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      Love can mend even the deepest wounds—if they dare to let it.

      

      Declan Skye puts others first, running High Water ranch with quiet strength and carrying the grief for his late wife like a second skin. The ranch is more than land—it’s a refuge for those rebuilding their lives. Declan knows how to mend fences and guide broken souls. But his own heart? That’s a harder fix.

      

      Dr. Sydney Jeremiah is no stranger to pressure. She’s smart, driven, and fiercely independent, but Heart Falls is testing her limits. With her clinic on the line, a meddling grandfather pulling the strings, and a cowboy who sees far too much, Sydney’s carefully built walls are starting to crack. Declan offers the one thing she’s never allowed herself to dream of—a place to belong.

      

      As danger and secrets rise between them, Declan and Sydney must trust each other—and the found family around them—to build the future they deserve.
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      The knock came sharp and fast, loud enough to rattle the glass on the clinic’s front door.

      Sydney rolled her eyes. The sign on the outside of the Heart Falls Health Clinic door clearly read Closed. Typical Monday chaos. Probably someone wanting stitches or a refill without an appointment⁠—

      When the second knock came—harder, more impatient—she huffed and marched to the door, yanking it open with all the grace of a sleep-deprived ER nurse.

      “What—?” She froze.

      “Lovely to see you, too.” Her grandfather strode inside as if he owned the place.

      Which, in a manner of speaking, he kind of did.

      “Grandpa. I didn’t know you were coming.”

      “Last-minute decision,” he said, already sweeping his gaze around the lobby. “Had a layover in Calgary and figured I’d stop in to check on things.”

      Sydney stepped back and folded her arms, watching him with wary affection.

      He was taller than her—though that wasn’t hard, considering she barely reached five foot four. His auburn hair had faded to silver at the temples, but his eyes, like hers, were a striking silvery blue, sharp as ever. The way he held himself—straight spine, chin lifted slightly—was a familiar echo of her own posture.

      Nathaniel Jones had always been the family force of nature. The brains. The legacy. The financier of her clinic and the author of the invisible rulebook Sydney had lived under for the past thirteen years—whether she’d wanted to or not.

      Grandpa Nate’s brows winged skyward. “Did you forget what I look like?”

      “I video chat with Grandma nearly every week,” she said, dry as toast. “But you’re never in the frame, so forgive me for checking to see if you’re still as handsome as ever.”

      He frowned. “Please. You’re usually the only one of my five grandchildren who I can count on not being a bootlicker.”

      “I wasn’t complimenting you, sir. I was calculating what percentage of your genes I inherited. Because damn, I’m going to be gorgeous when I’m old.”

      That earned her a rare guffaw, and when he stepped forward to pull her into a hug, his grip was tight and real.

      “You truly are the best of the bunch.”

      “The most like you, you mean.”

      “The apple didn’t fall far from the tree,” he agreed.

      They stood in the quiet for a moment before he cleared his throat and scanned the space again.

      “I remember this place is small. Won’t take long for you to show me around.”

      “You reviewed the blueprints and financed the reno three years ago, and you’ve visited twice a year since. I’d think you remember more than the square footage.”

      Still, she led him through the clinic. Two exam rooms. A staff area. Lab, receiving, waiting room. The only recent updates were a couple of new chairs and a narrow sterilization enclave Petra had helped her design last winter.

      In the second exam room, Grandpa Nate lingered long enough for her to wonder if he was trying to make her squirm. Not that she had a thing to worry about—she kept her nose clean when it came to anything involving the clinic.

      Sydney kept her expression bland and her spine straight. It was just his annoying way.

      Finally, he looped back to the front and settled into the comfiest chair in the waiting area as if he planned to stay.

      “Your clinic’s only open three and a half days a week,” he said, gaze level. “Even so, your salary is meager.”

      “This is a financial check, then?” Sydney asked. She kept her tone level, knowing full well she owed her ability to run the clinic at all to his backing.

      “Call it curiosity,” he said. “My assistant, Jeremy—you remember him—tells me that with less than full-time hours, your expenditures remain high. Explain.”

      “I run the clinic days with support staff. The other days, I do relief shifts at the hospital in Diamond Valley or I make house calls. It’s what this community needs.”

      “I’ve always agreed that your talents are best used outside of a lab.” He tapped the arm of his chair. “But I also expect you to keep growing. A practice in the city, eventually. Something scalable. Prestigious.”

      Here we go again.

      “I like working with people,” Sydney said with deliberate coolness, “in a place that needs me. Being in Heart Falls is not a stepping stone. It’s my job.”

      He watched her for a long moment. “And no distractions, I trust?”

      There it was. The line drawn in invisible ink.

      Her grandfather was rich enough to be odd, she supposed, and until now, his generosity had always worked in her favour. The money he threw her way allowed her to run the clinic how she wanted and the only rule was she had to keep her career first and foremost.

