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        It’s never too late for love—or for coming home.

      

        

      
        After years away, Mark Coleman is finally ready to return to Rocky Mountain House. Once, leaving was the only way to protect his family from the fallout of his choices. Now, with time and distance behind him, there’s one thing calling him home stronger than ever—Dana. The woman he’s always loved. The one he lost because he waited too long.

      

        

      
        Now that she’s ready to build a new future, Mark’s determined to prove that love doesn’t fade with age—it deepens, strengthens, and waits for the right moment. This time, he’s not letting her go.

      

        

      
        But Rocky Mountain Forever isn’t just Mark and Dana’s story—it’s a celebration of everything the Coleman family has built. As Blake Coleman steps into his father’s shoes and the next generation grows, the legacy of love, laughter, and loyalty that started it all continues to thrive.

      

        

      
        Full of reunions, surprises, weddings, and babies, this final Six Pack Ranch book is a heartfelt thank-you to longtime readers—a warm, emotional goodbye (and a few happy tears) for everyone who’s ever called Rocky home.

      

      

      
        
        Six Pack Ranch

        Rocky Mountain Heat

        Rocky Mountain Haven

        Rocky Mountain Desire

        Rocky Mountain Angel

        Rocky Mountain Rebel

        Rocky Mountain Freedom

        Rocky Mountain Romance

        Rocky Mountain Retreat

        Rocky Mountain Shelter

        Rocky Mountain Devil

        Rocky Mountain Home

        Rocky Mountain Forever

      

      

      If you’d like to know what new books I have coming, and stay up to date on new releases, please sign up for my newsletter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CAST OF CHARACTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Family units and children ages in December at the start of ROCKY MOUNTAIN FOREVER. [Book where the couple’s story occurs.]

      
        
        ~Six Pack Ranch Colemans~

      

      

      
        
        Parents: Mike & Marion. Married 40 years.

      

        

      
        Blake & Jaxi [Rocky Mountain Heat]

        - Married 8 years. Home is the SP homestead. Blake works Coleman land. Jaxi is a homemaker and overall mischief-maker for the family.

        - Becca (Rebecca )(7½), Rae (Rachel) (7½), Lana (6), PJ (Peter) (4½), Justin (2)

      

        

      
        Matt & Hope [Rocky Mountain Desire]

        - Married 5 years. Home is in Rocky Mtn House. Matt works the Coleman land. Hope is a homemaker and runs the Stitching Post quilt shop.

        - Colt (Colton) (3), Cam (Cameron) (1)

      

        

      
        Daniel & Beth [Rocky Mountain Haven]

        - Married 7 years. Home is in Rocky Mtn House. Daniel makes rustic furniture. Beth teaches high-school math online to homeschoolers.

        - Lance (17), Nathan (15), Rob (14)

      

        

      
        Travis, Cassidy, & Ashley [Rocky Mountain Freedom]

        - Married 2 years (Ashley & Travis; Cassidy took Coleman name in private ceremony.) Home is the Peter’s house, across the coulee from the SP homestead. Travis and Cassidy work the Coleman land. Ashley is a homemaker and sells art projects on commission.

        - Daisy (2½), River (1½), Forest (3 months)

      

        

      
        Jesse & Dare (Darilyn) [Rocky Mountain Home]

        - Married 1½ years. Home next to Joel and Vicki on Sunset Ridge on Six Pack land. Jesse works the Coleman land. Dare is a homemaker and runs a popular homestead/farming blog.

        - Joey (Joseph) (2)

      

        

      
        Joel & Vicki [Rocky Mountain Rebel]

        - Married 1½ years. Home next to Jesse and Dare on Sunset Ridge on Six Pack land. Joel works the Coleman land. Vicki is a homemaker and cooks during special events for a local catering company.

        - Jess (Jessica) (1½)

      

      

      
        
        ~Angel Colemans~

      

      

      
        
        Parents: Ben (died nearly 3 years ago) & Dana. Married 34 years.

      

        

      
        Gabe & Allison [Rocky Mountain Angel]

        - Married 6 years. Home is an expanded cabin Gabe built on Angel land. Gabe works the Coleman land. Allison is a homemaker and helps with organic analysis and planning for the Colemans.

