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				Chapter One

				“Jake.” The honey-sweet voice drifted over the raucous sounds of the bar. Jake gulped down the last of his melted-ice-cube drink and turned back to check his reflection in the mirror behind the bar. The DJ was throwing back the rest of his drink too and preparing to start the next dance set. Jake ran his fingers through his hair, tousling the dark curls off his brow and watching the approach of a group of women behind him. Someone sultry had called his name, and he grinned crookedly, hoping it was one of these girls.

				Four pairs of sparkling eyes probed his reflection, and he winked teasingly, drawing their long, tawny legs in cut-off jeans toward him. They were like a pride of golden-tanned lionesses spreading out for their attack, and Jake smiled more broadly as they skirted the crowd to close in on him.

				Spinning on his stool, he cast his gaze back into the crowd as if looking for something or someone else, knowing that his lack of attention would just speed their descent on him. From the corner of his eye, Jake caught the flounce of blond curls and green eyes as a sultry form slid next to him at the bar. Possessively clutching his knee, she draped her slim, delicate hand onto his thigh and then moved his knees apart with her hips.

				“Jake?” Her whisper prickled against his ear. “You’re not going to dance with those little … ”

				Natalie Harper’s voice paused ever so slightly, as she glanced pointedly at the women closing in around him. A wicked smile curled her lips as she looked back at Jake’s reddening face, waiting for his mind to fill in the unspoken insult, before she turned his stool until he faced her crimson lips.

				Natalie was beautiful, nearly six feet tall with eyes the color of the Irish hills. She put her other perfectly manicured hand on his other leg and pressed her curvaceous body against him, speaking in low, sultry tones.

				“You belong to me tonight, Jake.”

				Twisting the stool back until he once again faced the dance floor, he forced Natalie to stumble along with him. Jake leaned his forearms back against the brass bar behind him.

				“I’m drinking, Nat,” Jake hissed, pulling as far back from her as possible. “Not dancing.”

				Natalie stood straight now, causing the pendant of her long silver chain to disappear into her cleavage. The white tank top she wore clung to her slightly sweaty body and Jake bit back a scowl as he watched more than one pair of eyes follow the heart-shaped bobble as it vanished, along with a single drop of Natalie’s sweat, beneath her plunging neck line. She scowled openly and crossed her arms under her breasts, tapping one of her sandals impatiently.

				“That drink’s gone, Jake. I’ll disappear a lot faster than those ice cubes if you don’t dance with me.”

				She leaned across Jake’s steely gaze, revealing the nestling pendant, before plucking the ice cube from the top of his glass. Holding out her tongue to catch the dripping droplets and then sucking it into her mouth, Natalie straightened once more, smiling demurely. Hearing the sharp intake of more than one man’s breath, Jake fought the temptation to roll his eyes. He took the half-empty glass from the bar beside him and pulled an ice cube out as well, throwing it into his mouth and grinning at her.

				“You better get going then,” he teased, “I’ve only got two more to go.”

				Tonight had been Natalie-free — until now — thanks to his friend Lilly Pinion. Lil had been keeping a close watch on the blond bombshell by conveniently keeping herself in Jake’s arms whenever Natalie was prowling, but now Lilly was off somewhere stalking her own herd of small-town cowboys, and Jake was on his own. Three and a half weeks ago Natalie’s body and her lips had tormented Jake to distraction until he had spent some real time with her. Without the flashing lights of the bar and the too loud music, he had discovered the best part of kissing her, which was the only part with any appeal for him: it kept her from babbling relentlessly about … everything … nothing.

				With another cocky grin, Jake picked up his glass and shouldered his way into the pressing crowd, not worried about Natalie being well-cared for in his absence. Jake found the swinging doors to the parking lot and pushed out into the night air. The roiling heat of the desert would soon be upon them, and the eighty degree nights would not last until June.

				He had promised Heidi one last camping trip out to Navajo Canyon, and his mustang, Deseo, was chomping for one more run through the high meadows of the Sierra Nevadas. It would have to be soon, before the summer slaughter and the haying had to be done. Jake smiled wanly at the flirtatious glances of a few late-arriving teenage girls, but he did not move from his inclined position against the log wall of Mcgoo’s. He had come home to help with the summer work at the cattle ranch, but the restlessness inside his heart could not be quelled tonight, and he was certain the glass in his hand was not chain enough to keep him here much longer.

