stash in the car. The twins were growing out of theirs, Liam more than his sister. He was already getting used to the bottle, while Thorn was stubborn. 

      Riven made a plan, going over the best route to get there. What they would need once they were settled. She emailed a few landlords about some apartments. One was a small cabin outside the small town; it would feel more like a home for the kids. She could only cross her fingers that it worked out. 

      Now to make it to Sanctuary, Colorado, alive.
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      The mare was pacing circles within the small pen, tossing her head in agitation. Her midnight silk coat gained a golden hue from the rising dawn; its long black mane danced in the wind.

      “Glare at that horse all you want. It ain’t going to listen to you.”

      Jonah rolled his eyes as he looked over his shoulder. “She will once she knows I’m not a threat to her.”

      He hoped. She had been here for a couple of weeks now. It would take some time, and he would take as long as he needed to, but a churning in his gut kept telling him that he wasn’t sure he could help her. 

      Cahlon continued to walk up to him, his eyes flicking from Jonah to the horse pen. Jonah put some space between himself and the pen, not wanting to stress the poor girl any more than she already was. Cahlon stopped next to him, crossing his arms over his chest, standing only a few inches shorter than Jonah. His sandy blonde hair was messy as they watched the mare pace. Cahlon’s muscles flexed under the tight sleeves of his T-shirt, his Levi’s snug around his thighs, showing off his impressive bulge. Jonah shook his head, dragging his eyes back to the horse. His jaw clenched and unclenched. Cahlon’s familiar scent of motor grease and exhaust filled his senses. It was a combination that turned most people off, but Jonah loved it, craved it.

      “Not used to being confined?” Cahlon asked, not looking at him. 

      “Not used to being treated with respect. Damn bastards kept her locked up in her stall, didn’t work with her, let her run. Didn’t do shit but fucking abuse her.”

      Cahlon grunted, giving a slight nod. “At least now she is in good hands then.”

      His voice was soft yet still had a hard edge to it. Cahlon turned to smirk at him, his eyes filled with warmth with a slight sense of lust moseying its way into the corner of his eyes.

       It was the best thing about Cahlon. His eyes gave everything away about him. His emotions, how attentive he was to everything around him, how caring and loyal he was to those he held close.

      Jonah cleared his throat, “That’s if I can help her.” 

      The mare turned, giving them a full view of the mangle of scars that marred her flank. Each overlapping the other. It made his blood boil; Jonah’s hands balled into fists. If only he could get his hands on the shitheads that did this to her. 

      As soon as he got her used to people and trained, she would go out to the Daranger’s horse ranch. Jonah helped with the more timid horses; somehow he could coax them out of their shell when no one else could. Colt and Owen Daranger inherited the ranch from their folks a few years ago after their father passed. Now they and the wife they shared, Mackenzie, keep the place thriving. 

      Jonah sighed heavily; the last thing he needed was for the mare to pick up on his anger. It would make trusting him that much harder.  

      “You can. Just…” Cahlon trailed off as he stepped back a step. 

      “Just what?” Jonah glared at him.

      Cahlon grinned. “Just try to keep your Dom in check. I don’t think she’s as submissive as you think.”

      Jonah sneered. “I’ll show you a fucking Dom, you jackass.”

      He picked up a small rock and threw it at the back of Cahlon’s head as he turned around and bolted. 

      “Just trying to help,” Cahlon laughed, rubbing the back of his head. 

      Jonah’s mouth twitched as he watched the man smile. After they were discharged from the special forces, it took a while for him to see that smile again. He thought it had been lost for good. The first time he smiled since Jonah brought him home, it almost made his knees buckle. 

      There was no way he could have let Cahlon stay in the city alone while Jonah went back to his family. It wasn’t going to happen. He didn’t even give Cahlon a choice.

      “Right.” Jonah shook his head. “Stick to being a mechanic, and I’ll stick to being a rancher. Lord knows that’s all we Harrison boys are good for.” 

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Cahlon said quietly. “I better get to work. I wouldn’t want the boss to start yelling at me.”

      Jonah pinched his nose. “Cahlon, you are the boss.” 

      “Exactly. What would my employees think when I start yelling at myself?”

      Jonah arched an eyebrow at the grinning idiot in front of him as Jonah placed his hands on his hips. 

      Cahlon patted him on the shoulder, his hand lingering a moment longer before letting it fall, his knuckles stroking his arm. Jonah’s breath hitched as he fought not to drag the man close to him. Cahlon turned and headed to his truck. 

      Cahlon’s ass looked hot in those jeans as he walked, his ass perfectly round. Jonah could feel himself grow hard as he tried to shift his weight to ease the pain of his dick pushing against his jeans. 

      But he looked lower, and that was all he needed. Cahlon had a slight limp as he walked, an injury from their last assignment overseas. The reason they were both discharged from the military. Jonah pursed his lip as he turned back to watch the mare pace. 

      If it weren’t for him, Cahlon would still have a career in the special forces, and he wouldn’t be here wasting his time in some small town in Colorado. But there wasn’t anything that he could do to change the outcome. It happened. 

      He closed his eyes for a moment. Images flashed through his mind, rapid gunfire, men screaming, explosions, and shrapnel flying. Beads of sweat dripped down his forehead, his body shaking.

      A horse cried out and had him turning quickly. A dark brown and white spotted horse was rearing on its hind legs with one of his brothers on the back. Cahlon was standing back; his hands held out in front of him. A plume of dust surrounded the two. 

      Jonah ran towards them without any more thought, just as his brother, Flint, brought the horse back under control. Pulling back the reins to give Cahlon some space, the Appaloosa snorted, his eyes watching Jonah.

      “What the fuck happened?” Jonah snarled at his brother as he stepped in front of Cahlon. 

      His hands were clenched tightly, his entire body burning with anger at his careless brother. The dumbass should know how to control a horse, considering he’d been riding since he was out of diapers. 

      Flint's dark eyebrows furrowed beneath the brim of his Stetson. “It’s not like I was trying to kill Cahlon, and if I were going to try and have Danger trample someone, it would be you, Jonah.”

      Jonah stepped forward, only to feel Cahlon’s hand on his shoulder. 

      “He just came barreling through too fast. Kids being kids, and no one got hurt. Just the horse got spooked.” Cahlon spoke softly. 

      “He’s twenty-four years old.” Jonah grumbled, exasperated. 

      Cahlon rolled his eyes, smirking. “Not like I act any better.”

      Jonah glared at him before turning back to his brother. “Just watch where you are riding. You know better than to be racing this close to the main house. What if you hit Willow? Walker will shoot you without a second thought if you even come close to accidentally hurting his wife.”

      Walker, the oldest of the six Harrison brothers, was a force to be reckoned with, especially when it came to his seven-month, very pregnant, wife, Willow. Since he found out she was pregnant, his overprotectiveness of her had skyrocketed. But around these parts, you protected your women. Their safety came first above all else. And if they broke a rule or put themselves in danger, they’d be sitting with a red bottom for a while. It was what the town was built on by his own family when they staked a claim on the land, and it thrived into the town it was today.

      Jonah could see Flint pale at his words. Flint might be reckless like his twin brother Lance, but even he was smart enough to fear Walker’s wrath.

      “Fine, alright. I’ll be more careful. Don’t tell Walker,” Flint muttered as he galloped off. 

      “That boy will never fucking learn,”  Jonah scoffed, shaking his head. “One of these days, he’s going to get himself killed, and it's going to be one of our damn brothers that are going to be doing the killing.”    

      The forty-thousand-acre ranch had a large area set aside for the living area. The main house was the first thing you saw once you got past the tree line. The two-story mansion had more bedrooms than needed, but the rich wood exterior with brickwork wrapped around the bottom blended perfectly into the landscape, enhancing the natural beauty. The porch wrapped around with a significant log archway that Willow decorated with as many flowers as she could get away with. The stables, barns, bunkhouses, and cabins for the ranch hands and their families were in the surrounding area. Everything else resided in the surrounding acres. It was a beautiful ranch. It was home. 

      Walker made it clear to everyone that this area wasn’t there to go hog wild and race horses or speed through. It was too close to the residence, and no one wanted anyone to get hurt or killed because they wanted to be reckless. They could do that on the trails and pastures to their heart’s content. 

      Cahlon laughed, the sound so good to his ears. “You Harrisons are so much fun to watch. I’m glad that you made me move in with you guys. You’re better than cable.”

      “Couldn’t have you going back to that broken-down apartment back in the city, now could I?” Jonah glanced at him, taking him in. “Flint didn’t hit you, did he? No bruises?”

      “I’m fine. Dusty, though.” Cahlon nodded, brushing off his shirt.

      Jonah stood where he was. He wanted nothing more than to check for himself that Cahlon was alright, but that would have been overreacting. Flint was good at controlling Danger. Since they got that damn horse as a wild foal, Flint’s been the only one he would listen to and follow around, content and happy.

      Cahlon locked eyes with him. They didn’t move for a while, just staring at each other until Jonah looked away. 

      “You should probably get to work. As you said, you wouldn’t want to be caught yelling at yourself for being late,” he muttered.

      Cahlon sighed, “Yeah. Probably should. See you tonight.”

      Jonah nodded his head, watching him walk to his truck. God, if only Cahlon were his to kiss goodbye every morning. 
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        * * *

      

      Cahlon slammed the door to his truck and sat for a moment, breathing out long and slow. Why couldn’t he say the damn words? I want you. He knew without a shadow of a doubt that Jonah wanted him too. But they were both too chickenshit to say anything. Or at least… that’s what he hoped was the case.   

      He grimaced as he started the truck, letting the low rumble run through him. He glanced into the side mirror; Jonah was still watching him, standing with his hands on his hips, his dark brown hair brushed back and out of his face and gray-green eyes hard and focused on him, solely him. 

      Cahlon shifted in his seat, feeling himself grow painfully hard. Jonah was always trying to protect him. Sometimes it irritated him, but it filled him with a sense of contentment. He never had anyone protect him as Jonah did, making him feel wanted and safe. 

      Cahlon snorted as he pulled away. He was a six-foot-two male and built like a prize-winning bull. He didn’t need protection; he could defend himself on his own. So then, why? Why did it feel so good to know that Jonah would be there?

      The clink of his dog tags hanging from his rear-view mirror turned his attention back to the present as he drove through the numerous potholes that lined the driveway. It was the Harrisons' way of keeping unwanted guests from returning, but it was hell on the suspension for those who lived here. Unfortunately, he was the only one bothered. The Harrisons ran the biggest cattle ranch in the area. Their great-great grandfather was the one that founded the small town. They spent most of their days on the ranch, while he was the one that drove into town every day.

      During his and Jonah’s stretch in the military, they were all close on the team and had each other’s backs. It was what made them a good, efficient team. They were like brothers until…

      His hand gripped the steering wheel tighter, his knuckles turning white as he pulled out onto the blacktop and away from the ranch. He couldn’t go back to that day. Not while driving. He couldn’t help but laugh. Jonah would have his ass if he knew why Cahlon had gotten into an accident. But maybe that was what was needed. The man would redden his ass and then take it to his heart's content until they were both lying in bed, unable to move or come down from the sex-driven high.

      He shook his head. “Don’t go crazy, man. That’s the last thing you need right now.”