        - Micah (4), Ariel (1)

      

        

      
        Michael (d)

      

        

      
        Rafe & Laurel [Rocky Mountain Devil]

        - Married 2 years. Home is the homestead on Angel land, shared with Dana Coleman. Rafe works the Coleman land. Laurel works at the Rocky Mountain House Library.

      

      

      
        
        ~Whiskey Creek Colemans~

      

      

      
        
        Parents: George & Sally (died 25 years ago) Married 8 years.

      

        

      
        Karen & Finn [The Cowgirl’s Secret Love]

        - Married 3 months. Home is at Red Boot dude ranch in Heart Falls. Finn is an investor and co-owner of the dude ranch. Karen is the Red Boot ranch foreman.

      

        

      
        Tamara & Caleb [A Rancher’s Heart]

        - Married 2 years. Home is the main homestead of Silver Stone ranch in Heart Falls. Caleb is the head of the Stone family and ranch. Tamara is a retired nurse and homemaker.

        - Sasha (11), Emma (9), Tyler (9 months)

      

        

      
        Lisa & Josiah [The Cowgirl’s Forever Love]

        - Together for six months. Home is a ranch outside Heart Falls. Josiah is the local veterinarian. Lisa helps her friends and family by doing odd jobs.

      

        

      
        Julia* & Zach [The Cowgirl’s Chosen Love]

        - Married 3 months. Sort of. *Julia is discovered to be a missing Whiskey Creek sister in The Cowgirl’s Forever Love. Home is a cabin at Red Boot dude ranch in Heart Falls. Zach is co-owner of Red Boot Dude ranch. Julia is an EMT and medical officer for the Red Boot ranch.

      

      

      
        
        ~Moonshine Colemans~

      

      

      
        
        Parents: Randy & Kate. Married 39 years.

      

        

      
        Steve & Melody [Rocky Mountain Romance]

        - Married 1 year. Home is a house Steve built on Moonshine land. Steve works for the Colemans. Melody is a homemaker and does part-time shifts at the Rocky Mountain Veterinarian clinic, usually for small animal work.

        - Jay (Jason) (2½), Expecting in June

      

        

      
        Trevor & Becky [Rocky Mountain Shelter]

        - Married 4 years. Home is the “rental” that Uncle Mark Coleman gave to Becky to live in when he dropped her off five years ago. Trevor works for the Colemans. Becky works at the Stitching Post quilting shop with Hope.

        Expecting in March

      

        

      
        Anna & Mitch [Rocky Ride]

        - Married 3 years. Home is in Rocky Mtn House near a large park. Mitch works at the Thompson & Sons garage with his brothers. Anna is a retired RCMP, now homemaker.

        - Kay (Kasey) (2½), Expecting in June

      

        

      
        Lee & Rachel [Rocky Mountain Retreat]

        - Married 1½ years. Home is in Rocky Mtn House. Lee works the Coleman land. Rachel is a homemaker.

        - Liam (1), Ava (2 months) (They did not expect to get pregnant while Rachel was nursing baby #1)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
PART I


          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tell me, tell me, smiling child,

        What the past is like to thee?

        ‘An Autumn evening soft and mild

        With a wind that sighs mournfully.’

      

        

      
        Past, Present, Future

        Emily Brontë

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        SP Ranch Journal

        ~Michael Coleman, first journal entry, one week after the passing of his father, Royce Coleman, January 1983~

      

      

      

      Life changed in a moment.

      This was not what I expected—it’s not the place I want to be. Yet, here we are. Suddenly I’m in charge of all of the Coleman holdings, and the privilege of it and the responsibility make my fingers tremble as I write this.

      You made it look so simple, Da. Never a thing you couldn’t do, and now you’re gone, and hell if I know how to fill your boots.

      Why didn’t you say something⁠—

      No. I know exactly why you didn’t mention feeling sick. You were always strong. Always the first one up and caring for the family, making the tough decisions and working until you dropped. You didn’t want us to know because you didn’t want to admit to yourself that you weren’t strong enough to fight sorrow and death. Damn stubborn fool.

      It was clear you’d been a little lost the last couple of years, ever since Mom died. That wasn’t a fault, you know. Caring so much that it broke your heart once she was gone. You taught us a lot with how much you loved.

      I’m so glad I had you as a father, but I sure as hell wish I’d been watching closer to see exactly how you made it look so easy. I’m not ashamed to admit I’m going to miss you even as I move forward, one foot after another. No use trying to solve problems that haven’t even shown their faces yet.