				Turning back to the pulsating music and lights of the interior, Jake saw the blur of Natalie’s long hair again, and he slipped through the doors, along one wall and into a chair at the back corner table.

				Deeper shadows hid his piercing blue eyes, and he leaned the chair back on its hind legs to sink further into oblivion. He had held, danced, and talked to at least three-quarters of the girls in the bar tonight hoping the usual distraction of their desperate attention would calm his heart. Gary Burke, his agent, had left him three text messages and four voicemails in the past three hours; his phone vibrated in his pocket to remind him that he had ignored them. He didn’t want to think about that tonight, and he certainly didn’t want to focus on life decisions with so many lovely distractions pulsating around him, but here he sat alone in a dark corner avoiding both the decisions and the distractions in favor of … ?

				Jake watched Carter Langdon carry four longneck bottles of beer through the back door of the bar, apparently out onto the delivery dock of Mcgoo’s. He would have to keep watch on Carter tonight; that guy was dangerous with too much alcohol — and he had passed “too much” an hour ago.

				Steve Burwell appeared at the table in front of Jake and set down a chilled glass of lemonade on a paper coaster.

				“Put that chair back on the floor,” he growled, glaring at Jake.

				Jake set the chair back on all four legs and grinned broadly at the grumpy old bartender.

				“Sorry, Steve,” he said. Steve straightened and folded his beefy arms across his massive chest as he scrutinized Jake’s apologetic smile.

				“What are you doing back here, Jake?” the bartender asked with narrowed eyes. “Your fan club can’t find you back here in the dark.”

				Jake drank another ice cube from his empty glass and smiled more broadly now. “That’s the point, Steve-o,” he said with a chuckle, “I need a break from the fans.”

				Steve grimaced and glanced back toward the floor, stiffening slightly as the song ended and the dancers returned to line up at the bar.

				“Don’t make a fuss back here,” he warned, pointing a finger at Jake and stepping aside to allow an auburn-haired girl to sit at the table. Steve glanced nervously at her, and then turned his back on Jake.

				Jake smiled again, watching the bartender’s usually stony manner soften into putty as he spoke softly to the girl and then moved a lemonade into the palm of her outstretched hand. She smiled warmly and tenderly patted his arm, bringing on a flush of color Jake had not known was possible in the graying features of the long-time bartender. He choked back a laugh before Steve could hear him and then looked at the girl.

				She was pretty, but not spectacular, especially in comparison to the immaculate beauties surging throughout the room. Her long, wavy auburn hair was sun-streaked blond in places. Not highlighted in a sink somewhere, but truly streaked with flecks that were the result of long days in the sun. Her features were soft and pretty, but she wore no makeup and her eyes seemed too pale for her tanned features. They were blue, or maybe gray? It was hard to tell in the dim lights.

				As she sipped slowly on her drink, light from the dance floor turned her eyes a pale sky blue. Jake shuddered a little at those eyes. They rested on nothing and seemed to see everything all at once. He turned away from them before she could catch him watching. Sliding his chair back away from her table and further into the corner, Jake looked everywhere except at her. The quiet hum of her voice caught him by surprise.

				“You don’t have to hide,” she said with a soft laugh. “I don’t bite.”

				Jake blushed openly at her quiet reproach. He should have known she would have been watching him, and he would not have been able to make even the slightest movement away from her without her noticing. He was surprised he had stayed hidden in the back corner this long without one of his entourage finding him.

				“It wasn’t you,” he assured her with a cocky grin. “I’m not hiding, just looking for a quiet corner to take a break in.”

				“I’m Cassie,” she said, holding out a hand in his direction but not moving toward him.

				“Jake,” he answered, leaning forward and shaking her fingers briskly.

				He slumped back into his chair quickly, and she withdrew her offering with a slight wrinkle of her forehead.

				“It’s nice to meet you, Jake,” she said sharply, turning her back on him. “Enjoy your break.”

				Jake grimaced guiltily; he was being rude and he knew it, but he was not interested in more swooning females tonight, at least not until Natalie had suspended her hunt. It went against everything his mother had ever taught him about respect and honor to hide behind her and insult her casual friendliness at the same time, just because he was in a bad mood.