      No entanglements. No serious relationships.

      Nothing that might pull her off course. Which had been a fine thing when she was twenty-three.

      Now at twenty-nine?

      “I haven’t forgotten,” she said quietly.

      “Good.” He stood and adjusted his coat. “You’re too valuable to get sidetracked. I didn’t invest in you so some man could mess up your path.”

      It might already be too late. She offered a polite smile. “You’d be the first to know if I lost my focus.”

      Satisfied—or at least pretending to be—he stood and adjusted his jacket. “I won’t keep you. Just wanted to see you.”

      “Good to see you, too.” Sydney tucked her hands in the pockets of her scrubs top. If he went by rote, he’d give her a few final bits of advice, then be out the door in under two minutes. Which Sydney was immensely grateful for this visit.

      She wasn’t sure how good her poker face was.

      He had a hand on the doorknob when he turned back. “One more thing. I know of a doctor who needs a change of scenery. Fully qualified. She’ll be a good fit here. Jeremy’s handling the paperwork. She starts Tuesday.”

      Sydney blinked. “You’re adding another doctor?”

      “And doubling your salary. It’s overdue.” He didn’t wait for her reaction. “You can put more into investments if you’d like. Jeremy can deal with that if you want, but I didn’t set you up here to suffer for your work. You have an outstanding mind, and you deserve the chance to shine in your career. If right now you feel house visits should be your priority instead of working the clinic, that’s your choice. But progress means not sitting back and letting life happen. Take control. Be in charge.”

      Frustration flared. He did this every single time. Told her to be a take-charge and decisive person, and then he waltzed in and took over. Even though the financial freedom he’d given her was a gift beyond measure, the reins were getting tight. “Grandpa, I’m happy with⁠—”

      “No, this isn’t a conversation, it’s a reminder,” he returned. “You’re a brilliant, talented woman who I’ll support to the fullest so that your light never gets dimmed. You deserve the best,” Grandpa Nate said, resting a hand on her shoulder, speaking now like a wise, gentle guide. “That’s why I suggest you shouldn’t get distracted by emotional entanglements. They’ll dim your light faster than anything.”

      Sydney nodded, because that was the expected response. Inside, though, something twisted.

      Maybe involvement wasn’t a distraction. Maybe it was connection.

      But she wasn’t ready to argue. Not yet. But the rules? They were already bending.

      Grandpa Nate hugged her tightly, and within the two minutes she’d predicted, he was gone.

      She shut the door behind him and leaned on it for a long moment, breathing deeply. As she had with increasing frequency over the years, Sydney wondered if her grandfather truly knew what brilliance looked like.

      Her grandfather’s words echoed in her ears, but she shoved them aside with effort. It was Monday. There were surfaces to sterilize and lies to tell her best friends.

      She was slowly shuffling around the clinic when Petra burst in, holding a box of supplies and wearing a wicked grin.

      “Did you tie Declan to the bed?” her best-friend-number-one demanded.

      Sydney blinked as the question triggered a flood of vivid mental pictures—all of which involved the delicious cowboy, Declan Skye. Broad shoulders. Firm pecs. Powder-grey eyes that reminded her of storms over the mountains. A mouth that should’ve come with a warning label.

      The man she’d left in bed just over an hour ago, looking very well used and very well satisfied. Which, to be fair, had been the goal.

      But the fact that she and Declan had been setting fire to his sheets for nearly a year was still a secret. Not even Petra and Tansy, her two closest friends, had pieced it together yet—though Sydney was starting to wonder how much longer that would last.

      Guilt over having lied so blatantly to her grandfather was such a faint wisp, Sydney almost felt guilty for the lack of it.

      “He’s so damn stubborn,” Petra continued breezily, pushing into the first exam room and dropping a box of medical supplies on the counter. “Trust me, we all agree that tying him down is probably the only way to get him to rest after that knock to the head.”

      Oh. Right. The head injury.

      Sydney’s face heated. Of course, Petra was talking about Declan’s head injury, not the, uh, other things Sydney might’ve been up to with him this morning.

      They were having fun. Great, no-strings fun. Declan had been clear from the start that he wasn’t looking for anything long term because he was still grieving his first wife. And Sydney? She had the rules. She had a clinic to run—and a career that only existed thanks to that one very specific condition.

      No entanglements?

      Grandpa Nate did not need to know how flexible that line had become.

      Sydney leaned back on the counter and cleared her throat. “Declan is stubborn, I’ll give you that. But he knows better than to push it when his doctor”—she tapped her chest—”and both his brothers are on his case.”

      “Jinx is the worst,” Petra said with pride. “You’d think she was the boss of us all. Yesterday at her birthday dinner she rearranged the entire table to reduce Declan’s movement and Tansy’s stress on the leg cast.”

