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        Meet the Turk brothers one hard riding, curve loving cowboy at a time!

      

      

      From the moment FBI Agent Madigan Armstrong met Sutton Turk, she has tried to avoid him at all costs. It's not that the plus-size beauty doesn't want to get close to the ex-soldier. She fantasizes about it a lot—usually in bed, usually while her eyes are closed and her fingers explore the soft, delicate curves of her body.

      But Sutton is her boss's brother. Worse yet, Maddy has been hiding a secret from the entire Turk family for years. Once exposed, that secret could force Maddy out of her job, ending the world she has so painstakingly built around her.

      She would have to be desperate to let him in, desperate for the kind of help only Sutton can give. She would have to be no-other-choice desperate…

      And she is.
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        Suggested reading order for books in the Real Cowboys Love Curves series

        Adler James—Book One

        Walker Pierce—Book Two

        Barrett Cole—Book Three

        Sutton Lee—Book Four
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      Finished with my quad curls, I swivel on the weight bench and stare at the scars running from the middle of my right thigh to where they disappear into the sock. Time has lessened the leg’s Frankenstein appearance. Gone are the once swollen red welts stitched together. The dents in the flesh have filled in, dark auburn hair returning to lightly dust the skin.

      Only the white lines remain. They will always remain, mocking me on the loss of a life filled with action, purpose and concrete results.

      My mood jumps from dark lament to guilt. I didn't lose a life—I lost a lifestyle. I’m still breathing. Gimp leg or not, I’m still kicking. Others in my unit were not so lucky. Three of them have died in the time since a mortar round shredded my parachute in a country I am forbidden from naming.

      Grief chases away guilt. The emotion rising up is not for my fallen comrades. I never met two of the men. The third I knew only loosely. He transferred into the unit to fill my spot after the Army pushed me out on a medical discharge.

      The grief suddenly grinding me down is for the father and sister I lost a few months before my injury. It is for all the family they left behind, especially my sweet little niece who must grow up without a mother or a grandfather. The preschooler’s cherubic face reminds me daily of what real loss looks like, reminds me why I can’t sit on my ass whining because the military no longer finds me fit to serve.

      So I get off my ass, put the weights away and head into the kitchen. Scooping up a Gatorade I left out, I crack the seal and chug it down. When the bottle is empty, I toss it into the recycling bin and grab a cold one from the refrigerator.

      Drinking the second bottle more slowly, I stare at the warped reflection of my body in the appliance's shiny metallic surface.

      My first year home, I lost weight, all of it muscle. Recovery took massive amounts of calories as bone knitted itself together. Therapy concentrated on getting me on my feet, walking with crutches and then a cane, progressing from there to an off-loading brace and then to walking without any assistance.

      Now I am busting my ass to put the muscle back on—all so I can risk taking my first jump since the injury, a jump the Army doctors proclaimed I would never be able to make again.

      I don't plan on anything fancy or dangerous. And I definitely won’t do it close to home. My widowed mother has enough problems to stress and fuss over. Maybe after the first few jumps, I’ll let her know what I’ve done.

      First, however, I need to strap my balls back on and book a date for the jump before my brain “conveniently” wanders off to some other task and I’m left looking for my balls all over again.

      Mind firmly set, I take the Gatorade into the living room and plop down on the couch. My sweaty back immediately suctions to the leather. I shift, unstick, then stick again.

      Abandoning the attempt to get comfortable, I balance my laptop across my legs, open the browser and click the link I favorited for a skydiving company in Whitefish. The little city bordering Glacier National Park is in-state but nearly four-hundred miles away. I can book a jump and not worry about the news reaching any of Willow Gap’s gossips.

      Yep, I coax my restless thoughts. All I have to do is click the RESERVATION button, pick a date, enter my bank card number, and then I’ll be good to go.

      Fingers strumming against the computer’s edge, I glare at the button. It’s nothing more than pixels, just a rounded rectangle filled with a green background and white text waiting patiently to be clicked.

      I skim a finger across the touchpad until my mouse hovers over the button.

      Fresh sweat dots my face.

      It’s just a booking. Worst case scenario, something comes up and I lose the deposit. And if I show for the jump, it’s not like anyone will shoot at me. I won’t be staring at a pre-dawn sky while the ribbons of my mortar-shredded parachute flap at terminal velocity.

      It’s just a booking…

      Three short raps sound against my front door. I slam the laptop shut, but don’t move to answer. I don’t recognize the knock, didn’t hear any footsteps on the porch beforehand.

      Silly for me to think someone is sneaking up on the place. My house is on the edge of a town that itself feels like it teeters at the edge of the world. The only danger in Willow Gap comes from the kind of hard work some folks have to do—handling horses and cattle, logging, working the oil fields. It doesn’t come from home invasions or ISIS death squads.

      The three raps repeat. I slide the laptop onto the coffee table and quietly approach the front door from the side. My heart shouldn’t be pounding in my chest, but it is. I shouldn’t be able to hear the tattered strips of my parachute from that distant morning, but I do.

      Footsteps sound at last on the porch, their direction heading away from the door. Still moving cautiously, I turn the knob and pull.

      The way I’m sweating, my soldier's instinct expects an assassin. For one flashing second, I am instead treated to the shapely backside of a woman dressed in a summery skirt. Soft flounces of the material play around the middle of her calves as a lustrous cascade of dark red hair spills down her shoulders and the center of her back.

      The hair is gorgeous, but it cannot compete with the plump hips that my eyes lock on. I want to reach out and touch that backside, palm one rounded cheek and give a little squeeze.

      Okay, more than a little squeeze and more than once.

      Burying the impulse, I clear my throat and speak.

      “Can I help you?”

      The woman slowly pivots in my direction. My gaze doesn’t make it up to her face before she answers. I’m too hooked on the sight of the full breasts bouncing against the same gauzy fabric as the skirt.

      “I really hope so,” the woman replies in a hesitant, yet familiar, voice.

      I shake my head a couple of times. There’s no way that soft, breathless voice belongs to Madigan Armstrong. Especially coming from a body wrapped in so much allure. Far as I’ve been told, no one is getting married today—and weddings seem to be the only occasion for which Maddy leaves behind her rugged jeans or the understated, oversized pantsuits that scream FBI before she ever whips out her handgun or flashes her badge.

      Familiar voice or not—my brain refuses the possibility that the woman I’ve been lusting over for almost two years is standing on my porch with her luscious, plentiful curves so clearly outlined.

      Look up, genius.

      “Is everything okay?” the woman asks.

      I nod, my hand lifting to rub furiously at my forehead, the gesture nothing more than an excuse for avoiding her gaze.

      “Yeah,” I mumble. “Sorry about that, Agent Armstrong. Fell asleep on the couch after working out—then I got up too fast or something.”

      Already pinched tight, the beautiful, freckled face puckers another degree as Madigan Armstrong quickly closes the distance between us. Her voice, so hesitant before, sounds strong as she takes control.

      “You need to sit down,” she orders, gripping my shoulders.

      Her fingertips are cool to the touch, or I’m still hot from the workout…or from staring so hard at the fabric cuddling her breasts. She hasn’t really touched me before, not on purpose. I've delighted in the unintentional graze of a shoulder or curvaceous hip. That magnificent backside offered an achingly brief caress once when she had to slide past me in an overcrowded room to reach her seat.

      That single ass-to-groin moment had been painfully erotic. The way she touches me now is nearly the same, the skin-on-skin contact sending little waves of pleasure rippling down my back.

      “Did you re-hydrate?” she asks, steering me onto the couch I just vacated.

      I point at the bottle of Gatorade on the coffee table.

      “What’s gone plus a full one right before it,” I answer.

      Looming over me, her heavy breasts bouncing in front of my face, she nods, scoops the bottle up and thrusts it into my hands.

      “Finish it.”

      Lips rolling against one another, I keep from snorting at the order. Now that I lied about feeling dizzy, I have to play along. I can’t very well admit to her catching me in a locked-and-loading position, all the blood rushing from my now useless brain to a cock that continues to swell…and swell...and swell.

      “Drink,” she demands when I don’t take the bottle.

      “Not while a guest is standing,” I reply. “In fact, can I offer you anything, Agent Armstrong?”

      A scowl thins the round face as she sinks onto the club chair.

      “I’m fine,” she answers.

      Buying time for my burgeoning dick to go down, I sip at the Gatorade and cast surreptitious glances across the coffee table.

      I still can’t believe this is Madigan.

      Not in this outfit.

      Not acknowledging the fact that I exist.

      When the scowl doesn’t ease from her otherwise soft features, I get worried. Maddy has never been to my place. Hell, we’ve never been alone, not even when I stop by the office she shares with my brother.

      “Emerson okay?” I ask, realizing for the first time she might have come to my house on a Friday afternoon to deliver terrible news.

      Her head bounces, then her hands curl around her knees.

      “It’s nothing like that. I didn’t mean to worry you…I…”

      My brother might be unharmed, but I know a woman on the verge of crying when I have her sitting in front of me. Still, I don’t have the right of familiarity. I can’t just get up and wrap an arm around her shoulders, comforting Maddy until she is ready to talk.

      “Why don’t you collect yourself while I grab a shirt,” I suggest, rising from the couch and heading for the hall.

      Madigan doesn’t stop me. I slip into the bedroom. If her problem requires immediate action, it won’t do to be in just a t-shirt and shorts. So I take an extra minute to slide into jeans and boots.

      Returning to the living room, I bypass Madigan and go into the kitchen. Pulling a gallon jug filled with water and mint leaves, I pour a glass and carry it out to Madigan.

      She accepts it with a wan smile. “Betty Rae make this?”

      I wince as she mentions the town’s biggest gossip. I’ve known Betty Rae almost as long as I’ve known my own mother. No denying the woman does a lot of good around town—but she’s also an information merchant. I’m not in the market to buy or sell, so I am constantly hoping she decides to spread her help somewhere else.

      But it’s not like I can share my opinion of Betty Rae with Madigan. I can’t really share anything with her. After nearly two years of my trying, we aren’t any closer than the day we first met.

      “Betty Rae brings some by every few days,” I answer as I take a seat on the couch. “Be nice to have it all gone before the next batch arrives. I think her feelings were hurt the first time she returned and the container was only half finished. I’ve been dumping a little bit since then.”

      Madigan nods and then we sit in silence as she takes a few sips of the mint water. She stares at the glass in her hands, studying the way drops of condensation form on the outside. I focus on her face, reasonably secure she won’t catch me looking because she hardly ever bothers to meet my gaze.

      Her lashes and brows are a darker shade of red than the hair that flows past her shoulders. Hiding beneath the lowered lashes are yellow-brown eyes that glow like topaz catching sunlight. A straight nose and strong cheekbones balance out the softly rounded chin. The cherry pink mouth has fueled more dirty fantasies and hand action than I care to admit, even to myself.

      My attention is locked on her full lips as she finally places her glass on a coaster. I look at the fireplace behind where she sits, careful to avoid any glance at the clock lest she think I’m eager to have her go.

      She clears her throat. The sound borders on a whimper.

      I sit up straighter, silently urging her to start.

      “My sister moved in with me,” she begins, the words stilted. “You probably don’t know that.”

      “Didn’t know you have a sister,” I answer, forcing a neutral tone.

      I’m probably overreacting, but I feel like my chest is caving in from a sharp kick or punch. Family is basic information, information that is shared with friends and acquaintances. I apparently rate as neither in Madigan’s estimation.

      “Go on,” I urge, hands folded in my lap, one thumb scraping at the opposite wrist in irritation because, for all my attempts at more, Madigan treats me little better than a stranger.

      “Delia is seven years older than me,” she says.

      I nod and store the information away. I'm not certain exactly how old Madigan is, but the range she has given suggests Delia is mid-thirties.

      “She lost her husband two months ago,” Madigan continues.

      I nod again, but the timing immediately bothers me. If Maddy means two full months, then her brother-in-law died a week before my brother Barrett got married. We were both at the wedding and reception. As much as I looked at her, I saw no evidence of grief on her face at the time.

      If I’m honest with myself, I’d seen little evidence of any emotion during the wedding and reception. Seems to me that most women are either happy or sad at weddings, the event triggering reflections on the state of their own love life. Madigan wore a face like she was sitting at the final table of a million-dollar poker tournament.

      Inscrutable.

      “She and Kenneth met when they were both paramedics in Boston,” she tells me. Gripping the glass of mint water with two hands, she lifts it to her lips and takes another sip, water sloshing from the tension running through her arms.

      I lean across the table and take the glass from her. What I want to do is pull her across the table and onto my lap. It doesn’t matter how much Madigan has iced me out. Something hit me hard in the chest the very first time I saw her.

      “Tell me what you need,” I say, my tone gentle but with the firmness of a command.

      Sucking her lips inward, she drops her head.

      “I thought moving Delia and Caiden out here would help,” she whispers. “I’ve always had a good rapport with him.”

      My shoulders tense up a little more. Caiden is probably a kid. Probably her sister’s kid. Even if he is an unrelated adult male, I have no right to wonder just how good the “rapport” with Madigan is.

      “Caiden?” I ask, the syllables of his name coming out clipped despite my best attempt otherwise.

      “My nephew,” she answers. “He is really taking the loss hard. More than Delia can handle.”

      Her face screws tight then smooths some with an uneasy smile.

      “More than we can handle,” she amends.

      “What are we talking about here?” I keep the question vague and open. It’s not that I’m incurious about the boy. But Madigan showing up on my doorstep, presumably to ask my help or advice, has me all shades of perplexed.

      Emerson.

      The name of my twin—and Madigan’s boss—pops into my mind.

      From everything I have seen and heard, Madigan is faultless at her job. Eager, dedicated, never complains about how long the hours might be or how much mud or other muck she has to crawl through. With Emerson for a partner, Maddy has no choice but to be like that. My brother is a law enforcement machine. There probably isn't a thing or a person he will let get in the way of his rising up the ranks at the FBI. It doesn't help that he's closing in fast on his personal deadline of being the special agent in charge of a field office by age thirty.

      I don't mean Emerson is going to push the competition in front of a bus or anything. But, with me and my other brothers, three new sisters-in-law and the rest of our relatives looking after Mama and my niece, he doesn't have to worry about family obligations. That kind of attitude could be toxic for the people who work under him.

      Especially for someone like Maddy, who is already too serious and matter-of-fact.

      “You’re worried about work,” I venture when my last question receives no reply. “About my baby brother’s potential reaction to you needing time off, maybe?”

      She shakes her head, her face caving in. “I’m worried about Caiden.”

      I don’t mean to huff or snort, but I do. Then I stand and skirt the table to kneel next to her. Carefully lifting Madigan’s hands, I draw them toward my chest.

      “Madigan, I don’t understand why you’re here. I want to help you, but you’re not letting me know what you need from me.”

      I shut my mouth before I embarrass myself. Like saying that, no matter what she asks, I will do it.

      “My phone,” she answers.

      After a second’s confusion, I release her hands. She digs into the small purse that matches the pale blue flowers on her dress. From its shallow depths, she pulls out the device and navigates to a picture.

      A brawny male dressed in combat fatigues holds a redheaded boy in his arms. The kid is maybe six. Despite the big grin on the man’s face, the boy doesn’t smile. But his cheek is plastered against the soldier’s.

      “He’s twelve now,” Madigan says as she returns the phone to her purse. Twisting in the chair, she locks her topaz gaze on me.

      My heart does that thing again—forgetting to beat because she is actually making eye contact with me.

      “I thought…if you have some free time…you could hang out with him?”

      I don’t need so much as a second to think it through. If I’m spending time with the kid, it has to mean I'm spending some of it around Madigan. That Maddy is the first thing that pops into my mind makes me a selfish ass, but even a selfish ass can contribute.

      “Got nothing but time,” I tell her.

      As sedate as Maddy usually is, I expect a relieved smile, maybe a little murmur of “thank you.” Instead, a small cry escapes her cherry lips as she throws her arms around my neck and nearly strangles me with gratitude.

      I pat awkwardly at her back, harder than I should, until she pulls away and wipes at a few stray tears.

      “Thank you.” She rubs roughly at her face as new tears threaten. “Do you think you could start tomorrow…at the ranch? Animals fascinate him and Kenneth would take Caiden out on the four wheelers when his unit wasn’t deployed.”

      “Of course,” I answer, shoulders buzzing at all the spots where she touched me. “Whenever and whatever you need.”

      Nodding, Maddy draws her bottom lip in, her teeth denting the plump flesh. Doesn't matter that she's upset, the little gesture is sexy as hell to me, especially with the scent of her skin still clinging to my nose.

      “Something more you need to tell me?” I ask.

      She drops her gaze and chews more vigorously at her lips before she answers.

      “Caiden might act like you don’t exist when you meet him…no matter how many times you meet him, really.”

      Throughout most of this awkward conversation, I have, more or less, maintained a straight face. Now, at the mention of the kid possibly ignoring me, I can't stop my right brow from quirking up because Caiden is starting to sound a lot like his aunt Maddy.

      “Why is that?” I ask, forcing the brow down to an innocuous position.

      Damn me if she doesn't run her lip between her teeth again, the flesh growing bright red and shiny from the abuse as she hesitates to answer.

      “He was diagnosed with Asperger Syndrome in preschool.” Hands starting to shake, she winds them around her purse. “It’s always been little steps forward, big steps back, like when his father was deployed and since…since the funeral.”

      "Good to know," I say, covering her hands and giving them a firm squeeze. “You don’t have to worry about me running off because the boy doesn’t seem to take a shine to me.”

      “Thank you,” she scratches out, freeing her hands and throwing them around my neck.

      With a pinch of shame, knowing how I feel about the woman and that she is clinging to me for entirely different reasons, I hug her back just as hard, eyes shut as I slowly breathe in the fragrance of her yielding flesh.

      It won't be long, I figure, before we are back to being strangers.
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      Stopping my sedan in front of the Turk family stables, I glance in the rearview mirror. A slight head tilt brings Caiden into the mirror's frame. The pre-teen is ensconced in the back seat, headphones on, gaze glued to his iPad. Every few seconds, he swipes at the screen, the moves he makes in the chess game executed almost as rapidly as the computer's.

      Next to me, my sister Delia shifts in her seat, body twisting to look at her son. From the moment we left the apartment we share on the outskirts of Billings until now, she has made at least a dozen attempts to get the boy to look up from the screen, especially when we passed animals out in the fields.

      He didn't look up once, just hunkered down at her attempts, his nose pushing as close to the tablet's screen as he could without actually touching it.

      “Are you sure about this?” Delia asks as I kill the engine. “I don’t want to put any strain on your relationship with these people.”

      I shove the key fob into the front pocket of my jeans without responding. More than anyone, Delia deserves an answer. My big sister has always looked out for me, giving me structure when our hippy parents would have allowed me to devolve into some kind of wild child building mud forts and talking to no one.

      But I don't want to admit I'm worried.

      Delia wraps her hand around my wrist, her grip tight. It is only because she is touching me that I realize I have been tugging at my earlobe since she asked her question.

      “You need to talk to me, little sister.”

      Relinquishing my ear, I let my hand go limp until Delia releases me. Another glance at the rearview mirror assures me that Caiden still has his earbuds in and his gaze locked on the device.

      He would stay like this for hours if we let him, even in the car, windows up. He wouldn’t move until his bladder started to tickle and erode his concentration.

      “They don’t know, do they?”

      I lift my right shoulder, not because it's the one closest to her but because it is always the right shoulder I lift at times like these.

      Delia snorts. “Half a shrug means you know but don’t want to answer.”

      Capturing my hand, she draws it to her chest. There is nothing light to her touch. She holds firm, just as she must hold firm with her son.

      “We don’t have to do this,” Delia coaxes. “Just tell them I chickened out, was embarrassed Caiden might go ballistic.”

      Saddened by the suggestion, I shake my head. Through the rearview mirror, I look at Caiden again. His hair is dark red like mine. With Delia's deep blonde locks, people often think she is the boy's aunt, instead of his mom.

      “You would never be embarrassed by him,” I answer before cutting a side glance at Delia. “Or me. I won’t lie about that.”

      I expect further argument, or at least discussion, but Delia drops my hand.

      “There’s a super hot redhead walking toward the car,” she whispers.

      I catch the direction of her gaze and follow it, confirming that the redhead is Sutton Turk.

      “Is that him?” Delia asks. “Your boss’s twin?”