      Talking to himself wasn’t any better, but no one was around to call him crazy. He was still twenty minutes outside of the town. The Harrison’s ranch, Piece of Heaven, was one of many in the area. 

      He eyed the vibrantly painted town sign as he drove past. Sanctuary, Colorado. A two-hour drive from Gunnison. Tourism was popular here with the many hiking trails that sprouted out into the nearby mountains, not to mention the unbelievable scenery and views from the ranches where the city people can pretend to be a real cowboy or cowgirl for a day.

      It was a rather interesting town, but it felt more like home than anywhere he had ever lived. Ménage marriages were common. Here people were allowed to be themselves. And they were the happiest people you would ever meet; they looked out for each other. Some outsiders were kept at a distance until the town warmed up to them. 

      Women had guardians, either a male family member, husband or boyfriend, or even the sheriff that looked out for them and kept them safe. Many were punished with a spanking by their husbands or lectures from the sheriff if they broke the rules. Cahlon could tell that most women enjoyed their punishment spankings a little too much, primarily because of what happened afterward. 

      It surprised him when Jonah first told him about his hometown, but the place grew on him, and Cahlon couldn’t see himself living elsewhere. It was peaceful. 

      The town was set up as any other. The highway ran straight through the middle with the shop windows and exteriors beautifully decorated to catch the eyes of those passing through and invite them in. Cahlon’s shop sat behind the downtown strip, Sanctuary Garage & Auto. He had bought it off Old Man Ian when he wanted to retire. The senile old man was pushing ninety when he threw the keys at him and informed him that Cahlon was going to buy the place so that he could retire. He just nodded and did it. Besides Jonah, it gave him a reason to get up in the morning. He liked having that control he got when fixing someone’s car, the ability to fix what was broken. It also gave him back that ability to protect people, knowing that he could make sure that they wouldn’t break down on the side of the highway with no one around for miles. He made their cars reliable and safe. 

      He pulled up into his spot around back. Cahlon was always the first to arrive, but he was okay with it. As soon as he got inside, he started a pot of coffee; his guys could chug the stuff like it was nothing. He spent more on coffee every month than any other supplies in the shop. 

      He took a moment to breathe in the familiar smell of the place, the oil, exhaust, and grease. To most, it stunk, but he found it calming. 

      Turning on the tv, he sifted through his emails and schedule. He gritted his teeth as an email opened, saying again that a part was still on backorder. It was bullshit. He would have to find another vendor. It shouldn’t be too hard to keep parts for a 1980 Cadillac in stock. He heaved a sigh. 

      “Authorities believe that the Iron Snakes’ leader, Durrow, has left Michigan and has gone into hiding after information was brought forward against him,” the newscaster's monotone voice said through the screen. “Durrow is currently facing multiple charges relating to drugs, manslaughter, and human trafficking. A nationwide manhunt is underway for the leader of the biggest Scottish-run criminal organization in the country.”

      Cahlon growled, “Bastard better stay in hiding if he knows what’s good for him.”

      “Authorities have confirmed that the information they received was from a former member of the Iron Snakes. After turning in a recorded confession and memory drive with the evidence inside, the former member took his own life,” the news anchor continued.

      Cahlon shook his head. The man knew the leader would hunt him down, but he still took the coward’s way out. He took himself out before Durrow could get to him. 

      But there was no reason for Cahlon to worry about it.
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      Cahlon yawned stiffly as he pulled into the driveway. The day had been long, the sun near setting, now that he was home. How could a small town have so many cars break down all at once? Five people needed their vehicles towed to the shop to be fixed, and two were angry that their cars weren’t done. He felt terrible for them, but there was nothing he could do until the parts came in and he could finish the job. It was just him and three other mechanics, and it was all first-come, first-serve. The only other mechanic shop in town far surpassed his with more mechanics, but Cahlon had loyal customers.

      His shop’s usual work was a couple of big jobs a day, with the minor oil changes and other small jobs here and there. Enough to make a profit and keep his employees paid.

      He rubbed the back of his neck as he closed the door to his truck. Larry wasn’t helping matters. The mechanic was good, but it didn’t excuse the mouth on him. How many more fights would Cahlon have to break up because of him?

      “That bad?” Jonah’s gruff voice said behind him. 

      He turned to see an equally exhausted Jonah walking up to him, the black horse from earlier harnessed, and walked cautiously next to him. 

      Cahlon couldn’t help but look at how gorgeous he was with the horse. The top three buttons of his shirt were undone, and beads of sweat dripped down his neck. He wanted to lick them off Jonah’s skin, to know what he tasted like.

      He cleared his throat. “Same shit, different day.”

      “Larry then,” Jonah grumbled. 

      Cahlon smirked, nodding. “How bad did you dom Black Beauty there?” 

      Jonah glared at him, grumbling something under his breath. Cahlon walked with him back towards the stalls. 

      “Flint won’t be at dinner.” Jonah finally spoke. “Walker heard about his racing through the yard and almost hitting you this morning. He’s lucky Walker didn’t take a shot at him. Last time he nearly got him.”

      Cahlon groaned. Excellent, a pissed-off Walker. But Flint knew the rules; they all did. 

      “Yup. He’s going to be getting shit jobs for a while,” Jonah sighed, rubbing the back of his neck. “The punk knew the rules.” 

      “Not like you didn’t bend the rules a time or two when you were his age,” Cahlon laughed. “Basic training, you had us sneaking off base to go to that bar to find that girl. The only thing we found was a giant bar of bikers ready to kick our asses for trying to bang the owner’s daughter.” 

      Jonah punched his arm, his mouth twitching slightly into a smile. “Almost got us kicked out of the military for that one.” 

      “Probably should have with the trouble we caused.” Cahlon slid his hands into his pockets. “At least we got the jobs done; that was all they cared about.”

      He rubbed the side of his leg, feeling the deep groove of the scar that marred his skin. They walked into the shade of the stable, The horse’s hooves kicking up dirt and straw as they walked. 

      Cahlon watched as Jonah gently coaxed the giant beast into one of the stalls. He rubbed her neck as she slowly relaxed. 

      “You should head inside. With Flint AWOL and scared shitless of Walker, I have to look at the damn truck that won’t start.” Jonah ran a hand through his hair. 

      Cahlon scoffed playfully. “What part of I-own-a-mechanic-shop seems to go in one ear and out the other?”

      “Cahlon.” Jonah cocked an eyebrow, his voice low. 

      A shiver ran through his body, settling into his cock. Jonah’s Dom voice. He hadn’t heard it very often since Sanctuary didn’t have a BDSM club for them to play at. But boy, those times that he did use it…. His breathing came in short pants. They’ve shared submissives in the clubs before and Cahlon was always entranced by Jonah’s control. 

      “I’m not having you work on the truck. Not without getting paid for it. You just got done working a long day. You should go in and rest before dinner.” 

      “I don’t even pay rent. The least I can do is look at a car and help find the problem. I just want to pull my weight around here,” Cahlon sighed, his voice firm. 

      He was a Dom too, but not nearly as alpha as Jonah. He was probably the only man that Cahlon would ever submit to. No way would he be telling Jonah that, though. It would go straight to his ego, and it was big enough.

      Jonah narrows his eyes at him. “Fine. But you are not paying for any parts if it needs any. Walker will be doing that.” 

      “I can at least get you guys a discount.” Cahlon rolled his eyes, muttering. 

      Jonah whipped his head around, giving him a steady gaze that had Cahlon ready to do whatever he said. 

      Cahlon just grinned back at him. 

      Jonah’s lip twitched as he shook his head, walking away. “Don’t know why I bother. He’s as stubborn as a Harrison.”

      Cahlon doubted he was meant to hear it. But his heart swelled. He didn’t know what a family was like growing up, just him and a drunk deadbeat dad. It was overwhelming when he first moved in with Jonah and his brothers, but now he couldn’t see living elsewhere. 

      “You coming?” Jonah yelled behind him. 

      “Don’t get your panties in a bunch,” he yelled back. 

      Jonah faltered but kept going. He was too easy.
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      If he could, Jonah would make Cahlon pay for that comment. If any of Jonah’s brothers heard that, they would talk about his ‘panties’ for years to come. It was liable to get one of them shot. It was a miracle they were all still alive as it was. 

      He gritted his teeth. Cahlon was as selfless as it came, but he wasn’t about to let his brothers take advantage of him and that kindness. Walker and Beau would undoubtedly tell Cahlon the same thing he did, but the youngest three would take advantage without a second thought. They already had. 

      He knew about the multiple times Cahlon had bought his brothers parts and tools they needed to fix their trucks without blinking an eye or asking for repayment. The only reason he didn’t say anything about it was the look on Cahlon’s face and his brothers’ when he helped them fix their trucks and showed them tips and tricks. 

      The Harrison family knew one thing. Ranching. That was it. Their dad hadn’t taught them much else. He never treated them like his sons but rather like free labor when he was around. Walker watched out for all of them like their father should have. He did his best, even after their father left, which is saying something since Flint and Lance have been almost arrested on more occasions than he could count. 

      Every time Cahlon showed them how to do something on the trucks, they listened to what he was saying. He didn’t treat them like kids or dumbasses. It was with the respect that not many had shown them. Always the rebel, feral Harrison boys. 

      He was proud of Cahlon and glad he agreed to move here with him. 

      “So, what’s wrong with the truck?” Cahlon clapped his hands together. 

      “Damn thing won’t start, won’t even turn over.” Jonah opened the hood. 

      The truck was one of the older models. It was only a matter of time before it kicked the bucket. It just meant that it was closer to Willow getting her wish to turn it into another flower bed. 

      “Can you turn the key for me?” Cahlon leaned against the front of the truck taking in the engine.

      It was almost cute how his face grew serious as he studied the cars and trucks he was working on. 

      Jonah got into the cab and turned the key. Nothing. Not even a click or groan of the engine. 

      “Beau set the battery up to charge all day.” Jonah came around to the front to stand next to him. 

      “I can pick up a battery from work tomorrow to see if the battery is just bad. But it could be an issue with the starter.” 

      Cahlon moved to the car's passenger side and started fumbling with some wires and housings. Jonah could have stood there all day and watched him work. His shirt was tight around his shoulders; the smell of grease and engine oil mixing with his scent gave Jonah an instant hard-on. 

      Without thinking, he moved closer to Cahlon, barely brushing his arm against his. 

      “Starter is loose. Spark plugs could probably use a change...” Cahlon turned to look at him, his words coming to a stop. 

      They stared at each other, their chests barely touching. Cahlon licked his lips, his breath  hitching. Jonah wanted to nibble on Cahlon’s bottom lip until he moaned in pleasure. He wanted to hear him gasp and pant as he ground his dick against him. 

      Cahlon leaned in, their lips barely brushing together. Jonah turned away, his heart pounding, his dick aching for a release. Cahlon stiffened, taking a step back. 

      What the hell was he doing? His heart broke. Why couldn’t he just let himself have Cahlon? All this was doing was ruining them both.

      “I’ll make sure that Walker reimburses you for those parts,” Jonah mumbled, walking away.
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      Cahlon watched Jonah go. His face burned in embarrassment, and his heart still pounded. No doubt he had blue balls by now. He leaned over the car's hood, running his hands through his hair and letting them rest on the back of his neck. 

      What was he doing? He was going to be kicking himself for a while for trying to kiss Jonah, but the heat in the man’s eyes had wrapped itself around him and pulled him in closer. He acted without realizing what he was doing.