				Standing swiftly and moving his chair so he was hidden from view of the dance floor but close enough so she could hear him, Jake sat back down and spoke softly over her shoulder, “I didn’t mean to be rude,” he said, letting his voice drip with sincerity. “I am hiding, but not from you.”

				She gave a quick shake of her long hair, and Jake thought he heard a small laugh from behind her glass of lemonade. Sipping the drink slowly and then carefully setting down the glass, she turned ever so slightly in her chair. She focused her eyes on a dark-haired young man sitting in a chair just beyond the circle of dance floor lights and spoke as if she was speaking to that distant figure.

				“This is a good place to hide,” she said bemusedly. “That’s why Steve put me back at this table. He says in a place like this you stay in the shadows, because the lights bring the snakes out at night.”

				A crooked smile teased her lips now, and Jake chuckled darkly. “Steve didn’t know I was curled up back here tonight, or he probably would have found you another table.”

				“So what snake are you hiding from?” she asked, keeping her face turned slightly away from him. Jake lifted an eyebrow. If anyone were to glance over to their corner, it would look like she was talking to someone at another table, and he would remain cloaked in the shadows.

				“She’s not a snake,” Jake said dryly. “She’s more like Medusa.”

				“Medusa? Is she trying to seduce you or just turn you to stone?”

				Jake scowled, looking around the room for Natalie. “Not sure. I guess it depends on if she’s trying to hook up again, or punish me for not wanting to.”

				He looked back at the girl’s face, expecting a smile and more of her easy banter. Instead her face was serious and now she turned her pale blue eyes boring directly into his.

				“Well,” she said tartly, “I guess that makes you the snake then.” A flash of white-hot fury danced in the depths of her eyes and she turned her back on him once more.

				Jake sat stunned, shocked. Had he said something besides the words he had heard come out of his mouth? Had he accidently told her he’d been making out with Natalie because she was hot, and it was easy? Somehow he felt as if he had confessed the last month and a half of empty, casual relationships, and now she had hung the string of broken girls around his neck like an albatross. Jake opened his mouth to give her a defensive retort but found it already hanging open. What did he need to defend to her? Who was this girl?

				“I’m sorry,” Jake drawled, sarcasm heavy on his lips. “Mother Teresa? Is that what you said your name was?” Not even a flounce of her hair met his retort, and Jake frowned dejectedly. “Look, Cassie?” he said standing and shoving his chair back from the table. “This is a bar. This is why people come to bars. If you’re too morally superior to the rest of us, then I guess this is the last time either of us will have to put up with each other.”

				Jake picked up his glass and drained the last of his melting ice before slamming it on the table again. His dark, stormy gaze caught the flash of Natalie’s green eyes from across the room and he groaned under his breath as she started to move around the room toward him.

				“I don’t think you’re in hiding anymore. It sounds like your tantrum has brought you out of the vipers’ den.”

				Jake cursed quietly, then slipped back into the shadows along the wall and out the doors once more.

	
				Chapter Two

				“Jake or Dylan?” Cassie Taylor muttered, shaking her head emphatically as he slipped out of the club behind her. He was right, this was a bar, a bar in a small, lonely part of the Mojave Desert. None of these people were here for stimulating conversation.

				He didn’t know her, and still he had tried to do his best Prince Charming impression. She laughed at her own foolishness. Guys who were doing their best impression of anything had real demons to disguise and she was the last girl in the room any fairy tale writer would have chosen to cast in the role of princess. With a heavy sigh of disappointed reality, Cassie turned back to her lemonade and let the music drift to her ears.

				“Cassie!” Jana Pembrooke said with a huff as she sank into the chair Jake had vacated. “What did you say to Casanova that made him so mad?”

				“What makes you think I said anything at all?” Cassie asked innocently.

				“Because he left, and he’s the reason I dragged you out here tonight. He just started ignoring Natalie Harper, which means I, mere mortal that I am, actually have a shot with him. Now he won’t be back, and I never even got a chance to introduce myself to him.”

				Cassie turned to face Jana now, feeling chagrined for ruining her friend’s night. “Are you sure we’re talking about the same guy? That guy’s name was Jake, and he doesn’t really seem like someone who has much going for him. A little grumpy, a little testy, and a whole lot arrogant. I’m sure there is a lot of decent guys here, Jana. What’s so great about him?”