      I answer with a short, affirmative jerk of my chin, even though it is nearly impossible to think of Sutton and Emerson as twins. Not only do they not look very similar, but their personalities are like night and day.

      “Good Lord, the babies the two of you could make!” Delia chuckles, then laughs harder when I roll my eyes at her. “Guess it’s too late to bail now.”

      Taking a slow, deep breath, I watch as Sutton comes to a stop a few feet from my door. A fanciful notion of him opening the door and holding his hand out enters my head. Even if he did something so gallant, I would screw the gesture up, jerking my hand away because the touch he offered was too light, too dry, too "something."

      Releasing the breath, I open my door and step out. Delia mirrors my movements on the passenger side of the car. As usual, Caiden ignores what we are doing and continues swiping at the iPad's screen.

      Gesturing over the roof of my sedan, I point at my sister.

      "This is Delia," I say, not meeting Sutton's green gaze. "Delia, this is Sutton."

      At this moment, I am acutely aware that my sister is one hell of a blonde bombshell. She has a big, ready smile, mesmerizing deep gray eyes and curves that her husband eventually taught her to love—and how to work like a pro. So she has no problem coming around the car, hips swinging all tick-tock-six-o'clock until she stops and extends her hand for Sutton to take.

      For a few seconds, I go kind of deaf as they finish the introductions. I love Delia, but I don't want to hear her making easy conversation with Sutton. Anyone else, great. Better she does the talking than me.

      But not with Sutton.

      "Ken called him Sarge."

      I look up as I realize the conversation has moved to talk of Caiden. Delia has opened the door, but the boy is playing turtle.

      "Sarge, huh?" Sutton asks, his voice deepening but not losing its gentle tone.

      I walk around the car to join them as they make an attempt to coax Caiden from the vehicle. Delia has taken the earphones from the boy. He reflexively raises one shoulder and tilts his head until his ear touches it.

      "I could use a Sarge on my team," Sutton says, his tone almost absent in a contemplative way. "Need to take the quad runners out to the summer fields, check on the cows."

      The boy's stubborn shoulder relaxes a fraction, just enough for the response to be flexible.

      "Need a four-person team to do it, though," Sutton says then looks at me. "You want to be on my team, Agent Armstrong?"

      Even knowing what Sutton is doing and why he's talking to me, I get a gooey lump of stress in my throat. I manage to talk around it.

      "Sounds like fun," I answer.

      "More fun than work," he agrees before turning to Delia. "You think you could help me out, Mrs. Mays? Just going to take the quad runners up and down some hills and count a few hundred head of cattle."

      "Counting," the boy whispers to himself. "2, 3, 5, 7, 11, 13, 17—"

      "I would love to," Delia answers, her reply stopping Caiden's recitation of prime numbers.

      "Still need a fourth person," Sutton says after taking a mock count of himself, me and Delia. He squats near the open door, his position a good arm's length from the boy but at a level that makes it harder for Caiden to avoid his gaze.

      "Sarge, you think this is something you could help me with? Taking the quad runners out, checking the count on the cows?"

      The boy slowly lifts his chin, drops it almost as slowly. Sutton doesn't need an interpreter to know Caiden has agreed.

      "Great," Sutton replies, his tone remaining level and friendly.

      A surge of emotion squeezes at my chest. I've seen the ex-soldier at least a dozen times around his niece Leah. His calm, easy going nature with the little girl was a big part of why I ran to him for help yesterday. I just wish I hadn't shown up on his doorstep a complete mental mess.

      "I've got some supplies packed," Sutton tells Caiden and Delia. "Anything you want to grab from your car?"

      Delia nods a split second before I hit the trunk release on my fob. An individual with Asperger Syndrome may tick a lot of diagnostic boxes, but there is a wide range of traits that may or may not be present. For Caiden, his Asperger's includes sensory processing issues. Many soft foods trigger his gag reflex. So Delia accommodates by packing things like banana chips instead of bananas, crispy apples instead of applesauce. Similarly, packaging that crinkles can become a nearly insurmountable distraction.

      Such considerations are especially important now. Behavior that had faded with Caiden year over year as Delia and Kenneth worked with therapists has returned with a fury since Kenneth's death.

      Delia pulls the backpack she prepared from the trunk and shrugs it on.

      "Quads are parked around the side," Sutton informs us.

      He leads the way, walking several feet ahead. Delia elbows me as we go. I glance at her in time to see her lips shaping an enthusiastic compliment.

      OMG—that ass!

      I scowl even though I don't understand why the expression twists my face. Not because Delia's a recent widow or because her twelve-year-old son is walking next to her. And not because Sutton might glance over his shoulder and catch her in the act.

      Maybe because, as much as I appreciate the sight of Sutton Turk's muscled backside, I will never be the kind of woman who can nudge a friend, toss a wink, or enthusiastically mouth my appreciation. Even more unthinkable would be for me to say it out loud. When my mouth gets going, there's no telling where it will stop.

      We round the corner. Sutton waits by the all-terrain vehicles holding a youth-sized helmet.

      "Pulled out two quads for this expedition," he tells us. "Wasn't sure who is accustomed to driving them—other than Agent Armstrong, of course."

      Grinning, Delia takes the helmet from him. "If it's okay, Caiden can drive. I'll ride behind him. We've done this dozens of times. I nudge him with my legs if he heads in the wrong direction. "

      I'm smiling on the outside, but inside I'm howling. I should have anticipated such an arrangement. I guess I was hoping for Sutton to pull three quads out, one for him, one for Delia riding with Caiden, and one for me.

      "Looks like you've got my six," Sutton says, handing me a powder blue helmet.

      My smile dies a sudden death, but his attention has already shifted to handing Delia her helmet. He then takes a couple of minutes to eyeball the fit of Caiden's helmet and point out the quad runner's controls.

      "Everything clear, Sarge?" he asks the boy.

      Caiden responds with a thumbs up.

      Returning to the quad he'll be driving, Sutton swings one long leg over the seat. Settling into place, he puts his helmet on. When he's positioned, I mount the vehicle behind him. The rack behind me is loaded with an ice chest, leaving me no good place to put my hands.

      I wrap my arms around Sutton's waist, all my concentration focused on not squeezing him too hard. I must be doing okay because he doesn't grunt or wheeze.

      He starts the quad. Delia signals Caiden to do the same. As the heat of Sutton's body penetrates my shirt, my pulse quickens. My heart pounds harder. This is how my body responds every time I'm around the man—even the very first time.

      Usually, I have somewhere to run, some reason to turn my back on him. Now it is his back turned to me, my breasts pressing against the hard planes of muscles that have gotten bigger in the last year.

      I tell myself not to tighten my arms or clutch at the taut stomach. I tell myself to breathe even though I wish I didn't have to. An earthy musk dusted with pine needles, his scent is as intoxicating as the rest of his body.

      My predicament only worsens once the vehicles get up to speed and the terrain roughens. My breasts rub against him, the nipples growing hard and achy. Other parts ache, too. I bite at the inside of my cheeks until I taste blood.

      By the time we reach the first field with its herd of cows, I am ready to scream out my frustration.

      Then I see the soft smile on Caiden's face. His head whips in Sutton's direction. Caiden makes short, but definite, eye contact with the man. On another plane, angels sing Hallelujah.

      "These the cows we have to count?" he asks.

      "This is the first group," Sutton answers. "Supposed to be fifty cows and—"

      "Two bulls," Caiden interrupts. "Don't they fight?"

      "They're young enough they don't hurt one another. The dominant one will get his own field next breeding season."

      Caiden takes his helmet off and climbs up on the bottom rung of the fence that runs the perimeter of the field. Delia hangs back by the quad runner. Together, she and I silently observe her son's reaction to the ex-soldier.

      When they finish accounting for the fifty cows and two bulls in the field, Sutton tells "Sarge" that he's done a great job.

      Caiden high fives him.

      A muffled gasp escapes Delia, then she throws her arms around me and squeezes until I'm ready to pop.

      "Thank you, love," she whispers, her voice wet with tears. "This is exactly what my boy needs."

      Hugging her back, I hope the magic Sutton is casting over Caiden lasts for as long as it has on me.
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      Madigan's sedan creates a cloud of dust as the vehicle picks up speed. A second before the finely particled debris can fully obscure the view through the rear window, I see Caiden turn in his seat to look back. Maybe it's the stables or the quad runners he wants one last glimpse of.

      Maybe it's me.

      I lift my hand and wave, a smile playing at the corner of my lips. Maddy may have warned me that the boy would ignore my existence, but he's taken more of a shine to me in just a few hours than his aunt has in two years.

      Thinking of the way things have always been between the woman and me squashes the budding smile. Despite taking genuine delight in Caiden's visit, the boy's intelligence, and the subtle sense of humor he displays, the day has been hell on me in other ways.

      I should have pulled out three of the all-terrain vehicles. Worst that could have happened is we left one behind because of too few experienced drivers. But I already knew Maddy could ride. And I should have anticipated at least Delia also knowing how.

      But I went with two and my cock has punished me for the decision from the second Maddy slid onto the seat behind me and wrapped her arms around my waist.

      I can still feel the way she squeezed at me, feel the press of her full breasts against my back, and hear the echoes of her breathing.

      She sounded anxious—maybe even excited. I sure thought it was the latter by the time we stopped at the first field. But when I got off the quad and discreetly glanced her way, all I saw was a porcelain mask without so much as a flushed cheek.

      And here I am with a returning erection, the flesh hardening and crawling up my stomach.

      Groaning, I lean over and pop my head and the right side of my torso into the stables. Royce, the stable master, stands with his back to the door, his body hunched over the saddle he is repairing.

      Hearing my unintended protest, he turns and waves.

      "Lindy get hold of you?"

      I shake my head as I reach behind me to pull out my phone.

      "Forgot to take a radio," I explain. "And the phone's reception has been spotty for me this week. Mama say what she wants?"

      I feel a little color warming my cheek over leaving the radio behind—especially after all the other preparations I made. I spent at least an hour getting the vehicles and refreshments ready before Maddy arrived with her nephew and sister. I spent twice that time deciding on my outfit. I went through four pairs of jeans before I found a pair that looked like I wasn't trying to show Maddy how much tone and muscle I've added since her first encounter with my broken body. Same for the shirt—abandoning a polo and two tees before settling on a weathered green chambray and rolling the sleeves.

      "Well," Royce bounces back. "Lindy wants you up to the house when you're done. Sage is there with some papers that need your signature."

      Sage is my very pregnant sister-in-law, wife to my oldest brother. She is also responsible for the new Urgent Care clinic that our family is helping bring to the small town of Willow Gap and the surrounding ranches.

      I want to go home and grab a shower cold enough to wash away the sensation of Maddy's warm body pressed against mine. But it wouldn't do to make a pregnant woman, or my Mama, wait for me.

      Sighing, I roll my sleeves down and thread the buttons on the cuffs back through their holes as I nod at Royce.

      "Can you let Mama know I'm on my way up and put the quads away for me?"

      "Sure thing," he answers, his lips remaining parted as if he has more to say.

      "Yeah?" I challenge.

      "How about next time I take the pretty ladies for a ride and you stay here fixing your big brother's saddle?"

      "The outing was for the kid, not the pretty ladies," I tell him. "The boy lost his dad a couple months back."

      Royce doesn't bat an eye at the unfortunate news. In fact, he tilts his head at a sharp angle and cocks a brow at me.

      "Just for the kid?" he teases. "Couldn't help but notice the redhead that works with your brother was in the group."

      That earns a snort. "If you need fixed up, Royce, I'll tell Siobhan to go to work on you."

      His face warps like there's a tornado barreling down on the stables. Half a second later, he's doubled over with laughter.

      "Way I hear it," he chuckles. "That little cousin of yours is too busy getting geared up for some hot shot doctor's arrival to play matchmaker for anyone. Word is that he'll be here at next weekend's fundraiser."

      If true, it's good news for me. Siobhan has been chomping at the bit for me to "connect" with Maddy. She seems to have lined me and my brothers up like matrimonial dominoes, knocking us down in order of birth—even if she can't honestly take an ounce of credit for the first three getting married.

      "You willing to risk being Siobhan's next project?" I ask Royce.

      His tanned face pales, but then he cracks a broad smile.

      "Did I mention she's up at the house? She was the one delivered your mom's message."

      "You might have led with that," I groan.

      His shoulders bounce with amusement but then his eyes go big.

      "You know Sheriff Gamble is lettin' her go around with a pistol strapped to her hip? Scared me bad enough when she just had a Taser and bear spray!"

      "Siobhan is an expert shot," I assure him.

      "No doubt," he agrees, snapping an oilcloth over his shoulder. "But she's a little dictator, too. Only thing Napoleon would have on that woman is a few inches in height!"

      I leave laughing, the last of my tension over Madigan's visit washed away by Royce's mischief.

      Fifteen minutes later, I park my pickup behind Siobhan's police cruiser. As I round the back of my truck, the front door opens. Footsteps pound across the porch.

      With a happy squeal, my four-year-old niece launches herself at me.

      "Sutty!"

      Braced for impact, I catch Leah. She wraps her arms around my neck and plants a kiss on one cheek.

      "I aint seen you all week," she complains.

      "Haven't seen me," I correct.

      "Yeah, that." Leaning back in my arms, she gives my shoulder a poke. "When are we finishing my radio?"

      Pleased that she has become as enthusiastic about science as she is about fairy dust and magic, I give her a squeeze then put her down.

      "Today," I answer. "So long as no one says otherwise."

      Leah runs into the house ahead of me yelling at the top of her lungs, "No one say otherwise!"

      She's still running when I shut the door. I watch her disappear upstairs before I head to the great room.

      Siobhan immediately pounces on me.

      "You've been a hard one to find today," she teases.

      I dance out of the way, drop a kiss on my mother's cheek and then one on Sage's.

      "How's my nephew?" I ask.

      She waves me off. "I don't know what I'm having, so neither do you."

      "Well," I say, gliding around the room as Siobhan prowls toward me. "You're carrying way to low to have a girl."

      "I'm not a mare," Sage fires back as she rubs at her very pregnant belly. "You don't know if I'm having a boy or girl. Only the ultrasound tech got a peek at those bits, or their absence."

      "Is he running from me?" Siobhan asks my mother.

      "Sure looks that way," Mama laughs then glances at the ceiling as footsteps race overhead. "What was Leah on about when she rushed in?"

      "I told her we would finish up the radio today unless one of you has a reason we can't."

      "No one say otherwise," Leah chirps as she walks into the room carefully balancing an oversized tray full of pieces waiting to be soldered.

      "Don't worry, love," Mama says. "I'm in charge of you today."

      Leah beams a smile then whispers under her breath.

      I'm in charge of me.

      Mama waits until Leah clears the room then shakes her head. "I swear that child thinks I'm deaf."

      "Might be old enough for a swat or two," I say, taking a seat across from the stack of papers Sage brought.

      "You're the blue tabs," she tells me.

      I nod but I'm not signing until I read each word.

      "You realize the baby could pop out before you finish?" Siobhan scowls.

      "Not when Sage promised Adler she would wait until he was back from his trip before she went into labor." Wanting to needle my cousin in kind, I pull out the resume of one Thorne Nygård, MD.

      "You sure about this doctor?" I say, my gaze on Sage.

      Siobhan's hands find her plentiful hips. "For the love of Pete! He's done a surgical trauma residency in Baltimore!"

      Before my little cousin can get a full head of steam going, Mama stops her. "He's poking at you, dear."

      Siobhan waves a dismissive hand at me. "Because he can't 'poke at' Madigan."

      "Siobhan Estelle Turk!" Mama exclaims.

      "Just make sure you give Doctor Nygård breathing space when the man arrives," I push back.

      Normally I can weather Siobhan butting her nose into everyone's love life. But having Maddy pressed up against me most of the afternoon then climbing into her car without so much as a glance back still chafes.

      "Maybe," I add, voice softening as Leah returns to the room. "Maybe you stop overlooking what's been in your own backyard all along, a man already interested who not only puts up with you day after day, but can also handle you when no one else but your daddy can bring you in line."

      Siobhan flips a braid over her shoulder, the lips covered with pink gloss pushing into a pout.

      Catching my gaze, Sage mouths a name.

      The right name.

      I wink in confirmation.

      Crouching down, Siobhan catches Leah's attention.

      "Tell Sutty he's talking crazy, Honey Bee."

      Leah marches over, climbs on my lap and cups her adorable, chubby preschool fingers against my cheeks.

      "You aren't crazy, Sutty. You're a wizard!"
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      Delia staggers wearily from Caiden's room. I catch her gaze, my brow lifting with a questioning arch. She shakes her head. Caiden resumes tapping his knuckles softly on the wall, his restless mind demanding more stimulation.

      "I just need a quick pee," Delia says. "Then I'll try again."

      I wait for her to disappear into the bathroom before I begin to pace. It is half past eleven at night. We started putting Caiden to bed at nine.

      The toilet flushes. I shove my hands in my pockets and step into the hall.

      "Did you try Ken's poem?"

      "Yeah, but he started chewing on his lip," she answers, her mouth turned down as she heads into her son's room.

      Lip biting is a bad sign. It can quickly escalate to more damaging self-stimulation.

      Kind of like yesterday at the summer program Delia wants Caiden to attend.

      She can't just sign him up and drop him off. Before he can be enrolled, there's a very formal interview process that encompasses both the would-be student and immediate family. As Delia's emergency contact and Caiden's legal guardian in the event of her death, that meant I should go with them.

      Caiden knows when his mother feels rushed. So I scheduled the full day off from work. The morning started with the three of us slowly shined to perfection. Delia dressed him in Dockers and a polo shirt. Then she stuffed me into one of her more feminine outfits so I would appear "less intimidating" to the program's staff.

      We arrived a few minutes before our scheduled time. Half an hour later, we were still stuck in the waiting room. Caiden put aside his iPad and began to kick at the furniture. Our attempt to control the stimming caused the situation to spiral out of control. He started flapping his hands, then he smacked them on the furniture.

      Then he tried to crack his skull on a side table.

      We took Caiden home, the two of us rotating periods of tightly holding him until he fell into an exhausted sleep. As soon as he did, I raced to Sutton's in a desperate panic.

      Now, it seems we have to pay for a great day at the ranch with an equally challenging night.

      Going into the kitchen, I wake my computer and navigate to Facebook. I have most of the women in the Turk family on my friends list, but none of the males. As a "friend of a friend," I can see Sutton's profile and timeline. The most recent post is today on the results of a basketball game. The Billings Yellowjackets lost badly and Sutton is poking at his older brother Walker, an alumnus of the school.

      Sutton posted his last comment fifteen minutes ago. Because we aren't friends on the site, I can't see if he is still logged in.

      I bring my hand up to my mouth, fingers closed in a fist, and blow through the hole. My right foot jiggles up and down. The gestures seem like a normal amount of nervous energy. They are not. They are acts of self-control.

      They are me passing for normal, passing for neurotypical.

      What I really want to do is bang my head against something hard.

      "Screw it," I murmur as I dig into my back pocket and pull out my cell phone. Thumbing through the contacts list, I find Sutton's information and tap to call. I wait through the first ring, but don't count it. The first ring is only for the callers, to keep us from questioning if the call is going through. I know because I've tested it on multiple phones.

      When it rings the fourth time, my finger slides along the screen to disconnect.

      "Maddy?"

      The sound of Sutton's phone voice is sexy as sin. I exhale the breath I was holding in, but my tongue is frozen.

      "Did I lose you?" he asks, a drowsy quality tinting his words.

      "No," I manage to answer. "I'm so sorry for the late hour…"

      "Do I need to put my boots back on?"

      Even worried about Caiden, my brain flashes over to an image of Sutton stripped of a lot more than just his boots. Seeing him in nothing but shorts and gym shoes yesterday, muscles pumped and glistening, just about killed me.

      Realizing I have been quiet too long since his question, I blurt an ill-conceived answer.

      "No, I just need your mouth."

      Oh, hell! Did I really just say that?

      I am equal parts mortified and excited.

      "O-kay," he says, drawing the word out. "Want to explain?"

      I don't want to explain. I want to crawl into my closet and hide for a month, but that's not an option.

      "Ken joined the Army after Caiden's diagnosis," I begin. "Between the signing bonus and healthcare benefits, he thought it was the best way to make sure Caiden got all the treatment he needed."