      Did Jonah hate him? Did… Did he not have the same feelings for him that he had for Jonah? 

      “Fucking idiot,” he mumbled, kicking the balding tires. 

      He turned around, leaned against the grill, and looked out at the ranch. He loved it here. He couldn’t see himself leaving. But was it worth staying if the person he loved didn’t want him? Was it worth still fighting for him?
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      "Mommy, Thorn keeps glaring at me!" Amarii whined from the back seat.      

      "Then don't look at her," Riven sighed, rubbing her forehead. 

      How was she supposed to stop a six-month-old baby from making faces? 

      They had been on the road for a week now. They had a long way to go from Maryland to Colorado. With three kids, there were many food breaks and potty breaks that took time away from driving. They didn't like being cooped up in the car all day and staying in run-down motels at night, but she was doing her best. They were entering the town now. Sanctuary, Colorado. It looked beautiful as she drove her car down the street. The vibrant colored buildings and all the people smiling. 

      "Mommy, I'm hungry. Can I eat Thorn?" Amarii giggled as Thorn made a tiny squeal. 

      Riven smiled, shaking her head. "You cannot eat your sister, and I'm pretty sure she will taste like baby anyway."

      "Gross. Even Liam?" 

      "Yup. Even Liam. Let's get to our new place and then get some food. We are running late as it is, okay?" 

      Besides, she would need to get groceries for the cabin and find a mechanic in town. Her car had started to make a knocking sound around day four and hadn't stopped since. It couldn't be good, and they needed a working vehicle if Gavin somehow found them again. 

      "Okay." Riven looked in the rear-view mirror as Amarii turned to look out the window. "I like it here."

      Amarii had a point. As soon as they entered the town, she was in love. Something just spoke to her and said this was their place. Riven couldn't explain it. She just hoped that they wouldn't have to leave.

      "I do too, Sweetie," she whispered. 

      The cabin that she had emailed about had still been available. The owner sounded rude when she called him to work out the details, mostly grunting and snapping at Riven, but they would be fine as long as he didn't jack up the rent for the hell of it. It was on the east side of town, surrounded by farm country. 

      As she made her way down the driveway, a large black truck was parked in front of the door. She tightened her grip on the wheel as she pulled in next to it. Her hands were already starting to shake. It wasn't him. He didn't know where she was; this was just the owner. 

      Her stomach tightened; bile rose in her throat.

      "Babe, stay in the car with the twins, okay." Riven smiled at her. Amarii nodded, her eyes wide, stuck on the truck. "Lock the doors when I get out and don't open them unless I tell you to." 

      A man came out of the house, crossing his arms over his chest as he glared at her. Opening the door slowly, Riven hopped out and walked over to him. Her back was stiff and painful and only worsened as she walked closer to him. He was big with broad shoulders, his hair a mixture of gray and white. Hard wrinkles lined his face, making him more intimidating. His skin looked like leather, likely from years of working outside. He was a good foot or so taller than her five-foot-four frame. There was no doubt in her mind that he could easily break her in half if he wanted to. 

      "McCulley, I suppose?" He growled at her, his voice menacing.

      She jumped, taking a step back. "Y-yes. Riven. You can call me Riven. Sorry we're late. I-it's interesting traveling with three kids." 

      He just grunted, his eyes slits as he looked her over. She wanted to book it back into the car and just drive away. She felt dirty and disgusting as he continued to run his gaze over her. There wasn't much to look at; her hair was up in a messy bun. She had on an oversized hoodie with jeans. She only had makeup on because of the bruises. They were faded, but she still didn't want anyone asking questions. 

      "Keep the brats in the car." He turned without waiting for an answer. 

      She looked back at the car, not wanting to leave them alone. It was about seventy-six degrees outside, and the car was running, but still. 

      "Come on!" The man yelled from inside the place. 

      She squeaked as she moved inside the house. The car was running. She just needed to get the tour over with. 

      The owner stood in the middle of the living room. It was nicely furnished with relatively new furniture and appliances. The kitchen and the living room were completely open with a hallway that led to the rest of the house. Everything was a rich wooden texture with cream accents. Everything was beautiful. 

      "Two bedrooms are down the hall with the bathroom, washer and dryer are in the hallway closet. You got the kitchen and living room. If you are going to do any remodeling, don't. No parties. You break something; you buy it. Got it?" 

      "Yes, sir," she whispered, looking around; it looked better than the last apartment they were at. 

      She didn't know what he meant by parties. She didn't know anyone even to throw a party. 

      "Good. I need the rent." He held his hand out to her. 

      "Oh. It's in the car. I-in my purse." She pointed at the door, hoping he didn't see her hand tremble.

      He huffed a sigh and moved towards the front door. She pushed past him and quickly opened her driver's door as Amarii climbed the seats to unlock it. She pulled the bundle of cash out of her purse and handed it to the man. The rent took a large chunk out of the money she had left. It was all that she could get a hold of when she ran away from her kids’ father the first time. 

      It was a deal that she couldn't pass up; the cabin was perfect. It was set close to town. The only downside was that it was private. If they needed help, no one was around. The apartments in town were just out of her price range. This would work. It had to. 

      He threw a set of keys at her. "These are yours. I'll see you next month for the rent."

      She fumbled to catch the keys but failed as they fell into the dirt. 

      With that, he was gone, leaving her gaping at the plume of dust he left in his wake. So much for being friendly. 

      "I don't like him." Amarii crossed her arms over her chest; her face scrunched together. 

      Riven smiled, looking down at her daughter. "We don't know him. Maybe he was just having a bad day. Come on. Let's get the twins and go check things out so we can go eat."

      "Okay," Amarii said, jumping out of her seat. 

      Riven grabbed the twins, resting one on each hip as she followed Amarii into the cabin. 

      "This is so cool." Amarii jumped up and down, clapping her hands. 

      The twins squealed, their messy red hair sticking out in every direction. Their blue eyes took in their new surroundings. 

      It was a beautiful place; clean, well kept, and felt… safe. It was almost as small as the tiny house she lived in as a child with her brother and father. Only there… it was hell. Used needles littered the floor, and garbage and clothes were everywhere. She had only a small space for herself that she tried to keep clean, but there was only so much a tiny girl could do. Gavin’s house was clean and luxurious, but it wasn't home. It was filled with expensive things, but nothing personal or anything making it feel like a home. It was cold. 

      "Well, guys, what do you think?" Riven said, looking between the twins. 

      Thorn smiled, releasing a gurgled giggle as Liam stared at her with his mouth open. Amarii rushed through the open area before taking off down the hall. Riven followed. It was a wonder why he was renting it out rather than living in it. But she wasn't about to ask and have him change his mind. The first bedroom they came across had a full-size bed with a closet and dresser. The other bedroom was across the hall with a king. Both were very spacious and had views looking out at the surrounding mountains. 

      No bedsheets were on the mattresses, meaning one more thing for her to buy. But at least she didn't have to buy all new beds for them. Still had to figure something out for the twins. 

      "You’ll get this room, Amarii. I’ll take the twins in my room,” Riven said as Amarii laid down on the bed. 

      She shot up, staring at Riven in surprise and excitement. “I get my own room?” 

      Riven nodded. “You’re a big girl. You don’t need to sleep in the same room as your little brother, sister, or mom.”

      She still wanted her kids close to her, but she needed things to be as normal as possible. She dodged through states and took extra time to get to Colorado, hoping it would lose him. She prayed it worked. 

      Amarii’s smile waned as she looked at the other bedroom behind Riven. “Does this mean I can’t sleep with you if I have a bad dream?” 

      Riven walked into the room and knelt, balancing the twins as best she could. “Look at me.” She waited till Amarii lifted her head. “You can always climb into bed with me. Nightmare or not. Besides, there might be times that Thorn and Liam need their big sister to chase away their own bad dreams.”

      Amarii flung herself around her mom’s neck, squeezing tightly. All Riven could do was lean her head on her daughter’s shoulder while she tried to keep herself upright. Gavin had never allowed her to sleep in bed with Riven. Even when he wasn’t there, which was often, he said she wasn’t allowed to baby Amarii.

      “Alright. So, with sleeping arrangements made, let's lock up and head into town. I saw a diner on the way through. We could stop for lunch, and then we need to do some shopping. Mommy needs to look for a job and a mechanic.”

      “We are going to be in town forever,” Amarii grumbled, leaning her head back. 

      “Longer if you keep complaining,” Riven laughed. 
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      The diner door opened with a soft ding as Riven pushed the stroller through with the twins. Amarii followed with her hand tightly curled around the bottom of Riven’s hoodie. Riven nodded kindly at the older man that held the door open for her. 

      “Thank you, sir.” Amarii waved at him. 

      The man tipped his hat to her, giving her an eye-wrinkling smile. “You’re most welcome, Honey.”

      “Sit wherever you like.” An older lady yelled from behind the counter. 

      Riven pushed the stroller to an empty booth, trying to hide the fact that she almost jumped out of her skin at the lady’s tone. It was almost like she didn’t want any customers. 

      They had taken what little belongings they had inside the house to get washed and make room for all the shopping they still needed to do. She made a few bottles of formula for the twins, but she and Amarii needed to eat food themselves.

      They sat in a booth in a corner away from the door, but she could still see who came and went. Amarii sat across from her. Riven pulled Liam from his seat as she pulled a bottle from her bag. He immediately clamped down on the bottle as she put him on her lap and held the other bottle out to Thorn. 

      Riven did her best to ignore the looks of everyone in the diner, her gaze locked on her kids. It helped that she had let her hair down and could hide behind it. She honestly didn’t know whether it was because she was new in the small town or because she looked young. Either way, their stares and glances weren’t doing anything to help her anxiety. 

      “Here’s the menus,” the same lady that snarled earlier said, dropping two menus down on the table in front of her. “I’ll be back in a minute.”

      As she walked away, she saw the name tag Deloris. 

      Riven just nodded as she continued to feed the twins.  “See what you would like, Amarii?” 

      “I want chicken strips,” she giggled, not even opening the menu. 

      “Of course,” Riven huffed. That girl could eat the state out of chicken strips and still be hungry. “Open the menu for me, please. I’ll see if they have it.”

      Amarii opened the menu and slid it in front of her. Sure, enough, her strips were on the menu, but what diner didn’t have them on the kids' menu? 

      Deloris came back and took their order. Amarii with her chicken strips as she got a simple salad. The twins were perfectly happy with their formula. Riven watched her walk away, practically snarling at another customer. 

      “Don’t mind Deloris. She sounds mean, but once you get to know her, she isn’t that bad,” a calming voice said beside her. 

      An older woman stood next to the table with the kindest face Riven had ever seen. It made her relax instantly. A warm smile spread across her face that reached her eyes. Her silver hair was tied loosely into a side braid draped over her shoulder. 

      “Oh, no. It’s fine. I-I’m sure she is just having a rough day.” Riven barely made eye contact as she continued to feed her kids. 

      “You must be the ones that moved into their rental,” the woman asked, excitement filling her voice.

      Riven hesitated but nodded. How did she know?

      The woman must have noticed her nervousness. “Sorry, Sweetheart. It’s a small town. Everyone knows everyone, so people notice when a new family moves here. I’m Marjorie.” Marjorie held out her hand before laughing. “I guess your hands are a little full at the moment.”

