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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            SHANE

          

        

      

    

    
      For years, I've imagined what it would be like to come home. I always pictured my parents greeting me at the front door, and my mom's cooking filling the air. Hell, what I'd give for a home-cooked meal. 

      During all those nights in the desert during deployment, I never once thought I'd be coming home to an empty house with my name on the deed because they weren't there to greet me. I never thought they would die, and I wouldn't make it to their funerals. But when you are in jail, they don't care about things like your parents' funerals. 

      It was just something else that was taken from me, but now my life is in my own hands, and I plan to turn it around. 

      Starting with the damn bunkhouse. I've been sleeping here the past few nights because I can't bring myself to stay in the main house. I tried the first night, but the memories are too much to handle right now. So, I packed up my stuff at two in the morning and moved out to the bunkhouse. 

      The ranch needs work—a lot of work—and I need help to do it. I've been mulling over the idea of bringing on some help and giving them room and board as part of their paycheck, like my father did. When I couldn't sleep last night, I did the math, and I can float six people working here for about a year. So I’m going to need to get moving and give them a place they will actually want to live. 

      There are so many memories I have of the ranch hands in the bunkhouse. I'd have dinner with them once a month so my parents could have a date night. We'd eat, and then they would teach me to play cards—first blackjack and then poker. 

      First thing I did was make a list of what I needed to do. In the next few weeks, my buddy, Aiden, will be here, and I’ll need to get started. But until then, I'll be on my own. 

      I need to check the roof of this place. Who knows when it was fixed last? Then, get new beds. I should move that to the top of the list. The kink in my neck from sleeping on these old bunks is no joke. 

      The wood floors are in decent shape. They just need to be refinished. The kitchen and bathroom need updating, along with the building’s heater. 

      Atlas said he could spare a few guys to help. I appreciate it since they are finishing up the rebuilding of their clubhouse from when a rival motorcycle club decided to use it for target practice a few months ago. 

      My phone rings, pulling me out of my head. Speaking of the devil, there’s Atlas's name and face on my screen. "Hey," I answer.

      "So, how were the first few nights back in your old room?" he asks with a grin on his face. 

      "I slept in the bunkhouse," I reply. 

      The line is quiet. Dead silence. He knows why I did it without even having to explain. 

      "It will get better, but it’s going to take time. Something you have plenty of now," he says, his tone more serious. 

      "Yeah, time I have. I’ve got a list going of things to get started on in the bunkhouse. Before I can bring more guys in, it needs to happen. I’m heading into town now to shop.”  

      "Sounds good. Let me know when you are ready, and I can send a few guys over. The clubhouse is almost done, so I can spare a few of them," he says. 

      "Well, I'm going to start on the roof first."  

      "Perfect, I’ve got just the guy to help," he says.

      He won't take no for an answer, so I don’t bother arguing. My gut is saying that the guy who will help me is him. But now is not the time to pick a fight with Atlas about it. 

      "Thanks, appreciate it. When I get everything I need, I'll call you."  

      "Alright. Talk to you later, brother," he says, and we hang up. 

      I sigh. I'm pretty sure if I mention the rebuild to Ruby, she can find a few people to help out with it, too. At least she used to be able to, she might not be able to find help now that word is out about my jail time. 

      Now that I have a game plan, I need to put that plan into action. It's not to see Caitlin, I tell myself. My trip is to order the supplies I need for the bunkhouse.

      I grab my keys and head to the front of the house, where my truck is parked. That’s when I see the large manila envelope on the front door. How did anyone get up the driveway without me hearing them? I need to get a dog to let me know when people are on the property. Tossing the envelope on the kitchen counter, I close the door behind me. I will deal with that later. Nothing is going to stop me from seeing the one thing I know I will never be able to have. 

      When I'm in town, I try not to notice the side-eye looks I get from everyone. Even though I grew up here, I’m not sure it will matter to people. Who knows if they’ll even come to help me? Whatever, it doesn't matter. What is important is that I get my place back up and running and make my parents proud of me in a way I wasn't able to before they died. 

      I happen to know that Caitlin is filling in at the outdoor store while Jensen and Jonas are out of town on a well-deserved vacation. This is their slow season, as tourists don't really visit Mustang Mountain in the dead of winter. 

      Climbing into my truck, I check the time. The outdoor store closes in an hour and I'm going to need a nice durable water bottle with all this work I'm going to be doing. At least, that is how I justify my visit to the shop. 

      I know I should stay away. My best friend's little sister is completely off-limits. But when I saw her for the first time in years at Atlas's wedding last month, something inside me clicked. Since then, I haven't been able to leave her alone. 