      "Understandable," Sutton says. "But I imagine the boy didn't take well to his dad being gone so long for training."

      "And deployments," I add. "So Ken wrote a poem. Whenever he was away but had access to a phone, he would call at bedtime and read the poem to Caiden. The other nights, Delia would do it. But it hasn't worked since the funeral. He knows his dad is never coming back."

      My throat seizes, clutching at an emotion I have never known how to express.

      Sutton waits quietly while I get my shit together.

      "He's been doing okay most nights," I continue. "And he was doing so great today. It really did him good to have some guy time with someone like you."

      Gah! I am in danger of gushing over Sutton. It's not that I don't know how to gush—I don't know when to stop. I never know if I'm going too far. Safer to not get started.

      "I'm glad it helped," Sutton fills in when my pause stretches on too long. "Sounds like tonight might be a bit of backlash for you."

      "Exactly," I agree. "Can I send you the text of Ken's poem?"

      "Sure," Sutton says as a friend request from him pops up on Facebook. "You can put it in a direct message or I'll give you my email address."

      I accept the request then hit the file icon, find the file containing Ken's poem and send it to him.

      "Give me a bit to read it," he says. "Can I call you back in about five minutes?"

      "Yes!" My cheeks color as I blurt out the answer. I don't understand what the hell is wrong with me—or more wrong than usual.

      "Thank you," I hastily amend, somehow keeping control of my voice. "I'll let you go."

      He's halfway through saying "goodbye" when I hang up.

      Wringing my hands as I pace, I make three trips the length of the kitchen before I realize I need to tell Delia what I've done. I rush to the room that used to be my office and peek through the thin gap between the door and frame. Caiden is rhythmically flexing his legs, his hips lifting off the mattress at the same time his toes dig into it.

      He obviously isn't close to sleep, so I softly push the door inward. Delia looks at me over her shoulder.

      "I called Sutton," I say.

      Caiden freezes.

      "If it's okay, he's going to call back in a couple of minutes. I gave him Ken's…file."

      Delia looks at her son. His gaze remains stubbornly fixed on the ceiling.

      "Might as well try," she answers.

      Caiden slowly relaxes his lower body onto the bed. I catch the glance he throws in my direction.

      It's clear from the look that he likes the ex-soldier, that he finds Sutton comforting.

      So do I.

      "Here," Delia says, handing me the simple illustration that Ken and Caiden made together to go with the poem. "Maybe it will work better with the two of you."

      Her mouth quivers. She is thinking of her dead husband, of how every other time she flipped the pages with Caiden as a voice came over the phone, it was Ken's voice.

      I nod.

      My phone rings.

      "Hello," I answer as I sit on the edge of the mattress. "Putting you on speakerphone. Everything is ready on this end."

      "Hey, Sarge," Sutton says, his voice as casual as it was at this afternoon's meeting. "Your Aunt Maddy sent me a really great poem. Did your dad write this?"

      "Yes," Caiden mumbles.

      I slide along the mattress until I'm on my side, the stitched pages open between us. I put the phone just above the book and prompt Caiden to answer a little more audibly.

      "Yes," he repeats. "My dad wrote it for me."

      "Can I read it to you?"

      I melt onto the mattress, forgetting for the moment that Sutton is talking to Caiden and not to me.

      "Yes, please," Caiden answers, his voice growing more confident.

      "Okay," Sutton says, then clears his throat.

      On the open spread in front of Caiden is an indigo-black sky with pinpoints of white randomly scattered on the pages.

      When I go away,

      No matter how far,

      I look up

      And find the star.

      Sutton's voice is warm apple cider on a chilly night. It melts my bones, relaxes my mind. For an instant, it takes me out of myself. Then Caiden nudges me, my cue to turn the page.

      Bright, sparkling,

      A silver blue,

      The same light

      Winks down at you.

      Here, there are no pinpoints of white, just midnight and one very big star. I turn to the next page as Sutton continues in his smooth, deep voice.

      When it’s time

      To say goodbye,

      The same moon

      Fills the sky.

      Next to me, Caiden relaxes. His hand leaves the wall to curl under him and his head touches the pillow, perhaps for the first time tonight.

      Sutton continues.

      The same sun

      Warms my face

      When I must leave

      Our special place.

      The picture in front of us is the small brick house that Delia and Ken raised their son in. I remember sitting in its living room, in Delia's rocker, holding Delia's son and terrified I would break him.

      The next page reveals an image of a boy, with red hair not unlike my own, and gray eyes like his mother.

      Don’t you see,

      Beloved child?

      In the city,

      Or the wild,

      Quietly I turn the page as Caiden's eyes drift shut.

      The sky is the ocean

      I cross each day,

      To be with you

      When I cannot stay.

      Sutton reads the last lines then goes silent.

      I slide the book onto the nightstand and ease off the bed, taking the phone with me.

      "Out like a light," I say when I reach the kitchen. "You are a lifesaver."

      His light chuckle brings a fresh flush of warmth to my entire body. Then his words follow and wash over me like ice water.

      "Anything for you, Maddy."

      Standing by the sink with a mug of hot tea, Delia hears him and winks.

      "Uh, thanks," I fumble, every ounce of my willpower focused on not hanging up before I can at least half utter some arguably appropriate goodbye. "I won't keep you up any longer."

      I don't give him a chance to say anything before my thumb mashes the screen to end the call. I slam my ass down on a kitchen chair then hang my head between my widespread knees.

      FBI agents aren't supposed to have panic attacks. They aren't supposed to have anxiety because they don't know how to have a simple conversation with…well, with anyone.

      I'm an FBI agent, but maybe I shouldn't be.

      Delia takes a seat next to me. She places her mug on the table then slides it in front of me. "Maybe you should talk to your boss."

      I shake my head.

      "I know you, baby sister." She rubs at my back, her touch firm. "You won't tell Sutton what he needs to know—what you need him to know—because his brother is your boss. But Emerson is going to find out anyway."

      I rub at a cheek, wiping away tears because I'm both panicking and a crybaby.

      "No," I say. "Emerson thinks I'm a good agent. Wishes he had more like me."

      Pulling my head out from between my knees, I sit up straight and scoot the chair away from my sister. My hand goes to my ear. This time I know I'm tugging at it, but I cannot stop.

      "I can control myself," I protest. "Just not around Sutton."

      Delia doesn't give me my space. She slides right up next to me, grabs my offending hand and holds it tight.

      "Baby, you have to forget the past. Sutton isn't some stupid college freshman. He's disciplined, and a gentleman. He likes you…the way you want him to like you no matter how much you protest otherwise."

      I jerk my hand from her grip.

      "No," I argue. "I'm happy being your sister and Caiden's aunt. Anything more is unrealistic."

      For the first time in forever, my sister gets mad at me. Her face colors an angry red. Her gaze grows bigger and her nostrils flare.

      "Are you going to tell Caiden that same nonsense when he gets old enough for a girlfriend?" she huffs. "Are you going to tell him he has a mom and an aunt and that's all the family he needs? That a girlfriend is unrealistic?"

      I shrug and answer.

      "Would it really be so wrong if I did?"
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      Setting down a tray of lemon cakes, I pull a face as my mother gestures for me to move the treats to the opposite end of her massive dining room table.

      "Mama, how is it I have to keep showing up for the Willow Gap Women's Planning Committee meetings?" I ask. "As I recall, you changed my diapers enough times to know I don't qualify."

      She smiles sweetly. Green eyes that match my own sparkle with mischief. "Go to school or get a job and I'll find someone else to torture."

      "I don't need a job," I tell her. "And it's not like I'm bone idle."

      She releases a puff of air in my direction before turning away and flapping her hand in the air. "Look, MacGyver, making radios with Leah doesn't count as being busy."

      I can't help but give a little poke back. "I didn't say I was busy. I said I wasn't bone idle."

      She shoots the kind of glare only a mother can shoot.

      "There's all kinds of community business to discuss today and Sage needs an understudy. She's perfectly healthy now, but having a baby isn't like making a radio. God willing, nothing goes wrong, but you have to be informed enough to take over if she needs you to."

      Properly chastised, I offer a contrite bow.

      Mama rolls her eyes. "Besides, if the ladies see you at least once a week, I don't have to spend the rest of my time answering their busybody questions."

      Her phone chirps before she can get a full head of steam going. She pulls it out and snickers softly. I can just guess who is texting.

      "Betty Rae has arrived. Go help her with the mint water and crepes."

      Yep, exactly who I thought it was.

      I plant a kiss on Mama's cheek, then gird my loins for Betty Rae. I find the woman parked next to my truck. She has her trunk lid up and a tray of crepes in hand. There are three one-gallon jugs of her famous (if only locally) mint water.

      "Take two inside," she directs me. "The other is for you to take home."

      I thank her like I always do. She waits while I transfer one of the containers over to my truck.

      "Did I hear that pretty redhead your brother works with has a sister?"

      I wonder just how I'm supposed to know what Betty Rae has "heard." I have radios that will pick up Europe and Australia, but not a single one is set to pick up my mother's nearest, dearest, and nosiest friend.

      And I don't really want to talk about Madigan. I haven't spoken to her since Saturday night. That was a disaster. Not the part with my reading to Caiden. I want to help the boy for his own sake. But afterward, when I screwed up, let my emotions leak into my voice and sounded too eager to help Madigan in particular, that's when things went sideways with the woman. And things between the two of us were hardly straight to begin with.

      Betty Rae acts like I'm not ignoring her question by breezing straight on to the next one. "And the sister has a son, I'm told."

      Grabbing the other two jugs, I smile at her like I'm deaf or mute, or both.

      "I do hope they pass through on Sunday," Betty Rae prattles on.

      The "Thirtieth Willow Gap Women's Planning Committee Fundraising Event" is this coming Sunday. Everything is put together on Saturday, with a big barbecue for the volunteers once the work of setting up the rides and petting zoo is finished.

      "Do you think they will?" Betty Rae presses as I manage to keep hold of the jugs and open the door into the kitchen for her. "Pass through on Sunday that is?"

      "Who?" I ask, my tone and expression perfectly innocent.

      "That pretty redhead and her family?"

      "She has a family?" I ask right before Mama swats at my shoulder.

      "He's just messing with you, Betty Rae," she warns.

      Before Mama can set me another task, my phone rings. I pull it out and smile.

      "Looks like the pretty redhead's pretty blonde sister is calling."

      I glance from Mama to Betty Rae. Mama frowns with concern while Betty Rae leans close enough she can see my phone's display.

      "Delia, what a pretty name!"

      Not wanting Betty Rae listening in on every single word, I nod at the kitchen door. "Taking this outside."

      The last thing I hear before I accept the call is Mama giving me a fresh order.

      "Invite them for Saturday!"

      "Hello, Mrs. Mays," I answer. "Is everything okay?"

      While I haven't talked to Madigan since Saturday night, Delia and I talked on Sunday and Tuesday when she called and asked me to read to Caiden again. On Monday, he was fine to go to sleep on his own, or with her reading to him. I don't really know. I just know if Delia calls and asks, I'm happy to help, even if her sister wants nothing to do with me.

      "Oh…yes…" she answers, her voice full of hesitation.

      "Is there anything I can do to make things better?" I ask.

      "You really are one of the kindest men I've ever met, Sutton."

      My cheeks heat a little at her compliment. The warmth is from a touch of shame over why I was so eager to help her son initially. But it really doesn't matter why I originally agreed to meet Caiden.

      "Thank you, Mrs. Mays," I say after staying quiet a few seconds too long.

      "In fact," she chirps. "I think the only flaw you have is not calling me Delia."

      "Sorry," I laugh. "What can I do for you, Delia?"

      I sense hesitation in the way she breathes and in the silence that follows my question.

      "This is a big ask," she tells me.

      "I doubt it's as big as you think," I assure her.

      "Well, last Friday, we went to this academy with a summer program that would be great for Caiden."

      Last Friday is the day Maddy showed up on my door looking like Summer personified.

      "Okay," I say, urging her to continue.

      "It went really badly," Delia confesses. "But they are willing to make another attempt at a tour and an evaluation."

      "You want me to go with you?"

      I wonder if Maddy will be there, too, but I don't ask.

      "Oh, you really are a sweet man," she answers. "It's Monday afternoon in Billings. Is that going to be okay?"

      "I've got all day for you and Caiden," I assure her as I catch Mama sneaking onto the deck.

      Saturday!

      Mama mouths the word at me. I nod.

      "My mother is hoping you all can come out to the ranch this Saturday," I tell Delia, leaving it to her whether she includes Madigan or not. "There will be about sixty other people here. There's a fundraiser on Sunday and we have the rides and petting zoo and a big barbecue on Saturday as a thank you for the volunteers. There's a full spread of food and drink, so nothing to bring but yourself."

      "And you'll be there?" Delia asks with a touch of apprehension.

      "Yes, ma'am."

      "Ma'am!" she laughs. "That's worse than 'Mrs. Mays'!"

      "My bad," I chuckle. "I'll be here, Delia."

      It's fun talking to Delia. Her voice, right down to the Boston accent, has a lot of similarities to Maddy's.

      But she's not Maddy. She smiles a lot, laughs a lot despite the troubles she has, and she makes direct eye contact when I talk to her.

      "Then Caiden and I will be there, and my baby sister if your brother isn't making her work."

      "Great," I say, keeping a smile in my voice even as Mama starts to scowl for some unfathomable reason. "Kicks off at two, wraps up at nine. We'll see you then."

      Delia chirps her thanks and the call ends.

      Putting away the phone, I raise a brow at my still scowling mother.

      "What's wrong?"

      "Were you just needling Betty Rae about Madigan's 'pretty blonde sister'?" she asks in a whisper. "Or are you starting to feel something for Delia?"

      Before I can answer, she shakes her head.

      "Because that's not something to pursue lightly. Not with her boy just losing his father."

      The question shocks me. I walk past her, open the door and hold it for her.

      If only I could hold my tongue, too.

      "Really, Mama, when did you start thinking so little of me?"

      Her eyes flash bright, a sudden moisture coating them. My head immediately drops in contrition. But she's not the only one with hurt feelings.

      "I heard a tone in your voice when you were talking to her, Sutton Lee."

      "She sounds like Maddy," I offer in defense. "But she's not Maddy. And what I'm doing for Caiden is for Caiden. Not for his mother or his aunt."

      Mama shakes her head, not quite believing me.

      "I understand you loved what you did in the Army. But that's over and you need to get back to living," she growls as she breezes past me. "And you need to be living right!"
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      Standing alongside an empty goat pen, I show the fire chief's seven-year-old godson how to twirl and release a lasso on a roping dummy. There is a spot of catsup on the boy's shirt and he keeps one hand wrapped around a hotdog. When he releases his throw, the circle of rope lands more than two feet to the side of the dummy.

      He drops his end of the rope, his attention returning to the hotdog. When his mouth is stuffed full, he shrugs.

      "Gonna be a cop, anyway."

      I reel the rope back in, give it a twirl and a flick. A little tug and the noose tightens around the dummy's neck.

      "My brother is a cop," I tell the kid. "But he was a cowboy first."

      He wipes his hands on his jeans and holds his hands out for the rope.

      "Could he do this?"

      I nod. "Won ribbons for it at the state rodeo."

      "They give ribbons for this stuff?" the kid asks, his gaze finally showing a spark.

      I nod again.

      "Is there money for winning a ribbon?"

      "Yes," I sigh. "Money and scholarships to school."

      The kid shakes his head at the last bit. But this time when he picks up the rope, he twirls it a little better, and his aim is a little truer, even if he is still unsuccessful.

      "Keep trying," my brother Emerson says as he comes up on my six. "No one throws perfect their first few times."

      I roll my eyes before Emerson can see my face. The subtle suggestion that anyone gets a perfect throw after their first few tries is exactly why Mama didn't task him with teaching kids at the barbecue.

      "Glad you made it," I say when he steps into view.

      My twin has dressed down for the day, but there is still a line pressed in the front of his blue jeans. I suppress a smirk and clap him on the back.

      "This is the cop," I tell the boy. "Technically, he is an FBI agent."

      The boy's mouth pops open and he drops the rope.

      "For real?"

      "No," Emerson lies. "He probably said I was his brother, too."

      The kid bobs his head then casts me a little shade as his gaze cuts in my direction. His arms fold in front of his thin chest and he walks away, staring at the ground as he mutters.

      "Probably don't give no money for roping, either."

      Nickering like a mare, Emerson watches the boy leave.

      When his gaze turns to me, he shrugs. "What? I thought I was rescuing you."

      Trying to stop one of Mama's scowls from settling over my face, I scratch at my jaw. "Just because you don't like working with kids doesn't mean I needed saved."

      A chorus of youthful squeals rises up, drawing our attention toward the center ring. Royce, dressed as a rodeo clown, has just clambered over the fence and landed on his face.

      On purpose, I hope.

      He jumps up just in time to avoid a young billy goat from pouncing on him. Royce wags his finger at the animal, then makes the mistake of turning his back on the critter.

      Yep—the goat head-butts him in the behind.

      The kids surrounding the ring laugh like it's the funniest thing ever. Standing next to me, Emerson groans like he's been gut shot.

      "Same routine every year," he murmurs. "Where's Sasquatch at? I've seen Quinn running around and Walker and Ash, but not The Great Behemoth."

      "Sasquatch" and "The Great Behemoth" are Emerson's nicknames for our brother Barrett. I'm pretty sure my twin wishes he were as large as Barrett. While Emerson and I both top six feet, sharing a womb had us starting life with a smaller footprint than all of our older brothers.

      "Mama gave him a pass," I say. "He's on his way to California with half his team to set up the new smokejumper course."

      Emerson's chest bounces with a dismissive snort. "He sure timed that right."

      "He timed it to finish before fire season starts up around here," I correct. Out of all my siblings, Emerson is the quickest to rile me—especially when he's talking about family. "You're just annoyed because you couldn't come up with an excuse to stay away."

      My brother's gaze sweeps the grounds of our mini fair until he lands on the table where Mama and Sage are set up with brochures for the new urgent care clinic. Behind them, a row of rocking chairs waits empty except for the chair occupied by our great-aunt Dotty. Standing next to the septuagenarian, Siobhan is introducing Delia and Caiden. Dotty smiles, her bright blue eyes visible even at this distance.

      "Can't exactly lie about being stuck on a case when my right-hand man is taking the day off to come."

      I bite at my back teeth. His "right-hand man" is Madigan and it's a damn Saturday. Even in war, soldiers still find down time, time to celebrate their brothers and sisters in green and the family and friends back home.

      But home, for some unfathomable reason, is the one place Emerson doesn't want to be.

      Looking at my twin, I find him still staring in Dotty's general direction. Following his line of sight, however, reveals it's Delia and Caiden he is locked on.

      "Don't worry," I growl. "You won't lose your 'right hand' to those two. I'll pick up all the slack for Delia and the boy."

      His blue eyes slide toward me. Unlike Dotty's almost neon tint, the irises are dark as midnight, just like our oldest brother and our father and so many Turks before them. At this moment, despite the bright day, they look almost black.

      His expression is just as dark as his eyes.

      "That's mighty country of you," Emerson growls right before he heads toward Mama's table.

      I glance around. All of the kids but Caiden are still at the center ring, giggling and squealing over Royce's antics. I gather the rope and loop it over the mannequin's head then scan the crowd in search of Madigan.

      She's not with her sister and nephew. No sign of her gorgeous red hair in the crowd of kids and adults laughing as Royce drops to his knees and covers his head while his trained goat jumps onto his back.

      When I finally spot Madigan, she's standing near the stables, no one near her. Her body looks stiff and her attention is focused on one spot. Tension blankets her face.

      Just as I did with Emerson, I follow Maddy's line of sight.

      The exercise brings me to the same general spot—Mama's table and the row of chairs. But Dotty isn't the only one in a rocking chair now. Completely ignoring the center ring, Caiden sits next to Dotty, his chair clearly pulled closer than it was originally set up. He's showing Dotty something—something hand drawn and stitched together like a book.

      It takes me maybe a second to realize he's holding the poem I've been reading to him over the phone. I glance from the boy to his mother. She wears a wide, disbelieving smile, her eyes shining like she's close to tears, but happy ones.

      I look back at Madigan just in time to see her nearly double over.

      Like she wants to puke.

      I don't understand it. She loves the boy and the way he is behaving with Dotty is apparently a big deal judging by Delia's expression. So why is Maddy's response almost violent?