      Thank God for Marion, though, or I’d be in one hell of a mess. She’s the one who got us through the funeral and the rest of it. Even hauling baby Matthew around with her, nothing slowed her down. Blake stuck by my side most of the time, the little tyke wide-eyed and with his lip quivering, because even at not yet three, he knows his Grampa is gone.

      And now I don’t even know who I’m writing this for. You, the family…my sons?

      Yet I know you journaled all the time. Somehow it feels right to pick up this part of your legacy. Can the act of copying something you did push me in the right direction?

      Maybe it’s wishful thinking to hope that, in putting pen to paper, I’ll be able to work through troubled times. Maybe it’ll let me savour the good times better.

      Or perhaps somewhere between the two extremes of grief and joy, I can build a world that makes the Colemans rich. Not as in money overflowing from our pockets, but as in a family that’s rock-solid far into the future. That’s my goal.

      Always did have more gusto than brains, but we’ll see.
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        December, present day, Six Pack ranch, Alberta

      

      

      Darkness filtered to the edges of the room, the cool of the early December morning leaving the air outside the quilt crisp.

      But the warmth in his arms told Blake Coleman everything he needed to know. Jaxi lay curled against him, face pressed to his chest, legs tangled with his. Skin on skin, the sweet scent of her filled his head and made his heart swell.

      How he had this miracle in his life day after day—no idea. No damn idea what he’d done to deserve the goodness in his world.

      She moved, head tilting back as her blue eyes opened the narrowest bit. Sleepy warmth and contentment all but dripped from her expression.

      “Morning,” she whispered.

      Blake pressed his mouth to hers, a smile curling his lips. “You’re not rocketing out of bed like your panties are on fire.”

      She hummed, a secretive hush. “You’re the one with the lighter. If there’s going to be any panty bonfires⁠—”

      “Mama? Daddy?”

      They both went silent.

      It was a long shot. The chance to lay in bed late, with neither of them needing to rush away for chores, was rare in the first place. Add in five kids, and Blake could count on one hand the number of mornings in the last month they’d had the room to themselves past five a.m..

      When the quiet persisted, Blake began to relax.

      Curled up against him, Jaxi pressed her lips against the side of his neck, easing her legs on either side of his. A throaty moan escaped her, and Blake wanted to both laugh and curse as he realized his hand no longer rested innocently on her hip. Nope. He’d full-on cupped her ass and was even now in the process of dragging her on top of his body.

      “Looking for trouble—” Jaxi began.

      “Maaaaama.” The doorknob rattled as PJ’s voice rang against the door. “Daaaaaadeeeee.”

      Absolutely adorable even as their four-year-old’s timing made Blake groan. “Invasion?” he asked Jaxi.

      She pressed a quick kiss to his lips before carefully crawling off. “I’ll get him. You deal with—things.”

      With a slightly wicked pat of her hand against his belly, Jaxi swung away before he could grab her, hips wiggling saucily as she headed toward the door.

      Blake rolled, adjusting his hard-on to a more comfortable position that was slightly protected in case their oldest son decided to launch his way onto the mattress like he usually did.

      “Yes? We didn’t order any pizza,” Jaxi said as she knelt beside the door.

      Around her, PJ’s expression went utterly serious as he shook his head. “Not peeza. Cuddles.”

      “Well, that’s totally different.” Jaxi scooped him up then closed the door and returned to the bed. “Look, Daddy, we have an early morning delivery of cuddles.”

      “One of my favourite things,” Blake said sincerely, opening his arms.

      PJ snuggled in, and Blake felt that pulse deep inside his heart again. The one that ached even as it brought a smile to his face.

      Jaxi sat on the edge of the bed, her expression filled with wonder. “I love you.”

      She said the words so simply, but it was clear the message was meant for him, not their son. Although she totally loved their kids to pieces, this thing between them wasn’t getting any smaller. After eight years of marriage, it seemed to simply grow, expanding to fill every single bit of room, not just in Blake’s heart, but in their home.

      Even as he draped an arm around their son, he patted the mattress beside him. “Climb in. It’s cold out there.”

      She smiled wryly. “I will. But I figured I’d wait to let the rest of them in first.”

      “Who?”