				“Jake Caswell is the hottest thing in all of Lindley.” Jana sighed. “Not that it says much, but he’s hot enough to be an actor and a model in LA. He’s only here between jobs, helping his dad with the cattle until he has another project out there.”

				Jana’s voice was straining in pitch, and Cassie heard the edge of frustration plucking at the girl’s patience. “He’s gorgeous. That’s why the girls around here call him Casanova. He smiles and asks you to dance and there’s no resisting him.”

				Cassie rolled her eyes and grinned at Jana. “I managed it,” she teased smartly. “Besides, I’m sure he’ll be back next weekend. He’s got to keep up that reputation with the girls.”

				“The next two weekends, we’re taking groups to the campground and the river. It will be at least three weeks before I get back here, and I don’t think Jake needs to come here to keep his social life full. Tonight could have been my last chance before he goes back to LA.”

				Cassie shook her head again. “I’m sorry, Jana. I just couldn’t listen to him blame this girl for wanting to go out with him because he had hooked up with her and then changed his mind. He probably made out with her until he got tired of her, or got a better offer and then decided she was crazy or smitten because she misunderstood his intentions for her.”

				“He told you that?” Jana asked, clasping Cassie’s arm in her hand.

				“No,” she sighed. “I guess I kind of assumed that was what he meant when he said some girl was either trying to seduce him or punish him.”

				Jana laughed again and pulled Cassie to her feet. “It sounds like you have known a few Casanovas of your own.”

				Leading Cassie through the crowded bar to the swinging doors and into the parking lot, Jana wrapped one arm around Cassie’s shoulders and headed them toward the sound of departing vehicles.

				“Yeah, a few,” Cassie muttered as Jana pulled the keys from her pocket.

				“I don’t know Jake very well,” Jana said, unlocking Cassie’s door. “But from what I’ve heard, he’ll either make you have feelings you can’t fight, or he’s the one your mama always warned you about.”

				Cassie frowned again and waited for Jana to start the old truck. As Jana backed out of Mcgoo’s parking lot, Cassie sighed again. “Either way, Jana,” she said sadly, “if I were you, I’d run for my life.”

	
				Chapter Three 

				“Yake!” The screech of Heidi’s voice topped the highest volume setting on his car stereo. Jake kept his eyes on his phone, fingers flashing in quick movements between the Facebook and Twitter apps as he filled his dance card. His mother had frowned when she had called it that, but she had also promised to keep Heidi off his back long enough for him to take care of it.

				“Yake, can you hear me? Are you okay?”

				Heidi was talking to him, even though her tongue struggled to say his name.

				“I’m fine, Heidi.”

				With a firm smile, he watched carefully to make sure the panic in her eyes faded from the other side of the car window. Heidi was mildly autistic; both her questions and the answers she expected to hear were literal. She did not ask Jake if he was all right because she was irritated that he was ignoring her; she asked because she was genuinely worried that he didn’t answer because something was wrong.

				Heidi scowled disapprovingly, and then put her hands on her thin hips. She was seventeen and had the dark eyes and long, lean figure that his mother still had even though she was in her late forties. Even with that frustrated look on her face, Heidi was beautiful, and the reality of it frightened him every time he looked into her deep blue eyes. His mother had always told him that God protected special spirits like Heidi’s from the destructive powers of the devil; that’s why Heidi’s mind was so sweet and clear. She was an angel with human wings.

				Jake frowned even as he thought of his mother’s starry-eyed description. Human angels should not have been given the type of body that attracted the scum he knew were waiting out there for sweet innocent girls like his sister. The dark swirling lights of the dance club he had just been making arrangements to visit flashed across his mind.

				Jake cast that thought aside as he turned off his stereo and rolled down the window separating him from Heidi, reassuring her with the removal of the barrier. The spark of light dancing in her eyes poked at him again as he silently justified his night games. He was just going to let a few lucky women feel … special … for a little while; he would never take advantage of someone like Heidi.

				He pulled the keys from the ignition and then motioned for Heidi to step back from the car door as he opened it and unfolded his long legs from the bucket seat. Stepping from the car and slamming the door, Jake stood his six-foot two-inch figure up against the silver Mitsubishi.

				“What’s wrong, sweetie?” Jake drawled in the husky cowboy voice Heidi always softened for.