      “Sorry,” Riven whispered. 

      “Not a problem. If you’re okay with it, I don’t mind helping feed one of them. That way, you can eat your food as well.” Marjorie’s voice was gentle, almost cautious. 

      She tensed at her words. But there was nothing but kindness from the woman standing next to her. But could she trust her with one of her kids? She didn’t know her. 

      Her back was aching still from the trip, and the strange angle she was leaning to feed Thorn wasn’t doing her any favors. 

      “If you want to, that would be appreciated. Thank you. I-I’m Riven. Amarii is my five-year-old. And the twins are Thorn and Liam.”

      Amarii waved excitedly at the older woman as she sat next to her. Riven handed her Liam. He cried as soon as the bottle left his lips. 

      “He’s more friendly with other people. Thorn can be a bit stubborn.” Riven lifted Thorn into her lap, placing the bottle’s nipple back into her daughter’s mouth.  

      Marjorie maneuvered Liam back into the position Riven had him.

      Leaning back into the booth, Riven breathed out slowly. Her back thanked her for not being bent over for so long. 

      “He’s handsome,” Marjorie said, stroking tiny wisps of red out of his face as he hungrily sucked at the bottle. 

      “Mommy says that he’s got the ladies wrapped around his finger. But I don’t see it.” Amarii shook her head violently. 

      Marjorie gave Riven a wink as she looked back down at the boy in her arms. “I’d say your mommy is right.”

      Riven couldn’t help but relax and smile back at the woman. It was nice to have some help and have someone be kind to her. It wasn’t often, so it always caught her off guard. She never knew what to say or do. 

      “Can I ask what made you move here?” Marjorie cradled Liam to her chest. 

      She stiffened. Damn it. What did she say to that? “J-just needed a fresh start. It's just the kids and me, so… Never liked city life. Just happened to find the ad for the cabin for rent and thought it was perfect for us. We just moved in today.” 

      Was that enough? It wasn’t a lie. They needed a new start. 

      “Mommy said she’s going to find a job today while we are in town, and it's going to take forever,” Amarii groaned as she slumped against the back of the seat.

      Riven cocked her head to the side and gave her best mom stare. Marjorie laughed; the sound was musical. 

      “I thought about asking Deloris if there was an opening, but….” Riven shrugged. 

      “Don’t worry; I get it. I went to school with her. She hasn’t changed one bit. But I hate to say this, but she won’t hire you. Not saying you can’t do the job, but it’s because you are renting the cabin from her and her husband. Just the way she is.”

      She’s married to the grump from earlier? Well, they had the same attitude, a match made in heaven or so to speak. But then again, she doubted Deloris would let her keep the twins in one of the booths all day. She didn’t have a babysitter or anyone to watch them, so any job she had, she had to take them with her. 

      “You like books?” Marjorie asked, narrowing her eyes playfully at her. 

      Riven nodded. 

      “Well, I own the bookstore down on Main Street. Books in Bloom. I’ve needed help. If you want the job, it's yours.” Marjorie smiled.

      Was it that easy? Just like that, she was going to hire her? She didn’t know her. There was no interview for her to mess up and try to lie her way through. She had barely gotten the job at the diner back in Maryland. Only because the other girl they interviewed had gotten arrested for theft did she even get the job. They just needed a body.

      “I-I would. I really would. The only problem is the twins. Amarii will be going to school, but the twins would have to come with me to work.” Riven felt awful, her gut churning at the thought of disappointing this woman.

      Her old boss hated that she had to bring the twins with her. At least they were well-behaved and only made a fuss occasionally. But it wasn’t fair to Marjorie. She was being hired to work, not look after her kids. But what was she going to do?

      “That’s not a problem, Riven. I would love the little cuties to come to work with you. Amarii can come after school. We can work everything out at the store Monday. Let’s see… school starts at eight, so how about eight-thirty?” Marjorie giggled. “Look at me, not even getting a yes from you yet and already planning your schedule. I’m sorry. I’m going to be honest; I like you. It sounds weird, but there is just something about you, Honey. And if you need a job, I want to help. It's what this town does. We look out for our own, which now includes you and your family.” 

      “Yes,” She blurted out a little too loudly. 

      A blush rushed her cheeks as she lowered her head as people turned her way.

      Marjorie laughed, “Alright then. Monday morning.”

      Deloris approached with a scowl on her face, practically slamming down the plates on the table. “Eat.”

      Riven watched her leave again.

      “Like I said, once you get to know her,” Marjorie sighed. “Go ahead and eat. I’ll hang on to the little stinker until you’re done. I raised two kids with my husband and loved every second of it. The combat eating was not my favorite moment.”

      Thorn wiggled in Riven’s grasp as she finished her words, grunting quietly. Riven smiled as she shifted Thorn in her lap and started digging into her salad. It had been a while since she ate a proper meal, ensuring that her kids ate first. She knew she was underweight, but it had been that way since she was a kid. She was used to it, but it did make her pregnancies terrifying. 

      “Mommy, these chicken strips are good,” Amarii said, holding up a half-eaten piece, the rest in her mouth. 

      “Sweetie, don’t talk with your mouth full,” Riven mothered. 

      Marjorie chuckled as she stroked Liam’s cheek as he lay sleepily in her arms. 

      They ate in comfortable silence with the occasional squeal from Thorn. Riven paid the bill and loaded the twins back into their stroller. 

      “I will see you on Monday, Riven. And I will see you cuties as well.” Marjorie leaned over, smiling at the twins. 

      “Oh, before I forget. I-is there a good mechanic around here, maybe one that is….” Riven stuttered. 

      “Affordable?” Marjorie chuckled. “I would talk to Cahlon Taylor over at Sanctuary Garage & Auto. He is one of the best and most affordable in town. He’s just around the corner off Bullhorn Street. You can’t miss the sign. Tell him hi for me, will yah?”

      “O-of course.” Riven nodded. 

      It was the least she could do anyway for Marjorie, having givenher a job and sending her in the right direction for a decent mechanic.

      Marjorie waved goodbye as she walked down the street. 

      “Alright, Amarii,” Riven sighed. “Let’s go find that mechanic.”
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      Riven pulled up next to the front door of the mechanic shop, the place looked like it had seen better days, but the yard was clean and tidy. There weren’t car carcasses strewn about or parts stacked in high piles, never to be touched. 

      It put her more at ease with the place. At least this Cahlon cared about the appearance of the shop. It still needed a paint job, though. The red exterior was chipping, revealing the brown and orange rust beneath. 

      “Is this the mech… mechenic?” Amarii asked, leaning forward on the center console. 

      “Mechanic and yes,” Riven giggled, pushing some hair behind her daughter’s ear. “Now stay close, alright? They are working, and I don’t want you getting hurt, alright?” 

      Amarii nodded vigorously, sitting back in her seat. As Riven undid her seatbelt, a rough-looking man stepped out of the door to the shop. His entire outfit was covered in grease and other stains. His hair was wiry and strung out everywhere. He glared at her before sneering.  

      Her skin crawled as he moved to her side of the car. She stepped out, wanting to be between him and her kids. She felt dirty under his gaze as he licked his lips. 

      “What can I help you with, Baby?” His voice was like a snake.

      She shivered, ready to throw up her lunch. She couldn’t look him in the eye. “I w-was told to talk to a Cahlon about my car.” 

      Please don’t let this be Cahlon. If it was, then Marjorie wasn’t who she thought she was. Would she send her to this sleaze? It didn’t feel like something she would do, but Riven hadn’t known her for more than a few hours, and she was terrible at reading people.

      The man sneered. “I’m sure I can help you just as well.” 

      He stepped towards her, making her jump backward, slamming into the side of her car with a hiss. Thank god, not Cahlon.

      “Jeez, Lady. I was just messing with you,” the man scoffed. 

      The anger that filled his eyes made her want to curl into herself. Her body trembled.

      “What the hell is going on out here?” A rich voice boomed. 

      Her eyes widened as she took in the newcomer.
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      Cahlon had gone to the front of the shop to refill his coffee. He would need it today; the paperwork was killing him—the one thing he hated most about being the boss. He should hire someone to run the office and handle most of the paperwork. It would make things easier on him.

      His mind wandered to Jonah. Things had been quiet between them the last few days since the almost kiss, but it was better than nothing. They were still friends, but the tension was at an all-time high. He hated it. He wasn’t sure what he could talk to Jonah about anymore or what was happening between them. 

      Larry’s yelling caught his attention as he noticed a car that he didn’t recognize parked out front. He stepped out and froze in his tracks. 

      His anger boiled in his gut, and his fists wanted to pound Larry to the ground. Larry had the poor lady cornered next to her car with a small girl inside, looking terrified. The woman had her back against the side of her car with her hands wrapped around herself. 

      He didn’t mean for his voice to be so loud. But this was it for Larry. He knew he wasn’t allowed to talk to the customers, especially the women. He couldn’t control his tongue or his dick. 

      They both turned to look at him, the girl with utter fear and Larry with a look of disgust. 

      Larry snorted, walking past him. “She’s looking for you. Guess she thinks you can give her what she needs.” 

      Cahlon grabbed his arm, stopping him. “Pack your things. You’re done. I warned you about scaring the clients. Especially the women. You have ten minutes.” 

      “Fuck you,” Larry spat. “Not like I need this job.” Larry turned to the girl. “Hope you’re happy, Babe. You just got me fired.”

      The girl paled even more if that was even possible. 

      “Larry! Get out,” Cahlon growled. “Pick your stuff up tomorrow.”

      Cahlon practically threw Larry towards his truck. He gave the girl a wide berth but kept himself between her and Larry until the bastard squealed his tires out of the parking lot. He didn’t want to scare her any more than she already was. 

      Fuck. He should have done that a while ago. But Larry was a good mechanic, even if he was an arrogant ass.

      “I-I’m sorry.” A whisper came from behind him.

      He turned to see her look up at him before turning her gaze away. His breath caught. Her light, mint green eyes were stunning against the long lengths of her midnight hair. Light freckles littered her nose and the tops of her cheeks. An oversized hoodie hid her body, but he had no doubt that she had a body men would fight over. She was beautiful.

      Her hands shook as she hugged herself. Damn. What was he thinking, looking her over when she was still terrified? 

      He rubbed the back of his neck, sighing, “Honey, you didn’t do anything wrong. Larry already had a warning about talking to our female clients. He’s a good mechanic, but he should have been gone a long time ago. This is on me. Not you.”

      He kept his voice gentle. She looked him over and then slowly relaxed. It was the same voice he would use for the refugee women he and the team had once had to escort to safety. Those women and kids were so terrified to trust anyone that it broke his heart.

      “He said that you were looking for me.” Cahlon stayed where he was. He didn’t want her hurting herself trying to escape him because she thought he was a threat.  

      She nodded, looking around. He had to fight the urge to go over and hold her until she was utterly relaxed. Until all the fear was gone. 

      “M-Marjorie said you were the best mechanic shop in town.” 

      He smiled. Cahlon could hear her breath hitch. “I try to be. Can you tell me what’s going on with your car?”

      She blushed slightly. “I don’t know anything about cars. Just that it's been making this noise on the way here for the past few days. And we j-just moved into a cabin on the edge of town, so I want to make sure it’s not going to break down on us.”

      “Your… husband couldn’t figure it out?” He asked, stepping to the front of the vehicle. “Can you pop the hood?”