      Trying to get my fill of her, I stop by the store for a few minutes here and there. Just listening to her talk and hearing her laugh is enough to get me through until the next time I can come up with a reason to visit the store.

      Parking by the Merc, I walk in to get some coffee. It’s much busier than I was expecting. There is a big sign advertising a new burger down at the café, so I assume that’s why everyone is here to talk about it. But when I get to the counter, I realize they are here for the gossip, not the burger. 

      Listening to them talk, I find out something unexpected. Apparently, the Mustang Mountain Riders got a postcard from the developer that just bought the hot springs outside of town. It thanked them for getting rid of the Savage Bones last year, but also told them to enjoy their last Christmas in town. 

      Even though I have seen and talked to Atlas a few times since then, I wonder why he never mentioned it. When I get back, I need to call him and find out. Maybe he’s unaware that the whole town knows. 

      Taking my coffee, I walk down the street to the outdoor store. I feel guilty about visiting Caitlin, but I really do need that water bottle. Sure, I could get it from Ruby at the Merc, but I grew up with Jensen and Jonas, too, and I want to support them. 

      As I get closer to the store, I remind myself how important my relationship with Atlas is and that his sister is completely off limits. Nothing but talking. I'd never do anything to jeopardize that friendship. 

      Famous last words.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            CAITLIN

          

        

      

    

    
      When I agreed to help out at the outdoor store while Jonas and Jensen were gone, I figured it would be a good way to get out and talk to the townspeople. I didn't realize how much I'd like it. 

      As word got out about me filling in while the twins were on a family vacation, people came in just to talk. It made the days pass by faster and made me realize how much I really missed Mustang Mountain. 

      Everyone has been so nice coming in to chat and catch up, asking if I've heard from Jensen and Jonas and how their trip is going, and what my plans are moving forward. Then when I have downtime, I'm able to read because other than straightening things up and doing some small restocks, there isn't much else for me to do while they are gone. 

      Since we close in less than an hour, and I've already organized the shelves, I'm sitting at the desk reading when the door chime goes off, letting me know a customer is here. 

      Placing my bookmark in my book, I set it on the counter by the register and then look up to greet them. 

      "Welcome in," I say, smiling as Shane steps towards me. 

      "Hey." He returns my smile. 

      Since I've been here, this isn't the first time he’s popped in. He's been buying little things. The first time he bought work boots and stayed and chatted with me and Sage. The next time, he got a pair of work gloves and helped me bring some boxes from the back to restock the jerky that sells like crazy. 

      The last time he was here, he got sunscreen that he totally could have gotten at Ruby's mercantile a block down on Main Street. This makes me think that my brother has asked him to keep an eye on me while he spends time with his new bride. 

      I love my new sister-in-law, and she makes him happy. And it makes me happy when I don't have to see the two of them making goo-goo eyes at each other. So I'll take the eye candy that Shane is over my brother any day. 

      "Slow day?" he asks, since there is no one else in the store.

      "Yeah. There have been a few people in and out, but it's left me plenty of time to read. I'm almost done with my book."  

      "My guess is it's because they are all down at the café trying the new burger they have on the menu. I just passed by there, and it seems like that’s where most of the town is," he says. 

      "Oh my gosh, a burger sounds so good," I say out loud because I didn't realize how hungry I was until he started talking about them. 

      "I was thinking of grabbing one myself. Want to join me when the shop closes?"

      If it was anyone other than Shane, my brother's best friend, I'd think he was asking me on a date and I'd decline. But knowing my brother has probably asked him to check up on me and that includes making sure I eat, then I don't see why we can't enjoy a meal together. 

      "That sounds great," I say, smiling.

      His face lights up, and those deep brown eyes draw me in. 

      When he smiles at me, my stomach jumps and does this weird flutter, and my heart races. Why am I reacting like this? I don’t have time to ponder it because Shane is asking me a question.

      "Now, in the meantime, is there any recommendation for a good water bottle to keep my water cold while I'm working on the ranch?" he asks. 

      Walking around the counter, I lead him toward the room with the water bottles. 

      "I'm no expert, but this one is the one Jonas insisted I take with me on my last hike, and it did the trick." I hold up a green one with a mountain scene etched on it. 

      "I'll take it," he says.

      We move toward the cash register so I can ring up his order.  

      "Finish your book," he says, after I complete the sale. He nods toward it on the counter where I placed it when he showed up. 

      Then he goes and sits on a chair by the door and picks up a magazine to read.
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