      “Good for her,” Sydney said, returning to wiping down the countertops. “Better to find your voice with the people who love you before you have to use it on the ones who don’t.”

      Petra stilled. “You okay?”

      “Fine,” Sydney lied automatically.

      Petra raised one brow. “You’ve got that Sphinx face again. What happened?”

      “Nothing,” Sydney said then sighed. “Grandpa Nate showed up. Surprise inspection.”

      “Oof. And?”

      Sydney lifted her shoulders briefly. “It went about how you’d expect. Got a raise. Got a new doctor coming onboard here at the clinic. Got another reminder that all relationships are distractions, and I need to be careful. So, you know, I might have to fire you as a bestie.”

      “Pffft.” Petra blew a raspberry.

      Petra knew all about Grandpa Nate’s obsession with Sydney being the best—but not about the strings tied to the clinic’s funding.

      When Sydney didn’t tease back, her friend paused, examining her face closer. “And how do you really feel about that?”

      Sydney offered a faint smile, and this time she answered honestly. “Distracted.”
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      Declan stepped into the ranch house and was nearly trampled by Jinx, her golden retriever guard dog, Dixie, in hot pursuit.

      “Hi, Declan. Bye, Declan,” Jinx called over her shoulder, already halfway down the porch.

      “Did you get the license plate of the truck that hit you?” Aiden teased from the kitchen, where he was filling a large pot with water.

      Declan blinked then closed the door behind him. “Where’s she racing off to in such a hurry?”

      “Check the calendar, bro. You signed off for her to attend horse camp the next two weeks with Sasha Stone. They’re picking her up in a bit. Logan’s going along as a wrangler.”

      Declan paused mid-step toward the fridge. “He’s barely back to riding.”

      “Short periods of time,” Aiden agreed. “But he’s strong enough to help saddle and skilled enough to help instruct the campers who need guidance around the arena. Kevin suggested it would be good for him to have something specific to help out with in the community, and I agreed.”

      “Huh. Okay.” Two weeks without the girl around was going to feel odd.

      Declan settled at the dining room table. The massive wooden surface was large enough to seat sixteen without crowding, and it had become the heart of the High Water home. Not just for him and his brothers, but for everyone who found shelter, even temporarily, at the ranch.

      And that list was growing. Constantly changing as people who needed a little time away from their past mistakes and some help to get back on their feet arrived and then left. Most of the men stayed for under a week although a few had needed close to a month to put their affairs in order.

      Logan had arrived nearly five months ago, beat up and super cagey about his past. While he hadn’t shared much yet, he’d slowly and steadily proved his worth, and he now seemed nearly as firm a member as the young woman who’d raced out the door moments earlier.

      Logan dodged sharing the same way Declan had dodged feeling anything real for months after his wife had died. Watching the kid, Declan wondered how long someone could carry secrets before they buckled.

      Jinx had arrived nearly a year ago, and was now known in the community as Declan’s ward. Getting to watch the seventeen-year-old lose her fearfulness so her real personality shone through made every bit of work it had taken to get to this point worth it.

      The only full-time staff at Heart Falls was their live-in psychologist, Kevin Robb. He seemed to have his own ghosts to deal with, but mostly, he kept all of them at the ranch subtly focused on finding a smoother path forward.

      The most recent permanent arrival was Jeffrey, Jake and Tansy’s five-year-old son, and having a kid around was still a huge adjustment⁠—

      The sound of Aiden clearing his throat brought Declan’s attention back from his musings.

      “You’ve been pretty distracted lately, so I wanted to make sure you remembered we have a new ranch hand arriving any minute.” Aiden kept his gaze fixed on Declan.

      “I knew that.” Declan fought for the details. “A Rick. Or a Ryan?”

      “Russ.” Silence fell for a moment before Aiden cleared his throat again. “If you want me to take lead on this one, I’m willing. You don’t have to always be the one⁠—”

      “I’m fine. But you’re right; I’ve been distracted. It’s not fair to any of you,” Declan announced firmly.

      Daydreaming was one thing, and his mind was tangled with all of the things he’d been pondering lately, especially since he’d gotten injured.

      Fucking around enough that he couldn’t do his job was inexcusable, though. If he couldn’t hold the ranch together, what business did he have trying to build something with a woman like Sydney? “I’ll get him settled, and we’ll prep the stalls for the seniors coming in tomorrow.”

      “Seniors?”

      “A woman in the foothills is moving into town. She’s placing the rest of her livestock, but the two oldest horses are being retired.”

      Aiden grinned. “We’re becoming a retreat for horses in their golden years.”

      “I have a soft spot.”

      “No argument here,” Aiden said then nodded toward the table. “I did get a lead on a new dining table. Community hall over-ordered. Malachi asked if we wanted one.”