      “I… I don’t have a husband. It’s just my kids and me.”

      Her voice sounded so small—god, what he wouldn’t do to see her smile. 

      Why did he care so much? He had just met her and already had his heart set on someone else. But that someone wouldn’t act on his feelings. But it wasn’t like he put forth any effort either. 

      “Sorry, I didn’t mean to assume.” He smiled at her. 

      She gave him a small smile as she did the latch to open the hood. It was a beautiful sight. It was a tiny one, but it sent sparks through him. He wanted to see more.

      “Mind starting it for me?” He asked, looking at the old engine. 

      It rumbled to life. He watched the belts and pieces move and work in time with each other; a roar reverberated through the car.  

      “Alright, you can turn it off.” He stepped back around to the side of the car. “Well, I will have to look closer, but you could be having problems with the exhaust manifold. I can know for sure if you give me about half an hour.”

      “Umm… and the cost?” She said, biting her lower lip.

      God, why was that so cute? He could feel his cock start to stir at the sight.

      “I-I can pay either way. It’s no problem; Marjorie gave me a job at her bookstore. I just still have to get groceries and… and that’s not your problem.”

      She turned away, her face turning a pretty shade of pink.

      “Well, as my employee scared you half to death earlier, I won’t charge you. My apology to you. But…” He said, holding up a finger. Her eyes widened slightly. “Will you at least tell me your name?”

      She cringed. “Oh, god. I’m sorry. My name is Riven. Riven McCulley.”

      “I’m Amarii.” The little girl stuck her head out of the car. “Thorn and Liam are sleeping.”

      “Well, it's nice to meet you, Amarii. Riven.”

      Three kids? Riven looked so young. 

      Riven looked up at him, a natural smile appearing on her face before frowning. “But I feel like I really should pay you something.”

      Cahlon folded his arms over his chest, grinning. “Amarii, what do you think your mom should pay?”

      “It should be a lot.” Her little face scrunched up. “A whole dollar!”

      Cahlon tried to keep a straight face, his lip twitching. “Wow, a whole dollar. I’ll take it. I think that is a fair price.”

      Riven’s eyes went wide, lips parting slightly as she looked from her daughter to him. She went to protest. 

      He shook his head. “There is a park nearby if you want to take the kids, or you can wait just inside or out here.”

      She nodded as she grabbed the stroller from the back.
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      What was wrong with her?

      Here she was ogling a man when he was trying to help her with her car. Not to mention that she was why he had to fire one of his staff. God, could this day get any worse!

      She stood in a shaded patch of grass outside the shop, the twins in their stroller and Amarii sleeping in her arms. 

      She didn’t have time to drool over a man with muscles and the softest-looking blond hair she had ever seen. The messiness of the style just made her want to tug on it even more, and the shortness on the sides almost begged for her nails to scrape softly against it. A small amount of stubble sat on his chin; God, he looked great. She internally groaned. She had it bad. 

      Him just saying her name made heat pool between her legs. She had never felt like that with anyone before, and it scared her. And she had blushed like a schoolgirl when she started to babble. He didn’t care that she needed groceries or the kids' needed clothing. She would just have to find a way to pay him for his time, at least for working on her car. A dollar wasn’t going to cut it. 

      And then he had started to bring up if she had a husband. She was ready to run right there. It's not like she could just casually say she ran away from him because he was abusing her. Not Cahlon’s problem. But it was so tempting to run into his arms. 

      There she went again. He wasn’t hers. 

      If that didn’t shoot a stabbing pain through her heart. 

      “Riven,” Cahlon’s voice said behind her, making her jump. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      “N-no. It's just me.” She looked away from him. “Not all that great around people.”

      “You’re doing fine to me.” He grinned.

      Why did he have to keep doing that? Couldn’t he frown and be grumpy like every other guy she knew growing up? Gavin never smiled; when he did, she knew it wouldn’t be anything good to follow. 

      A shiver ran through her.

      “You alright?” His face was filled with concern.

      “Sorry.” She nodded anyway.

      It wasn’t his problem. It wasn’t like they were likely going to meet again anyway.

      “I hate to tell you, but your car has a cracked manifold and a bad belt and needs new spark plugs. A new set of tires wouldn’t hurt, either. They are getting pretty bald. I don’t have the manifold on me, but I ordered it. It should be here tomorrow. I would rather you didn’t drive it till I can get it fixed. I can do the belt and the plugs today and have it ready to swap out the manifolds in the morning.” He crossed his arms over his chest. 

      But how was she supposed to get groceries, get them home., or… get away from him? 

      She rubbed her temple with her free hand. Her father was too busy selling drugs to teach her anything about cars. She didn’t know how bad any of it was. 

      “I can let you borrow one of the shop trucks for the night if you want. I trust you not to go joyriding in it.” He smirked, placing his hands in his pockets. 

      She lightly laughed. When was the last time she did that? Had she ever laughed? 

      “I can probably refrain for one night.” She smiled back. 

      It should scare her how easy it was being around this behemoth of a man, but it didn’t. She felt relaxed and safe for the first time in a long time. But she had just met him. 

      “But you sure it’s okay for me to borrow the truck? You don’t even know me,” she asked, rocking Amarii as she moaned softly. 

      “It’s either I let you borrow the truck or I give you a ride home. I can drop the car off tomorrow once I am done with it or give you a ride into town to get it. But with everything wrong with the car. I can’t in my right mind let you drive it until I fix it.” His voice was firm but gentle. 

      It sent a shiver down her spine. When was the last time someone cared that much?

      “If you need to go grocery shopping, I can help you carry everything. You just moved in, right? So, I’ll have one of the other guys watch the shop for a bit, and I can take you to get what you need and drop you and the kids off at the cabin. I promise I will be a perfect gentleman the entire time.” He saluted playfully.

      Her cheeks warmed as she thought about his offer. “I don’t want to take up your time. I’m sure you have work to get back to.” 

      “Riven.” He stepped towards her slowly. “I want to help. It’s what this town does. Or at least everyone but Larry. We look after our own, which goes double for the women and children. It’s not a bother at all. Besides, it gives me a reason not to do all that paperwork on my desk.”

      She giggled, shaking her head. Riven took a minute to think about what he said. She needed to get food. Clothing and such could wait till tomorrow; they would make it work. 

      “Alright, i-if you’re sure. At least let me get you coffee or some gas then.” 

      “Don’t you worry about me. Get what you need from the store, and I will drop you off at home.” Cahlon nodded, reaching for the stroller. “Let’s get those car seats moved over into the truck.”
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      “Riven, no need to go eighty miles an hour in the store. You might get a ticket for speeding.” Cahlon grinned as he pushed the cart behind her.

      Riven shook her head, trying to hide the smile that was threatening to show. 

      He had Amarii over his shoulder as he pushed the car, with her on twin duty. But she did need to rush. He needed to get back to work, and she needed to go home and do laundry, make the beds, and figure out the rest of her life and where to go next if Gavin ever found them again.

      Maryland had only lasted two months. She didn’t trust staying in one place too long the first two months of being on the run. 

      Amarii giggled as she pushed herself up, waving at everyone who passed them. Cahlon would nod in greeting at them, now and then stopping for a quick handshake. It was a town where everyone knew everyone. That was for sure. She even got the occasional nods and greetings. Riven did her best to return them. But this was far from what she was used to. In the big cities, it was always keeping your eyes down. If someone didn’t talk to you, you didn’t speak to them. Your next-door neighbor would nod in passing, but you never got to know each other. 

      “I know you need to get back to work,” she said, reaching for some baby formula. 

      His hand reached for her; it felt so warm against hers. Sparks shot through her hand, making her heart beat faster as she locked eyes with him. 

      “I have everything covered over there. It’s not for you to worry about. Get what you need, even if it takes four hours. I happen to be an excellent cart pusher.” 

      “Cahlon should come shopping with us all the time,” Amarii giggled. “This is fun.”

      Riven shook her head, looking down to hide her blush. Taking a deep breath, she nodded. 

      Putting the formula in the cart, she looked down at her list. 

      “Cahlon. Long time no see, and now you are babysitting kids,” a gruff voice said behind them. 

      Riven jumped slightly, nearly dropping the diapers she had just grabbed. 

      “Ford.” Cahlon turned around after giving her a reassuring smile. “Thought I would try it out. Kids don’t yell and complain about how you fix their cars.” 

      “What kids are you hanging out with?” Amarii said, trying to look at Cahlon.

      Riven laughed silently at her daughter as Cahlon and Ford did little to hide theirs.

      The other man had to be in his early thirties. A dark brown Stetson covered his dark hair with a square jaw, covered in a short beard that enhanced his handsome features. 

      He had nothing on Cahlon, though. 

      She froze in her tracks. Why did she just think that?

      “This is Riven; she just moved into Deloris and Mitchell’s rental cabin. Just helping her out since I won’t let her drive her car until I can fix it,” Cahlon said, stepping aside so she could be seen. “Riven, this is Ford Garrison. He’s the Sheriff.”

      She tried her best to smile. “Hi. Nice to meet you.” 

      Ford looked her over before offering her a hand to shake. “Nice to meet you. I see you have your hands full.”

      “Y-yes. Three kids can be fun to manage sometimes.” She nodded, rocking the stroller, the twins softly fussing.

      “We’re always fun, Mommy,” Amarii giggled. 

      “And who might be you be, young lady?” Ford put his hands playfully on his hips, glaring with a smile at Amarii. “You look like a troublemaker.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I look like an Amarii.”

      “Amarii, huh. That’s a beautiful name.”

      “The twins are Thorn and Liam. They have red hair like me.” Amarii ran a hand through her hair, making more of a mess.

      “I can see that.” Ford raised an eyebrow, his lip almost twitching into a smile. 

      Cahlon looked at Riven, holding her gaze for a moment and giving her a wink. God, he was gorgeous. Her clit throbbed at the simple gesture. 

      “I see we finally get to meet the new family in town,” a long-legged woman said, putting an arm around Ford’s shoulder. 

      Ford’s gaze lit up as he looked at her. What Riven wouldn’t give for someone to treat her like that.

      “Harper, always late to the party.” Cahlon shook his head in mock disappointment. 

      Harper leaned in and gave him a smack on the arm. “And yet you are always the one causing trouble.”

      Harper’s hair bounced in dark chocolate waves down her back that complimented her tanned skin perfectly. Riven wished she could look as beautiful as the woman before her. As confident.

      “Babe, this is Riven, Amarii, Thorn, and Liam,” Ford introduced them. 

      Harper squealed as she pulled Riven into a hug, nearly letting out all the air in her lungs. She stiffened, feeling a panic attack coming.

      “Oh, sorry. I got a little excited. We don’t get many newcomers around here,” Harper said. pulling away. “And I haven’t even introduced myself. I’m Harper, Ford’s wife.”

      Riven smiled, trying to hide the shaking in her hands. “Nice to meet you. And please, it’s okay. Just tired. We only just got in today.”

      “I’d say. Where were you coming from?” Harper returned to her husband’s side.

      “M-Maryland. Just needed a new start and somehow found the ad for the cabin and thought it was perfect.” Riven shrugged. 

      Please let that be enough. It wasn’t a total lie.

      “That must have been a long drive to get here.” Ford arched an eyebrow.

      “It took forever,” Amarii groaned, going limp in Cahlon’s arms.