      He shouldn’t have bothered asking. He knew the answer.

      “Daddy?” A chorus of little girls.

      Jaxi blew him a kiss before sneaking from the room. By the time she got back with two-year-old Justin in her arms, the seven-year-old blonde-haired twins, Rebecca and Rachel, had settled on either side of six-year-old Lana.

      Lana sighed contentedly. “I like sleepovers.”

      “Not a sleepover when it’s Mommy and Daddy’s bed…” Becca explained seriously.

      “…it’s family cuddles,” Rae finished.

      “Shove over there, kids,” Jaxi said with amusement. “Make room for your brother.”

      Shockingly, ten minutes later the bed was silent. The girls had curled up in a heap like puppies and fallen back asleep almost immediately. Against Blake’s chest, PJ’s blondish hair spread in a tangled mess. He’d snuck his thumb in his mouth, his little chest moving easily.

      Justin was sprawled on top of Jaxi, contented baby snores rising from him.

      And Blake and Jaxi were teetering on opposite edges of the mattress.

      She was smiling, though. “Are you sure you don’t want a king-size bed?”

      Blake kept his chuckle soft to avoid waking anyone. “We had any more room in here, we’d be able to fit a couple of the dogs and a small horse.”

      She snapped a finger to her lips. “Shh. Do not suggest that, or the twins will try to sneak them in for a test run.”

      “The dogs? Or the horse?”

      “Both. Either. All of them,” Jaxi said, lips curling with amusement. Her gaze drifted over the family between them then back to Blake’s eyes. “You need to take an extra-long lunch break.”

      He was lost for a moment before comprehension drifted in. While adult entertainment was out of the question this morning, it appeared there might be hope for later. “If you can find a bit of spare time in your day.”

      Her gaze grew heated. “Ashley and I are doing baby swaps this week. And it doesn’t need to be a bit. Unless a bit means a couple of hours.”

      Reaching across the mass of children between them meant risking waking one or two. Blake satisfied himself with his best attempt at a smolder. “I’ll be home by noon. We’ll see what we can cook up together.”

      The delight on his woman’s face was as sweet as the family that lay between them and as heated as the plans that lay before them.

      They stared at each other in silence, smiles on their faces, love pooling around them for another hour until it was time to head into the day.

      The chaos of breakfast followed. Then backpacks and getting three little girls off to the school bus, all of them bundled up in their snow suits.

      Jaxi kissed Blake sweetly before grabbing PJ’s hand. Justin peeked out of the backpack contraption she wore. “We’re headed over to Ashley’s. I promised I’d watch the kids this morning so she can paint.”

      Blake shook his head in amazement. Ashley, Cassidy, and Travis already had three kids—the youngest born only three months ago. “Five kids under the age of four. You’re a glutton for punishment.”

      “She’ll have them this afternoon, starting at lunch,” Jaxi reminded him, eyes brightening. “Besides. It’s nice to hold a teeny baby again.”

      Her idea of a good time was far too exhausting for him. “See you at noon,” he promised.

      They were well enough set up these days at the Six Pack ranch. By sharing land and sharing responsibilities between all the Coleman clans, the sense of urgency they’d all faced years before had lessened. The struggle to provide for all the family had been dealt with. While there were still moments of uncertainty, because nothing about ranching could be predicted to go smoothly, having the holdings back together had begun to create some wonderful opportunities.

      Everyone’s expertise got used where it was most valuable. It meant no longer juggling to find enough grazing land or seed land or feed.

      Although he did miss having his cousin Karen from the Whiskey Creek side of the family around, with the way she had with horses. She and her sisters had settled about a three-hour drive to the south of Rocky, which always struck Blake as odd.

      He couldn’t think of any reason family would want to leave. Still, she seemed happy enough. Maybe when she came to visit this weekend for their early Christmas gathering, he could bend her ear for a while. Get some ideas of where she thought the Colemans should go with their horse-breeding plans.

      He’d barely finished his morning paperwork when Jesse stuck his head in the door of the office. “This is where you’re hiding.”

      Blake pushed the chair in then joined his brothers in the main barn. He nodded at Travis before turning back to Jesse. “Wasn’t hiding, but getting up to date. Looks as if you need to hit the books for a bit. Took a peek at your project and it doesn’t look as if you’re done.”