      Declan frowned. He’d been tracing the tabletop under his fingers unconsciously as he spoke. The surface was marred with teeny nicks and scratches from wayward cutlery and overly enthusiastic moments during family game nights. “What would we need a new table for? This one seats sixteen. There’s no room for anything bigger.”

      Aiden shrugged. “It’s big enough, but it’s a little beat up.”

      Somehow, the offer felt wrong. “This one is still sturdy, and now it’s got some character. Being a little bumped and bruised is sometimes what gives a thing its value,” Declan pointed out.

      His brother paused then nodded slowly. “Good way to think of it. I’ll let Malachi know thanks anyway, but we don’t need the new one.”

      A knock sounded, and Declan headed to the door.

      The man on the porch wore a dirty backpack and an even dirtier baseball cap. He peered past Declan into the house before meeting his eyes. “This High Water?”

      “It is.”

      The man glanced over the porch toward the barns and building that held the guest housing. “Heard you might need help for a few days.”

      “We do. I’m Declan. Come with me.”

      “Food first,” the man snapped, then winced. “Sorry. Haven’t eaten in a bit.”

      Which sometimes happened, so Declan ignored the momentary rudeness. “Supper’s in a couple of hours, but there’s a basket of food in your room. Most people tend to need something to tide them over when they arrive. We’re used to it.” He put his hat on and stepped off the porch, trusting that Russ would follow.

      Over the next hour, Declan didn’t get much more out of the man than he hoped to be gone in under a week. Russ nodded at the rules, but his eyes never stopped scanning exits. He looked exhausted but on edge, the way someone looks after weeks of dodging trouble.

      Declan gave the man a pass. Escaping a situation where you had to constantly watch your back—it wasn’t a thing to turn off in an instant. Hell, living on fumes and fear made a person jumpy as well. Declan knew that from personal experience.

      “Clean clothes are in your room. Supper’s at six. Family style. You’ll be number ten at the table tonight.”

      Alarm lit Russ’s expression. “Seriously?”

      “Unless there’s a good reason for you to avoid showing your face, it’s how we do things. If it’s too much, I’ll make other arrangements.”

      Russell mulled it over. “No, I’ll manage. Just didn’t expect so many people.”

      “Only two ranch hands besides you,” Declan said. “The rest is family and staff. My brothers, their partners, two kids, and our counselor.”

      Russell stiffened. “Don’t need therapy. Don’t want a shrink up in my business.”

      “Good to know. Then you can just have a nice quiet meal and listen to everyone else talk.”

      The man nodded then shuffled off, head swaying from side to side as he kept watch on his surroundings.

      Declan stood his ground and pondered until Russ vanished into his room. What effect did having that kind of burden on a man’s back cause? To be so fearful for his life that he couldn’t walk across the yard with his head held high?

      Declan slipped into his apartment and grabbed a quick shower himself before heading up to the house.

      He was one step from the porch when Sydney’s truck rolled down the lane.

      And just like that, his thoughts scattered like startled birds.

      He’d been turning their situation over in his mind for weeks. The sex had started as spontaneous and secret. Now it was…more.

      Or at least he wanted it to be.

      He’d been about to suggest they should take their relationship out into the open when he’d gotten clobbered on the head. It hadn’t seemed the time to change things up. Not with all the other big adjustments in the High Water household plus adding a five-year-old.

      But the twisting in his gut at the simple sight of her made it clear something needed to happen.

      You set the rules. You can change them.

      It sounded like Sadie’s voice, no matter how many years had passed. Clear as ever. Calling him out on his own bullshit.

      It still hurt, thinking about her being gone. But his subconscious, or his id, or whatever the hell they called the part of the brain that wouldn’t let a person blow smoke up their own ass, was calling the shots right now.

      It was time.

      He’d been grieving for Sadie, and nothing had interrupted that pain but the plans for High Water. Then he’d still been grieving but ready for sex, and Sydney had jumped in with both feet.

      He didn’t think he’d ever fully be done grieving for Sadie, but superficial sex, even spectacular superficial sex, wasn’t enough anymore.

      Which meant he had some figuring out to do. Sydney was everything Declan had ever wanted in a woman. He liked them smart, he liked them sexy, and he liked them stubborn.

      But the affair with Sydney had a strict fun-and-fucking-only mandate. Now that he was ready for more, he’d have to convince her she wanted him too.

      The petite redhead dropped from her massive truck, bouncing up like usual. She slammed the door shut and marched forward, all fiery flash and determined motion. “Hey, you. Petra invited me to crash your dinner party yet again, and I couldn’t resist.”

      “Tansy isn’t cooking; Aiden is,” he warned her.

      Sydney laughed. “I know, but even your brother’s cooking skills are better than mine. I’ll take my chances. I do need to eat.”

      He had to be feverish, or simply too mentally tangled up to be thinking straight. Because what he should have done was open the front door and follow her in. Take his time and develop a game plan of some sort.