      Harper tapped her on the nose. “At least you made it.” 

      “Riven,” Ford said. “It was nice to meet you guys. We will see you at Willow’s baby shower in a couple of weeks, Cahlon. Unless those Harrison boys cause any more trouble. Walker must be having a field day trying to keep that wife of his in bed resting and keeping those brothers of his from doing something stupid.” 

      “More than likely, they will, and he does. You know how stubborn Willow is. See you around, Sheriff.” Cahlon nodded. 

      Riven waved goodbye as she followed Cahlon out of the aisle. 

      “Ford and Harper are good people. I think you and Harper would make good friends, actually.” Cahlon placed Amarii in the cart, letting her sit on the box of diapers.

      “You think so?” Riven whispered.

      She never really had anyone as a friend, and no one to hang out with, go shopping, or just sit back and talk to. Wasn’t allowed to.

      “Not about to lie to you,” Cahlon snorted. “Harper loves everyone. Always trying to make people feel welcome. Believe me; you were her friend as soon as she hugged the wind out of you.”

      “Oh.” Her cheeks were heating up again.

      They walked in comfortable silence as they headed to the produce. Way to make a fool of herself. Obviously, she never had any friends since she didn’t even realize when she had made one. No doubt Cahlon thought she was weird and a complete idiot. Look what happened at the shop. She internally groaned. Once he fixed her car, she wouldn’t have to see him again. Right?

      Pain shot through her heart at the thought of never seeing him again. She didn’t even know him, so why did it hurt to think about not having him around?

      “Can I ask you a question?” Cahlon broke the silence. 

      She jumped. “S-sure.”

      He watched her intently before continuing. “If I may ask… Where’s their father?” 

      It had to be that question. Why did it have to be that question?

      “O-oh, he’s… he’s not around anymore.” Riven looked away.

      “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.” Cahlon rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Daddy wasn’t very nice,” Amarii whispered. 

      Riven froze, looking at Cahlon. He had gone rigid, looking at her. Anger swelled in his eyes, but she wasn’t afraid. Unlike Gavin, Cahlon’s anger wasn’t towards her. It was for her. She didn’t know how she knew the difference. But something in the back of her mind told her that she was safe from Cahlon. 

      His eyes scanned over her, looking from head to toe. She shifted from foot to foot under his gaze.

      “Good.” His voice was strained. “He didn’t deserve you then.” 

      Riven sucked in a breath, not letting it go. He didn’t deserve her? But she wasn’t worth anything. She didn’t deserve anything. Her kids came before her. Everyone came before her. 

      “Breathe, Riven,” Cahlon said, stepping up to her, his voice low, deep, dominating.

      His thumb slid her bottom lip free. She didn’t even know she was biting it. It was a bad habit she needed to stop. Her poor lip didn’t deserve the punishment. 

      Her breath came out shaky. “Sorry.”

      “No need to apologize. I don’t mind saving you poor lip.” He smiled. 

      Her eyes were locked with his, his thumb still stroking her bottom lip. His breath hit her skin, sending shivers through her body. He was too close. 

      “What are you guys doing?” Amarii asked, peering between them. 

      Riven cleared her throat as her face no doubt turned a blazing red. Looking around, everyone was busy shopping, no one caring what they were doing. It made her relax a little that they hadn’t had an audience, but not much. 

      “Just making sure your mom knows how special she is,” Cahlon said, patting Amarii on the head while sending Riven his gorgeous smile. 

      Could her face get any hotter? 

      She couldn’t think straight around him, let alone when he said things like that. 

      “I like her.” Amarii shrugged. 

      “I would hope so. You’re stuck with me,” Riven snorted. 

      Cahlon shook his head as he moved the cart through the aisles. 

      Riven watched him talk with Amarii as she grabbed a few tomatoes and lettuce. Pushing the twins after Cahlon, she watched his ass move in his fitted jeans. The heat pooled in her clit till it ached. 

      How was she going to survive living in the same town as him?
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      Riven slumped on the couch. She needed sleep; her back was killing her. The groceries were put away, the kids fed, and were put to bed. Cahlon would pick them up around eight tomorrow morning on his way to work. It was a Friday, and she still needed to take the kids' clothes shopping and get Amarii signed up for school. 

      Cahlon. Why couldn’t she get him off her mind? Every time she turned around, his face was burned into her mind, consuming her. He had stayed to help carry in the mounds of groceries they managed to get. He played with Amarii, and Thorn even let him hold her. It had shocked her, but he looked good with kids. Kind and gentle. He had Thorn smiling. Usually, Riven was the only one she smiled for. She had waited for some type of jealousy, but nothing had come.

      He had a slight limp when he walked. She wondered what had happened. When they had gotten into his truck, she had noticed the dog tags dangling from the rear-view mirror. Was he military?

      She rubbed her forehead; her eyes felt heavy. Taking a deep breath, she walked into her room. The twins were snuggled together with a ring of blankets around them to keep them together. She would need to pick up a playpen or crib for them. 

      Luckily, Cahlon hadn’t gone looking through the house but stayed in the kitchen and living room area. She didn’t need him thinking she was a horrible mother for the number of necessities they were currently lacking. 

      He was so sweet. So kind. So hot.

      Heat burned her cheeks as she groaned. He wasn’t hers. But he could be, right?

      She walked over to the mirror on the back of the closet door. Her hair was limp down her back, dark circles hung under her eyes, her face thin and pale. She removed the hoodie, letting it slip through her fingers to the floor. Standing in her jeans and bra, she let her eyes drift over her. Tears threatened to flow. 

      Scars riddled her skin, her arms and stomach covered. But the worst was her back. She turned, moving her hair over her shoulder; her gut churned. The angry pink scar ran from her left shoulder to her right hip. With other scars scattered and overlapping each other. 

      Four months ago. It was only four months ago that he gave her the long scar. It almost killed her. Almost took her away from her children. 

      She was also underweight. Her ribs were visible and had been for as long as she could remember.

      Her lip trembled as she turned back around, hugging herself. A silent sob escaped her. 

      She couldn’t have Cahlon. If he knew… 

      There was no doubt that he would turn and run. He would be disgusted. And if he knew who she was running from… He and the rest of the town would run them out of town as quickly as possible. 

      And then there was Harper. She had never had a friend before. What would she do if she knew? Would she turn on her too? 

      Riven picked up her hoodie, putting it in the pile of other dirty clothes to be washed tomorrow. 

      “Mommy?” Amarii wobbled through the door. 

      “What is it, baby?” Riven knelt in front of her, putting her hands on Amarii’s side to help keep her daughter upright. 

      “I can’t sleep. Can I sleep with you?” Her bottom lip started to quiver. 

      “Always, Baby. Hop in. I’m going to use the bathroom, alright?” Riven kissed the top of her head and pushed her gently to the bed, helping her under the covers. 

      “Love you, Mommy,” Amarii whispered, falling back asleep.

      “Love you too.” She smiled.
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      Cahlon couldn’t wipe the grin off his face. His mind was on a high as he pulled up next to the house. Dusk was already setting, casting a ray of purples and oranges into the sky behind the mountains. He had gotten Riven home and had headed back to the shop to get as much done on her car as possible. Only thing was…

      There was more wrong with the car than he had let on. The brake pads were practically gone, rotors shot, and filters were full of god knows what. And from the registration, she hadn’t had the car for more than a month. 

      Anger stirred his gut at the thought of some bastard selling a mother the piece of shit car. He didn’t want to tell her everything that was wrong because he could see she was already stressed about the cost and the incident with Larry. His hand tightened on the steering wheel. Larry. He should have fired him months ago, hell, the day after he was hired. The man was a creep and made every woman that walked through those doors feel dirty and cheap.

      He should have decked Larry after he tried to blame Riven. It was a good thing Jonah wasn’t there… The deep need to have Riven close only matched his want for Jonah. What was Jonah going to think when he knew that he liked her? Neither of them were making any moves to express their feelings for each other. So why should he wait for a miracle when someone else could give him what he needed and wanted? Amarii at least liked him; the twins liked him. Thorn had smiled every so often at him; otherwise, she just glared at him... So why couldn’t he go for Riven? It would have to be slow. The girl was scared of her own shadow; just the thought of her possibly being frightened of him was a blow to his gut, leaving him breathless. 

      Not to mention what Amarii said about her father not being nice to her mother. Was that why Riven was scared of everything? What all did he do to her? Fury was building inside of him. She was in Sanctuary now, and no way in hell was anyone touching her again. 

      A knock on his door pulled him out of his thoughts. Looking over, a petite blonde woman stood, staring at him thoughtfully with her bright blue eyes, her arms crossed over her chest, pulling a cardigan closed. He slowly opened the door and stepped out as she gave him room. She shouldn’t be out here. But she was as stubborn as the rest of the Harrison family. 

      “Willow, you know Walker will have your hide if he knows you are out here. It's chilly and getting dark.” Cahlon put his hands on his hips. 

      She ran a hand over her growing belly, giving him a stern look. Willow looked exhausted, and the last thing he wanted to do was have Walker yelling at him or threatening to shoot him for letting his pregnant wife stand outside in the cold. 

      He guided her back to the door. 

      “I will just have to tell him it was your fault then. You were sitting in your truck, zoned out like a weirdo for ten minutes, and I was checking to make sure you were okay,” she pouted. 

      “I’m good. Just thinking. Fired Larry,” he sighed, closing the front door behind them. 

      “Thank god. I always hated that guy. Seriously, he was beyond rude and was bad for your business.” She gave a sharp nod, using his shoulder to balance herself as she took her shoes off. “What did he do to make you fire him? Not that he hasn’t given you a reason in the past.”

      “Scared the living daylights out of a young mother with three kids in the car. Had her cornered next to her car when I came out; she was shaking in her boots. Poor girl,” Cahlon gritted, rubbing his face. 

      “He did what!” She screeched, coming to an abrupt halt, almost making him topple over her. 

      He froze with his hands up as she whirled around to glare at him. 

      “That good for nothing cockroach! If I ever see him again, I’ll cut off that shriveled-up dick of his, so maybe he will start thinking with the right head!” Willow growled, stomping into the kitchen.

      Hello, hormones. 

      Three of the Harrison brothers were sitting around the small table. All looked wide-eyed at the feisty pregnant woman as she grabbed water from the fridge. 

      “I swear I didn’t do it. I don’t know what anyone told you, but it wasn’t me,” Lance said. 

      The youngest of the brothers, with his twin Flint, with the signature dark hair. He had on his usual ripped trucker hat; the boy needed to let Willow wash the damn thing. He needed something better anyway with how badly his ears burned every day.

      “Sure you didn’t.” Tripp rolled his eyes, sipping at his beer. “Isn’t that what you said when we caught you trying to take Beau’s truck on a joy ride and nearly ate shit.” 

      The third youngest. He had a bit more sense than some of the other brothers, but he was still a troublemaker in his own right. His arms were covered in tattoos from skulls to women. He looked more like a biker than a rancher. But he was a gentleman when he needed to be and an asshole in between.

      Beau growled as he sat between them, sending a glare at Lance. He didn’t talk much, but he didn’t need to. He was the second oldest and the second in charge of the ranch. All he had to do was look at you, and you would do whatever he wanted. Didn’t need to use words.

      “Larry. That damn bastard!” Willow hissed, crossing her arms over her chest. 

