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	Ryker pushed himself up and looked around for the other members of his team, the sound of the explosion still pounding in his head. He couldn’t hear anything above the ringing in his ears but was determined to find the others. He swiped the blood away from his eyes and wiped his hand on his uniform. He knew that a piece of metal had ripped at his head and could feel his left arm nearly wrenched from the socket when he was slammed to the ground. He couldn’t focus on his injuries, as he could move and needed to find his men and get everyone to safety.


	He felt relief flow over him as he watched Jett and Lane moving toward him, bent low to the ground. Both men kept scanning their surroundings, not certain if the single explosion was a solitary event or merely the first in a series. He saw Jett’s face register emotion as he glanced past Ryker and then make eye contact causing Ryker’s gut to clench. Slowly he turned and saw Bryce, the fourth member of their elite team, lying a few feet away in distress. The slight gurgling noises emanating from his mouth, and the blood oozing from a wound around his midsection, caused Ryker to forget his safety as he lunged in Bryce’s direction. He half crawled ran to Bryce. He needed to get the bleeding stopped and get him out of the open.


	“Don’t move, Bry. Don’t move, Buddy.” His trained eyes darted in every direction keeping a watchful eye as he applied intense pressure to Bryce’s wound.


	Lane and Jett scuttled over and took in the scene. 


	“We need to get out of here,” Lane said as Jett turned to protect them from any enemies.


	“Ryker...” he heard Bryce’s labored voice.


	“Don’t talk, Bry. Save your strength,” he said soothingly.


	“It’s no good…remember….” Bryce gasped for breath and reached out to grab Ryker’s shirt. “Your promise…remem…” 


	“I remember,” he said to Bryce. “But, you are going to make it home to Darby.”


	“Ry, we need to move now!” Jett screamed.


	“You guys move out,” Ryker hissed. “Stay low.” 


	The mission had been completely successful up until five minutes ago. They had destroyed the stronghold of a known terrorist cell and gotten back out unseen. At least that was what they had believed. They were less than two miles from their pickup site and had been sensing freedom with Ryker bringing up the rear. All that had changed in a heartbeat when the rocket exploded in front of them, knocking them into a variety of painful positions. 


	The team was very professional. Lane gave Bryce one last look and took his position to provide cover out of this godforsaken hellhole. Ryker wouldn’t have anyone else out here with him. They had done numerous operations together and worked like a well-oiled machine, each anticipating and covering the others’ movements. Ryker took one last look at Bryce, whose eyes stared lifelessly at the sky. This was the first loss for the team, and it would stay with them for a long time into the future. He moved his hands over Bryce’s eyes, said a silent prayer, leaned over, and hoisted the limp body over his good shoulder. Mentally, he registered the pain the exertion was causing but blocked it out. No one got left behind.


	Bending under the weight of his responsibilities, he ducked and ran behind the cover that Jett and Lane provided. Two miles, and they would all be going home.


	 


	 


	




CHAPTER 1
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	Six months later


	Darby was working hard to get the rows cleaned up in the oversized garden. The weeds need to be removed, lettuce cut, and some of the beans culled out. She would have some help in a couple of hours from the seasoned staff she had hired, but she liked getting out in the early morning light and tending to the garden in those peaceful hours. It gave her time to think alone, with nothing but her thoughts.


	In those quiet moments, she talked to Bryce and attempted to reconcile her future without him. She missed him as much today as six months ago when the uniformed officer and a chaplain had delivered THAT letter. Details about his demise in some war zone thousands of miles away were sketchy, as his mission had been highly classified. The details wouldn’t make her feel any better, though. He was forever gone and would never again hold her in his arms or see the gorgeous farm that had been their mutual dream. The uniformed officers had offered their thanks on behalf of a grateful nation for his service and platitudes for his loss. What they hadn’t been able to give her was even a shard of an idea of what she was to do now that he wasn’t ever coming home.


	They had been high school sweethearts and became engaged before he shipped out the first time. In every fantasy, he had been her Prince Charming, the one who would truly make all her dreams a reality. He wasn’t coming home for their wedding, though, and her fairy tale had abruptly ended without the happily ever after. Not one to sit and cry over spilled milk, she carried on with the help of her parents, a growing staff, and a love for the business she was running. She had hired help for the horse training and therapy classes she offered. Additionally, a hired foreman oversaw all operations related to the bean, lettuce, celery, and strawberry crops, the surplus produce of which she sold to local markets. 


	When Darby was a junior in college, she and her mother had jointly inherited the property from her grandmother that had been in the family for two generations. Right after graduation, she and her parents had put into play the big plans she had for the farm. They had also started planning her wedding to Bryce. For a moment, her sight blurred. It was exactly two weeks until the day that she had planned for so carefully, and as it grew closer, she allowed herself some wallowing. She felt the weight of grief much heavier on her soul in recent days, more than even that original sharp stabbing pain when she had seen the car pull up and knew, even before she heard it, what the news would be. Perhaps she had been numb then. 