      But if he didn’t say something now, when? Life didn’t come with guarantees—and the look in Sydney’s eyes this morning said she’d noticed the shift too.

      So he met her on the bottom step and caught her fingers in his to keep her from blowing past. “We could go out. Just us. Not secret. Not by accident. A real date.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      Holy hell.

      Sydney blinked. Declan was actually standing there, his hand wrapped around hers, eyes brimming with something dangerous⁠—

      Hope? Hunger?

      All that popped to mind was, “What?”

      As far as responses went, it was the worst. It didn’t even buy her time to get her head screwed on straight.

      Declan cleared his throat then tilted his head toward his truck. “I’d like to take you to dinner. We can go somewhere casual—and there’s no problem with us not being at the table. The guys will demolish every ounce of pasta Aiden cooked without any trouble.”

      Dinner with Declan. A date, official-like.

      Temptation wrapped in a six-foot-three package.

      If her grandpa hadn’t picked today to drop in, she might’ve landed at the restaurant before it even sank in what a terrible idea it was. Terrible, but wonderful. She wanted so, so badly to take hold of his hand as well and tramp down the stairs toward…something new.

      Instead, she stiffened her spine. “That’s not our arrangement,” she said softly.

      He met her gaze evenly. “Sometimes arrangements change.”

      This was going from bad to worse, because while his suggestion came out of the blue, it wasn’t something she hadn’t daydreamed about. Especially with her best friends hooking up and falling in love.

      She was brilliant, yes—but not a romantic at heart. That soft part of her, the part that longed for fairy tales and slow dancing in the kitchen, had been hidden deep. Buried like forbidden treasure.

      Sydney took the coward’s way out. “We need to go in for dinner.”

      She stole her hand back and pushed past him into the house.

      Shoes kicked off under the coat rack, she all but sprinted forward until she landed beside Tansy.

      The blonde woman had her casted leg propped up on a chair and Jake’s son in her lap. “Hey, Sydney. Petra said you might come.”

      “Free dinner? Wouldn’t miss it for the world.” Sydney settled into what was normally Jinx’s seat, leaning in to wiggle her fingers at Jeffrey. “Hello, kiddo. Have a good day?”

      He nodded, dark brown eyes wide in his pale face as he clung tightly to Tansy. “We went to the bookstore. Grandpa Mal said I was a hoot.”

      Amusement escaped, even as her stomach tightened when Declan slipped into the house and settled at the other end of the dinner table. “Well, Grandpa Mal knows his hoots very well, so I’d take that as a compliment.”

      “I assume that’s some kind of poke at me,” Tansy offered with a wink. “But yes, my dad is the king of hoot-spotters.”

      Jeffrey looked pleased, but didn’t give up his grip on Tansy until Jake sat to the left of Sydney. Then Jeffrey switched allegiances in a shot and settled in on his new father’s lap as if he’d known Jake his entire life.

      Tansy took a deep breath and shifted her foot to the floor. “Love that kiddo, but it’s nice to be able to move around a bit more. Also to chat with you without watching my language as hard. Glad you could come tonight.”

      Sydney’s reply was drowned out as Petra arrived with a tray piled high with warm garlic knots, the scent of butter and rosemary trailing behind her like a ribbon. Aiden followed with steaming bowls of pasta, meatballs, and sauce. A Caesar salad and endless supply of lemonade were added, and the entire meal was finished off with baked apple crumble and ice cream.

      Through it all, Sydney chatted with Tansy and Petra. Or more like she let them chatter a million miles an hour while she nodded a lot.

      She was somehow linked into Declan three chairs down the table from her. She couldn’t see him directly, didn’t talk to him.

      But she was utterly aware of his presence all the same.

      Late in the meal, Tansy leaned a shoulder into hers. “You okay?”

      “Yeah.” Sydney lied with quick ease then smiled at her friend. “Long day.”

      “Stay and relax by the fire?”

      “Head home and crash,” Sydney countered. “I love you guys, but tonight I need to escape.”

      “Love you too.” Petra patted her hand. “Escape as needed. If you change your mind, or need an intervention, we can travel to your place.”

      “I promise I’ll call.”

      Avoiding eye contact with any of the men still seated at the table, Sydney carried her dishes to the counter then tried for a smooth getaway.

      It didn’t work. The second she stepped onto the porch she spotted him. Declan leaned against the side of her truck, staring at his feet as he tapped one toe gently.

      “Fuck,” she muttered, motionless on the stairs.

      He snorted, still staring at the ground.

      “How did you hear that?” she demanded, making her way to his side.

      “I was expecting it,” he admitted. “I’ve been thinking it all night.”

      Yeah. She could believe that.

      She should’ve walked past him. Instead, she stopped and stared up into his deep blue eyes. God, the depths she saw in there. The strength, and the compassion. Beyond temptation. “You threw me for a loop.”

      “Threw myself, to be honest. Timing wasn’t very smart,” he said quietly.