      She takes a step back and disappears into the stables, staggering as she leaves. I race over and slip inside the cool, dark interior. Maddy sags against the door of an empty stall, her arms folded atop its edge to cradle her face.

      "Madigan?" I have a strong feeling I shouldn't be here, that she doesn't want me to see her falling apart. But I can't stand idly by knowing that she's in distress.

      She stiffens when I say her name, then a little sob breaks past her self-control. I move close, not quite touching her despite how much I want to pull her over to a nearby barrel, haul her onto my lap and hold her until she feels better.

      "Madigan…"

      With no idea what to say, I trail off. I can't fathom why seeing Caiden's reaction to Aunt Dotty is affecting Maddy more strongly than it affected the boy's own mother. There's something I'm not seeing, not comprehending, but I only have my own wits to go by because neither Maddy nor Delia will tell me. Of that I am certain.

      When she starts to shake like a loaded pickup with a flat tire, I forget how dangerous it might be for me to touch her. I grab her arm, pull her toward me. She moves with me, surprising me to hell and back when she throws her arms around my shoulders and buries her face against my neck.

      My pulse kicks into high gear. My body threatens to betray me. Two years of wanting this woman, going without the relief of other women—the reaction to her curves molding against the hard planes of my body is so swift it squeezes the air out of my lungs.

      "Thank you," she sputters. Her hold around my shoulders tightens, reminding me of all the muscles hiding beneath the soft, beautiful shell of her body. "Caiden is going to make it out and it's because of you."

      I get enough space between us that I can tilt her chin up and get her gaze to meet mine.

      "I don't mind hogging a little credit," I tell her. "But it's the hard work you and Delia are putting in every single day, all day."

      She blinks. The splash of tears against her cheeks turns me stupider than I already am. My fingers slide. I go from supporting the tilt of her chin to cupping the flesh, my thumb glossing once across her full lips.

      Feeling her body melt further into me, I angle my head and gently press my mouth to hers.

      The change is immediate. Maddy is gone. Agent Armstrong is back. She rears away from me, topaz gaze hardening as her hands come up.

      I lift my hands in turn, trying my best to signal that I realize my mistake.

      "Maddy, I'm sorry, my mis—"

      Her head shakes left to right at a furious speed. Her hands wave in a "stay away" gesture, their movement fast enough that the fingertips slap against the palm.

      "Do you want me to leave?"

      She nods, the gesture vehement. Once more, I realize there's a lot more going on than I am aware of. I want to ask her if someone has hurt her in the past. I need to understand the force of her reaction, but Maddy's breathing is on the point of hyperventilating.

      "Okay," I say, backing toward the exit. "I'm going. Please know I would never hurt—"

      Once again, her actions cut me off. She throws her hands up to cover her face. All the oxygen leaves the room. It's all I can do to make those last two steps and stumble from the stables.

      Back in the sunshine, I draw a ragged breath and wonder.

      What the hell just happened?
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      Delia finds me within minutes of Sutton leaving. I am still breathing hard when she walks into the cool interior of the stable. I'm sweating, too, and a tremor runs through my body.

      For two years, I have fantasized about kissing Sutton, being kissed by him. And the first time it happens, I turn it into a shit show.

      First and last time, I think, as Delia gets close enough to see that I am an emotional mess.

      "Oh, baby," she says, throwing her arms around me and putting all her strength into the hug. "What's wrong?"

      I hate that she was happy until she crossed into the barn. I saw the joy in her eyes as she stood over her son and Dorothea Turk, watching the way he seemed to take instantly to the old woman.

      I felt the same joy, too, until I felt something else—felt the hole inside me.

      "Tell me," she insists, squeezing me tighter and tighter until the shake running through me from head-to-toe begins to ease.

      "Nothing." Not only am I lying, I am doing it badly. A two-year-old could tell a lie better than this.

      "Don't make me sit on you," she teases. "And don't tell me it has nothing to do with Sutton because I saw him walk out of here like you'd just kicked him in the balls."

      "Not literally," she corrects before my brain can twist what she said inside out.

      "He kissed me," I tell her.

      "You didn't want him to?"

      I shake my head. I was practically melting into the man when he did it. Heat and need flushed my body in equal measure. My nipples pinched with a growing ache. Everything flashed so suddenly from the hole I had felt inside me to finding Sutton filling that hole.

      "But you didn't react well to the kiss despite wanting it?" she prods.

      "You know me too well," I scratch out. A fresh thought seizes me and I close my eyes. "And now Sutton knows me too well."

      "No," Delia softly assures me. "He hasn't seen the real you at all…not more than a glimpse. The real you is far more amazing than you may ever allow yourself to believe."

      She leads me to the edge of the stable doors. A peek around the corner shows us that Caiden is still in the rocking chair next to Dotty. Sage Turk sits in the chair on the other side of the old woman. Jake Ballard, Sage's brother and Leah's father, stands behind her. Leah is trying to find a spot on the lap of her very pregnant aunt.

      "I think it's the eyes," Delia muses as we both watch Caiden interact with Dotty. "He and Ken used to watch that desert movie all the time, the one with the weird blue eyes. Every time it came on television, they plopped down on the couch."

      "Dune," I murmur.

      Dotty Turk certainly has striking blue eyes. Unlike a few of her nephews who have a dark blue gaze, hers is pure neon.

      "Think we can get everyone at the school to wear contacts?" I ask.

      Delia laughs, looks at me, then realizes I am serious. "I don't think so. Let's just see how Monday's visit turns out before we float the contacts idea to the school's administrator."

      Remembering that Sutton is supposed to go to the meeting with Delia and Caiden, I rub at my face in agitation. I have undoubtedly screwed that up.

      "He'll be there," Delia says, reading my mind. "I don't doubt that man will jump through hoops of fire to please you, but he's going to the school on Monday for Caiden whether it pleases you or not."

      With a rough swallow, I nod and pray she's right.

      "Come on," she tugs at my arm. "Whatever mojo Dotty Turk has going on with my boy, I want to take some notes."

      My feet stay planted as my gaze sweeps the area between the stables and where Dotty sits in her rocking chair.

      "I'm pretty sure he left for the day," Delia assures me. "And no way am I going to let you hide in here even if Sutton is still around."

      "Why would he leave?" I ask.

      Her lips shape the sweet smile that has comforted me since childhood.

      "Maybe so you wouldn't?"
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      The scene at the rocking chairs changes by the time we get there. A small edge of tension sharpens the pitch of Caiden's shoulders.

      It's easy to see why. He is highly sensitive to the people around him even if he acts like they don't exist. And Leah is upset, her round cheeks reddened and her delicate mouth quivering with the need to cry.

      "There's too much baby," the preschooler protests as she slides off Sage's lap. "No room for me!"

      The mouth quivers a little harder and the green gaze glistens with tears waiting to fall.

      "Just a couple more weeks," her father soothes, "and the baby will be born."

      His words exacerbate the little girl's distress.

      "Then Sage will be the baby's mom," Leah chokes out as the first few tears begin to tumble down her cheeks.

      "Oh, sweetie." Sage reaches out but Leah turns her back on the woman.

      The girl's gaze lands on Caiden and burns hot with a child's pain.

      "I don't have a mom," Leah cries as Jake scoops her up into his arms.

      She leans away from her father's attempt to comfort her.

      "I don't have a dad," Caiden says, his grip on the makeshift book wrinkling the paper.

      "You have a mother," Dotty tells her great-grandniece before turning to Caiden. "And you have a father."

      "Had," the boy corrects, the angles of his body growing sharper.

      The old woman points at the sky, spotting something none of us have noticed until now.

      "You see that feather?" she asks the children as the bit of white fluff meanders toward the ground to land at my feet.

      "Yes," they mumble.

      "Do you see the bird that dropped it?"

      They look at the sky. It is wide and blue and dotted only occasionally by a puff of white clouds.

      I bend down, retrieving what is actually two small feathers stuck together. I separate them, hand one to Leah and the other to Caiden.

      Dotty beams a smile at me.

      "Your parents were here today," she tells the children. "They are in Heaven and Heaven is everywhere. It's the butterfly that lands on your arm. The ripples on the lake and the sun glinting off the water. When you know where to look, you'll find your parents."

      "How will I know?" Caiden asks.

      "Just open your heart, sweet boy." Dotty pats his arm then turns to Leah.

      The little girl's tears have dried. Her eyes are as big as when she is spreading glitter and telling everyone it is fairy dust—or when Sutton has given her a "magic" rock and shown her how it can catch voices moving through the air.

      "Thank you, Aunt Dotty," Jake says as Leah relaxes in his arms. "I think this is a good time to read a story inside."

      Her gaze on Caiden, Delia offers a nervous smile. "And a good time for us to head home."
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      Dodging the rest of the event's Volunteer Day, I leave for home. If Madigan wants to talk to me about what happened, or throw me in handcuffs for that whisper of a kiss, she knows where to find me. In the meantime, I need to get my head on straight.

      Slamming the front door of my two-bedroom ranch house, I scoop up my laptop and bounce onto the leather couch. The first site I visit is the jump outfit up by Whitefish. I book the first open date, which is three weeks out.

      The timing is decent. Sage is due to have her baby before then. Everyone will be too busy with the new arrival to realize I've popped out of town for the weekend.

      The next site I hit is Facebook. I look for new messages. I may not want to admit it to myself, but I am praying for something from Maddy, some kind of exculpation for the mistake I made.

      Not that it feels like a mistake. Didn't then, still doesn't.

      How many times overseas did I face a life or death situation and survive it by reading the faces of the men around me? Dozens, certainly. I had to know who on my team was getting a twitchy finger, had to know which local "friendly" was getting ready to sell us out to the local warlord or which woman was carrying a bomb instead of a baby.

      So how come I didn't read Madigan right? How come I thought, after two years of patience, the timing was right?

      "Fuck if I know," I mumble as I shut the lid on the laptop and toss it like a Frisbee at the chair opposite the couch.

      I want her too much—that's the simple truth. I want her so badly I haven't even looked at another woman since meeting Madigan Armstrong.

      For two years, I've been a damn fool.

      Snorting at my stupidity, I retrieve the laptop. I may not have a message from Maddy, but there are plenty of women filling my timeline.

      My fingers strum along the keyboard, never hitting the keys hard enough to trigger a character or command.

      "Two years," I repeat to myself.

      I scroll through the unread messages I have from four different women. There's nothing discreet about the flirting they're attempting over Facebook.

      A new one pops up. I open it to find a picture of Sherrilynn Connors pouting. She's only on my friends list because I used to run with her brother before I joined the Army and he went to work on oil rigs.

      Beneath the picture is a message.

      I thought you could teach me to rope today, but you're not here.

      The selfie shows far too much cleavage. I wonder how much she had to contort her body, how high she had to lift her arm and all, to frame both her pouty mouth and thrusting bosom.

      I text back.

      Heat got to me.

      She throws a wink.

      It got cooler after you left, Cowboy.

      I shake my head. There has to be some happy medium between the woman I want running away from me and the Sherrilynns of the world launching themselves at my feet.

      When too many seconds pass without my taking the bait, she throws some more chum into the water.

      Will you be here tomorrow? I need you to show me how to hold the rope. Tight grip or light?

      No grip, is my answer. Not by her hands, at least.

      With a snort, I type my reply. My scowl slowly curls into a grin.

      Just texted Siobhan. You hang tight and she'll be by to give you a lesson.

      I will, of course, text my cousin if Sherrilynn gives the kind of reply I'm not expecting. But, as my fingers hit the computer keys, I can just see the woman's lips peeling back in distaste. Putting Siobhan and Sherrilynn together is like throwing a pair of irate badgers in a five-gallon bucket and putting a lid on it.

      Won't you be here tomorrow?

      The answer before I made things worse with Madigan was a "yes." Now I'm not sure if I'll be out in plain sight. I don't think Maddy will show up tomorrow. The whole idea of inviting Delia and Caiden today was providing the boy with a much smaller crowd size.

      In fact, I'm not even sure why Sherrilynn is there today unless she's with one of the ranch hands as his date. That does sound like exactly the kind of move Sherrilynn would make—getting into an event with one guy then trying to hook up with another.

      Right now I'm kicking myself for getting online and for not wanting to hurt the woman's feelings (or incur her wrath) by unfriending her before something like this happened.

      I change tactics.

      Who are you there with?

      It takes a long minute, but she finally answers.

      Kyle.

      Kyle Peters is maybe three years older than Sherrilynn. He's a hard worker. My oldest brother hired him out of Billings two years ago. He's taking college classes on the side, which is more than can be said for me.

      He's a good man and a good roper. Wouldn't want the ranch to lose him over a misunderstanding.

      Trying to cut off any counterargument, I drive in the last nail.

      Especially when I am otherwise occupied.

      The little bubbles appear as if Sherrilynn is typing a reply. Then they disappear. Then they come back. After two or more minutes have ticked by, there's no new message.

      I am happy to let the conversation die. But I'm not ready to go offline. The restlessness that had me opening the social media site to start with hasn't faded. If anything, it grew in severity.

      I go to Delia's profile. She has uploaded a few pictures from today. There's Dotty and Caiden in the rockers, the boy and Royce's old basset hound, one of Leah looking deceptively angelic.

      I click for more photos. Caiden has a starring role in her albums. So does Kenneth. I don't see Maddy—until I scroll down and find an album with a peculiar name.

      SWMNBP

      Every last picture has Maddy in it, either alone, with Delia or with Caiden. There are pictures of when she was a little girl, when she was in high school, college, more than a few of her holding Caiden when he was a toddler, but none when he was a baby.

      The closer I look at all the pictures of Maddy, the more something scratches at the back of my brain.

      I open a second browser window so I can look at pictures of Caiden while simultaneously looking at pictures of Maddy when she was the same age. I click back and forth, find another set to compare and another. After half a dozen sets, I look only at Maddy's photos, especially the candid ones Delia has managed to snap.

      Shit, there it is. The same turning of the head, the averted gaze, the lift of one shoulder to block the world out. It's most pronounced in her younger pictures, but even in the newest ones, I can see it.

      I knew I was missing something. I even correctly, although jokingly, assessed the issue that first time Maddy came to me about the boy. She warned how he might act as if he didn't like me, how he might never meet my gaze. I thought then how much he sounded like Madigan.

      And now I know why.

      Question is, what the hell do I do about it?

      A mission briefing seems as good a place as any to start. I begin with the notes Delia sent me about Caiden. She already warned me that not everything I might read about Asperger Syndrome will apply to the boy. She and her husband worked hard on developing his motor skills. His language skills have always been good, he just thinks more than he speaks. But he does have sensory processing issues. That's why she told me not to worry about giving his shoulder or hand a solid squeeze when I'm interacting with him. Anything softer is irritating.

      Is that it? Did I read Madigan correctly but kiss her too softly?

      I shake my head. That line of thinking is dangerous. It's certainly not a theory I want to test. I need to get her to talk to me first and ask her if she has Asperger Syndrome. If she does, then I need to nut up and tell her how I feel in case she still hasn't read it in my behavior around her.

      A chuckle escapes me as my pulse kicks up a notch. I've jumped out of planes, been shot at by everything from a pea shooter wielded by a boy to mortar rounds. But I'm afraid to tell a woman—to tell this woman—that I have feelings for her.

      Playing the potential conversation through my head, I see a field of landmines. The biggest possible blow up on my side of the conversation is if she asks me what kind of feelings I have.

      I'm not certain that I know the answer. Am I in love? Is there some other reason I've been deliberately celibate since I met her?

      Of course, we may not get that far. I may tell Maddy that I have feelings for her and her response might be nothing more than a shrug and a few clipped words that my feelings aren't reciprocated.

      With a sigh, I shut my computer. Putting the laptop on the coffee table, I swivel in my seat, rest my head against a throw pillow and close my eyes.

      In the roughly two years since I met the woman, three of my brothers have gotten married. None of them knew the woman for any real amount of time before the chemistry was obvious.

      Hell, I saw how completely smitten Walker and Barrett were within the first twenty-four hours of them meeting their wives. And it didn't take long to realize Ashley and Quinn were falling just as fast.

      Is it really that hard for Maddy—or is she just not interested in me?
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      In my sleep, I keep making the same mistake of trying to brush my lips along Madigan's. In some of the repeating nightmare, she screams at the attempt. My entire family rushes in, even my dead father and sister. One time, it's Emerson who handcuffs me. Another time it's Siobhan.

      What made you think she wanted you to do that?

      Everyone turns their back on me as I try to explain, my words coming out fumbling and sleazy.

      I jerk awake at a pounding knock on the door. Three solid hits that sound like the flat side of a fist instead of the sharp rap of knuckles.

      Rolling onto my feet, I glance at the curtains.

      They are closed, but there's not a peek of light around their edges. Night has fallen.

      The knock repeats. I rasp out a reply that I am coming.

      I am probably about to get punched in the face by my holier-than-thou baby brother. Braced for impact, I open the door.

      Madigan stands on the other side, her face in shadows because the porch light is off and my body blocks most of the light coming from the living room.

      With a stiff step to the side, I give her the option of entering. She is slow to accept, but she does. She marches past me, arms swinging, eyes straight ahead. I shut the door and move away from it, my direction increasing the distance between us.

      "You woke me," I say, voice scratchy. "I need a drink."

      Forgetting my manners, I don't ask if she wants anything. In the kitchen, I pull down a juice glass. I want to fill it with a strong shot of whiskey, but I'll save that for after Madigan tells me how much she hates me and leaves.

      I drain the first glass and refill it, then ask her if she needs anything.

      "No. I'm well hydrated."

      I slap a palm across my mouth to stop my panicked amusement. The reading that I did tonight includes uncommon word choices. "Beckon" instead of "call," "return" instead of "come back." Her using "hydrated" puts a new spin on qualities I considered as nothing more than charming quirks before today.

      "Something else I need to do," I say, taking the long way through the living room to reach the hall. Going into the bathroom, I release the pressure that built up while I slept on the couch. Finished washing my hands, I splash cold water on my face and roughly rub it dry.

      Part of me hopes Madigan will be gone by the time I am done.

      Today could be one of those things we brush under the rug, never talk about as we move at the periphery of one another's lives, never quite escaping the other's orbit because of mutual acquaintances.

      But she is still on the couch when I return to the living room. Her hands are clasped in her lap and her shoulders have a slight tremor running through them.

      Shame hits me.

      As hard as any kind of talk about feelings is for me, how much harder must it be for Madigan?

      I take a seat opposite her, the coffee table between us. For one flashing second, she tries to make eye contact.

      "Are you mad at me?" I ask.

      She shakes her head. The gesture is quick but complete.

      "Disappointed in me?"

      She indicates another solid "no."

      My next question is the hardest to push out.

      "Maddy, have you been diagnosed with, or do you think you have, something like Caiden's Asperger Syndrome?"

      The tremor in her shoulders spreads to her upper arms. The rest of her is still as stone.

      "Delia has an album on her Face—"

      Maddy snorts.

      "She Who Must Not Be Photographed."

      Now I know what the jumble of letters stands for.

      "I spent a lot of time looking at that album this evening," I confess. "I was trying to figure out what I've been missing."

      "Guess you figured it out," she whispers.

      "I take it Emerson is just as much in the dark as I was?"

      Her bottom lip slides back and forth, her teeth torturing the flesh.

      "It's not for me to tell him," I assure the woman. "But if Caiden is going to spend more time around my family, I won't be the only Turk to piece it together."

      She doesn't answer, just keeps working that bottom lip as she looks anywhere but in my direction.

      "I think the visits to the ranch are good for him," I say.

      Her head bobs. She lifts her gaze at last, the threat of tears making the topaz gaze shine more brightly.

      "My daddy taught us it's best to get ahead of your problems."

      Her head bobs again. "That's what Emerson says, too."

      I swipe at my jaw then rub the palm of my hand down the back of my neck. The muscles have knotted up. I press at the vertebrae as I try to decide what more to say.

      I'm not a stranger to having to work at a conversation with a woman, but I'm usually busy trying to dodge feminine advances.

      "About that kiss…"

      Emotion flashes across her face. I'm certain, if she could scurry backward off the chair and out my back door, she would. But the expression disappears just as quickly.

      "I apologize," I say.

      Before I can launch a full-scale mea culpa, tears splash onto her cheek.

      Impulse urges me to close the distance between us, but I'm not going to make that mistake again.