	Bryce had known the inherent risks of his job, but from as early as she could remember, he had been committed to serving his country. Almost as much as the farm was her dream, the military was his, and they had supported each other in equal measure. Even knowing how their story would end, Darby would not have done anything differently. It had been his destiny, and keeping him at home would have been an unhappy, unfulfilled existence for him. He was with her now and had died doing what he loved. In that, he was luckier than a lot of people she knew.


	As she turned her face to the orange ball of the sun on the horizon, she felt Bryce around her. 


	“Gorgeous day,” she said to him. “I miss you today. Just a couple of weeks and I would have been your wife. I hope you are home and happy, and I’m trying every day to be the same,” she whispered. 


	On the whisper of the wind, she swore that she could feel his embrace. 


	She turned and opened her eyes when she heard the car approaching along the drive. It was a newer SUV style, and she didn’t recognize it, which was rare in her small town. She knew everyone, and few visited this early. She stood, shielding her eyes, and waiting. 
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	Lane kept his attention on the road ahead of him, as he was unfamiliar with the dirt road they now traveled. He had made the promise months earlier to take this trip. He remembered the moment with clarity as if yesterday, but not for a moment had he been expecting the chip to be called in. He and his wife, Sarah, were making the trek to see Bryce’s fiancée Darby. He had never met the woman, but he felt like he knew her from all the stories that Bryce had told him. He and Bryce, along with Ryker and Jett, had been a close-knit team and had walked through hell together in the service to their country. They had been through so many missions that he had lost count, but that last one was different. Bryce hadn’t made it out alive, and Ryker hadn’t been cleared yet back to active duty after surgery on his arm. He and Jett had been luckier physically, but mentally, the moment that blast had ripped apart, his life still constantly played out vividly in his nightmares. 


	He had been the one to bring Bryce’s body home, as Ryker and Jett had both been hospitalized and not in any condition to make the trip. He was the only married one of the group and had needed to hug his wife after such a trying experience. To reassure him that somewhere the inhumanity he worked around daily was balanced by the one woman who kept him tethered to his softer side. She was the picture he carried, the reason he fought, and the person he wanted to come home to while Jett and Ryker preferred to remain busy. Bryce had been fortunate to have that same type of connection with Darby, and it was something that had deeply bonded them together. He couldn’t even imagine what Darby was going through and was grateful that it wasn’t his beloved Sarah having to experience such loss.


	Sarah tightly squeezed his hand as he put the vehicle in park, pulling him out of his reverie. The farm was as Bryce had described it during those long nights deployed, complete with a picturesque lovely old farmhouse and well-organized gardens. He looked around and saw the horses Bryce had been so proud of, contentedly grazing in deep green fields. He inhaled deeply and took it all in.


	“It’s going to be okay,” Sarah said. “I know I would have wanted to see one of your friends and know what happened if it was me. Besides, I’ve never been to this particular amusement park. It should be fun,” she smiled at him. 


	He loved that she truly understood and that she kept him grounded. Whenever he returned from a difficult mission, she was patient while he took the time to decompress. Sarah had been his high school sweetheart, just as Bryce had been Darby’s. He looked at his wife and couldn’t fathom how hard it must be for Darby to go on, knowing that Bryce was never coming home. Military spouses, girlfriends, and the like were a special breed. Strong and secure in their ability to carry the weight when the other partner took on serving a higher calling. He was fortunate to have one of the good ones right beside him. It was something he wished for Jett and Ryker, who struggled to overcome and process while surrounded only by military bad boys.


	Darby was walking in their direction. He would recognize her anywhere from the pictures Bryce had repeatedly shown them. She had written nearly every other day when they were deployed, sent little care packages to be shared with the group, and served as Bryce’s strong anchor to life in the States. More than once, he had found Bryce rereading letters from Darby in the dark of night after something had gotten particularly dicey during one of their maneuvers. 


	He slowly exited the vehicle, gripping the packet of letters. He looked at the still unopened one on top, remembering the agreement he had made with Bryce. The contents of that last private letter were completely unknown. He blinked back tears that threatened as Darby finished her trek to him. Standing a few feet apart, she sized him up. 


	“You military?” 


	“Yes, ma’am. I’m Lane Grettner, and this is my wife Sarah,” he indicated Sarah, still sitting in the car. She slowly exited, as if unsure what to do. 


	“Lane?” Darby looked confused, and when her eyes alighted on the letters, she rapidly returned her gaze to his face. Her eyes were glistening. “Those are my Bryce’s.”


	“Yes, ma’am. He asked me to do him a solid and return them to you, and this one,” he pulled the freshly sealed letter from the top and extended it to her, “was mine to deliver personally. I am so sorry for your loss.” His tears were making his voice hoarse, and he cleared his throat to gain control. “He was a brother in arms, and I miss him every day.”


	She opened her arms, and he stepped forward. “I miss him so much. Thank you,” she said as her arms encircled him. 


	After a moment, she stepped back and stared down at the envelope. “Do you know what it says? The front says to read it out loud with you.”


	“Yes, ma’am. I don’t know what it says, but he did make me promise a special outing. I’m sure he explains it.”


	She looked at Sarah and gave a teary smile. Finally, returning to the letter, she inhaled sharply and slid her finger through the seal. Pulling the paper slowly out and unfolding the single sheet.