				Last year Jake had starred in a magazine spread for Mustang men’s cologne, and the local TV stations picked up the web commercial the company made at the same time. Heidi had seen him on television and thought he’d left home to go run wild mustangs across Wyoming, instead of in Las Vegas shooting the commercial. Now whenever he pulled the cowboy from his repertoire, Heidi would always forgive him. Most of the women around their small rural area recognized him from that commercial, too, and it had the same effect on them. Well, not exactly the same. Heidi was terrified that he would go back to Wyoming because he liked horses more than her. That was her complaint every time Jake even hinted about running the mustangs. The others just couldn’t resist his brilliant blue eyes or his rugged features. The rough bad boy look and tall, muscular frame always did the trick. He could almost see knees buckle and hearts melt if he just gave them one of his signature smiles.

				Drawing his fingers through his dark tangle of hair, he waited for Heidi to stop quivering her lower lip.

				“I’ll keep my promise, Heidi, but it’s not time to go yet.” Jake soothed, flicking his palm toward the sky. “It’s still light out, and they can’t do Cinco de Mayo fireworks while the sun is up.”

				Jake straightened from the car and put his arm around Heidi, pulling her back toward the house.

				“I know, Yake,” she said. “But Miriam said I could help with the barbecue if you would take me before eight, and it’s seven already.”

				Jake did not falter or let her escape as he moved swiftly toward the kitchen door to deposit her back in the ranch house.

				“Why are they having dinner so late?” Jake asked, trying to distract her.

				Heidi was not giving in, and she spun out from under his arm to stand glowering at him, arms crossed and feet planted in the gravel.

				“Miriam hired a new counselor at the ranch, and she needed all day today to settle her. We all need to help put the party together, that’s why I have to be there as soon as possible, Yake. You know how much work it is without Yason.”

				Jake grimaced guiltily with her final statement, casting an abashed glare into the graveled road. Jason Sorenson had owned The Rocking J ranch since Jake could remember. Last year, Jason had been killed when his horse had broken its leg and fallen into the rushing flood waters of the San Madera River. Miriam Sorenson was saddled with a mortgage and an autistic boy of nine. She could not run the training and breeding facility by herself, and she had needed an alternative, quickly. Using grant money, Miriam had turned the former horse ranch into an equestrian therapeutic service center.

				Heidi had become the beneficiary of not only the soothing constancy of the specially trained horses, but the friendship of the Sorensen family.

				Now Jake crossed his arms and met his sister’s pleading look.

				“Come on, Heidi, I’d have to take you all the way out there, and then come back to help with the heifers. I’ve got plans tonight, too.”

				Heidi made an unhappy sound at the back of her throat but said nothing, letting the tears of disappointment brim her dark blue eyes. Jake closed his and sighed, dropping his hands helplessly at his sides.

				“Okay, Heidi,” he mumbled as she wiped her lashes clear. “Go get in the car.”

• • •

Jake glanced at his phone again as he dropped Heidi by the bleached white rails that ran the length of The Rocking J’s long drive. Cody Sorensen was counting the spiny rails along the western fence line to calm himself in the chaos, and Heidi went to walk the length of the fence with him.

				The early May night was lit by a fraction of moonlight, along with the Chinese lanterns Miriam had pulled out of storage from the New Year’s party. Parties were now a monthly occurrence at The Rocking J from the time Cody was diagnosed, making it a part of his regular routine and exposing him to the situations that encouraged coping. The consistency helped Cody adjust to the constant influx of owners and trainers that Jason staffed and supported on the ranch.

				Miriam’s new calling with horses made staff adjustments and clientele a never-ending surge of confusion for Cody as well, and the parties actually brought him normalcy. A new staff member would have thrown Cody’s day way off, and Jake smiled ruefully watching his baby sister walk patiently beside the young boy. The clear evening and the twinkling lights marked an unfettered path for the two companions as they made their way toward the driveway.

				Jake turned the Mitsubishi around without going up the drive to the cluster of women and ranch hands crowding the wide front porch. Heidi and Cody were in their sights, and Jake had chores to finish before he could shower and go into town to Mcgoo’s one last time before the spring cattle drive tomorrow.

				In a ranch community at the northern tip of the Mojave desert, Jake was lucky to have the old steakhouse-turned-bar-and-nightclub to fill his evenings. Lindley was just enough of a town to keep the locals bored and the old timers kicking. When Jake had left after high school, it was the last bump in the road he ever wanted to see again, but four years later his father’s final words had come back to haunt him: “Sometimes the last place in the world is where you’ll find yourself. Especially if you didn’t know you were lost.”