      This was lining up to be the worst moment ever, Sydney decided. The only way to make it more painful would be to draw it out and hurt a good man for longer than necessary. “I’m flattered, but the answer is no.”

      Because trying to explain without telling the truth—that she couldn’t, and that on top of it, she had too many phobias to even consider being with someone full-time…

      No is a complete sentence. It felt like a cruel one at a moment like this, but it was a full sentence.

      She wondered if he would flinch or look sad.

      He simply nodded sagely. “Okay. I won’t argue with you. But just so that I know the lay of the land, is this a no forever because you’ve zero interest in ever getting involved with a man like me on a permanent basis, or is it⁠—”

      “What kind of bullshit is that?” Sydney snapped, seeing red on his behalf. “What do you mean a man like you?”

      Declan made a face. “You don’t have to sugarcoat it, Syd. I know I’m not the sharpest tool in the shed. I can understand if that bothers you.”

      For fuck’s sake. “The only sign you’ve given that you’re not playing with a full deck is trying to make an idea that fucked up sound logical,” she growled. “I’m not turning you down because I think you’re not smart enough. Dammit, man, you can fix anything, build anything, and you’re the type who can get wild animals to walk up to you and eat out of your hand. There’s no way I could do any of that in a million years. Who cares if my brain and your brain operate on different wavelengths? There’s nobody out there that you need to be thinking is too smart for you or too anything for you. So stop that bullshit. I never want to hear it again.”

      Declan sat quietly for a moment. “Question still stands. Is this a no forever? Or is there a chance down the road you might be inclined to change your mind?”

      Sweet baby Jesus. She was really starting to understand the phrase about being between a rock and a hard place.

      If she had free rein over her decisions, she might be tempted, with a whole lot of rules involved to keep a relationship within acceptable parameters, but being with him—with anyone—wasn’t something she was free to do.

      Not if she wanted to keep running the clinic.

      Not if she wanted to avoid a life that was the exact opposite of everything she’d worked for.

      “You are one hell of a man, Declan Skye. I wouldn’t have gotten involved with you in the first place if you weren’t. I’m just not looking for a relationship. Period.” She squeezed his fingers even as she cursed inside. “I don’t know when I will be, if ever, and it would be a travesty for you to wait around for me. If you want to find somebody to be with, I think you should make that happen.”

      It physically hurt to say the words.

      Sydney forced herself to keep a neutral expression. Something edging toward optimism, but not gleeful. She could fake the expression on her face but couldn’t do anything about the hollow pit in her belly.

      She could perhaps keep a good man from wasting his life.

      Declan thought for another moment. “Slightly different topic. Did you want to stop seeing me completely? Now that I changed things up, are you calling us off?”

      This answer was easy and instant because the idea of having to give him up a second before she needed to might be the straw that broke her. “If you’re talking about sex, as long as you’re not involved with anyone else, I’m okay keeping our status quo intact. I will not see you once you have another woman in your life.”

      “Thank God,” he muttered.

      A snicker-snort escaped her.

      Declan offered a sheepish smile. “Excuse me for being crude, but I really like fucking you.”

      “Trust me, the feeling is mutual. But while we have a very healthy relationship within our parameters, if you’re really looking for more, you should find someone who can give you more. I want that for you.”

      He shrugged. “I’ll think about it.” His expression turned darker. Needier. “Okay if I come over?”

      Hell yes. “Give me an hour and I’ll be ready for you,” she promised.

      During the trip home alone in her truck, Sydney stared at the passing countryside and debated one more time if she was making the right choice.

      She saw no other answer. The clinic couldn’t run without the financial support of her grandfather. The support would be cut off if she got involved with Declan.

      Frankly, that was the least of her worries. Getting involved with Declan, seriously involved, might make her gut tense with anticipation, but the mental images swiftly morphed into terror goosebumps and stomach wrenching nausea.

      Physician, heal thyself.

      Great idea, but it wasn’t that easy. Her fears were still too raw and too real. Until she got over them, she couldn’t be with anyone long term.

      Not even a gentle giant with pale grey eyes that seemed to peer right into her soul.
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        * * *

      

      Late that night when Declan let himself into his apartment under the High Water artists’ studio, his body was loose and spent. But beneath the surface, his soul pulled tight with a need he couldn’t name.

      He moved around the unit quietly, putting things away more out of rote habit than with deliberate thought. The place was cool, the fan on the heater/air conditioner running with a soft hum. In the shower, cold water sprayed down and enveloped him, goosebumps rising even as he washed traces of Sydney off his skin.

      Crawling under his cold sheets to lay staring up at the ceiling, it didn’t take more than a minute for clarity to arrive.

      The scent of her lingered even after the quick rinse. But it wasn’t just her touch he couldn’t shake—it was the way she looked at him, as if she saw everything.