	A fresh round of tears spilled over as she saw the familiar scrawl. In a soft voice, she began to read:


	 


	Dear Darby, 


	 


	If you are reading this, it means that something went wrong. Please don’t focus on that or let it define you. I loved you enough for an entire lifetime and will forever be grateful to you for the amazing childhood together, our dreams, and those goals for long into the future. I need you to promise this will only be a single chapter in a life fully lived, as you promised me that night before I left. To force you forward to that future, I’ve made Lane promise to visit you. It has been six months since I went home to the Lord, so it is time. 


	 


	I know you well enough to believe that you are throwing yourself into work at growing the farm and probably haven’t done a fun thing since you got word I was gone. I’m going to request that you get your mom and dad to watch the farm for a day and take a road trip. I asked Lane to ensure that you have some fun. You and Lane can swap stories about me. Sarah, his beautiful bride and you have a lot in common, so I think you will certainly find something to gab about. Make this a dying wish of mine. 


	 


	Adventure Land was something we always talked about -- taking a day road trip to see and riding every roller coaster. Sweetheart, take that road trip with Lane and Sarah.


	 


	I love you and will always watch over you….go have fun, you three!


	 


	Love, Bryce


	 


	She sat staring at the letter for so long; Lane turned to Sarah, who held up her hands to indicate patience. When Darby did look up again, she threw herself at him, hugging him so tight that he was short of breath. 


	“Thank you!”


	 


	 


	




CHAPTER 2
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	December 25, 2012


	Darby took the last batch of hot moist cookies out of the oven. She slid them onto the cooling rack before she finished prepping the turkey and popped it in the hot oven. Looking around, she couldn’t see anything else that needed to be done this early in the morning. Taking the cup of hot cocoa she had prepared minutes ago, she walked the few paces to the dining room and sat down. Staring at the notebook in front of her, she allowed her mind to wander. 


	It was going to be her first Christmas since Bryce died. He had not been home the previous year, but his stocking had been hung in the same spot as each previous year, and presents had been left for him under the tree. They had been expecting him to visit home in June for the wedding, and his presents would have been waiting. Instead, in June, she had taken that day trip to Adventure Land with Lane and Sarah. She had to smile as she thought of that day. She kept one of those funny roller coasters cheesy framed pictures by her bedside. It had been the turning point out of her grief and a gift from Bryce in the making. 


	This holiday was all about family and tradition, and she knew that he would truly be with them all in their hearts. Both of his parents would be here, celebrating with her family for the last twenty years. His younger sister Clementine appeared to be having the hardest time of all of them letting go of her hero, but just the other day, she had excitedly talked to Darby about everything Christmas Bryce had loved. 


	They had been baking fresh cookies to take to some of the elderly shut-ins around town. They reminisced and laughed and occasionally cried as they sprinkled colored sugar on the cutouts. It had been one of those priceless days she tucked away in her memory to warm herself down the road. She looked at the list before her and felt giddy at all the lines that she had already crossed off. It shaped up to be a peaceful family holiday, with all the tasks to make it come off without a hitch under her belt. 


	She put a foot up, and like she did many mornings since the snow had started to fall, looked out of the big bay windows admiring the radiant glory of all the pristine white. She loved snow-covered Christmas. It was the delightful remembrance of youth that brought magic to the season. She sipped the hot chocolate and watched the flakes flutter and dance in the air. 


	Bryce would have loved the view. She remembered the Christmas just before his first deployment. They had both gone out into the yard, flopping down to make snow angels like they were ten-year-old children. He had hit her smack in the head with a snowball, which had started an epic war of which he claimed victory, though she still knew better. A small smile played around her lips.


	“Merry Christmas, sweetie,” her mom said, startling her out of her walk down memory lane. 


	“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she asked, staring out the window. 


	“Yes, it is.”


	“Bryce is probably in heaven itching for a snowball fight right about now,” Darby said with a cheesy grin. 


	“Yeah, he was always like a little kid in the snow.”


	“Yes, he was.”


	“How are you doing?”


	“I’m okay. Christmas was our very favorite time of year, so I have lots of great memories to get me through. I’m doing fairly well. It’s been a year day after tomorrow, so that is making it a little bit tough,” she sighed. 


	She meant it, she missed Bryce every day, but she felt him with her everywhere. They had so many good years together that the memories of him were vast. Most of her childhood, first dates, prom, engagement, and the like all featured him. He had been deployed for long stretches before it happened, so the time had become fuzzy in her mind. Even the exact date and time of his demise were of little significance to her. She was grateful for the time they had together. She had warm memories for the cold nights, which was more than many would have in this life. For that, she counted her blessings.


	“Merry Christmas, Bryce,” she whispered. 
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	Jett preferred his weather tropical when on leave. But, a promise was a promise. He knew the package nestled within his pack needed to make it to Darby on time. He had promised Bryce, and after almost a year of ensuring that it would happen, he refused to fail. Although knowing Bryce, he was having a good laugh at his travel misadventures. 