      Despite her tears and the pain they cause me, I laugh. The sound is nervous and harsh. She looks up, the amber-gold eyes interrogating me.

      "Another thing my father would say is to not repeat your mistakes. You could make new ones, just don't make the same ones."

      She replies with another meaningless nod and then her gaze slides away.

      I bury my face in my hands.

      "I kissed you because I have feelings for you," I say, my words muffled because it's pointless to lift my head and look at her when she won't look at me. "But, also, because I thought you had feelings for me. I get now that you don't and that it's hard for you to tell me to shove off."

      Running my fingers through my hair, I have to force myself not to clench and tug at the strands.

      It's hard enough getting rejected. Doing the rejecting on the other person's behalf is even worse.

      "I still want to help Caiden," I continue after a few more seconds of not quite pulling my hair. "And it's going to take Delia or Caiden directly telling me to stop before I withdraw. Beyond that, I don't understand why you're here."

      Looking across the table, I find her eyes closed, her body rocking slightly. If she were a grown man, I would grab her by the shoulders and shake some answer out of her, but she's not and so I can't.

      "Madigan, you have to tell me why you're here. Write it down if you have to. Pantomime it or maybe interpretive—"

      I stop before I can get any more sarcastic or cruel.

      She rolls her bottom lip into her mouth, licks it, then curls her tongue against the top lip before sliding it back into her mouth. The eyes open, the surrounding muscles stretching them wide in what looks like terror.

      "Maddy, you don't have to be afraid of me," I whisper. "Not what I'm going to say or do."

      Face contorting, she nods. Tries to smile.

      It hits me hard that, yeah, I am in love with this woman.

      Her pain is my pain.

      Madigan sucks in a deep breath. When she smiles again, she is able to hold the expression despite the trembling lips.

      "I'm not good at telling people I like them," she says, her voice as shaky as the smile. "Things…things get pretty messed up when I try."

      Earlier in the stables, the force of her reaction made me wonder if someone had hurt her in the past. The concern returns as I absorb her words.

      "Are you…" I pause, clear my throat. It doesn't feel right asking the question that is dancing across my tongue when there is so much distance between us, but I don't want to move closer and spook her.

      "Did some man or boy misunderstand what you meant?"

      Her right shoulder lifts and holds.

      "He didn't get very far," she whispers. "Delia made sure I knew where and how to hit. And it was near the end of my senior year of college, so…the harassment after was short-lived."

      A harsh laugh escapes the tortured lips.

      "Go for the soft bits," she says, imitating Delia's thicker Boston accent. "Eyes and balls, baby sister, eyes and balls."

      "My sister received the same lessons. Daddy used to make me and my brothers be her punching dummies. Sports cups only absorb so much of the blow."

      Leaning closer, I point at a scar near the outer edge of my right eye.

      "And Dawn took her lessons a little too seriously sometimes."

      Maddy swallows roughly, her head bobbing in understanding.

      I lean back, body and mind more relaxed now that she is opening up to me.

      Tilting my head, I hook her gaze, my spirit reveling in the fact that she doesn't look away.

      Softly, I ask, "What is it you want me to understand?"

      I don't expect the blast of carnal heat in her eyes as I finish my question. Then she shuts them. Her teeth toy with the outer edge of her bottom lip. She begins to breathe harder. The gloriously full breasts rise and fall at a faster clip. Her head moves as if she's arguing with herself.

      If I witnessed this much heat in another woman, I would expect her to be crawling all over me by now. But, as much as she tried to downplay what happened at college, there are either more events lurking in her past or she's holding back on how traumatizing the man's actions were for her.

      She's hot, ready, but too afraid to act.

      "What if you handcuff me?"

      Her eyes fly open. Her stare is intense, but there isn't the slightest tint of outrage in the beautiful topaz gaze.

      Out of words, I slowly rise and edge my way from the room. I head down the hall, turning lights on as I go. In my room, I leave the door open and shuck off all my clothes except the briefs.

      The clingy fabric runs from just above the jut of my hipbones to a few inches below the crease of my thighs, but it's not doing much to hide the erection that grew with every step I took away from Madigan.

      I push the beast sideways to keep it under the band of the underwear. Then I roll onto the bed, stopping on my back. I put my hands up by my head, but don't tuck them beneath it.

      Heart intent on hammering its way out of my chest, I close my eyes and wait.
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      Once the blood stops rushing past my ears, I hear the many sounds of my house. Some sixty feet away from me, down the hall and through the living room, the refrigerator hums softly against the back wall of the kitchen. Louder, but more intermittent, the pull cord on the ceiling fan clicks against the glass light shade in the living room.

      What I don't hear are footsteps. I don't know whether Maddy is still in the chair or if she slipped out of the house while my pulse pounded too loudly for me to hear her go. The only thing I'm reasonably certain of is that she hasn't pulled out of the drive.

      The front door opens and closes. I wait for the sound of footsteps.

      For all the luscious curves Maddy has to throw around, I know she steps lightly. With her job, she has to. Just like all the linebacker-sized males on my team could move as gracefully and quietly as ballet dancers when the mission required stealth.

      A creak sounds in the hall. It's the only loose board in the house and it is loose on purpose. Trying not to grin, I breathe a sigh of relief and keep my eyes closed.

      It's hard not to look, but I don't want to spook Maddy.

      Her handcuffs clink together as she presses down on the top corner of my mattress. The metal is cold when it circles my wrist. The rest of my body shimmers with heat.

      A wiggle builds in my hips but I don't let it out.

      Can't remember the last time I had this much need coiled inside me. Probably not since the first time, probably not even then. That was teenaged lust and a pretty girl I sort of liked.

      This is Madigan. She is the only woman to ever make me feel like this.

      With both wrists secured, she climbs all the way onto the bed.

      And immediately palms my dick.

      My eyes fly open but I keep the gasp buried inside. I doubt she would have heard had I released it. She seems transfixed by what she's touching—or maybe by the fact that she's actually touching it.

      My perineum tightens as she smooths her hand up and down the cloth-bound shaft.

      "Can I?" she whispers, her fingers tracing the edge of the waistband.

      "Yes," I rasp and lift my hips.

      She peels the underwear down my body, her gaze trailing after the piece of cloth. For a second, she lingers over the scars, but then the briefs are off and she's coaxing my legs apart.

      Fighting against the squirm, against the vulnerability it evinces, I don't think I can breathe. I hold the air in, suck in some more.

      Maddy cups my balls, her touch tentative. They fill her hand. She rolls them lightly, smoothes the pad of her thumb across the sensitive skin.

      A bead of pre-cum pearls against the crown of my cock. Seeing it, she strokes up the rigid shaft and flattens the growing pearl with the tip of one finger.

      Maddy leaves the bed and strips down to her bra and panties. Both pieces of clothing are a silky black that starkly contrasts with the creamy white skin and its spattering of freckles. Handcuffed to the bed, I can only race my eyes across her voluptuous flesh.

      The nipples are hard beneath the bra. I can see that, see the proud pout. And moisture already darkens the gusset of her panties.

      She is so lovely and hot, I can't keep the groan inside me. When I let it out, Maddy sucks with need at her plump bottom lip.

      "Come back," I scratch out, my voice hoarse from the way my throat squeezes around itself.

      She grants my request, floating over to the mattress. She plants one knee then gracefully swings the other across the top of my thighs. The big, round bottom I want to dig my fingertips into settles against her heels.

      This time, when she takes my cock, she takes it with both hands. She rubs its length, first with just her fingertips, then with the silk-clad press of her mound.

      Her mouth opens. Her tongue delicately molds itself against the upper lip. Torso and limbs contort. Eyelids flutter then close. The soft rub against my cock becomes an erratic grind as her lips twist and stretch. Her breasts heave. The dark spot on the bottom panel of her panties grows bigger and wetter.

      "Take them off," I coax with my raspy voice.

      Eyes closed, she shakes her head but meets me halfway. Gasping, she pulls the front and bottom panel to the side and presses my aching shaft against her labia.

      She is wet and fever hot. I can feel the jump of her swollen clit against the sensitive flesh of my crown.

      I want to dip down a few inches, slide into her thick and bare. I want to push up until she grinds down and then, when she's climaxing, I want to release into her, want to fill her with every last drop.

      A mewling cry escapes Maddy's lips. She freezes, then slides up, back down. A dozen micro-expressions flash across her face. She jerks, curls around her core, another cry releases.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. She's going to have me coming across my stomach instead of inside her.

      Fisting my cock, she squeezes, her hand otherwise immobile. It is the same maneuver I would make to stop my climax. She holds me hard like that until my breathing settles and I'm no longer ready to burst.

      "Can you sit up?" she asks, sliding to the side.

      A faint smile breaks free as I shoot back my own question.

      "Can you take your bra off?"

      She complies with my request. I comply with hers, staring while I move at the most beautiful breasts I have ever seen.

      I want a kiss. I get a nipple instead.

      It's almost a fair exchange.

      My lips gloss the cherried tip.

      "Harder," she groans as her fingers wrap around my cock once more.

      I pull the nipple into my mouth, sucking hard and scraping with my teeth. A shudder rolls through her body.

      Maddy slides her pussy over my cock. Her juices soak the flesh. What we lose in friction, she makes up for with a hard rub up and down my shaft.

      Once more, I ache to be in her.

      Her body curls inward. I lift my head, catch her mouth and kiss her just as hard as I took her breast.

      If she needs rough, I can give her rough.

      We gnaw at one another's lips. Our tongues thrust and slide with the same ragged tempo of her pussy and fingers gliding over my cock.

      Her ass lifts higher, plummets, lifts again. The way she's holding me, as wild as her movements are, she is in danger of impaling herself.

      I break the kiss, bite at her ear.

      "You need more," I say, my tight throat bruising the words.

      She doesn't answer, just whimpers and moans.

      I slide down the bed, stopping only when my broad shoulders and cuffed hands keep me from reaching her hot center. I press hard kisses against the inside of her thighs.

      "Lift."

      This time, I'm ordering.

      Maddy grabs the top of the bed frame, raising her torso despite widening the gap between her thighs. I wiggle until my chin is sliding against her thick folds.

      I part the plump lips with my tongue. She groans, her upper body whipping while the bottom stays frozen but for its trembling.

      When I touch my tongue to her clit for the very first time, she turns electric.

      I suck the swollen dangle into my mouth, my lips pinching at the fragile flesh.

      I can give her harder than she ever dared dream—if that's what she needs.

      Her weight pushes down. I press upward, the strong muscles of my neck forcing my head to bob up and down, my tongue stroking her clit with a merciless pressure.

      She starts to squeak and gasp.

      An earthquake threatens.

      She pulls back before it can break free.

      "Maddy…baby—"

      She cuts me off before I can ask what I did wrong.

      "Are you clean?"

      My face, scrunched with need and purpose seconds before, stretches wide.

      "The surgeries," she explains, knowing I had transfusions. "Other women…"

      I don't tell her there have been no other women, at least not since I met her.

      "Blood's clean," I say. "Doctor tested me at six and twelve months out."

      "Good."

      She exhales the word as her hand moves between her legs. Strong fingers seize my cock, hold it steady and then Maddy slams onto it.

      Balls about to burst, my toes curl.

      When I manage to force my eyes open, I look up at a red-haired goddess, her body whipping around my shaft with the same wildness of the hair whipping around her pale shoulders.

      One hand presses against her clit as the other wraps around the jut of my hip as she drives up and down, up and down.

      The muscles in my chest freeze. My thighs and glutes still work. I slam upwards as she flings herself down. We grind and grunt. The handcuffs bang against the headboard's metal railing.

      Maddy gasps, gasps again. Her breasts jiggle as a tremor vibrates through her. All around my cock, I feel her tight muscles milking my length, pulling me deeper and deeper until I am butting up against her cervix.

      There is another opening there, yawning in reception of what I am about to unleash.

      It's that thought, the idea of my seed spilling into her, that is my undoing.

      My climax jerks through me, twisting my spine along the mattress with each sticky jet that shoots into her.

      She arches at the same time and sinks onto me, her bottom against my thighs, two of her fingers V'd to stroke at the base of my cock as her sweet pussy continues to suck the length of my shaft and coax from me the longest climax of my life.

      When there is no more of me to fill her, she collapses. Her breasts, slick with sweat, press against my chest. She buries her damp face against my sweaty neck.

      But the muscles that hold me won't relent. Strong contractions run through her, massaging my cock as they draw my sperm past that second gate.

      I want out of the handcuffs. I want to flip Madigan on her back, push a couple of pillows beneath that deliciously plump ass and keep her tilted while I thrust my fingers into her and feast on her engorged clit until she climaxes again.

      "Thank you," she says, sliding to the side and standing up.

      Just like that, my beautiful, wild Maddy is gone. The raspy sighs and needy moans are vanquished. The woman getting dressed alongside the bed while I remain naked and wet with our juices is Agent Armstrong.

      Only once she is completely clothed does she grab the key off the nightstand and remove the cuffs.

      "That was great," she says even as she side-eyes the door to the hallway.

      Her hand gestures at the bed, swooping in a wide circle.

      "I don't need the other stuff," she tells me.

      It takes me a few seconds and a cough before I find my voice.

      "You mean cuddling?"

      Agent Armstrong lifts a shoulder.

      "We can do that first part again—if it was satisfactory for you."

      Satisfactory?

      It blew my fucking mind.

      But this…this "conversation" is blowing my mind, too. In a completely different, anxiety-inducing, way.

      "It was," I manage to croak. "But, if we do it again, no handcuffs."

      She takes a few tormenting seconds to consider the proposed arrangement, then bobs her head.

      "We can proceed on those terms," she agrees as she walks out of my room without bothering to glance back.
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      Alone, I leave the bed and walk down the hall naked, my dick as deflated as my emotions. Beyond the physical aspects, I have no idea what the hell happened.

      She used you like a piece of meat.

      I brush with irritation at my shoulder, as if there really is some sly devil perched there giving me bad advice. I knew well before shucking off my jeans and climbing onto the bed that Madigan doesn't interact the way most people do. If she used me like a piece of meat, it was only because I offered myself up as such.

      After locking the front door, I go into the kitchen and pour a big glass of juice for some much-needed rehydration. Then I head for the bathroom. A long piss relieves only a little of the pressure inside me—just the physical. I turn the water on, wait for it to get as hot as my flesh will tolerate, then step inside.

      Water blasts me, both the pressure and heat feeling like they are peeling away a layer of skin. Soaping up, I try not to think about Madigan as my hands move briskly around my body.

      But all I want to think about is Madigan.

      What the hell did I walk into?

      Will things be any different the second time? The tenth?

      Jerking on the shower handle, I cut the stream of water. I grab a towel, dry my face first. I'm working on autopilot, my mind disconnected from the actions of my hands.

      Discovering exactly how bad I have it for Maddy was a kick in the balls. Having her just up and go after screwing my brains out was like she dropped a cinder block on them.

      Out in the hallway, I stop. My gaze travels between two doors. One opens onto the bedroom, the other onto my home gym. It's past midnight. And, no matter what I told Sherrilynn, I have to be at the ranch tomorrow, setting up in the morning, making sure things run smoothly, then tearing down.

      Spreading my arms out, I open both doors and flick on the lights in the workout room. The space is orderly and sterile. It demands no distractions, just unrelenting effort.

      A faint odor drifts from the bedroom. The scent of passion—it will fade soon. I look at my wrists. As much as I strained against the cuffs, there's no evidence on my skin that I ever wore them.

      The feminine musk Maddy left behind, the mix of her juices and my cum on the sheets, draw me out of the hall and into the bedroom. I sit on the edge of the mattress, senses reeling as my erection returns.

      Breathing becomes an exercise in willpower.

      I am in love with Madigan Armstrong—a woman who may never demonstrate that she loves me back, no matter what her true feelings are.

      What would it be like living with the constant uncertainty whether the most important person in your world loves you back?

      Gasping for air, I snatch a pillow from the floor and spend the rest of the night on the couch.
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      "Pacing again?" Delia's Boston accent turns the question into something closer to an accusation than the good-natured teasing her expression communicates.

      "You have the orientation this afternoon," I offer as both a deflection and as a possible reason for why I am adding a new wear pattern to the living room carpet.

      "It won't be like last time."

      Her soft, forceful words can't hide the hint of uncertainty detectible to my practiced ears.

      "Sutton is arriving early," she continues. "That way we can ease a path to the school and offer a bribe for after."

      Delia pops down the hall and looks in on Caiden. The side of her mouth lifts in a smile. When she turns to face me, I can see the threat of happy tears. As my sister scurries excitedly toward me, I brace for impact.

      Wrapping her arms around my shoulders, Delia squeezes for all she's worth.

      "He's still Skyping with Dotty," she whisper-squeals. "She's such a treasure! She showed Caiden pictures of her homestead. The ground is practically littered with arrowheads. Sutton is taking us this weekend."

      I bob my head. This is the first I've heard of weekend plans between my sister and the man I slept with Saturday night.

      "You think you'll be free?"

      My mouth pops open. I snap it shut before I say something so wrong as the truth that I thankfully have work to do.

      "Wiretap duty," I say after a few more seconds. "I'll be freezing my ass off in an over-air-conditioned FBI surveillance van."

      "Someone needs to talk to your boss," she huffs, heading into the kitchen.

      I watch her walk away. The hem of her dress twirls when she spins away from me. The rest of the fabric hugs her curvy frame. White georgette over a polyester sheath, the outfit is almost bridal in appearance.

      She looks nothing like a widow. Then again, she hasn't had the luxury of grieving, not with Caiden to look after. Even if the boy often appears oblivious to those around them, he is sensitive to the moods of those he cares about the most. She stays upbeat for his sake.

      And for mine.

      I clear my throat. "No one joins the FBI so they can work nine-to-five."

      "Or, apparently, Monday through Friday," she adds with an eye roll.

      The flash of snark disappears as she picks up a cup and her first taste of morning coffee rolls across her tongue.

      "Do you think I should keep my hair up or wear it down?"

      "Up," I answer without hesitation. She's too beautiful as it is. With the hair down and the gauzy fabric clinging to her curves, Sutton might…

      I shake my head.

      A wrinkle of confusion settles into Delia's forehead.

      "Down?"

      "Up," I repeat.

      "Then what was that look and shake for?" Her hands smooth nervously over her outfit.

      "I'm allowed parallel lines of thought," I answer, attempting, and failing, to make my words sound like a sisterly tease.

      Her laugh erases the worry line.

      "Baby girl, you are way beyond parallel."

      Cupping my face, she plants a firm kiss on my cheek. Right now, her lips are free of cosmetics. Familiar with Delia's penchant for dressing up, I know they will be killer red when Sutton arrives.

      "Wear it how you're comfortable," I say. "Your hair, I mean. Up or down, whatever feels right to you. It was up last time and you were stiffer."

      Her face widens with a smile. Reaching up, she pulls out the pins that keep the thick tresses bound up in a tidy bun. Bright gold sunshine spills around her shoulders.

      Grabbing the lapels of my black dress jacket, she gives them a tug.

      "I wish you didn't have to go in every day looking ready to chase down a bad guy," she laments. "Especially since you go in almost every day."

      My right shoulder begins to lift. Delia cocks a brow in its direction then pushes down until I yield and relax the muscle.

      "Of course, I also wish you would tell me what happened after you left here Saturday night and didn't get home until past midnight. That wasn't work."

      In a way, it was work. Not what happened in the bedroom, but in all the conversation leading up to it.

      Conversation? That's a crazy word for it. Sutton did almost all the talking and had to read my mind to keep things going.

      "I spoke to Sutton," I confess before glancing at the clock.

      "In person?"

      Bulldozing past the question, I reach into my pocket and remove my keys. "Told him I have Asperger's…well, he had figured it out already."

      Delia makes a play for my keys, like she's going to keep me here talking.

      "I can't be late."

      She gives a little stamp of her foot. "You worked all day yesterday! Don't make me talk to that stuck-up boss of yours."

      Imagining Emerson and Delia squaring off births a soft chuckle that escapes me. He's dark and broody, she's light and airy despite having more than enough reasons to be drowning in sorrow.

      "Don't think I will?" she challenges, her hands finding her full hips.

      I laugh a little harder. "I know you would. By the time he was halfway through brushing you off, you would be red and burning with the need to kick him in the balls."