      They stiffened and turned to look at Cahlon. Shit. 

      “What did he do? Did he hurt Willow?” Tripp said, bolting out of his chair. “Does Walker know?”

      “Does Walker know what?” Walker drawled as he stepped into the kitchen behind Cahlon. 

      Jonah was right behind him, leaning against the doorframe just behind him. Cahlon couldn’t look him in the eyes. Guilt settled in the pit of his stomach. Why should he feel guilty over wanting to be happy? Surely Jonah would understand. Right?

      Walker immediately walked over to Willow, pulling her into his arms. His eyes filled with fury as he looked at all of them. 

      “Larry,” Willow said, throwing her hands in the air, shaking her head.

      Cahlon exhaled heavily. “Before anyone else speaks. He didn’t do anything to Willow….”

      “No, he just harassed a poor mother in front of her kids.” She burst into tears, interrupting him. “At least you fired him.”

      “Finally. About damn time,” Lance grumbled. 

      Walker had Willow snuggled close to him, stroking her back. Those hormones were hitting her hard. She was a strong woman, yet most things brought her to tears during the pregnancy. Whenever she was in tears, Walker threatened to shoot anyone who could have caused it. And now it was on him. 

      “Willow,” Cahlon said gently. “I swear, Riven and the kids are okay. He didn’t lay a hand on her or them. He scared her, yes. Tried to blame her for getting fired, but I set him straight. Got it? He’s not coming back. But I probably wouldn’t carry out that plan of yours.” 

      “What plan?” Walker gave her a stern look as he tilted her chin to look at her. 

      “Nothing. Nope. No plan. He was just hearing things.” Willow shook her head, or at least as much as she could, with him still holding her chin. 

      “Not what I heard. You were going to chop his willy clean off so he could start thinking with the right head,” Lance snorted. 

      She gasped, “You’re supposed to be on my side.”

      “Looks like we need to have a chat,” Walker growled lowly in her ear. 

      Her breath hitched as her cheeks flushed red. Walker led her out of the kitchen, stopping when he was next to Cahlon. 

      “Dinner is in the fridge. And I can’t say I will ever repeat this. But they’re right. About damn time you fired that ass.” Walker nodded as he left. 

      Since Jonah brought him home, Walker had treated him like one of the family from the start. Even now, it was like Walker was in charge of his well-being, just like he was with his brothers. He didn’t meddle as much in his life but made his opinions known when they mattered. 

      “Larry had better watch out. Willow is a force to be reckoned with. Especially being seven months pregnant.” Tripp leaned back in his chair, chugging the last of his beer. 

      “Hell, there will be a line out of town of people wanting to kick his ass.” Lance shrugged. 

      “You’re late,” Beau snapped, looking at Cahlon. 

      “Dealing with Larry?” Jonah asked, moving to the fridge. 

      “I was fixing that mom’s car. Getting it ready for when the last part gets here tomorrow. I want to know who the hell sold her that piece of shit with the problems it has.” Cahlon nodded at Jonah as he handed him a beer. 

      Jonah moved back to the fridge, pulling out a container and popping it into the microwave. 

      “Then tell her to get rid of it and buy a new one from someone reliable.” Lance picked at his jeans. 

      “She just moved here. Traveled from Maryland in that heap. It didn’t seem like she had much money. I took a long lunch to help her get groceries since I wouldn’t let her drive her car. Looked like she got stuff for the kids but barely anything for herself.” Cahlon shook his head. “She didn’t look any older than twenty. But she has three kids, and the oldest is five.”

      “Damn.” Tripp shook his head. 

      “Harper liked her. Ran into her and Ford at the store,” Cahlon chuckled. 

      “That girl is doomed then. Once Harper sets her sights on someone, she never lets go,” Tripp laughed. 

      Beau grunted.  

      The microwave dinged. Jonah pulled out the container and set it down on the counter in front of Cahlon. 

      “Well, I should probably let Flint know that Walker is busy for the rest of the night so he can come back on the ranch.” Tripp winked at him. “He thought it would be a good idea to race around the house again. Guess he didn’t learn the other day when he almost ran over your city boy ass.” 

      Cahlon rolled his eyes, digging into the warm lasagna. Lance followed behind, patting him on the shoulder. Beau just nodded as he walked past. 

      “Eat, and then you need to get some sleep,” Jonah grumbled, taking Tripp’s seat.

      He looked exhausted. Cahlon had texted him that he was going to be late getting home. It didn’t mean that Jonah had to wait up for him. Honestly, he felt like crashing too. It had taken the rest of the day to fix everything he could on Riven’s car. 

      Cahlon sat across from him, taking giant bites of his food. The silence was comfortable in a sense. But he knew he needed to say something. 

      “I like her. The mom,” Cahlon said after a while. “She’s shy, but I think I might try asking her out.” 

      Jonah continued to look at the floor, not moving, not acknowledging that he had even spoken. Cahlon remained silent, the tension building. But it needed to be Jonah that spoke next.  

      His dinner threatened to come back up as his stomach tightened into knots. It was never good when Jonah went quiet. 

      He finally turned to look at Cahlon, his eyes cold. “I wish you luck.”

      Jonah stood and walked out the door. Cahlon’s throat closed as he sat staring at the empty seat. He closed his eyes, letting himself slump in his chair. If only Jonah had meant those words. 
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        * * *

      

      Jonah walked out the front door, his hands shaking as he got into his truck. He needed a drink. He peeled out of the ranch and headed into Sanctuary. The town had only a few bars, but only one he would step foot in—The Drunken Bull. 

      His teeth ground together as he drove. He was an idiot. He was mad at Cahlon for something he should have done when they first left the military. They danced around the tension between them, and for what? Because they couldn’t act on their feelings. And now, when Cahlon found someone who could give him happiness, all he could do was be an asshole and leave in a huff.

      But Cahlon should have been his and his alone. 

      “Fuck,” he snarled, slamming his hand down on the steering wheel. 

      He shouldn’t be driving, but he needed to get away from the house before saying something to Cahlon, hurting him more than he already did. 

      He pulled in front of the bar and slammed his door shut. Jonah ignored the looks he got as he pushed his way into the bar. It was noisy and busy for a Thursday night. The rodeo must have passed through.

      The last thing he wanted was to deal with so many people. He was liable to start something that would end with him in the back of the sheriff’s vehicle and a cell till morning when Walker or Beau would have to come and bail him out. Wouldn’t that look great when he had to see Cahlon after that? 

      He should be happy for him. Cahlon deserved to be happy. To have everything he ever wanted, especially after…

      “Jonah Harrison. Must be something big to have you looking to commit murder.” The bartender and owner, Rex, crossed his arms over his enormous chest. 

      The man was intimidating, to say the least, to most people. He could bench press twice his weight, if not more. But the scar that ran down the left side of his face and neck was what made people turn and run the other way; it didn’t help that it stood out against his tan skin. The only thing was… The guy was a gentle giant, a bald, shiny-headed, annoying fucking giant. 

      “Just pour the drink,” Jonah grumbled. 

      Rex raised an eyebrow but did as he was told. He slid Jonah his scotch and moved to the other end of the bar. 

      He downed the scotch, slamming the glass back down on the counter. 

      This was pathetic. Here he was drowning his depression in alcohol. His drill sergeant would have had a field day with him right now, screaming and yelling at him for being a dumbass. How many of Jonah’s teammates had done this only to have him give them a harsh lecture about finding a better way to deal with their breakups or problems? 

      To hell with them. It seemed like a damn good idea when he left the house and still did. He might regret it in the morning, but he didn’t care. 

      He signaled Rex for another. The man only shook his head as he approached Jonah.

      “Hey, cowboy. Want to join us,” a sickly sweet voice said behind him. 

      He turned slowly to see a girl who couldn’t be any older than eighteen biting her bottom lip. Her breasts were bursting from her short camisole, and her short skirt barely covered the no doubt skimpy panties she had on. If she had any on. Thick makeup covered her face, and her hair was bright, disgusting green. Her friend wasn’t any better with her pink hair. 

      “No,” he said, turning back around. 

      “Come on, mister. We just want to play.” She pushed herself against his back, grinding against him. 

      “Considering that you are undoubtedly underage and shouldn’t even be in here. I suggest you take your bubblegum-headed friend and leave before I tell the owner about your possible fake IDs,” he growled, his voice filled with venom. 

      The girls paled as they bolted out the door. Wonder if this Riven was like that. Just looking for the next score. He didn’t want that for Cahlon, but what right did he have to judge the girl before he met her? There had to be a good reason for her to have three kids at such a young age. 

      “Fastest I’ve seen you turn down company. Something is definitely going on, man.” Rex narrowed his eyes on him. 

      No way was he telling him anything. No one needed to know about his feelings for Cahlon. The town was always getting into everyone’s business; everyone had to know everything. This was one thing that he didn’t need the town knowing. 

      “Whatever.” He gulped down the rest of his scotch, feeling the burn as it went down his throat. 

      He signaled for another round. He had a good buzz going; why not keep it going? Tomorrow he could deal with reality again.
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      Cahlon halted as he walked out of the house to head to work. His stomach twisted and turned, guilt building.

      He looked like hell. Jonah staggered up the steps to the porch. His eyes were bloodshot, hair a mess. The bags under his eyes were darker. All emotions blank, giving nothing away.

      Cahlon looked away. This was because of him. Why did he have to blurt out that he liked Riven? There had to have been a way to tell him that wasn’t going to lose him a friend. 

      “Aren’t you going to be late for work?” Jonah grumbled as he walked past.

      Cahlon felt like his heart was in a vice; with each word that Jonah threw at him, it only squeezed tighter and tighter. Without thinking, he reached out, grasping Jonah’s arm. He didn’t look at him, his eyes boring into the wood steps of the porch. His hand shook as he tightened his grip.

      “Please, Jonah.” His throat was closing. “It doesn’t have to be like this.” 

      Jonah snorted, “Don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m fine… You should go. Don’t you have to pick up Riven and get to work?”

      Cahlon’s hand fell limp to his side as he finally turned to his friend. Pain thrashed around in Jonah’s eyes as Cahlon turned and walked to the front door. He stopped with his hand on the knob. 

      “Guess you’ll get that family you always wanted,” Jonah muttered, disappearing inside. 

      Cahlon closed his eyes, leaning against the railing. His eyes burned, tears pooling as he blinked them back.

      Family, huh? Thought he already had that with Jonah and the other Harrisons, the town, too. But more importantly, he felt he at least had a brother in Jonah, someone to lean on. 

      Guess it was just wishful thinking on his part. Not like he knew what a real family was supposed to be anyway.
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        * * *

      

      Jonah leaned against the wall by the door, his eyes closed and jaw clenched tight. Why did he have to open his damn fucking mouth? He knew what family meant to Cahlon. What it meant to Cahlon to have someone in his corner, and he just took it away. 

      He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. His head felt like it would explode, pulsing and throbbing with every movement. 

      But when Cahlon had grabbed him outside, a part of him hoped that he would say that he was his. That he wasn’t going to ask Riven to go out with him. Jonah was jealous of the woman and hadn’t even met her yet. He was being a selfish bastard to his friend. He had no right to expect Cahlon to suddenly drop his feelings for this girl and confess his feelings for him. He couldn’t even do it for Cahlon. 