      Jesse made a face. “One more push should do it. The last time I tried to finish up, we had that power outage, and I lost about three hours of data entry.”

      He was using a state-of-the-art genetics program to help amalgamate the Coleman ranch more fully, but old wiring in creaky barns was hell on modern technology.

      Blake shook his head. “Shit. Didn’t know that.”

      Jesse shrugged. “Pain in the ass, but it happens. Sorry I’m a little slow. If you need the information right away, I can stay late tonight. I don’t mind if it takes longer to get it done.”

      Well.

      Blake eyed him sideways. That was just so not Jesse that both Blake and Travis caught it.

      His little brother was no longer a lazy butt or the type to try to wiggle out of work. He also had a wife he was head over heels about and a kid he adored, plus his twin brother and family lived right next door. Jesse and Joel were as tight as anything once again.

      Jesse deliberately volunteering to be late getting home?

      Nope.

      Travis obviously had gone through the same thought process. He raised a brow. “Dare kick you out?”

      “No,” Jesse snapped, but then he looked just about as guilty as Rae had the day before when she’d been caught with her fingers in the cookie jar right before supper. “Not really. Sort of.”

      “Ha.” Travis was grinning way too hard. “And if you want to work late, that means you’re also in shit with Joel, because otherwise you’d go hang out with him until Dare wants to see your ugly mug again.”

      A heavy sigh escaped Jesse. “They’re all pissed at me.”

      Joel, his wife, Vicki, and Dare? “That’s quite the accomplishment.” Somehow Blake kept his expression from twisting into a smile. “You deserve it?”

      “Probably.” Jesse flashed a grin. “It’ll be okay. I’ll let Dare cuss me out a few times, and then I’ll work all the kinks out between us with some makeup sex.”

      “You can get out of the doghouse that fast?” Travis shook his head. “You need to fight a little harder. I mean, makeup sex is good and all, but they need to be really lit on fire for it to be extra fun.”

      “The man who has two spouses to get mad at him at the same time thinks fighting is fun?” Blake shook his head. “There’s a name for people like you.”

      Travis actually sputtered for a second before grinning broadly.

      Jesse rolled his eyes dramatically then confessed the truth.

      “Because that conversation is going places I don’t want to talk about, it was just a misunderstanding. And yeah, Dare was right—I stuck my nose in where it didn’t belong.” Jesse leaned back on the wall behind him, folding his arms over his chest. “I walked in on Vicki and Joel having what I thought was a full-out, drag-down fight. I waded into the middle because I knew they’d be upset if they actually tossed bullshit at each other that hard. But it turns out they were reciting some damn movie, and Dare was there, and so all three of them gave me hell.”

      Travis snorted. “A movie? For fucks sake, can’t you guys even fight about something that’s not comical?”

      “Screw you, asshole.”

      “Diva.”

      “Loser.”

      “Jerk.”

      “Ahhh, brotherly love.” Blake slapped a hand at the side of Travis’s head, dodging out of the way before his brother’s instant roundhouse could connect. “Stop your jawing, and let’s get to work.”

      The entire morning was filled with the goodness of hard, honest labour, followed by a sweet, dirty interlude that left Blake grinning for most of the afternoon.

      He thought about all the blessings in his world and wondered⁠—

      A sense of foreboding hung over him. Like everything was too good to be true. Something was going to rush in and shake things up in a way he couldn’t anticipate.

      Totally superstitious nonsense, but it felt so real. He paused before leaving the barn to head back to Jaxi and his family, stopping to rap his knuckles against the sturdy wooden frame of the man door for luck.

      What they had was priceless—was precious. He didn’t want anything to change.
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      The time it took to drive to his home in the middle of the Six Pack land wasn’t long enough to give Jesse a solution to his problem.

      The concern, he could honestly admit, wasn’t the fact the three people he cared most about in the world had been mad at him before he left the house that morning. Travis had been right—it was a silly thing to fight about, and Dare had been justified in calling him on sticking his nose where it wasn’t needed. That misdeed had probably been forgiven before his truck had even left the driveway.

      Nope, if there was one thing he was absolutely certain about—Dare loved him unconditionally, even when he was an ignorant bastard. And both Joel and Vicki cared enough to call him on his bullshit.

      It was like being wrapped in a warm blanket on this icy-cold December day to have that kind of gut-deep assurance in his world.