	When he had tried to board the plane in Dallas, he found that not only his flight but the subsequent ones had been canceled due to weather. The number of travelers versus the planes leaving the runway made the tickets better investments than gold. After numerous unsuccessful attempts, he managed to rent a car. It had broken down on the road not two miles from the farmhouse after an all-night plus trip in extremely treacherous conditions. 


	As he trudged through the drifting snow, he could feel the bone and muscle sapping cold to his core. Most of his missions took him to the desert or other warm regions. Thank god few wars were waged in arctic climates. As he put one foot in front of another, he cursed, “Damn it, Bryce, she'd better be worth all of this.” 


	He had been thrown together with Bryce, Ryker, and Lane in conditions that made them closer to blood than mere friends. They were the ties that bound you back to civilization when you trekked together into jungles, deserts, and war zones to do the unthinkable. That last mission had been no exception, other than the pact they had made the day before they set out. 


	Most guys exchanged letters to have a buddy carry home if the unthinkable happened, but not Bryce. That was not enough for him. He had given them each a task to ensure that his girl was doing okay after he was gone. None of them knew the details of the others’ mission to Darby, but they had all made the promise on one of those two beers, this will never happen, kind of nights. Yet, here he was over a year later, finally faithfully making good on the promise. 


	He had spoken to Lane after the summer jaunt he and Sarah had made. They had a great time at Adventure Land, making certain Darby had some fun. He would be delivering a very special Christmas gift. He wondered what Ryker’s job was. Thinking about the big, brooding man, he shook his head. The pictures of Darby reminded him of an all-American girl. Ryker was a dark, scarred lifetime soldier who had seen too much of life. Jett couldn’t remember a single time that he had seen his superior interacting with a woman, but he was certain, knowing Bryce’s sense of humor, that Ryker’s task would be something good. 


	“Man, wish I could be a fly on the wall, you practical joker,” Jett said, then stopped dead in his tracks as the light of the farmhouse came into view. He felt the already rapid staccato of his heart pick up yet a notch. 


	“Wish you were here, man,” he said, looking upward for a moment. Rolling his shoulders to infuse them with resolve, he repeatedly put one foot in front of the other. The last quarter mile felt longer and more exhausting than the entire trip up to that point. As he stomped a foot onto the lit porch, he saw people through the large window and faltered a hitch before his basic training kicked in, and he stepped up with a sense of duty and rang the bell. 


	“Hey, come on….,” the woman started and then stopped, realizing she didn’t know him. 


	“Hello, ma’am. Is Darby McAllister here?”


	“Darby…” the woman called into the house. “Why don’t you step inside?” she said with a smile, stepping aside to allow him to enter.


	“What’s up?” Darby appeared. He would recognize the honey-haired, green-eyed woman anywhere. He had seen the photo Bryce carried of her hundreds of times. 


	“Jett?” 


	“Yeah, how did you know?” 


	“Bryce showed me a picture of the Vegas trip,” she stated, by way of explanation. 


	“I can explain.” He hoped that whatever version of that weekend Bryce had shared was well sanitized. If not, this woman would know the worst of him and his drunken behavior. 


	“I understand needing to blow off steam after what you did for us,” she said with a genuine smile. “What brings you out here?”


	He swung the pack from his back, withdrew the present and letter, and extended them toward her.


	“How many surprise visits should I be expecting?”


	“I’m pretty sure I’m number two of three.”


	“I see.” She took the package and, positioning the envelope, ran a finger through the seal. “Am I expected to read it out loud?”


	He nodded, “but I understand if you…”


	She read as he observed the houseful of guests all tuned in behind her.


	 


	Dear Darby, 


	 


	If you are getting this gift, it means the first Christmas since my passing has arrived. I’ve asked Jett to deliver the package to you, and I’m asking that, in return, you provide him a Christmas memory like the ones I carried with me every day of my life. I could always conjure up pictures of dinner with family, Uncle Stan’s inappropriate jokes, and god willing, snow. Jett lost his family a long time ago, and while that is not my story to tell, I ask that you help with this simple request. 


	 


	I hope you are having fun and that Lane upheld his end of the bargain. I’m sending you this gift to remind you of the single happiest memory of us I have -- making snow angels with you every year in the new snow. Especially the time when we were sixteen, and I finished mine and plucked up the courage to lean over and steal my very first kiss from you. I will always be here with you, Sweetheart. I was blessed to be loved by you. 


	 


	I wish mom and dad and all of your family a Merry Christmas. Also, tell Clementine “snot boogers” (I promise she will understand). 


	 


	I love you and will check in from time to time!!


	Love, Bryce


	 


	She smiled. Best Christmas gift ever, she thought. Her eyes were damp as she looked at Jett standing there in the doorway.


	“Well, come on in. We have more than enough food. He wasn’t kidding about Uncle Stan’s jokes,” she whispered as he passed by her. 


	She closed the door, “Merry Christmas, Bryce.” 


	The small gift was in a simple box with no wrapping that looked like it had seen better days. Opening it with tentative fingers, she pulled the tiny jewelry box out and opened the lid. A tiny silver Angel charm with a winter muff was strung on a delicate silver chain. It was the most beautiful piece of jewelry that she had ever laid eyes on. 