				Jake flicked a glance in the rearview mirror as he checked one last time on Cody and Heidi before turning westward toward Caswell Farms. I’m not lost, he mentally argued, just waylaid between lives. The life he had planned when Melinda, his high school sweetheart, was still here. And the life he called his own.

				Prickling fingers of starlight broke the black of night as he found the constellation Cassiopeia in the early summer sky. It was no more a constant than she had been, but somehow he still searched for both of them. Tonight, he wouldn’t worry about any of that. It would be a week before he’d see anyone except the hostlers and cowhands. He would make tonight worthwhile.

• • •

“Jake?” a gravelly, mildly frantic woman’s voice crackled over his cell phone. Jake pulled his hat from his head and mopped his sweating brow with the back of one arm. The sounds of lowing cattle and clamoring hooves drowned out the woman’s voice, and Jake moved away from the trucks to hear better.

				“Jake, it’s Miriam Sorensen. Your mom said I might be able to get hold of you at the pasture. Can you hear me?”

				Jake glanced around the rocky peaks surrounding the spring grazing land and wondered at his cell phone reception. He and the other hands had been unloading the last of the cattle for grazing. The dry, hot summers would starve and parch the herds on the desert floor. The few heifers that had calved on the ranch were being brought to the lush, green valley at the base of the mountain range. His father wanted a herd of forty or so brought down for the summer slaughter as well, and they had to transport those back to the ranch.

				“I can barely hear you, Miriam,” Jake said with one finger in his other ear. “Is everything okay? Is Heidi okay?”

				Jake glanced around quickly as Carter, Troy, and Derek finished securing the gates on the trucks behind him. His father had hired the hands to bring in the spring stragglers, but he had insisted Jake go along to supervise. Jake turned his back on the young men as they began pulling beers from the back of the ice chest they had lost no time retrieving from the creek. He suspected the drinking was why Robert had sent him along. Troy was one of The Rocking J’s men and Carter took orders from no one, not even Robert, but Jake knew the land and the work well enough to keep the guys working even if loyalty was not among their priorities.

				The high meadows were plush and green, the aspens and firs filtering sunlight and the bright rays warming their days without freezing their nights. This was the only place Jake felt steady. The world was always tilting beneath his ever-changing life, and here, firmly standing on the bedrock of the mountain, the sky settled into a vast expanse of endless peace. The drinking and shouting of the hands and Miriam’s voice on the phone sent the earth tumbling again, and Jake braced his back against the trunk of a broken tree to listen to her.

				“Heidi’s fine, Jake,” she explained quickly, “everything is fine, except that … ” Miriam’s voice broke suddenly and he heard the edge of panic creep from her broken heart. Every time the ranch overwhelmed her, cruel pain darkened her brown eyes, and he heard her longing for Jason without her saying his name.

				“It’s fine, Miriam,” Jake soothed in a quiet husky voice. “Whatever it is, it’ll be fine.”

				Miriam took a breath, firm tones returning to the call. “Actually, I’m hoping you can help me with that. There is a group of blind kids coming in for a trail ride and campout this weekend. I was only expecting a half dozen or so, but I found out today that there are nearly twenty teen-agers coming.” The edge was crawling back into her voice now, and Jake blew a heavy breath into the phone. “The staff and I can handle the kids, but you’ve got my best hand with you, and I need Troy to meet me in the canyons tomorrow evening to help with the horses.”

				Miriam’s voice cut off abruptly as she waited, not realizing she hadn’t actually asked Jake for anything. Jake looked back over his shoulder at the quickly forming heap of empty bottles and grimaced slightly.

				“I’ll tell you what.” Jake said with a dark scowl at the boisterous cowboys. “We’re finished with the cattle, so tomorrow I’ll send Derek and Carter down with the trucks, and both Troy and I will come help with the horses. You don’t need to worry. We will be there by afternoon or early evening. Okay?”

				Miriam’s relieved laughter drifted through static into Jake’s ears as she sighed and thanked him before giving him details and then hanging up. Jake closed the cover of his phone and slid it back into his pocket. Picking up the scattered remnants of the fractured tree around him, Jake joined the others with the firewood, hoping the beer would take the sting off the fresh distribution of work.
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