      His problem⁠—

      Jesse stuck his hand in the pocket of his sheepskin-lined jacket and worried the envelope again. Half a dozen times that day he’d considered pulling it out of his pocket and showing it to Blake, but he knew better. Even as tangled as the out-of-the-blue offer made his brain, it was Dare he needed to talk to first.

      And obviously, ignoring the proposal he’d received wasn’t the way to go. He thought he could put it off until the new year, but the information kept buzzing at the back of his brain, distracting him and screwing with his concentration.

      Hell. Jesse knew better than to get between his brother and his wife, for more reasons than most.

      What was worse, there was no reason to sit there suffering. No reason why he wasn’t telling Dare exactly what was bothering him.

      The final approach up the road to Sunset Ridge added to both the deep sense of contentment and the concern dredging through every part of his body.

      Nearly identical houses sat silhouetted against the skyline, showcasing the comfortable yet compact homes where he and his twin were raising their families. It was everything he’d ever dreamed of—to be living next to his best friend, head over heels in love with a wonderful woman who was more than his equal. A beautiful little boy and the excitement of discovering their family would be growing—Dare was expecting in July.

      Jesse’s fingers tightened instinctively around the envelope, and he cursed. The urge to throw the letter away, or burn it, was so damn strong. Yet he couldn’t.

      He pulled into the parking space next to Joel’s truck, a grin coming unbidden as he glanced over to find his brother sitting behind the wheel waiting for him.

      They both got out, meeting at the shoveled walkway that led toward the houses.

      Joel eyed him with amusement. “Well, that’s disappointing.”

      Confusion hit. “What?”

      “I asked Blake to make you shovel shit all day. Doesn’t look like I got my wish.”

      Jesse used his middle finger to scratch the bridge of his nose. “Hope you had fun on lost-sheep duty. Find them all, Bo Peep?”

      “Ass.” Only Joel was grinning. “Cassidy and Matt called in the Moonshine clan. We got the entire flock back into the lower pasture, plus all the fences fixed and gates shut. The rest of the season is going to be a piece of cake.”

      That was good news. “I really like this business of working with the entire family,” Jesse shared honestly.

      “It’s damn handy,” Joel agreed. “Although it’s going to take a couple of years to get all the cows onto the same season. I’m not looking forward to them dropping all the way from February till May.”

      “One thing at a time,” Jesse said. It was one of the things he was working on with his programming. He met his brother’s gaze straight on. “I said it this morning, but I’ll say it again. I’m sorry. I butt in where it wasn’t my right. I’m glad you told me to fuck off.”

      Joel nodded once. “Vicki and I were more pissed that you thought we would say such crappy things to each other.”

      “That’s the part that threw me,” Jesse insisted. “You and Vicki—if anything, you’re way too sweet and gushy. You don’t toss words like knives.”

      “Good to know we’ve got you fooled.” His brother shrugged. “Don’t kid yourself. We still screw up, and words get heated. But we don’t let it stick. I swear Vicki’s been taking lessons from Mom⁠—”

      A laugh escaped before Jesse could stop it. “Jeez, you too?”

      Joel dipped his chin “The last time I was ticked off about something, she plopped down on the footstool by my chair and waited.”

      “Which means you have to talk about it. Or you have to admit, ‘I’m pissed off and don’t want to talk to you right now,’ which is okay some of the time, but mostly sounds as if I’m about eight years old and pitching a fit.”

      They both chuckled before Joel let out a long, slow sigh. “This is probably why Mom and Dad’s fights are virtually nonexistent.”

      “Because he knows he can’t win?” Jesse teased.

      “Can we?”

      “More importantly, do we want to?” Jesse winked before turning toward the path that led to his house. “We’re on shift together tomorrow?”

      “Six a.m. You drive. Vicki needs the truck to pick up supplies for the Christmas party this weekend.”

      Another thing Jesse had forgotten about in his distracted haze. “It’ll be good to see the Whiskey Creek girls again.”

      After a final solid thump on the shoulder, Joel turned away and headed whistling toward his home.

      Jesse did the same.

      Inside, golden light shone onto the wintry landscape and reflected off the walls to fill the cozy space. Both the heat and the scent of dinner welcomed him in.

      “Daddy.” Enough noise for a platoon of kids rushed toward him. His son, wearing a teeny pair of cowboy boots and riding a stick horse across the hardwood floor.