	 


	 


	




CHAPTER 3
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	Darby watched as the last child climbed up into the SUV in the circular drive. She was closed for the next ten days for the Christmas Holidays and would miss the kids horribly. The therapeutic horse program for troubled, handicapped, and other special needs children was fast becoming a recognized non-profit program, and their waiting list was currently 35 children long and growing. She touched the angel around her neck and smiled. Bryce was always with her, cheering on all the dreams they had created and the new ones she formulated as the business grew. 


	This project was hers alone, but she knew that he would approve. Her parents had begun hinting about slowing down, and she was a bit worried about finding someone else who could help with all the things her father took care of and help her keep the books that her mother managed. The business's organic produce side had two record-breaking years, and the horse therapy business was also catching fire. She had twelve people who helped full-time, as well as seasonal pickers. She felt the swell of pride in her chest as she crossed the porch and took one last look around the expansive farm. 


	“Hi, sweetie. Get all the kids on their way?” her mother greeted as she walked into the kitchen.


	“Yep. Tyler finally came around a bit and got on Sugar Baby today after a lot of persistent coaxing.”


	“That is wonderful! Are you going with us tonight, to the Anderson’s Christmas Party?”


	She checked the clock above the stove, “Sure, I can be showered and changed in 15 minutes or less.”


	“It is a Christmas Party, dear, make it 25 and apply some makeup.”


	“Mooommm?” she stopped in the doorway. “What did you do?”


	The only time that her mother insisted on makeup was when she had set Darby up on a blind date. There had been six in the last four months. It appeared that her mother had elicited help from her friends to find potential husbands for her, indicating that her grief period had officially ended. That was not the part that concerned her, as she didn’t hurt from Bryce being gone anymore. Deciding to date again was an entirely different thing. Her tomboy ways and dedication to her growing business made it difficult to find the time, and when she was honest with herself, she hadn’t felt a flicker even remotely resembling attraction with anyone since Bryce. 


	“Mrs. Anderson’s grandson Paul is in town for the holidays and is single….so we just thought it might be nice if you two spent some time together.”


	She sighed, “Mom, please leave it alone. When and if I meet someone I like, I promise I will consider the possibilities again. Forcing me to meet every eligible man you or your friends can dig up makes for awkward interactions later when I end up rejecting them.”


	“Just promise, you will talk to him. And in return, I promise not to set you up anymore, without your permission,” she revised at the last second. 


	“Fine, it’s a deal,” Darby agreed, heading to her room to get dolled up for the party.


	As they walked through the Anderson’s front door forty-five minutes later, she was greeted by Betty Anderson with a bored-looking man in tow, probably the dreamboat the conspiring old biddies were trying to foist upon her. He was not bad looking, in his expensive suit and “look how successful I am” expression. His eyes wandered up and down her once, and when he gave her a grin, she wanted to punch him. She knew without a word that he had decided that she would acceptably do for his Holiday Fling.


	She did her covert perusal and found him sadly lacking. The suited man had never been her cup of tea. She liked jeans and a t-shirt, a working man’s outfit as the ultimate get-up. Always had. The man before her had never spent a day serving anything but cocktails. She looked at his manicured nails and tucked her own hands behind the full skirt of her holiday outfit. At twenty-five, she could count her senior prom, years before, as the only time she had gotten a manicure. She had not ever wanted to repeat the painful process that had ended with pink fingernails. She had been afraid to chip for an entire week in deference to her mother’s demands for decorum. The experiment had utterly failed, as had most of her mother’s intricate machinations at making her into the princess she so badly craved. 


	She did dress up for the occasional holiday or special occasion, even wearing light makeup, but that was the extent of her stepping outside of her usual casual comfort level. As she tried to calm her ruffled feathers, Mrs. Anderson drew near. 


	“Hi, Mrs. Anderson,” Darby said, leaning forward to hug the woman. 


	“Hi, Darby,” she grabbed behind her and brought Paul forward. “This is my grandson Paul, who is visiting me for the first time in fifteen years for Christmas.”


	“Hi Paul,” Darby said with the best painted-on smile she could summon up to muster as she offered a friendly handshake. 


	He dared to wink at her as he took the proffered hand and carried it to his lips. She felt her skin crawl. 


	“Mrs. McAllister, you have a gorgeous daughter,” he gushed, taking her mother’s hand after releasing hers. 


	“Aww….how sweet are you,” she stuttered. 


	Darby had a sudden urge to throw up. This strutting peacock was the antithesis of everything she admired in a man. The fact that her mother and friends couldn’t see that was bothersome but not startling. Her mother wanted her to marry well and give her beautiful grandchildren to dote on. Even at her age, she sometimes appeared intent on changing her. A fact that was never going to materialize, as Darby was happy with who she was. 


	Without hesitation, she knew that should Paul ever set foot on her farm and witness her working attire, his attention would be more reserved. Deciding that she had fulfilled the terms of her promise to her mother, she looked around for her best girlfriend, Stacey, who was supposed to be attending with her fiancé Steve in tow. 


	As if conjured, Stacey appeared at her right elbow. 


	“Mrs. McAllister, do you mind if I steal Darby.”