      Her mouth turns down for an instant, but then she coaxes it back into her usual merry smile.

      "Today, I'm getting my son settled," she announces, this time with a tone of pure conviction.

      I nod, glad she's refocusing.

      The relief is short lived. With a firm pat to my cheek, she gives me her big sister smile and drops a frag-grenade in my lap.

      "I'll deal with your toxic boss, tomorrow."
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      I arrive at Madigan's apartment at a quarter to ten. It's the first time I've stepped foot in the place and she's not here to greet me.

      Instead, it is Delia who wraps me in a bear hug.

      "Sorry," she says when I can breathe again. "I didn't used to hug so hard."

      "No need to apologize," I tell her.

      "Good," she laughs and squeezes another liter of air out of me. "I'm so dang nervous about orientation!"

      "Funny, you don't look it."

      I am joking, of course, but it takes her a couple of seconds to realize it. When she does, she wags a finger at me.

      "How's Sarge doing?"

      "Great!" she answers, eyes shining with an almost religious fervor. "He Skyped with your Aunt Dotty this morning and now he's reading a Dune comic on his iPad."

      "Done," Caiden says, coming into the living room. With a faint tilt of his head, he gestures at the hall. "Want to see my stuff?"

      "Sounds cool," I answer.

      In his room, I'm surprised at how tidy everything is. The books on his shelf run from tallest to shortest, none of them pushed in more than the others. Precisely assembled models of tanks, dinosaurs and one spaceship fill the gaps. There's a Dune movie poster on the back door that looks like it's fresh from the wrapper. Taped to the ceiling is an oversized poster of the solar system. The bed is made with military corners, the blanket and sheets so tightly tucked I could bounce a quarter on them.

      "Good job squaring things away, Sarge," I say as I sit on the edge of the bed.

      Caiden shrugs but his cheeks flush the littlest bit, like he's glad I noticed.

      "Ken would always inspect Caiden's quarters when he got home from being away," Delia explains, her gaze nervously darting to measure the boy's reaction to the mention of his dead father.

      He nods thoughtfully.

      "I brought something for you." Opening my backpack, I pull out a map folded in quarters. I lay it flat on Caiden's bed. "This is Aunt Dotty's homestead."

      Grinning, he leans over the map, head and shoulders swinging side to side as he peers closely at the areas I marked off. A legend explains where my siblings and I have discovered geodes and arrowheads, as well as where the creek runs and a flock of Greater Sage Grouse nest.

      "This weekend, yes?" he asks, his gaze excited when he looks up.

      "Yep, we just have to get through today's stuff, then it's smooth sailing into the weekend."

      "Mom said they have a science lab there," Caiden tells me.

      "And a chess club," Delia chirps.

      His mouth shrugs and he exhales a long sigh.

      I give his shoulder a friendly squeeze, the pressure just hard enough that I don't make him uneasy.

      "Think of it as a new mission, Sarge. Observe and report."

      His head bobs and a grin appears.

      "I can do that!"
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        * * *

      

      Four hours later, with a good visit to the school behind us, I park my truck behind the Federal building where Emerson and Madigan work. I go to the front passenger side, open the door and offer my hand to Delia. She climbs down and then I open the door for Caiden. The boy hops onto the ground.

      Still buzzing with excitement over the school's summer program, he high-fives me.

      "Chill a little," Delia laughs. "We still have to get the paperwork returned by four-thirty today."

      He looks at his watch then gives her a thumbs up.

      "Let's pray Special Agent Turk doesn't have Maddy still stuck in the surveillance van."

      "You can always use me for the emergency contact," I say, grabbing her bag from the backseat and handing it to her. "Change it to Maddy later or have both of us on it."

      I get another tight hug from her and then her arms are around Caiden as she plants hard kisses all over his face.

      "I'm so proud of you, sweetie."

      "Okay, okay," the boy says, shrinking slightly. "Don't get weird, Mom. They won't let you into the building if you're acting weird."

      Delia salutes her son then practically skips toward the entry.

      Inside, we go through security and then a junior agent escorts us to a small room with a glass wall to wait. Delia remains giddy and chatty as she organizes the paperwork from the school and pulls out the forms Madigan will need to sign as the boy's legal guardian in case Delia is incapacitated.

      A few minutes tick by and then there's a tap at the window. I look over to find my brother scowling at me.

      "Hostiles at three o'clock," I tell Caiden with a wink. "I got this one."

      I slide out of the room and into the hall.

      "Maddy know we're here?" I ask. "Paperwork needs to be back to the school by four-thirty."

      "She's coming up," he huffs. "Want to tell me what the hell is going on?"

      I cant my head at Emerson. "Paperwork, signature, Maddy."

      "You and Mrs. Mays," he clarifies.

      I mirror his scowl. "The boy lost his father. My being around seems to help, and getting him in this summer program is really important to Delia."

      "None of that requires you screwing her."

      I suck a breath in, then freeze as four thoughts race through my head, one of them twice.

      He's my brother.

      He carries a sidearm.

      He's a federal agent.

      I'm surrounded by a building full of federal agents also carrying firearms.

      He's my brother.

      "You've got the wrong read on this," I say, my jaw locked tight.

      Emerson snorts. "I know when the monk is out of his cell."

      His gaze cuts to Delia, skipping Caiden altogether. Two small dots of red flare on my brother's cheek but quickly fade.

      "Oh," I laugh as the elevator pings. "I see."

      Madigan steps into the hallway. Her gaze meets mine, her face pulling wide. I jerk my head toward the window and wait until she enters the room before turning my attention back to Emerson.

      "Look, baby brother, far as I know, the path to Delia is clear. You don't have to worry—"

      He opens his mouth to interrupt me with fake outrage. I lift a finger, silencing him before he can speak.

      "And it's none of your damn business who I sleep with."
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      Standing at the corner of an exterior window, I watch Sutton leave the building with my sister and nephew. They are in a hurry to get back to the school, but he takes the time to settle Caiden into the back seat then opens the front passenger door for Delia and holds her hand as she steps up.

      My chest contracts. My nose pinches.

      I wonder why.

      For a second, maybe two.

      Then I turn back to my duties. I write a summary report on the surveillance tapes. Troy Sprankle, our target, is taking a trip to Seattle. Sipping iced coffee at an outdoor table, he made the flight and car reservations while I shivered beneath the air conditioning that cools the electronics in the surveillance van.

      With the reservations secured, he called a guy named "Jimmy" who has no last name that we know of. They both use burner phones. We haven't figured out how, as frequently as they call one another, they manage to communicate their new numbers. Turnover on the phones is near constant. Usually at least once a week. And Sprankle never uses his phone in his apartment, which we have bugged.

      "Near finished?" Emerson asks, entering our common work area for the first time since his brother left the building.

      "Yeah."

      I click a few buttons, send it to file, then think about what comes next in my workday.

      "Moorecock's mom had a stroke," Emerson says. "She called him babbling around five this morning, talking about his dad as if the man were still alive."

      I bob my head and think about the mental list I keep on what I'm supposed to do or say—both to Moorecock when I see him and to Emerson because he is the one reporting bad news. The list isn't entirely in my head, but I don't want to look at my phone with its notes on socially appropriate responses.

      "Is someone getting flowers?" I ask after a few seconds.

      He scowls. "Leave that to the regulars. It's his shift following Sprankle around in the van that I need to resolve."

      Again, I bob my head. The "regulars" are the agents that were here when Emerson and I arrived from the Boston field office. He still thinks of Billings as a way station even though it is the closest FBI office to his family.

      I don't know what I think about the Billings office, especially now that Delia and Caiden are with me. Emerson is working the Sprankle case hard. He figures it's his best line to a plum position in a field office, maybe the top position. When he talks of leaving, he speaks in terms of "us" and "our."

      Our next office.

      Getting us the hell out of this state.

      Emerson clears his throat. "So you should clock out, get some rest."

      Blinking, I look up. I don't know if I stopped listening to him or if he just threw his last sentence out after a minute's worth of silence.

      "In the van at two a.m.," he says.

      "Right."

      I log off my computer and remove my access card from the device. By the time I turn in my chair to stand, Emerson is on his laptop, softly tapping away at the keyboard with speed and precision.

      I don't expect him to say anything as I leave, but he does, his voice low.

      "Sounds like the meeting at the school went well."

      "Yes," I agree. "I won't need to request any schedule restrictions."

      I wait for a nod or some other reply, but he doesn't turn his gaze from his screen and he is back to tapping at the keyboard. I ghost down the hall and out of the building.

      Reaching my car, I get in and drive.
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        * * *

      

      A soft knock on my car window wakes me. The sun was out when I left the federal building in Billings. It is well past sunset now. I stretch, momentarily forgetting about the noise that pulled me from sleep or why I drove to Willow Gap instead of going home.

      My phone rests in the cupholder. Mouth gaping in a yawn, I press the power button to check the time. It's a quarter past nine.

      "Madigan…"

      My eyes open a bit wider. I peel back the layers of wool that gathered in my head while I napped and remember exactly whose driveway I parked in.

      Looking out the window, I see Sutton. The deliciously thick arms are folded across his chest. His mouth quirks to one side in an expression I cannot read.

      Heat flares through me. I may not have known what I felt watching out the window as he folded my nephew and then my sister into his truck, but I know what I feel now.

      Done waiting, Sutton reaches out, grabs the door handle and tugs. Nothing happens because the door is locked.

      "Madigan."

      His tone is sharper than before. I hit the button. This time when he tugs, the door opens.

      "How long have you been here?"

      Long enough to fall asleep, I think. A couple hours, likely, but I admit nothing.

      "Why didn't you call to tell me you were here?"

      I shrug and hear the hot release of breath as he snorts.

      "Does Delia know where you are at?"

      "She knows not to wait up for me," I answer.

      Sutton grunts, then turns. When he makes it onto his porch and I haven't left the car, he stops and looks at me over his shoulder.

      "Come inside, Madigan. At least one neighbor already called Betty Rae, who then called me to say I had a strange car parked outside my house. The longer you stay in your car, the more calls that are going to be made."

      I grab my bag, phone and keys then follow him inside. He holds the door open, shuts and locks it behind me.

      "Thirsty?"

      "Parched."

      He fills a tumbler with orange juice then places it on a coaster on the coffee table before sitting down.

      "You have a reason for the drive from Billings then waiting hours in front of my house without calling me to say you were here. Tell me."

      I take a sip then stare at the liquid in the glass. Drawing a sharp breath, I lift my head as if to speak, but remain mute. Sutton stands. He stops about a foot away from me, hands wrapped around his lean hips, fingers strumming against the snug jeans he wears.

      "Finish it," he orders with a hard rasp.

      I gulp the rest of the juice down and return the tumbler to the coaster. Sutton captures my wrist.

      "Stand."

      Again, I obey in a hurry. Heat sizzles down my spine and across my breasts and thighs. Even if I can't admit it, this is what I came for.

      His fingers holding me like a vise, Sutton leads me down the hall. He pulls me into his bedroom then hits the light switch. He takes me to the bed, sits first and grabs me by the hips as I remain standing.

      "Do you want to leave?" he asks, green gaze turned up to meet mine.

      "No," I rasp.

      "You say 'no,' or 'stop,' or 'don't,' and I will pull back until you can tell me what you want," he warns. "Is that clear?"

      "Crystal," I answer as my heart hammers in my chest.

      "I won't be gentle with you."

      Now it's his voice that is scratchy. Heat scours my flesh. My thighs start to sweat. Tight as my throat has become, it's almost impossible to talk. I squeeze one word out.

      "Good."

      His hands jerk at the waist of my dress pants. His fingers are nimble, accustomed to working with fine electronics. The top button and zipper melt away like butter. The fabric pools at my feet.

      Seeing the pale blue panties of lace and silk hiding beneath the pants, he groans. His head dips. He bites at one hip as the pads of his fingers dent my flesh.

      With a quick, sharp roll, he has me on the mattress on my back, his body pressed against mine. Separating our flesh are the buttoned blue dress shirt and the silky bra that matches the panties.

      He gnaws at my neck, rubbing his hard body roughly against mine as his fingers slide from button to button. When they are all unfastened, Sutton jerks the fabric down my arms.

      For one flashing second, I see how he could trap my arms like this. But he meets my gaze and I know I am safe. He tugs me up, peels the shirt the rest of the way off and tosses it by my pants.

      "I want you naked," I tell him.

      He grins but doesn't oblige.

      "Soon."

      With effortless speed, he unhooks the bra, frees my breasts and grabs them. His hands are dry, the skin roughened from the time he spends hanging around the ranch. My skin is delicate in contrast. Delicate and alive with the sensation of him touching me.

      He squeezes. I moan and thrust.

      Pushing me onto the mattress, he slides down my body. He grips the sides of my panties. I expect him to slide them down my plump thighs.

      The shriek of fabric defies my expectations. The panties fall to the floor in pieces. His mouth is on me half a second later. His hands part my thighs, pushing them down and out, spreading me wide for his demanding tongue.

      I tremble in need as he takes hard licks. I tremble harder as his teeth scrape against the fragile dangle of my swollen clit.

      This is how I want it—how I need it.

      Sutton is the only man I trust to oblige.

      Moans gurgle up from my throat. I writhe, grab his head and push him harder against me. Cream pulses from my pussy as my internal muscles grind around one another.

      My eyes strain upward. Breathless whispers escape me.

      "Yes," I moan. "Almost—"

      My climax is cut off before it can unleash.

      Sutton rolls me onto my stomach. I hear the unbuckling of his belt, the slide of his zipper. He pushes into me, hard and thick, my cream and arousal accommodating the unanticipated invasion.

      Working his hand between my body and the mattress, he grips my mound and squeezes.

      "Spread your legs," he demands.

      I immediately comply.

      He finds my clit, pinching and tugging at it to match his strokes.

      Ah, sweet, merciful heaven…

      His teeth sink into my shoulder. I claw at the mattress, my pussy growing wetter and hotter. I clamp down on his thick cock, muscles coiling and milking the shaft and fat head.

      Sutton rubs my clit, his touch rough and excruciatingly exquisite. My climax vibrates through me. Crying out, I buck against the mattress and his hard body.

      His teeth release their hold on my flesh. His hands slide to my hips and he rears back. His cock rams in and out, harder and faster. Heavy balls slap at the back of my thighs.

      I can't stop coming. Each thrust sends fresh shockwaves racing up my spine. And there are so many thrusts, fast and hard, relentless. The shockwaves pile up, whip my body.

      Despite the impossibly tight fit, my juices escape the seal of our raw fucking. I feel them trickle along my skin, down my mound to the curve of my stomach. The stream thickens until I am quivering and crying out.

      Sutton freezes. His cock jets inside me. Tears stream down my face from how complete I feel.

      For the first time since we left the living room, his touch turns gentle. He eases from me and guides me onto my side. He kisses my shoulder, the press of his lips losing their earlier firmness.

      I squeeze my eyes but I can't stop the rest of my body from tensing. When I open them, I catch sight of the clock on his nightstand.

      "Maddy?"

      Shaking my head, I slip from his hold and sit up.

      "I have a surveillance shift that starts at two," I tell him.

      Sutton wraps a hand around my hip, gently at first then harder when I shrink from his touch.

      "I obviously enjoyed what we did," I say, risking a glance over my shoulder.

      His gaze is intense, not yet judging me harshly.

      "But I'm never going to stay the night," I add. "You have to know that."

      The thick brows crinkle.

      "I want to like you—"

      "You saying you don't?"

      "I want to keep liking you," I amend.

      My hand lifts to tug at my ear. He captures my wrist, stopping me.

      This is hard. Really hard. I look up at the ceiling to keep the tears at bay. My throat convulses as I swallow, the muscles tight and unwilling to yield.

      "Do you like Delia?" I ask.

      To Sutton, the question must feel like it's coming out of left field, but it is part of what drove me to him tonight—seeing the way they interact, seeing how easy it would be for Sutton to take over Ken's place in her and Caiden's life after an appropriate amount of time.

      "Your sister is a fine woman and a great mom, but you're dancing behind vague words, Maddy."

      There's a bit of a growl to his voice. I look down and to my right to study him from the corner of one eye.

      He sighs and sits up. He doesn't touch me, but he is right behind me and I can feel the soft feathering of his breath against my skin.

      It should feel nice—like a whisper of his affection or the welcomed ghost of the intense intimacy we just shared. But it doesn't and that is one part, however large or small, of why anything between us will not end well. I want to cringe at the soft current of air he produces.

      "I don't like anyone the way I like you, Madigan," he continues after a few seconds of silence. "It's your hair I want to run my fingers through, your body I want yielding to mine."

      My head wobbles on my shoulders for a second. I gasp a breath in, stifle the cry that wants to burst out. Bending down, I scoop up my clothes and hold them against my chest.

      Standing, I take one last look at Sutton before I head down the hall.

      "It would be better if you preferred Delia."
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      The bathroom door shuts, the fan turns on, then water runs in the sink. It would be easy to imagine Maddy going through the motions of cleaning herself after the act we just performed. Maybe she runs cold water to soothe the tender flesh I just pounded into, maybe she runs it hot to scour our juices from her body.

      I see it clearly. Across her breasts, between her legs. The washcloth dips beneath the faucet again and again, removing me from her, returning her to the state she was in before she yielded.

      Rolling over, I face away from the bedroom door. The sound of the water fades to the back of my mind as I replay her words.

      I want to keep liking you...

      Is it possible Madigan cannot move past merely liking me, desiring me, using me, but never connecting beyond the physical?

      Hell, we haven't had a real conversation beyond her telling me about Caiden and briefly opening up about her own challenges. Only the latter would count as an intimate exchange.

      The water cuts off. I push onto one elbow as I consider meeting her in the hall.

      I want to keep liking you…

      Shaking my head, I lower my body onto the mattress. There is no point chasing a woman who doesn't want caught. She will only gut me over and over until I have the good sense to walk away.

      The fan goes silent. The bathroom door opens. This time, as she leaves, she doesn't step on the creaky board. I have no idea of her progress until I hear the front door open and softly close.

      I shut my eyes against the sweep of her headlights. I keep them shut, controlling my breathing and relaxing my muscles until, a few minutes later, I fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      Light bleeds around the edges of my curtains. The glow is soft, the color more blue than yellow. It is the hue of early morning that I am most familiar with.

      Body stiff, I roll until I face the alarm clock. Ten minutes to six.

      I stretch out, surprised I spent all those hours sleeping in the same position. I point my toes, grab the top of the frame, lift and pull, release. Rotate one shoulder then the other.

      Coffee, I think, swinging my legs toward the side of the bed, the momentum bringing me into a sitting position. Coffee will clear my head, let me plan my day until it's packed so full I won't have time or inclination to think about Madigan Armstrong.

      First up on my schedule is a nine o'clock meeting with our new doctor, Thorne Nygård.

      Sore as I am over Maddy leaving like she did, thoughts of the doctor make me chuckle.

      The man arrived Sunday. Adler's return flight overlapped Nygård's scheduled landing, so big brother picked him up and brought him straight to the ranch. The poor man had little more than an hour to quietly settle into his temporary room at Mama's before being thrust into the fundraising activities.

      Of course, the more money we made on Sunday, the better equipped his office will be and the more staff he can hire. So I didn't feel too bad for the good doctor having to glad-hand the locals so soon after his arrival.

      The fun part was watching Siobhan. Mama had her hogtied to the goat roping pen. I've never seen my cousin miss so many throws as she tried to teach the youngsters. Heck, the kids did better than her!

      Sliding into my jeans, I feel the vibration of my phone in the back pocket.

      "Speak of the devil," I snort as Siobhan's number flashes across my screen. I hit ANSWER and then SPEAKERPHONE.

      "Why you calling me at the crack of dawn, Monkey Butt? Can't you let a man sleep until a decent hour?"

      She smacks her lips at me. "Please, you haven't slept past six since you were a baby. Aunt Lindy was just saying yesterday how she would find you most every morning at eighteen months playing with Adler's Lincoln Logs at the foot of his bed before she could even start breakfast for your daddy."

      She has a point but I won't acknowledge it.

      "What's so important you had to test your hypothesis that I'm always up by now?"

      There's a sigh from my sweetly obnoxious cousin that I can't decipher without seeing her face.

      "You need to pick me up on your way to the Urgent Care Clinic and drop me back at work when you're done."

      I contemplate the request she is trying to twist into a command. It's a ninety-minute walk or an eight-minute drive from the police station. But she has a patrol car.