      The roar of Cahlon’s truck faded as he drove out of the driveway. Jonah waited till he couldn’t hear it anymore before walking further into the house. 

      “Jonah! Where were you?” Willow wailed as she hugged him. 

      He bit back a groan as his head seared with new pain. He flinched as she started to cry. Walker rounded the corner with a cup of coffee in his hand and the other in his pocket. His eyes were cold as he looked at Jonah. 

      “Get changed; you smell like a bar. You’re fixing the fences along pasture six. Want them done by tonight,” Walker said, pulling Willow back to him. He rubbed her back as she watched Jonah. 

      “Where were you? You were gone this morning. No one knew where you went.” Willow’s lip trembled. 

      Jonah sighed heavily, “Went out for a drink last night and didn’t want to drive back, so I slept in the truck.” 

      He looked at Walker; his expression didn’t change. Jonah wondered if Cahlon told him what happened or if this was just because he made Willow cry. He should have called to let someone know he wouldn’t be home last night. But he had gotten drunker than he thought he would and just gave Rex his keys and slept in his truck. But the sixth pasture was the biggest one, and with Walker only saying his name meant that he was on his own. How the hell did he expect him to finish it all before nightfall? 

      Walker kept his gaze steady. No one could tell what he thought unless he wanted you to. 

      “I suggest you get moving. Otherwise, you will be out there past nightfall.” Walker walked past him with Willow. “And I suggest you take that time to think over what happened last night.”

      Jonah froze, looking at the back of Walker’s head. He wanted to retort, but that would only get him into deeper water with Walker. 

      He gritted his teeth as he took the stairs to his room. 

      “You look like hell,” Tripp said, leaning in his doorway, only a towel wrapped around his waist. 

      “And you’re an asshole. We’re even,” Jonah growled, storming past him. 

      “Heard he got the sixth pasture,” Lance snorted, leaning against the wall beside Tripp. 

      “Damn. What the hell did he do to piss off Walker?” Flint mumbled past his toothbrush.

      Was there no privacy in this damn house? He was just told, not even a minute ago. 

      “Piss off.” Jonah reefed his door open and slammed it closed behind him. 

      He leaned back against the wood surface.

      “What the fuck is up with him?” Tripp’s voice carried from the hall. 

      “Don’t know,” Lance said. “Might have something to do with Cahlon. You saw him this morning. Last night, he came home ready to shit rainbows and then woke up like someone killed his dog.” 

      “I wondered what the hell was wrong with him at breakfast.” Flint’s voice was filled with worry.

      Jonah clenched his jaw as he pushed off the door and walked into his attached bathroom. His bed was calling him, but it would have to wait till tonight. 

      He tossed his shirt into the hamper and waited for the sink to run cold before splashing the liquid on his face. He let the water run down his face, waking him up slightly. Taking a few painkillers, he grabbed a new shirt and walked out, ignoring his brothers again. 

      At least while fixing the fence, he would have time to think. And hopefully, he could come up with something. He didn't want to lose Cahlon, but with how things were going, he might have already.
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        * * *

      

      Riven flung her braid behind her as she maneuvered the twins into their car seats. She was running so late!

      The twins had decided to make themselves living art with their oatmeal, which led to them needing baths. Amarii needed help getting her hair into the perfect pigtails. She barely had time to get into the shower and dressed herself. She didn’t wait for her hair to dry and had just put it up and out of the way. 

      A knock on the door had her jumping. 

      “I’ll get it,” Amarii said, skipping to the door. 

      Riven grabbed her and set her beside the twins. “I’ll get it. Get your shoes on.”

      Her heart was beating rapidly in her chest. It had to be Cahlon. He was the only one that was coming this morning. Yet she was terrified of opening the door. 

      Peering through the side window, her shoulders slumped as she took in his large frame. She opened the door quickly, giving him a small smile. 

      “Cahlon!” Amarii cheered, running up to him. 

      He picked her up and hugged her till she giggled. “Hey, Little Bit. Love the pigtails; I don’t think I could pull them off. But I’ve never tried.”

      “Your hair is too short.” Amarii ran her hands through his hair, messing it up further. 

      Riven fiddled with the sleeves of her sweater, pulling them down further. The last thing she needed was for him to see her scars. 

      This time, she smiled genuinely as he let Amarii do what she wanted with his hair. He didn’t look angry or impatient with her. His whole attention was on her, unlike her father. He never had time for her. 

      But something was wrong; underneath the smile, she could see the sadness in Cahlon’s eyes. It was a look that squeezed at her heart and stopped her breathing. 

      “You okay, Riven?” Cahlon’s voice was filled with concern.

      “Oh, sorry.” She looked down at the floor, fiddling with her sleeves. “I-I’m fine. Just thinking.”

      She didn’t look at him but kept her gaze down.

      “What about you?” She whispered. “Are you okay?”

      His hand appeared in her vision, slowly pulling her chin up to look at him.  

      “I’m okay now.” He smiled, the sadness slowly ebbing away. “Just hasn’t been a very good morning till now.”

      His thumb stroked her chin gently, brushing softly against her skin. Her face burned bright with her blush. Why did he have to say things like that? Her heart was pounding; nerves were shot as she tried to pull her thoughts together to make a sentence, a word, something.

      “Oh.” 

      Riven nibbled at her lip. Oh. That was all she could say? He must have thought she was an idiot. Cahlon chuckled, pulling her lip free. 

      He let her go, almost making her cry in protest. He set Amarii down and moved closer to her. Riven locked her gaze with him and froze as he stopped inches from her. He lifted his hand to her. She flinched away, hugging herself as she stepped away, looking down at the ground. Tears fell down her cheek as she closed her eyes. His movement was quicker this time, her old habits sinking in.

      “Shit, sorry,” Cahlon whispered. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I shouldn’t have… shit.” 

      Her eyes shot open as she looked at him. He was sorry? Anytime Gavin would make her scared or flinch, he would just laugh or hit her. Cahlon’s brows were furrowed, his jaw tight as he ran a hand through his hair. 

      She reached a shaking hand out to him, placing it on his forearm. “I-It’s not you. I’m sorry.” 

      Riven gripped his arm tighter. She should just let him leave, but every cell of her body was clinging to him not to go, begging him not to leave. 

      His hand went over hers, holding her firmly. She looked up at him, giving him a small smile. 

      “Mommy, are you okay?” Amarii asked, peeking from behind Cahlon. 

      Worry filled her tiny face as she glanced from her to Cahlon. 

      Riven wiped her face, at the tears she didn’t know were falling, and knelt in front of her daughter. “I’m fine, Sweetie. Let’s get your shoes on so we can get Cahlon to work on time.” 

      Amarii nodded quietly, moving over to her shoes. Cahlon helped Riven to stand, the sadness back in his eyes. Her heart seized at the thought that she put it back there. Why couldn’t she be normal? 

      His thumb stroked the top of her hand until she felt like goo. She wanted to lean into him, let him surround her. But that wasn’t fair to him. There was no telling how long she would be able to stay in the town. Not to mention what he would think about her scars. Anyone would be disgusted with them, she was, and she had to live with them for the rest of her life. 

      She exhaled a shaky breath, her free hand rubbing the back of her shoulder, feeling the rough start of her most prominent scar, sharp bits of pain shot through the sensitive skin.

      “Riven,” Cahlon said, his voice strained. “I just need you to know that I will never hurt you, and I need you to believe that.” 

      His voice was so sincere. So warm. She looked at him. His face filled with fire. She knew; she hoped he was telling the truth. 

      “I-I know.” She nodded slowly.

      He moved closer to her, his hand hesitating before setting on the side of her cheek. It felt so warm. She released a relaxing breath as she closed her eyes. 

      “I’m ready,” Amarii said from behind them. 

      Riven turned to her daughter, losing her balance for a minute. Cahlon’s hands went to her waist to steady her. 

      “Sorry.” She looked back at him, flushed. “Just lost my balance for a moment there.”

      “Not a problem. I’ve got you.” He smirked. 

      Her eyes widened as she watched him. The words filled her with a sense of security that had tears welling.

      How could she feel this way about someone she had just met? She couldn’t feel this way. It was too dangerous for him. For her. 

      She just nodded, lost for words. Turning to Amarii, she leaned down on her knees. “Alright, you got your backpack? W-we should get going.” 

      Walking over to the twins, she threw her purse over her shoulder and grabbed ahold of Liam’s car seat. Her son watched her with a sleepy smile on his face. 

      “I’ll get Thorn,” Cahlon said, lifting the car seat easily. “Right, Thorn? Got to keep the cool squad together.”

      He sent Riven a wink as she snorted louder than she meant to. She froze, putting her hand over her mouth, cringing as she looked back at him. He only laughed and walked out the door. 

      This guy was going to be the death of her. There was no doubt about that. 
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        * * *

      

      Cahlon sat back in his office chair, staring at the mountains of paperwork he still needed to go through. Riven had left half an hour ago, still arguing that she should pay more than just a dollar for his time. He should have just asked her out then and there, but after the incident at her house earlier… God, her flinching away from him had nearly killed him. He wanted to get his hands on her ex. They would wish they were dead once he was through with them. There was no question about it. 

      His hands clenched into fists, his knuckles white.

      He pulled out his phone, looking at the wallpaper. Jonah and him in their fatigues during one of their assignments overseas. He ran a hand over the stubble on his chin. Just another issue that he needed to deal with. 

      Cahlon didn’t want to lose Jonah. He was a brother, a friend; he will forever love him. But there was no acting on it. He tried and was turned down. He was going to try with Riven. There was no doubt that it might take a bit for her to trust him enough to let him in fully, but he had all the time now. 

      He dialed Willow, knowing she would be the best candidate to answer. 

      “Hey, Cahlie,” Willow squealed. 

      He jerked the phone away from his ear to save his eardrum. “Willow. You have got to stop doing that. I’ve got enough hearing problems as it is.” 

      “What hearing problems? Why didn’t I know you had hearing problems?” She rambled frantically. 

      “It's called selective hearing, and all men have it. No cure,” he chuckled. 

      Silence. 

      “You jerk!” Willow huffed. 

      He could just imagine her crossing her arms over her growing belly. 

      “Couldn’t help it.” Cahlon winced. He was going to be getting an earful from Walker later. 

      “So, what can I do for you? You didn’t just call to tease me.” Willow’s voice softened. 

      “Just wanted to let you guys know….” He sighed, guilt churning. “I’ve got parts coming in tonight for some jobs. I’ll probably be spending the weekend at the shop. But if you still need a ride into the farmer’s market, let me know.”

      “Cahlon…”

      He hated lying to her. No doubt she knew he was full of shit right now. 

      “It’s okay, Willow. Just let me know about tomorrow, okay?” He kept his voice gentle.

      “Okay. Just… We love you, Cahlon. You’re like a brother to me.” Her voice cracked.

      He closed his eyes, sighing. This was the last thing he wanted to do to her or to them. But he needed some time away from Jonah. He couldn’t…. He couldn’t have another run-in like this morning. Cahlon was so close to losing his friend that he couldn’t bear it. And if he lost Jonah, he had no doubt that he wouldn’t be able to face the Harrison group. The embarrassment, the guilt, it would be too much. 

      “Love you too, Brat.” He ended the call. 

      Sitting back, he leaned his head against the back of the chair as he stared at the ceiling. 

      “Love all of you,” he whispered, letting the tears fall.
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