	“Well,” her mother looked from her to Paul and finally sighed, “Fine, Stacey.”


	“Thanks! Merry Christmas,” she said, pulling Darby away from the awkward setup. 


	“Oh my goodness, what were they thinking?” Stacey whispered conspiratorially, wrinkling her nose at Darby. 


	“I don’t know. I think she still expects me to marry well, stay at home, become a society woman with a nanny to care for all the grandbabies. But he was the worst one yet!”


	“Oh honey, I wish you could meet a nice salt of the earth kind like my Stevie,” she said with that starry-eyed look only those in love possess. Darby was happy for her and knew that she had been lucky to have that with Bryce. She was uncertain if that kind of soul pairing kind of phenomenon could even occur twice in a lifetime. 


	“You are still coming out Saturday to finish helping me set up all the decorations? The lights parade is that night, and I still have thousands of things to do to get the farm ready.”


	“We wouldn’t miss it for the world. But we have been friends for a long time, and I’ll bet you have it well in hand.”


	“I might have a plan for everything, but truth be told, I have that gigantic Grinch I have to set up, and I think your fiancé is just the man to help!” she laughed.


	“Oh my goodness, I forgot about that monstrosity…I suppose I can make it worth his while to help,” she wiggled her eyebrows. 


	Darby punched her arm gamely as they walked arm in arm, greeting other guests.
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	Ryker checked the GPS mounted into his dash for the sixth time in less than twenty minutes. He would have preferred to be on a plane headed into a drop zone, under enemy fire, than where he was. He knew it was irrational for a grown man of his stature to be so terrified of such an innocuous commission, but still, his stomach was tied in knots. 


	Ryker didn’t do well with people and had seriously contemplated the repercussions of wimping out on his promise. Lane and Jett had run him down at the gym the previous day and made it clear that unless he wanted to be called unfavorable names for the rest of his life, he needed to get his butt in the truck and start driving. It wasn’t like he didn’t want to fulfill his oath to Bryce; it just scared the shit out of him to do so. 


	He remembered the night that they had all swapped letters, and Bryce hatched this plan, just in case one of them didn’t make it out of that damn compound the next morning. With so many successful missions under his belt, he had felt stupid even talking about it. He felt the flash of pain when he remembered lugging Bryce back out of that rocky terrain over his shoulder. No one left behind. The finality of the failure to protect his buddy had set in when he saw the open-eyed stare on that familiar face. He could still feel that moment sharp on his nerves when he allowed himself to remember. 


	Ryker had aged out of the foster care system and immediately joined the service twelve years ago. At thirty, he was the senior member in both age and rank in that tight little group. They had run numerous classified ops. They were the humans he called brothers, and Bryce had been the first person in his existence whose passing had indelibly written itself across his heart. 


	Facing Darby McAllister, Bryce’s soul mate, as he had referred to her so often, was something Ryker was ill-prepared to undertake. He had seen pictures. She had a big open smile and eyes that just told you she was all sunshine and lemonade on a hot day. The kind of girl all-American high school football stars like Bryce ended up with. Ryker had felt the punch of that smile radiating out of a photograph into his gut. He wondered how the real thing would measure up. He looked over at the seat next to his, at the message lying there. He knew Bryce would have done anything for him, and he owed him. 


	The GPS announced a right turn ahead. Making that final turn, he could feel the cadence of his heart pick up as the old farmhouse came into view. He saw people in the front yard, decorating for Christmas in the unseasonably warm evening. He took a moment to appreciate the vast fields, homey farmhouse, and tranquility of the Norman Rockwell scene painted in front of his windshield. 


	If there were one thing that he knew for certain, he would never fit into such a place. Secretly, in the deep recesses he had never shared with another soul, he knew he wanted that not to be true. Unfortunately, with no family as a youth and only having known group homes from the time he was eight, he knew that he was broken and unsuitable for this type of existence. It didn’t mean that he couldn’t allow a moment of melancholy at the thought. 


	Putting his big truck in park, he squared his well-defined shoulders and pulled the doorknob to exit the vehicle. A lady he would guess to be in her early sixties met him halfway up the drive. 


	“Can I help you?” 


	“I hope so, ma’am. I’m looking for Ms. Darby McAllister.”


	“Oh,” she extended her hand, “you must be another friend of Bryce’s?”


	“Yes, Ma’am.”


	“Darby, someone here to see you,” the woman shouted. 


	He looked over in the direction she turned and felt his insides turn to concrete. He couldn’t move or make any coherent thought form as the slim young woman began to walk in his direction. He could swear that there was a halo over her head as the last rays of sun bounced off a reddish blonde mass of hair. She fairly floated in his direction with another woman at her side. 


	When she was within a few feet, he could see the perfect features that made up her face. Her skin was freckled and void of makeup. She had large eyes of a deep undefinable green-blue coloration and a perfect full mouth that would make any man conjure up images of kissing. The photos Bryce had shown him hadn’t begun to do her justice, and when she smiled that perfect white-toothed open smile extending her hand in greeting, he just stared at the hand for a moment before sealing his fate by accepting the contact. The shock that surged through him was something he had never felt before, and guilt about it being caused by his buddy’s woman came close on the heels of that emotion.
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	When the big truck had started up the drive, Darby had intuitively known who would be in it. Somehow, a year after the last visit, Bryce had arranged to send one final Christmas sentiment her way. She had even sent her eyes north and said a silent thank you before the occupant of the truck exited the cab. She remembered Jett telling her that he was the second of three messengers from Bryce. She had spent the entire last year anticipating the final one. 