      “Hey, Buckaroo.” Jesse swooped down and nabbed Joey, horse and all. “Where’s your mama?”

      “’puter.”

      “Ah. She’s still working?”

      “She’s done.” Dare rounded the corner, and here was the true welcome. She squeezed up against him, Joey cradled between them. “Hey. I didn’t expect you for another half hour.”

      “Blake sent me home. Told me I needed to come apologize before you decided I had to sleep in the barn.”

      “Horsies,” Joey exclaimed.

      “Yes. The horses live in the barn. Daddy lives with us, even when he’s being—” Dare paused.

      “Go on,” Jesse encouraged. “I not only want to hear what you say, but I want to know how you’re going to say it in a Buckaroo-approved matter.”

      Her eyes flashed, but he thought it was with amusement. “Even when he’s being a buttinski.”

      Joey’s little face curled up in a frown. “Daddy buttski?”

      Laughter escaped.

      “Yes,” Dare agreed, squeezing Jesse and lifting her lips for a kiss.

      “Don’t blame me when that kid says things we’d rather he didn’t in front of Grandma,” Jesse warned with a whisper in her ear.

      “We’ll blame Grandpa.”

      Worked for him. Jesse pulled her tight. “Hello, love. I missed you today.”

      Then he kissed her. A sweet moment that made being apart bearable because he knew this was the reward waiting. The coming back together was not just fire and heat—although they had plenty of that between them.

      After nearly three years, the quiet moments were growing richer. The conversations and the searching for the next adventure to share were being built on a firm foundation.

      Jesse was damn grateful.

      Her lips on his, the heat of her body and the swells of her breasts pressed against him were also something to be thankful for. Joey squirmed, and Jesse put the boy back on the ground.

      Catching Dare’s hand, Jesse held her in place when she would’ve taken off to the kitchen. “I apologized to Joel, and now it’s your turn. I was out of line this morning. Thanks for giving me hell. I was distracted, but that’s not an excuse.”

      Dare lowered her chin slowly. “Okay.”

      Then she waited.

      For one moment, Jesse wanted to burst into laughter, because it was exactly what he and Joel had just talked about. “You’re not going to let me leave it at that, are you?”

      She winked then headed toward the back of the house. “Of course, I am. For now. Go. Grab a shower, and I’ll finish supper. I can wait until later to poke you to find out what’s wrong.”

      It wasn’t until Joey was fast asleep in bed that Jesse brought it up. Taking Dare by the hand, he led her into the living room and in front of the fire he’d lit in the airtight stove.

      Dare sat beside him, arms wrapped around her legs. “This looks serious.”

      “I guess it is.” All evening his admission to Joel had been echoing in his head. The part about how much he enjoyed working with his family. With all of the Coleman clan. Jesse pulled the letter out of his pocket, running his hand over it in a futile effort to straighten some of the wrinkles before passing it over. “I got this in the mail a couple of days ago.”

      She examined the envelope. “University of Alberta.” A small furrow formed between her brows. “There’s a problem with your school records? But, wait. You went to Old’s College, not the university.”

      Jesse pointed at the letter. “One of my profs moved. It’s all kind of technical, but I guess the program he taught us to use was experimental. Somebody with a bunch of money wanted to invest in agricultural technology, and I was one of the guinea pigs.”

      She nodded. “Go on.”

      This was the part where it got a little unreal. “Dr. Wadia asked students who used the program to send him periodic updates. For data analysis—that kind of thing.”

      “I remember that. I remember you asked my brother for permission to share after you did some programming for them down at Silver Stone.” Dare no longer looked worried but very curious. “Caleb said both he and Luke really appreciated your help.”

      “They weren’t the only ones.” Jesse took a deep breath. “There’s more, but long story short—Dr. Wadia’s got a research grant that starts in September of next year. They’re going to run a five-year program, including regular travel to other countries to help them set up their own systems.”

      Dare went very still. “He didn’t write just to tell you his exciting news, did he?”

      Jesse shook his head. “He wants me to join him. He wants me to be one of the main programmers on the project, including teaching and travelling.”

      Dare sat back, sprawled on her arms as she gazed at him. “Jesse. That’s a huge compliment. It’s amazing.”

      It was—and the mere thought of it tangled his insides into a thousand knots. “I don’t know what to do.”