      Enough moping. He had other things that he needed to concentrate on for the good of his family and the good of High Water.

      As always, when he thought about the ranch, Jeff’s old saying came to mind. Pay it forward. The reason High Water existed.

      Declan had needed a major distraction after Sadie died. And Jake needed something to focus on after becoming completely disillusioned with his job with the RCMP going sideways.

      But if he wasn’t here in Heart Falls with his brothers, Declan like to think that he’d still be doing something like this with Sadie. Giving to those who needed some help. Offering a second chance to people who had taken a wrong turn.

      It wasn’t exactly what Jeff had done. Declan and his brothers hadn’t been doing anything wrong when their mom died. They’d been three little lost boys, and Jeff had been there, a solid place for them to stand as they dealt with loss and sorrow.

      A shot of pain cracked through Declan’s chest.

      He gasped, pressing a hand to his heart

      Not often, but sometimes—grief still hit brutally hard. The pain of losing someone who was your whole damned world.

      When he lost his mom, there were moments when he couldn’t breathe. He’d gone deep inside himself, and his stepfather was the one who’d let him grieve yet kept him from sliding into the darkness.

      Losing Sadie⁠—

      Another shot of pain.

      I still miss you, babe, he thought. You left way too soon.

      At moments like this he swore the cool caress of her fingers over his cheek was real. Reassuring him. Chastising him.

      Remember, I said you weren’t to spend the rest of your life mourning me.

      No, he was smart enough to have realized that, despite the grief he bore because Sadie’s life had been cut off far too short, she wouldn’t have wanted him to crawl into a grave as well.

      In fact, she would’ve really liked Sydney, he decided. They were alike in some ways⁠—

      Which made sense. He had a type. It wasn’t on the physical side because there they were polar opposites. But when it came to what mattered, both Sadie and Sydney had a way of looking straight at him and letting him know in no uncertain terms they wouldn’t put up with his bullshit.

      Which meant right now, he had a very fine line to walk. Because while he had listened to what Sydney said, her words and the look in her eyes hadn’t lined up.

      He was smart enough to know what that meant, and she should have known better than to try and hide it.

      He’d accepted her scold for cutting himself down. She was right—he had a way with animals, and with people. Sometimes he could sense a second before it happened when a horse was about to bolt or a dog fight was about to break out. He often knew when someone was uncomfortable in a room full of people or when they were plotting mischief.

      Sasha and Jinx didn’t like that he saw right through their plans at times.

      Well, Jinx pretended to not like it when he casually mentioned he forbid them doing something they shouldn’t, but she was secretly pleased to have adults who cared about her in the right ways.

      So yeah, as he lay there feeling dejected and rejected, he also knew something was up. Sydney might’ve said no, but he’d like to think he wasn’t just some creeper reading more into her body language than was there. And the way she’d clung to him during sex⁠—

      He needed to keep his eyes open and his wits about him. He wasn’t holding his breath, but damn it, if she gave him even a hint there was a crack in that wall—he’d be there.

      Hell, he would be there for her no matter what. If nothing ever developed, at least he’d have continued to follow the mandate that the best man in the world had taught him.

      Not because he could get something out of her, but because as Jeff always said, it was the right thing to do.

      A sense of mental ease and satisfaction slid in. Strange, considering the things that had been shut down that day, but somehow Declan felt as if he was in the right place at the right time. He’d take it even though it was a bunch of touchy-feely shit.

      The upside of having an emotional bender come to a satisfactory conclusion? Declan slept like a log, and when five a.m. hit, he was ready to take on the day.

      He grabbed a quick breakfast out of the fridge and a cup of coffee and made his way up the stairs and onto the porch outside the artists’ studio. The view over the rolling foothills as the land slowly shifted upward into the jagged silhouette of the Rocky Mountains never got old. Sunlight painted the tips of the rugged peaks a pale yellow gold, the tree line far below the rich green of full summer.

      Declan sipped his coffee and counted his blessings.

      He also got to silently observe when Brian, the ranch hand who’d arrived four days earlier, crossed to the barn and vanished inside.

      Which was fine until a few minutes later, Russ also strolled across to the barn, checked both ways, and slipped inside.

      That sensation in Declan’s gut clicked on full. The one that said he needed to be aware.

      Brian had assigned chores. Russ did not.

      Declan abandoned his coffee cup and plate, moving quickly but without running. He slipped into the barn as quietly as the man ahead of him had.

      He probably could’ve been as noisy as he wanted because raised voices echoed off the walls.

      “That’s all I’ve got. I can’t get you more. There’s nothing else I can do.”

      “Bullshit. You’ve got access. You’ve got contacts. Use them⁠—”

      “I’m out of that, and so are you. That’s why we’re here.”

      “Broke with no prospects? Fuck that.”

      The voices cut out as a fight began. Grunting, the smack of fist on flesh, wood creaking, and gasps of pain. Declan’s gut clenched.