	Lane and Jett, who had military leave this holiday season, would be coming to visit the following week, and of course Sarah. She had often talked to Sarah since their visit the year before, and the two were becoming fast friends. As the big truck pulled into the yard, it somehow seemed right that it was Ryker Jameson behind the wheel. 


	Bryce had worshiped the man. For about six years, he had been in the military when Bryce joined and been open to showing him the ropes. Bryce had been unable to tell her much about their time together, but whenever he talked about Ryker, the hero worship would shine through. It would be good to meet the last of Bryce’s band of brothers. Lane and Jett had reminded her of Bryce’s football buddies growing up. Both of the guys had been eager to please, a bit rowdy and sweet to the bone, even though they would have hated to hear that description. 


	Bryce had always told her that Ryker was more like the strict older uncle who pulled your ass out of the fire. He said he demanded excellence but was a great teacher and loyal to a fault. Since he had offered no distinguishable appearance characteristics, she had always pictured him as a bit bigger, but otherwise, much like Bryce, she had been badly mistaken. 


	“Holy Crap!” Stacey whispered next to her, “That is one fine-looking man!”


	“I thought you were engaged,” Darby said, raising an eyebrow in her friend’s direction. 


	“Honey, with something like that fine-looking standing in front of you, even a dead woman would take notice.”


	Darby jabbed her with an elbow to silence. She couldn’t disagree, though, as she finished walking toward him. Her good old American boy he was not. His hair was military short jet black; he had on well-worn jeans, combat boots, and a black t-shirt under a jeans jacket. Bryce had been in good shape but would have looked puny next to him. His arms were twice the size of her thigh, and his t-shirt and jeans highlighted similarly honed muscle through the entire length of him. 


	The glasses he wore shielded his eyes until almost the last second of her trip when he took them off and tossed them in the cab of his truck. When her eyes collided with the slate grey of his, she felt the perusal as if he had reached out and slid one of those worn hands down her tender skin. Mentally shaking herself, she tried to remember why he was there.


	“You must be Ryker?” 


	The slight nod told her he was surprised but didn’t comment on it. “Yes, ma’am.”


	“I’m not, ma’am. See my mother over there? You can call her ma’am. Call me Darby,” she reached out a hand. He looked for a moment as if it was a poisonous barb but finally reached out and enclosed it in his much larger one. In her life, she never felt the flow of electricity through every nerve ending the way that contact generated it. Both drew apart as soon as it was polite and didn’t make eye contact. 


	“You have a letter for me, don’t you?” she finally prompted.


	“Yes, ma…Darby,” he said without the hint of a smile. “He said this is the last of them,” as he handed her the envelope. 


	She unsealed the flap.


	“If you want to read it in private, I understand.”


	She looked up at him. “What did he tell you?”


	“That you would read it out loud,” he allowed, standing straight and staring past her.


	Strange fellow, she thought. She began to read:


	 


	Dear Darby, 


	 


	We have come to the end of our journey together, sweetheart. I know you are loved, and by now, I know you are healed. I just hope you have moved on. I’m not betting on it, though, as I remember your obsessive need to grow the business and conquer the world by thirty. I hope that along with seeing our dreams through, getting over me, and maybe even getting that therapeutic horse program off the ground, you have had more fun than a single day with Lane and Sarah. 


	 


	So, I saved the best for last. You know I was blessed to be allowed to serve with some good guys. My little band of brothers Jett and Lane and I had the best leader in Ryker. He’s a lot nicer than he appears. Tell him to relax those big shoulders. I do not doubt that he was the one who brought me out of wherever I fell, so tell him I appreciate him not leaving me behind. I hope his fearless action gave mom, dad, and the entire family some peace.


	 


	I need you to return the favor for me. Take him to see mom, dad, and Clementine. He isn’t comfortable around civilians, but I’m certain you can break through the ice. And Darb, I need you to talk him into staying on the farm for a month. That’s all it will take, but he needs family and something to carry him through the dark days we all face over in those god awful places. It’s not my story to tell, but he doesn’t have a shred of an idea of what he fights to protect. I need you to show him. And if he balks, remind him that he promised. 


	 


	I love you and will watch over you, but I need you to move on now!


	 


	Love, Bryce


	 


	She swiped at a single tear and folded the note. 


	“Was he right?” she whispered, “Was it you?”


	“Yes, ma’am. You don’t leave a man behind. And I promised him I would see he got home no matter what,” he said, his voice getting a bit gruffer as he spoke. 


	Stacey laid a hand on her shoulder as Darby reached out to Ryker. 


	“Thank you,” she said, looking up at him. 


	He just stared at her hand. She could tell that something was not sitting well with him. 


	She pulled the hand back. “Did you bring a suitcase?”