      She was too far away. Jesse pulled Dare into his lap. He circled her with his arms and buried his face against her neck. Her rich auburn hair fell around him like a curtain, blocking out everything except the two of them. The warmth of her body melded against his, the heated brush of her breath ghosted past his ear.

      “We’d have to move away from your family and farther from mine.” Dare’s words were barely a whisper. “Away from Vicki and Joel.”

      “Away from all of them, yes.” Jesse took a deep breath and straightened slightly, cupping her cheek. “My first instinct is to say no, but there’s a hefty salary involved. And I do mean hefty—the corporation that’s funding the research has deep pockets. We need to think seriously about this.”

      “When do you have to decide by?”

      “There’s no rush,” Jesse said. “Dr. Wadia says he’s getting the first steps of the process in place but wanted to give me a heads-up. He should know it’s a go for sure by the end of April. The absolute deadline for my decision is August first.”

      “Wow.”

      Silence reigned again for a while before Dare nodded decisively. “Well, I can see why you were distracted. But the fact that we’ve got a long time to make a decision means you have to try to not worry right now. Especially if he won’t know until the end of April if there’s actually a job for you.”

      It was good advice, but Jesse knew he would still think about it a lot more than was good for him.

      He went for a topic change. “You’re not mad at me anymore?”

      “Nothing to be mad about,” she insisted.

      “I’m a little pissed that you’re being so understanding,” Jesse confessed. “I could use a little arguing.”

      Dare rolled her eyes. “Yeah, because throwing dishes and shouting is so much more fun.”

      He rolled her to the carpet, pinning her under his body. “It’s not the shouting that’s fun, it’s what comes after.”

      “Oh, that’s the part you’re missing.” Her gaze shifted to his lips. “We can probably come up with a reason why we need to have some angry sex. It is angry sex that you’re looking for, right?”

      “Angry. Hot. Heavy.” He jammed a hand under her shirt and slid it upward until her breast filled his palm. “I want to take you hard.”

      Instead of telling him he was an ass or yawning in his face, both responses he would’ve completely understood, Dare proved once again she was his absolutely perfect partner.

      She grinned. “I think we can manage that.”

      Unexpectedly, she twisted. With a hand on his shoulder, she got enough torque to flip him onto his back. An instant later, she’d crawled over him, peeling her shirt up and over her head to toss it aside.

      Jesse hummed in approval. He curled up far enough to undo her bra and then sent it flying after her shirt. “Your tits are always stunning, but pregnant? There should be an entire wing in some museum to pay homage to them.”

      “They’re big enough to fill an entire wing by themselves,” Dare teased before moaning. “God, Jesse. Yes.”

      He didn’t know what to do next. He wanted it all. His hands, his mouth, his teeth all over her skin. He dropped his hands to her waistline, rolling her under him as he shred away her pants and undies.

      Dare stripped his shirt away, and fabric tore. They were all hands and heat and dirty delicious noises—far too long, yet it was only moments later, he dipped his fingers between her legs and found her ready and wet for him.

      “Do it.” Dare made the words a challenge, a gasp following as he hauled her over his legs and notched himself against her heat.

      One inch of movement. One thrust and they were joined.

      Their foreheads met. “You are my everything,” Jesse confessed.

      Her face lit up like sunshine. “Good. Now fuck me.”

      With pleasure. For both of them.

      He rocked into her hard and dirty, soaking in the sensations streaking over his skin like wildfire. Aching with the extreme pleasure of the tight fist of her body surrounding him. Dare’s heels dug into his ass as she rocked to meet his demands with her own vibrant enthusiasm.

      He paused for a moment to lick his thumb then reached between their bodies to slide over her clit.

      Dare arched, her breasts pressing against his naked chest. Head falling back, her hair slid over his arm supporting her back. Sweaty and hot with every bit of pleasure centered on his cock as she squeezed him, Jesse took as hard as he gave.

      A moment later her nails raked across his shoulders, and she let out a cry. He lost it, the connection between them fire and passion.

      They clung to each other, chests heaving. Coming down while still connected. Bodies, souls. Hearts.

      Dare sighed happily. “I love you. We’ll figure it out.”

      “I love you too,” he agreed. “And we will.”

      Jesse just hoped the right answer wouldn’t require tearing his heart in two.
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