      "Why aren't you driving yourself?"

      Before she can answer, another question asserts itself in my mind.

      "And why are you going?"

      While I'm certain I know the real "why" for her being at the clinic before it's open for business, I want to listen to her squirm.

      "I wouldn't have thought your keen military gaze would miss this fact, but our sweet Sage is twenty months pregnant and ready to pop. Just like you were roped in—"

      "Roped in?" I can just imagine who was doing the roping when it comes to Siobhan figuring out a way to interact as often as possible with the new doctor—short of her intentionally contracting the bubonic plague.

      "Whatever," she huffs. "Aunt Lindy and Adler personally requested my presence. And Daddy is covering the leases for Doctor Nygård's vehicle and housing."

      Taking a deep breath, I roll my eyes, the gesture lost over the phone. Uncle Boone is going soft on his most willful child. And, after nearly two weeks in Japan on business, Adler wants to cuddle with his wife before there's a new baby for her to dote over. Mama, still quietly trying to find her way as both a widow and the mother of a dead daughter, is being overprotective of Sage.

      Siobhan getting all of them to agree she should take some of the work off Sage's hands would be child's play.

      "Back to question number one," I rumble. "Your cruiser broken or something?"

      "Or something."

      By Siobhan's tone, I can just imagine her flipping her ponytail over her shoulder as she so often does when she's irritated and wearing her uniform.

      "Cost of the ride is telling me what that something is."

      I move through the house with a grin on my face, Madigan momentarily pushed to the back of my mind as I tease my cousin.

      Her voice drops to little more than a whisper.

      "Gamble won't let me drive the patrol car in my civvies."

      My grin gets monstrously large. Siobhan hauled her civilian clothes to work just for the purpose of a half hour or so meeting with Nygård.

      My cousin has it bad and she barely knows the man.

      Even for Siobhan, this is more than a little irrational.

      "Baby girl, you need to ease off the gas on this one. You like the idea of the doctor, but you don't know—"

      Interrupting with a hiss, Siobhan blows hot and cold all at once.

      "I am so glad you have your own love life taken care of that you feel qualified to butt into mine!"

      Before I can explain that I'm only trying to look after her best interests, she draws a deep breath and launches into a full-blown tirade.

      "Half the town is saying you are sweet on Delia. Going on about all the time and attention you're showering on her and her son. The other half is crowing about Madigan's car parked outside your house last night before you were home and then for at least an hour with you there…and how she left in tears."

      Her words, especially the last of them, feel like a face full of birdshot.

      Madigan was crying when she left?

      "Fine," I growl. "Make your own mistakes, little cousin. But the man you need may not be there waiting for you at the end of this one."

      Siobhan may act like she doesn't care what man I'm talking about, but she can't suppress her curiosity.

      "Whoever he is, why do you say that?"

      "Because," I answer before hanging up. "He's already pushing back."
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      "You have your go bag ready?" Emerson asks as he takes the headphones off and casually tosses them onto his desk.

      I rub at my eyes then nod. It's a little after two in the afternoon and the only sleep I managed since leaving Sutton's bed is a twenty-minute cat nap—sitting upright on a stall in the ladies bathroom. I was supposed to leave the field office yesterday evening and sleep before starting my surveillance shift.

      Either Emerson doesn't notice my zombie-like posture or he's ignoring it.

      "Your sister and the kid going to be fine?" he asks. "You want an agent to take your car home so she can use it?"

      "Delia and Caiden will be fine." I use their names, perhaps even stubbornly, because Emerson seems to avoid referencing them by anything other than their roles in my life. "She has her own vehicle."

      "Suppose Sutton could always race up here if she needs a ride."

      "She has her own vehicle," I repeat.

      He continues as if I said nothing. "Well, make sure your go-bag is ready. We should have a flight out by…"

      He pauses to hit enter on his keyboard, then waits for the screen to refresh.

      "Two hours."

      With a nod, I rise from the chair alongside his desk. "I'll be ready."

      My first stop is the bureau car assigned to me when I'm on duty. I open the trunk, my phone to my ear as I call Delia.

      "Hey, sweetie," she chirps. "Everything okay?"

      As far as Delia is concerned, I've been on the clock over thirty hours. She doesn't know I spent part of the evening in Willow Gap because I haven't been home and am in no rush to tell her what happened.

      "I don't have much time," I say. "I have to catch a flight to Seattle in two hours and there are preparations to make in the meantime."

      "Your boss is insane! You've been going at it for more than a day. You might as well be in the military. Hell, even SEALs get some downtime."

      I don't respond. I don't like lying to Delia and, well, I suck at it.

      "Caught some sleep and a shower here. About to grab some food and I'll catch a little sleep at the airport and on the plane." This is a mix of the truth and best intentions. Knowing Emerson, he will work on the plane, which means I will also work on the plane.

      "Will I be able to contact you?"

      From the trunk, I unzip the go bag and inventory its contents as I assure Delia my phone will be on most of the time and remind her how to reach me in an emergency by contacting the field office.

      "Have to go," I say before adding a perfunctory, "I love you."

      "You really do, you know…"

      Just like that, after I utter three monosyllabic words backed by a lifetime's context between us, Delia goes from being irate at my "toxic" boss to weepy.

      I ignore her attempt to convince me I'm not really a robot.

      "Give Caiden a hug for me."

      "A tight one," she agrees.

      Yes, a tight one.

      Those are the only kind I can give.

      The only kind I can receive.
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      I stare at the text message on my phone. I read it again. Same words, same arrangement, same hollow sense of "what the fuck?"

      Will be out of state for a few days plus. Hard to contact. Wanted to apologize that last night was awkward.

      Awkward, she says? Any more or less awkward than the text she just sent?

      My first impulse is to ignore the message. Pursuing Maddy has me torn up and worn out. Everything other than the sex has been stilted, one-sided.

      Unless it's true what Siobhan said—that Madigan left my house last night in tears.

      Did she want me to chase after her? Was she expecting to open up the bathroom door and find me waiting in the hall?

      Is she still staring at her screen hoping I'll reply?

      I put the phone away. Grabbing a pitchfork, I enter my stallion's stall. Buzzsaw nickers at me then pushes his nose against my bicep. I open the double doors that let onto a larger pen where the horses can feed while the sun warms their coats.

      "Get on outside," I tell the beast.

      He ignores the order, keeps nosing at me—back of my shoulder where he threatens to nip, the tuck of my waist where his touch tickles, my back pocket…

      Calling Madigan Armstrong.

      Hearing the phone's announcement, I drop the pitchfork and paw at the pocket Buzzsaw was just pushing at. I can't get the device out quick enough. The call goes through. It rings and then I hear the muffled sound of her voice as she answers.

      I jerk the phone up to my ear.

      "Maddy…I…uh…"

      This is why I didn't text her back. I have no idea how to talk to the woman.

      "My horse dialed," I blurt after a few more fumbling seconds.

      The way my throat squeezes around the words, it's impossible to believe I ever jumped out of a plane, fought in battle, bandaged a buddy after a gunfight or zipped another up for shipment home to his family.

      Madigan absolutely unmans me.

      "You're at the ranch?"

      "Yeah," I answer. "You?"

      "Waiting for my flight to start boarding."

      I hear something that sounds like a toilet flushing.

      "Where you headed? If you can say."

      "Seattle."

      I rest my forehead against the hand gripping the pitchfork.

      "Sorry about the horse calling."

      From where he has moved to the outer pen, Buzzsaw nickers again then pulls his lips back in a horsey grin.

      "I texted…"

      "Yeah." Guilt crawls over me like a colony of millipedes. "I didn't know what to say."

      "A condition I'm familiar with."

      I don't know whether Maddy just made a joke. The problem with a deadpan delivery is that it's her default way of communicating.

      I put the question aside and push on.

      "We need to talk about last night, about what you said." I don't give her time to say she'll be back in a few days. "Where are you staying in Seattle?"

      "Near Pioneer Pa…why?"

      "What hotel?"

      "Sutton, Emerson and I are working a case. He would toss me off his team if you show up."

      I wait in silence. Whatever Maddy is saying, the one thing she hasn't said is that she doesn't want me showing up. As I stand there, hanging by a thread for her to say something more, Buzzsaw ambles toward me. I hold my hand out, my palm pressing lightly against his forehead to stop his advance.

      The way things are going with Maddy, the damn stallion will hang up on her much the same way as he dialed her in the first place.

      "Silver Cloud," she relents.

      "I'll text you my room number when I'm checked in. Find me when you can."

      "Your brother—"

      "Believe me, if he even finds out I'm there, my brother will be glad it's you I want to see and not Delia," I say. "You have something you want to tell me, Maddy. Good or bad, you're going to tell me in person."

      With that, I hang up.
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        * * *

      

      I catch the last flight out of Billings, sleep on the plane and sneak into the hotel as the hour creeps toward three o'clock. In my room, I take a five-minute shower then text Madigan. The message shows as delivered, but not read.

      Expecting nothing better from the current situation, I turn the main light off, put the bedside lamp on low then drop onto the mattress. With my hands folded beneath my head, I fall asleep a few minutes later.

      A little after four-thirty, a knock wakes me. I jump up, smack the light on and answer the door to find Madigan nervously scanning the hallway. I stand back, she quickly slides in, a puff of relief escaping her when I shut the door.

      I want to wrap her in a tight hug, but I keep my distance and gesture at the bed for her to sit. The room is sparse, no chairs, so I stand with my back against the wall, the position an unintended metaphor mocking where I'm at with Maddy.

      "You shouldn't have come," she whispers.

      "If you really think that, you could have told me not to come, could have refused to tell me where you would be."

      She nods. "You're right that I should do this in person, not a call or a text."

      "You should also look at me when you say it."

      The tension that has locked my body tight escapes through my voice, shaking the words loose with a hard vibration. The entire wait from our last conversation to now, I forced myself not to dwell on the likely outcome of this meeting. But her refusal to meet my gaze is the only sign I need right now to know Maddy is calling off whatever it is between us. Calling off the sex, calling off the potential for more despite the ripe promise that sprouts every time she lets her guard down.

      "I've been to three Turk weddings," she tells me as she continues to stare at her knees. "I'll probably attend several more. That's what your family does. They get married, have kids, devote themselves to one another. They hug and hold hands and share physical proximity with an unsettling frequency…"

      When she finally glances up for one fleeting second, it's to drive a stake in my heart.

      "You belong with your family, not with me."

      I shake my head. I spent eight years away from my family. Maddy is the one I want to be with.

      "I love you," I rasp, my voice scraping with emotion as I realize for the first time just how deep the word runs. I thought I understood its contours with the death of my father and sister. But there are new levels of pain here.

      "You shouldn't." The laugh that leaves Maddy is almost cruel, its cutting edge softened only by my belief that she really is trying not to hurt me.

      She hurts me all the same.

      "I can't love you back," she says. "But I care enough not to burden you with a relationship, however temporary."

      My hands slide behind me. I want to wrap them around her shoulders, or use one to force her to meet my gaze. How can she do this without looking at me?

      "Don't lie and say you can't love anyone."

      I snap my mouth shut, my throat convulsing in an effort to puke out more words.

      She sits there, passive as she draws slow breaths. Her lips part, close. That one shoulder lifts.

      "Half a dozen doctors have denied my request to be sterilized."

      The shocking words slip from Maddy in a whisper. My mind reels with the revelation and the question of why she would seek such a thing.

      She lifts her head at last and nails me with that topaz gaze. "They think they know better than me. I'm too young, too healthy. No man will want to marry me if I do it, at least if I tell the truth about having it done."

      With a snort and a wave, she pushes all their advice to the side.

      "My conclusion is that doctors are fucking idiots."

      Grabbing the pillow, she squeezes it to her body as tears begin to slide down the rounded cheeks. I stay glued to the wall. Trying to touch her now will only send Maddy running.

      "Caiden couldn't stand anyone holding him his first few months. Delia and Ken would pick him up and he would start screaming. He lost weight until she gave up trying to breastfeed and started standing over his bassinet with a bottle, not touching him while he drank."

      When Maddy starts to rock, I can't stop myself. I make my way in painful jerks to her side and squeeze her in a bear hug. She goes stiff, but I don't let go.

      "Then someone suggested swaddling him. Wrapping him tightly. It worked. I didn't hold him before then because I was afraid I would hold him too tightly. Even then, I barely touched him until he was a toddler."

      "Maddy, love…" I press my face against her neck, throw a leg across her lap to weigh her down. "You are all I need."

      She presses on as if I'm not holding her, not uttering reassurances and unspoken promises.

      "Caiden will make it because he has Delia…because his brain is still being programmed. He is told and shown a hundred times a day that he is loved. Can you imagine if I have a child like me?"

      A picture flashes in my mind—fiery hair, a serious, golden gaze that shines with its own light, freckles, a whimsical pucker of plump lips and round cheeks on a child that only stands hip high.

      "Even if it is neurotypical, what happens when it feels like its own mother doesn't give a shit? Like its mother is some robot programmed to say 'I love you' but never certain when the words are supposed to be spoken?"

      She looks up at me, cheeks wet, eyes imploring me to live up to my MacGyver reputation and fix what is broken.

      "You would know when to tell the baby you love her."

      Her head tilts. The smile that flashes is heartbroken, not relieved.

      "You're wrong. I can't even tell you."

      Carefully, she unties the knot of limbs I have made around her. She eases my leg off her thighs, displaces the diagonal slash of my arm across her torso.

      "Go home, Sutton," she pleads before slipping out of the room. "You never should have come."
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      I am hollow by the time I reach my hotel room. Hollow skin, hollow bones. My footsteps make no sound in the hallway or the elevator. My card key produces the barest whisper as it slides through the reader. Even the click that unlocks the door seems muted.

      My phone buzzes. Praying it's not Sutton, I risk a glance.

      Rendezvous in Bellingham. Strong sense it's for a big buy. Lobby 40 minutes with all your gear.

      Sinking onto the mattress, I acknowledge that I will be there on time with all my stuff. I could meet him now, everything is packed and waiting by the door. But I need time alone after spilling my guts to Sutton.

      Laboring over to the bag, I open a side pocket and pull out a travel-sized sewing kit. I remove one needle then place the kit on the dresser. Next, I open the portable med-kit and remove two antiseptic wipes, a bandage, and an anti-bacterial ointment. The last thing I grab is a lighter.

      The outfit I wear is casual, meant for the field surveillance we are doing. Jeans, running shoes, a long-sleeved, but lightweight, cotton top. I drop the jeans and angle my right leg until the toe of my sneaker presses straight down at the carpet and the whole of my thick calf is facing up at me.

      Holding the needle to the flame, I watch as the metal begins to glow.

      So much time has passed since I have done this. The last time was the day before Adler and Sage's wedding when Emerson told me I would be his plus one at the ceremony and reception, my presence intended solely as a cushion between his private life and any dire calls from the Billings office.

      Certain the event would be painful and beyond awkward, I didn't want to go. I put on my plainest suit, the beige one that made my skin look like pale mud and muted the red of my hair. I went with a bare face and tried to hide at the back.

      Sutton noticed me anyway, noticed me despite the beautiful and vibrant women who filled the hall. From that day until now, I haven't touched needle to flame.

      Maybe it was because I saw the spark in his gaze even then. I know I felt my own and hoped for the first time in my life that this could be it, that he could be my way out of the gray fog that presses around me. Even as broken as his body was that day, he was stronger than me. I could see in Sutton's gaze that he would keep getting stronger

      And he has. But his strength hasn't changed my weakness.

      I kill the flame on the lighter. The needle is sanitized and, more importantly, searingly hot. I consider my calf for the time it takes to blink then slowly bury the first inch of the needle into my flesh.

      Nerves scream. I grit my teeth, bite my bottom lip, inhale once and hold until the riot of sensations stop. When they do, I release the breath and flick the lighter again before slowly withdrawing the needle from my calf.

      Thirty-five minutes remain before I have to meet Emerson in the lobby.

      It's time enough.

      For now.
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      Maddy leaves the hotel with Emerson an hour after she walks out of my room. I know because they are standing near the front entrance, their bags shouldered, as I open the stairwell door on the ground floor. I immediately step back and duck out of view. After a quick downward tug on the ball cap I wear, I peek through the small pane of glass on the door.

      Even before I spotted Maddy standing next to Emerson, my gut was churning like a cement mixer. Yet she stands straight, perfectly composed. There is an almost dreamy quality to her expression. No one would ever guess she was in my room this morning, hugging a pillow while she tore my heart out.

      I can't even tell you…

      Scowling, I go up one flight and sit on the stairs, my overnight bag taking up the space next to me. I don't want to think about what she said, don't want the words replaying over and over in my mind.

      First, she said she didn't love me, couldn't love me.

      But then she switched right before the end to saying she couldn't tell me she loved me. Now, such a short time later, she is acting like we never talked at all.

      Is there a chance for Maddy and me?

      I want there to be, but I don't think there is. There's no way there can be a chance when she wears that serene expression.

      It's like she eliminated a problem—me—and now she's happy.

      Head hanging, I wait a few more minutes until the coast is clear then slink from the hotel to the airport. I scour the faces around me as I buy a ticket back to Billings. For all I know, my brother and Madigan are catching a flight of their own.

      I reach my departure gate. It's a ghost town. There will be more cargo than passengers on the plane. That suits me just fine. I don't want conversation, don't want to meet anyone's gaze.

      The flight is canceled. I find another one and pace restlessly through the terminal in a two-hour layover in Missoula.

      My drive home, once I reach Billings, is in the dark. I stumble through my house in the dark and collapse on my bed without removing any clothes. I can't remember how long it has been since I last slept past daybreak, but I do this time.

      My phone rings a little before eight the next morning. The brand new air conditioner at the clinic isn't working and the installation company cannot swing by for another three days. I agree to check it out, not because I want to or am happy to help, but because people expect me to. If I don't, I can expect multiple lines of interrogation on my physical and mental well being.

      The week passes with me wanting to be alone, but being dragged into one task after another. I fix one of the ranch's ATVs, replace a garage door opener and a laundry list of other items. As I work around the ranch, Mama feeds me snippets of where Emerson is. The target seems to be leading him and Maddy on a merry chase from Seattle to Bellingham to somewhere down the Oregon coast on a boat.

      Nursing my wounds, I make a pretense of being interested.

      The first bright spot after leaving Seattle is the trip with Delia and Caiden to Aunt Dotty's on Saturday. By the time the sun sets, we have two fine geodes and more than a pound of arrowheads. One geode is banded agate the size of a baseball. The other looks remotely like a football split in half, its innards a riot of purple shards of amethyst.

      I drop the boy and his mother at the ranch with promises of riding lessons in the morning. I go home alone, my steps carrying me through the front door and straight to my home gym. I don't stop to check my email or the posts on social media. I know there is no message from Madigan.

      She can't tell me she loves me because she doesn't.
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        * * *

      

      The last thing I do before collapsing onto the bed is set an alarm. Sleep comes quickly. If I dream, I don't remember anything when I wake up.

      Knowing Mama will have a big breakfast going because Delia and Caiden spent the night at the ranch, I grab a quick shower, jump in my truck and head for my favorite kitchen in all the world.

      The first sign that the day is going to be full of trouble greats me at the door. Leah, my sweet little Honey Bee, is wearing her riding outfit. Her rounded chin is lifted and an accusation haunts her green eyes.

      I pick her up.

      "Leah, this is Caiden's first lesson…"

      I trail off as she turns her head to stare away from me. She wasn't even two-years-old when her mother died, but the gesture is so like Dawn's that it sends a painful spike through my chest.

      "This is a safety rule, Honey Bee."

      Her chin lifts higher.

      "You and I will go riding tomorrow."

      She shifts her weight so that she is both looking and leaning away from me.

      "Are you Caiden's uncle now?"

      She whispers the question, the muted tone another layer of accusation.

      I jostle the toddler around in my arms until she would have to be an owl to entirely avoid my gaze.

      "I am your uncle, Leah."

      "And the stupid baby's when he comes," she mumbles.

      "And the baby's," I agree.

      "And the stupid Caiden—"

      "Stop right there." I stand her on the ground and kneel in front of her. "You don't use that language, not when you're talking about the baby or Caiden or anyone else. Do you understand?"

      Jaw set, she shakes her head.