	“You don’t have to put me up.”


	“That, Mr. Jameson, was not the question.”


	“Call me, Ryker.”


	“As soon as you call me Darby.”


	One cheek cracked in the slightest imitation of a smile. “I brought a suitcase, Darby. He told me you could be stubborn when you set your mind to something, so I figured I should come prepared.” 


	“You have no idea,” Stacey chimed in. 


	Darby elbowed her best friend for the second time in less than five minutes. 


	“Let me make the introductions,” Darby said, stepping past him toward where her mother stood. 


	 


	 


	




CHAPTER 4
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	Ryker had been at the McAllister farm for three days. He took the mug of coffee and sat out on the huge wrap around porch, waiting for the sun to make an appearance. He had lived in military housing and traveled to some of the harshest places on planet earth to undertake the worst kind of work. This place seemed like a haven of tranquility and peace from all of that. He could hear the horses and other critters communicating in the early morning hours. That, along with the fresh, crisp air and sparkling array of stars, was breathtaking. He hadn’t until the last couple of days begun to catch a glimpse of all that he had been missing. 


	The day after his arrival, Darby had taken him to meet Bryce’s family. Marcia and James Holmes had been gracious, kind, salt of the earth folks and had grilled him better than his first drill sergeant. They had lots of questions, and by the end of the visit, he felt like he had been able to give them whatever it was Bryce had hoped for. Marcia Holmes had wrapped her arms around him and just held him for a moment. Not certain what to do, he had looked at Darby, who had told him with a slight hand gesture to hug the woman back. James Holmes had silently shaken his hand. 


	Only when he was back in the vehicle headed toward the farm had he been able to relax. They had promised Darby to bring Clementine, who would be home from college, over for Christmas dinner in two days, and he was looking forward to it and dreading it at the same time. 


	Darby had been a revelation, sensing his unnatural personal interactions and being there every step of the way. In the short time that he had been here, she had shown him how to help with the horses, goats, and other various chores. He liked the steady routine of the farm. It reminded him of what the military had brought to his life, structure, and order. Besides, having something to keep his hands busy at all times was positive. He had never spent so much time in one place and around so many people. Normally, he would finish a gym routine, poker night, and home to his quarters when he was not deployed. This was a whole new world. 


	Darby and her family didn’t seem the least bit put out by his presence, giving him space when he needed it and free reign of the house and grounds. He was beginning to understand why Bryce always seemed like such a grounded, easy-going kind of guy. It was the stock he was bred from. 


	Ryker knew little about his background, save a meth-addicted mother who allowed the addiction to win shortly before his eighth birthday. He had never felt that he had a familial connection to anyone. He was loyal to his men and fought for the military that was as close to family as he had ever come, and because that was all he had ever known since he turned eighteen. In just forty-eight hours, that worldview was being turned on a dime by a family who probably had very little clue of the impact that they were having on him. 


	“Care if I join you?” Michael McAllister said from the doorway. 


	He jumped a bit but turned with a half-smile. “I believe I’m the guest here.”


	“I know, but sometimes a man has to be alone with his thoughts.”


	“I’m good,” he indicated the chair next to him. 


	“I think my daughter is shuffling around in there and will be out shortly. You really shouldn’t have offered your services so quickly. She will have you saddled with her entire list of honey do’s before you leave.”


	He chuckled. “It’s no problem. I like being useful, and besides, if I can take some of the weight off you while I’m here, I would feel less like a freeloader.”


	Michael looked out over the yard, taking a small tentative sip of the steaming coffee. “I can’t tell you how much I appreciate the help. I’m amazed at what my daughter is doing with this old farm, but I don’t have the backbone or patience for it anymore. Truth be told?” he whispered in Ryker’s direction. 


	“Sir?” Ryker turned to face him. 


	“Violet and I would love to be able to travel, maybe get a little place on the beach in Florida. We can’t face the possibility of leaving Darby, though.”


	Ryker thought about that. It would be a big operation for any woman to manage on her own. 


	“Don’t get me wrong. I love my daughter to pieces and want to see her succeed. But I’ve done this life, and I want to visit friends, rock grandbabies, and leave it for the next generation to chase the big dreams.”


	“You only have one child?”


	“Yep, and she was a late surprise…if you know what I mean,” he twitched an eyebrow at Ryker. 


	“Yes, sir, I do. I know she appreciates all your help getting this place up and running.”


	“That she does. I think she’s going to continue to make it bigger and better. You have any brothers or sisters?”


	Ryker tried to ignore the sudden clenching in his stomach. Navigating such conversations was a trial for him, as he never knew what to say and how to keep the bitterness from showing through. 


	“No, sir, I don’t have any family.” Please keep it simple and to the point, Ryker counseled himself silently. 


	“I’m sorry, son. I’m sure there is a story there, but I’m not going to pry. If you ever need someone to talk to, though, I’m a good listener.” He sat back and sipped his coffee.


	Ryker turned to look at him. Most people pushed, prodded, and wanted to know all the bloody details. Michael McAllister climbed another notch for his approach. Ryker couldn’t envision a time when he would willingly share his story, but if he ever did, he knew the man he would trust with it. 
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