      Not just fear—certainty. Trouble had come through their doors.

      He rushed around the corner and spotted Russ with Brian in a headlock as the man clawed desperately at the forearm wrapped around his throat.

      “You’ll get me what I want,” Russ snarled.

      Words weren’t necessary, surprise was. Declan barreled into Russ, fingers on his right hand held in a tight beak-like shape as he aimed hard and low into the man’s gut.

      With his left hand, he pushed at Russ’s face, and the arm trapping Brian in place loosened enough the man dropped out of the hold and scrambled away.

      A second later Russ was on the ground, arms pinned behind his back as Declan sat on top of him to keep him down. “Seems as if we have a problem.”

      Brian stepped forward. “I’m sorry. I should’ve come to you, but last night he told me if I didn’t meet him, he’d hurt the kid. I didn’t know what to do.”

      “Bullshit,” Russ snapped, writhing under Declan. “He’s lying. He knows my name, and he was trying to⁠—”

      “I saw enough to know which one of you is lying,” Declan said quietly, increasing the pressure on the arm twisted behind Russ’s back.

      Russ stilled instantly.

      Yeah, that position hurt like a motherfucker, and Declan knew it from training with Jake. “Brian, you okay?”

      The man stretched his neck from side to side then nodded. “Yeah.”

      Keeping a firm grip on Russ, Declan slipped his phone from his back pocket, thumbed it open and hit the emergency call for Jake. He kept most of his attention on the man on the ground, just to be safe.

      “Yeah?” Jake muttered sleepily.

      “We need a Bluejay, stat.”

      Sleep vanished and Jake’s response came sharp and clear. “Shit. Coming. Where are you?”

      “Barn.”

      “Safe?”

      “Yeah. Two minutes,” Declan offered, thanking every one of the stars in the heavens that between Jake and Aiden, they’d prepared for a moment like this. They had codes, not many, but specific for certain circumstances.

      Red Robin—a fight with blood involved.

      Black Bird—a dangerous situation to be dealt with stealthily.

      Bluejay—anything that would need to involve Jake’s contacts with the police force to help get a troublemaker as far away from High Water as possible.

      Less than two minutes later, and he had to have dressed while running, Jake arrived. Aiden showed up a minute later, and between them, they got Russ restrained and situated in Jake’s locked truck, fury on his face.

      Jake stepped to the side, phone to his ear as he spoke rapidly to one of his contacts.

      Aiden laid a hand on Brian’s arm. “You’re not in trouble, but can you tell us more? Anything will help.”

      The man stared at the ground then sighed. “I thought I recognized him, but it seemed impossible. All the way up until he shoved his way into my face. Said he knew who I was, and if I didn’t do what he said, the kid was toast.”

      The white hot anger that flared got pushed aside for now. “Who is he?”

      Brian hesitated and spoke softly. “He’s an enforcer for Trident. One of the ones who does the dirty work when deals fall through.”

      Shit. That was way above the level of dangerous persons they’d intended to help at High Water.

      Aiden cleared his throat. “You want someone to look you over? Sydney, the redhead who was here last night, is a doctor, and she’s discreet.”

      “I’m good,” Brian insisted. A shiver took him from top to bottom. “If it’s okay with you guys, I’m going to fast track my departure. I feel the need to keep moving for a bit.”

      “We understand, although you should know Russ is leaving within the next few minutes,” Aiden said. “We’ll be dropping him off with someone who will get him into a controlled location a long way from here.”

      “We’re the ones who need to apologize.” Declan took a deep breath. “This is supposed to be a safe place.”

      “Sometimes bad shit happens.” Brian tilted his head toward the house. “Think there’s food and coffee yet? I’m still more comfortable to load up and then be off, but food before I go would be appreciated.”

      “Tansy was up,” Jake offered, obviously listening in on the conversation. He held a hand over his phone as he waited on hold. “Go on inside.”

      Declan waited until Brian was out of earshot before he turned to Aiden. “Russ’s name came in through the usual channels, yes?”

      “Yeah, nothing out of the ordinary.” A frown folded between his brows. “We’ll need to start double-checking them.”

      Guilt slid in. Declan had been so distracted the previous day. Had there been some sign he’d missed while showing the man around?

      A solid squeeze landed on his shoulder. Aiden leaned in close, meeting his eyes. “Don’t beat yourself up over this. You couldn’t have known, and you did everything by the book when it was time to react.”

      “I guess.”

      Still, the knot of tension in his gut wasn’t going away for a long time. High Water was supposed to be a refuge.

      For himself as well, he realized. The fact danger could slip in that quickly rubbed something inside him the wrong way, an ache wearing away at his soul.

      Maybe doing the right thing wasn’t always the safe thing. He didn’t know if he liked that truth. Not when the people he loved could pay the price.
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