      Stubborn, like her mother. I see so much of Dawn inside her. It makes the entire family want to spoil Leah, to keep her little and safe for as long as we can. But she still has rules to follow.

      "Leah, you have a big family and every last one of us loves you. Your father, five uncles, three aunts, Gam-Gam Lindy and Great Aunt Dotty. And that's not even close to the end of all the people." I continue on, naming my cousins, their parents, the stable hands, Betty Rae and every other lady in Mama's planning committee who dotes on the little girl.

      "And the baby," I finish. "Sage's baby is going to love you something fierce."

      Her throat bobs with a hard swallow.

      "The baby will love me, too?"

      "Something fierce," I say, giving her a tight hug. Mercifully, she hugs me back and plants a light kiss on my cheek.

      "Will you be my Fairy Girl today and my riding partner tomorrow?"

      This time, her head jackhammers up and down before she dashes out of my arms and toward her room, presumably to change into proper fairy attire.

      "Maddy said you were great with kids."

      I stiffen, both at the name mentioned and at being caught off guard. With only two years away from combat, no one around here should be able to sneak up on me.

      "She said," Delia continues, "if anyone can help, it's Sutton."

      Nodding, I try to keep Maddy out of my head. I want a nice day and another night of sleep that is not more tossing and turning than actual sleeping.

      I push to my feet. "Smells like breakfast is about ready. Caiden in the kitchen?"

      "Yes. He took one smell of your mother's cooking and sat himself in front of a plate with a fork in one hand and a table knife in the other. I swear, after seeing him eat dinner last night, I'm starting to think he just doesn't like my cooking."

      She laughs, but there's a wiggle of worry that moves across her face.

      "Won't he grow out of some of the sensory issues?"

      She shrugs, then tries to shake off the sudden change in her mood.

      "Maddy didn't."

      Her face changes yet again, this time a look of horror flashing as she looks around to see if anyone is within listening distance.

      "I shouldn't have said that."

      "Didn't hear a thing," I say, wrapping a hand around her shoulder and steering her toward the kitchen and a different topic of conversation. "We'll start the lessons by Caiden making friends with Julep, that's the horse he'll ride today. But then we will move on to a dummy with a saddle while I show him how to control the horse with the reins and his posture while he's in the saddle. Then some time in the riding ring. With the way the wind is up, it's not a good idea to take a beginning rider out in the field, so we'll see how the weather is when the time comes."

      "I'm really nervous about this…"

      I give her shoulder a squeeze as we enter the kitchen. Fortunately, Mama's got her gaze on the bacon she's crisping, so she doesn't have a chance to spot the gesture and misinterpret it.

      After sliding a chair out for Delia, I join Mama at the stove. She hands me the tongs and pecks my cheek before pulling some biscuits out of the oven.

      Adler enters via the side door that leads to a wing of guest rooms. He grabs a tray and puts it on the side counter then hunts down two plates, two glasses and two sets of silverware.

      "Sage okay?" Mama asks, worry tinting her tones.

      "Bit of a backache," he answers as I place some of the less crispy pieces of bacon on the plates he holds.

      A gurgle from the back of Mama's throat signals a deeper worry.

      "You should probably stay close to home today."

      Adler lifts both brows at Mama's suggestion. Sage is due next week, not today. And, right now, he's got a busted fence, two missing cows and a field of cattle acting nervous.

      "Might not be a bad idea," I interject. "Way the wind is up, dogs won't be any good at tracking. Horses will be more skittish, too."

      "We've got good tracks right now. And it's just a mild backache," he assures us. "Sage said she will be fine. So will the horses."

      Managing the loaded tray, Adler kisses Mama's cheek.

      The worry remains stamped on her face as he pushes through the swinging door and disappears. As the door comes to a stop, she heaps scrambled eggs into a bowl and mutters under her breath.

      "A backache isn't always a backache, especially when you're that pregnant."
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      A few minutes past eleven, Royce runs over to the riding ring, arms flapping and waving. I grab a handful of the rein along the side of Caiden's horse and hold tight in case the animal or boy spook.

      "Your mama was trying to call you."

      I shrug. I turned the phone off before I put Caiden on the nine-hundred-pound mare. Teaching an adult to ride is dangerous enough. I don't need any distractions when I'm teaching a child, especially one like Caiden.

      "Sage doesn't have a backache," he says, his voice bordering on shouting.

      The spectacle of the easygoing Royce turning into an arm-waving maniac would be funny if it weren't for the boy sitting astride Julep.

      "She's having contractions!"

      I lead the mare over to the platform.

      "Sorry, Sarge, we need to take a break."

      Caiden swings his leg over the saddle and steps onto the platform. Leaving him there with Delia, I lead Julep over to the gate where Royce waits.

      "I'm guessing you can't reach Adler?"

      "Or the doctor!"

      I'm not worried—not yet. Right now, I'm amused. Royce has to have assisted in the delivery of at least a hundred foals. For a time, he played midwife to racehorses in Kentucky. Those were million dollar foals, sometimes more.

      And here Royce is sweating bullets, pupils pulsing wildly, and his arms flailing, because of one tiny baby signaling he is ready to be born.

      Standing outside the ring, her hand firmly capturing Caiden's shoulder, Delia offers a polite cough.

      "Maybe I can help."

      "Help calm them down," I agree. "You ever deliver a baby?"

      Caiden raises his hand.

      "Other than you, Sarge," I laugh.

      "One," Delia answers. "It was twenty-thirteen, World Series. Red Sox were playing St. Louis at Fenway Park. Game six, first half of the ninth inning. St. Louis at bat and down five runs. Mama was a Southie. You get the picture."

      I laugh at the image as I hand her my truck keys.

      It seems absurd that the woman stayed to make sure her beloved team won, but a single player's turn at bat in a baseball game can, technically, last an eternity, which left the Cardinals plenty of time to even things up. Of course, they didn't. They finished the first half of the inning still down five runs, ending the game without the second half as Boston secured the Commissioner's Trophy with the win.

      "That's half a decade ago," she warns. "On a run I was only doing to keep my certifications up to date."

      I wave her concern away. "The doctor will return before you have to do anything other than settle Mama's nerves."

      "Siobhan drove him to the dealership in Billings to pick up his lease," Royce offers. "Gamble's calling the dealership and he'll get the Billings PD to send a patrol unit by if need be."

      "And Adler?"

      Royce shakes his head. "Last time your big brother checked in, they were by Dry Gulch Canyon. Radios have been breaking up all morning."

      "Solar flares," Caiden says.

      Delia nods. "He would know. He checks NOAA's Space Weather center online every day."

      "Space Weather Prediction Center," the boy corrects.

      I hand Julep's reins to Royce. "Guess we're going to do this the old-fashioned way. I'll grab a radio and gas up the dirt bike. Be on my way in less than five. You keep trying to reach him."

      Royce stops me from walking away with a subtle touch on my arm. Leaning in, he whispers.

      "Best grab the rifle in my office. Last time I talked to Adler, he had spotted predator tracks heading after the two missing cows."

      I lift a brow. Montana has a lot of predators when it comes to livestock. Most of the herd loss comes from coyotes. But the list includes feral dogs, grizzlies and black bears, cougars, and wolves, plus the odd eagle scooping up a calf.

      Royce leans closer, his voice dropping even lower.

      "Cougars. Two of them."
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      Reaching the edge of a deep ravine, I look down to find my oldest brother scowling up at me. The three ranch hands at his side give me the same stink eye as Adler shoulders his rifle. Thirty feet to the east of them, thick streams of red glisten on the freshly mauled carcass of a cow.

      "You can be pissed at me later," I shout down. "The baby decided he couldn't wait for his parole date."

      Adler's expression flashes from irritated to something like that time I accidentally kicked him in the balls. The next second, he is abandoning the men and horses and scrambling up the ravine.

      I am off the bike before he reaches the top. He hops on. I pop the helmet on his head.

      "Two cougars," he says as he fumbles with the helmet's straps. "Mother and an older female juvenile from the looks of it. Almost had the mother. They bolted when they heard the bike."

      "Well, the shots you fired after them is how I found you." I shrug. "Like I said, you can be pissed at me later."

      "They headed southeast—"

      I shake my head. "One, I'm not going after a pair of twitchy cougars. Two, I'm not missing the birth of my first nephew. Three, I'll get Teddy up in the air with his chopper when the winds die down. Will can ride shotgun with him."

      Adler nods. The way he is breathing, I know my normally level-headed brother is on the edge of freaking out. I put my hands over his as he grips the dirt bike's controls.

      "You might want to practice those breathing exercises you learned at Lamaze class."

      His cheeks bleed red for a second, then he nods and laughs.

      "Good thing one of us is thinking."

      I lift my hands, releasing him to be with his wife. He walks the bike back from the edge of the ravine then kickstarts the machine.

      As Adler rides away, I turn back to the men.

      "Work's done, boys. First round of beers is on me."
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      The return journey to the ranch is more than twice as long as the ride on the dirt bike. Prior to my arrival at the ravine, the horses had been walking for hours, carrying their riders a good part of that time. On the way back, despite my impatience, we stop at watering stations twice to keep from exhausting the animals.

      When I finally drop Adler's stallion with Royce, more than three hours have passed since I set out.

      "Still waiting," Royce tells me. "Doc has been here closing in on ninety minutes. He says the contractions are too close, so best we don't move Sage. But they've been too close as long as he's been back!"

      His words send me racing over to the house. I run up the steps to the kitchen deck. Through the glass doors, I see Siobhan pacing.

      Gamble is there. Catching sight of me, he opens the door. As I cross the threshold, a cry vibrates through the house.

      Siobhan's eyes stretch wide.

      "Sounds like he's out," Gamble says.

      "Is that a normal cry?" Siobhan asks.

      I have no idea and I'm not waiting to find out. I sprint around my cousin and go through the swinging door and into the guest wing beyond.

      Before I reach Adler and Sage's room, Delia comes out. She wears a broad smile and is more than a little shaky.

      "It's a girl," she laughs. "Sage wants you to know she told you so."

      "And they're both okay? Sage and the baby?"

      Still beaming, Delia nods. "But Adler looks ready to pass out. Doctor Nygård has ordered him to sit down and put his head between his legs."

      "I warned him to do his own breathing exercises," I laugh. "Guess he didn't listen."

      Turning, I nod at the kitchen door. "Going to let Siobhan know. Someone else will have to break the news to Leah. Honey Bee was expecting a boy. I don't imagine she'll be overjoyed finding out the baby is a girl."

      Delia pulls a face. "Well, I won't tell her. But I do need to check on her and Caiden. We stuck them in the library."

      "Not the day you were expecting," I note as we head toward the kitchen door together.

      "No," she agrees. "But it was amazing. I had planned to be a nurse by now. Heck, maybe even a nurse practitioner. Certainly not a medical transcriptionist always working from home except for a few weekends riding around in an ambulance to keep my certifications current."

      I stop her before we reach the door. "Then go back to school."

      She starts to say her son's name. I shake my head.

      "You and Caiden are family now. We'll help you."

      She smiles, but her gaze tells me she doesn't believe the fairy tale I'm spinning.

      "Maddy hasn't said anything…"

      Delia drops her gaze, the smile of a few seconds ago crushed into a thin line. I have no idea what Madigan has said to her sister about the two of us, so I stay silent.

      "She's a terrible liar," Delia says. "At least when you know her like I do. The night of Volunteer Day, she left the house for several hours, said she had to go into the office. She didn't, did she?"

      My only answer is a blank stare. She continues talking.

      "The day they left for Seattle, she hadn't been home for more than thirty hours."

      "What is the point of you telling me this, Delia?"

      "She sounded miserable when I talked to her last night. Said she had to go and hung up quickly when I mentioned your name."

      Inside, I'm sighing, but my face doesn't show it. I take her hand and give it a squeeze.

      "What I do for you and Caiden is for you and Caiden. Maddy could never say another word to me and that wouldn't change a thing."

      Her already glum expression plummets. Extracting her hand from mine, she rubs at her face, pushing the muscles back into a smile.

      "Pretty sure I'm having an adrenaline crash. I'll think about school."

      "Good." I force my own smile. "I'm going to let Siobhan know everything is okay before she barges her way into the birthing room."

      Delia follows me into the kitchen, her steps never slowing as she waves at my cousin and Gamble.

      "Going to check on the kids."

      Letting Delia breeze through, Siobhan grabs me by the shirt.

      "So everything is okay?"

      "Baby girl is doing fine, so is Sage."

      "Hah!" Siobhan punches my chest lightly. "You were wrong about it being a boy. Means I get to hold her before you."

      "I don't remember making that deal."

      "Losers usually forget," she teases as Mama comes into the kitchen waving her phone at us.

      The baby has been out in the world for less than ten minutes and Mama already has half a dozen pictures.

      "Eight pounds, two ounces," she crows as she pulls up the first picture. "Perfect Apgar score."

      "Look at all that hair!" Siobhan squeals, noting the feathery mohawk of dark red strands. "Turk eyes, too."

      "Blue eyes in babies can darken to brown."

      My gaze flicks from the picture to where Nygård has entered the room. He eases by me and grabs a coffee pod and then one of the mugs next to the machine.

      "Usually by six months," he continues, "the color is set, but sometimes as late as three years."

      "Fascinating," Siobhan murmurs.

      I glance at Gamble then Nygård to see how her comment lands with each man.

      "Mine were always brown," Siobhan says, batting her long black eyelashes at the doctor.

      Gamble scoops his keys and phone from the counter. "Sounds like we won't be needing any sirens today."

      "Perfectly healthy mother and child," Nygård agrees. "Baby Turk and Sage will be the clinic's first patients when we sneak them in tomorrow."

      "Baby Turk," I laugh. "Adler and Sage still can't find a name they both like? I guess that buys some more time before Leah finds out she's not the only little girl."

      Mama wags a finger at me. "Don't make it into a bigger issue than it is."

      "So, you volunteering to tell her?"

      She shakes her head.

      "Chicken," I tease.

      "Fine, fine." She heads for the double doors that open onto the dining room. "You'll see it's no big—"

      "Caiden! Leah!"

      Hearing the distress as Delia calls out, Mama stops talking. Siobhan and Gamble take a step toward the shouting. The doors push inward, missing Mama by a thumb's width. Delia rushes in, her gray gaze wide with panic.

      "Has anyone seen the kids? They aren't in the library or Leah's playroom."

      Mama turns at Delia's question, looking first at me and then at Siobhan and Gamble. I don't wait for them to answer.

      "They're probably in the house," Mama says as I open the glass doors onto the deck.

      "Maybe," I answer as I step outside. But I'm not the kind to think of the most likely location for where the kids are. I think first of the worst possible location.

      "Checking the docks," I say. "Siobhan, call Royce and have him check the stalls and pens."

      Gamble is riding my heels as I step off the deck. Delia is only a little further back.

      "They were told to stay inside," she protests. "To stay together in the library."

      With a bad feeling growing in my stomach, I break into a jog and shout the children's names. Gamble and Delia echo me.

      While the lake is visible from the deck, the dock and the boats are not. A gravel path climbs a small hill. I take a direct route through the trees, jumping over gnarled roots and dodging branches.

      When I reach the other side, I see two boats, not the three that are supposed to be moored. My heart chokes my throat, but then I see Leah in the nearest boat. She wears an orange lifejacket. Tears stream down her face as she clutches the end of the dock line.

      "Sutty, I'm here!" she cries. "Help me!"

      Delia crashes through the trees as I reach the boat.

      "Caiden!"

      Unless he's hiding, the boy isn't here. I pull the boat close, secure the dock line then scoop Leah out of the boat.

      Delia runs up, sheer terror pulling at the corners of her mouth.

      "Honey, honey…where is he?"

      With a shaking finger, Leah points at the water.

      "There's a boat missing," I tell Delia. I make a quick count of the life jackets still secured to the dock. "And a jacket."

      "He left me!" Leah cries, her small arms clinging to my neck. "That boy left me. Said I couldn't go with him on the boat. I said 'mister, I been on that lake a thousand times!'"

      Delia screams Caiden's name. I set Leah on the dock and get down on my knees because she won't let go of my shirt.

      "Honey Bee, there is a lifejacket missing. Did you see Caiden put it on and secure the straps."

      Her head bobs up and down with an earnest repetition.

      When she stops, she touches the straps of her own jacket. "Mine's not on so good, Sutty."

      Hoping it will calm her more, I tighten down the straps. "You did a good job holding onto that dock line, baby girl."

      Her mouth quivers and she holds up palms still red with the burn of holding onto the rope.

      "They hurt."

      "Gam-Gam is going to take care of them, but I need you to answer a few more questions first."

      Delia doesn't want to wait on the preschooler's answers. She rushes past me toward the moored boat.

      Gamble gently blocks her.

      "Ma'am, I would be jumping in that boat, too—but we'll find your boy faster if we do this in a methodical and informed manner."

      Footsteps pound on the dock. Siobhan and Nygård are running toward us, Mama not too far behind. Leah looks behind her to see who is coming. I gently force her to focus on me.

      "Questions first, Honey Bee. Did Caiden start the outboard motor?"

      She nods. "I heard it…putt, putt, purr."

      My stomach clenches a little tighter at the revelation. I didn't hear the sound of the motor as I left the house or upon reaching the dock. We don't know how long since the kids reached the boats. And the trees and shape of the lake will muffle the noise of the small outboard motor attached to the flat-bottomed jon boats we use for fishing.

      At its widest, the lake is a mile wide, but it curves and twists for nearly eight miles. Its northernmost point is on Aunt Dotty's homestead. Uncle Brody's ranch cups the bottom quarter. Total shoreline exceeds more than twenty miles with all the inlets time has carved into it.

      Worse still, the trees on the other side go on for miles, rising up into the foothills of the Little Belt Mountains.

      With quivering lips, Leah looks over her shoulder at Mama.

      "One last question, Honey Bee." I cup her cheek and draw her gaze back to me. "Did you see which way Caiden took the boat?"

      With a shaking arm, she points north.

      "I was so mad, I turned my back."

      Her voice quavers. She is more than old enough to read the worried expressions of the adults around her.

      "This is very important, Leah. If you turned your back, how do you know he went that way?"

      "Because I looked again. That's how!"

      With a sob, she breaks from me and runs to Mama.

      "I'm sorry! I broke the rules. Don't hate me, Gam-Gam!"

      She flings her arms around Mama's legs then plasters herself against my mother's chest after she is lifted up.

      Delia clutches my shoulder. "We have to start looking."

      "We are." I stand and walk quickly to the small dock house where we keep supplies.

      Siobhan, Gamble and Delia follow me. I grab two hand radios and check the batteries. Looking between Siobhan and Gamble, I hand one to the sheriff and start rattling off orders at Siobhan.

      "Call Royce and Will, I want every horse and ATV out with a rider. I want men out on foot. Call your brother and Dotty. Get your daddy's men out. Get the boats on your side of the lake out…call in Walker's crews."

      Seeing Nygård's approach, I point at the closest jon boat. "Doc, I want you with me."

      He nods as Delia begins to object. "I'm going with—"

      I shake my head. "You're going back to the house with Siobhan. You are helping her with the maps up in the library. You two are ground control."

      "No, I have to—"

      Wrapping my hands around her shoulders, I cut her off again. "You have to listen to me. We have maybe ninety minutes of daylight left. We need focused coordination—not someone who has never been up in those woods."

      Delia struggles against my hold. "He could be hurt."

      "That's why the Doc is going with me. Eighty-nine minutes, Delia. How much more of Caiden's daylight do you want to spend debating?"

      She breaks free. "You don't have to be cruel."

      "If that's what it takes," I answer, tossing a first aid kit, some cheap binoculars and a spotlight to Gamble. "Check south. When you reach Uncle Brody's boats on the water, turn north."

      He nods and heads for the second remaining boat. I grab another first aid kit, binoculars and spotlight then turn Delia toward Siobhan and Mama.

      "I'm sorry," Leah whispers, her watery green gaze flitting around Delia's face. "We saw the butterfly outside. I said it was my mom because I saw it first. We were following the butterfly."

      "Oh, God…"

      Delia's legs look ready to give out. Holding the phone to her ear as she issues orders, Siobhan wraps her free arm around Delia's shoulders and leads her away.

      "Let's get you back to the house, honey."

      As I jump in the boat with Nygård, I can just hear Delia's murmured protests before he starts the outboard motor.

      "Please, I have to search with them. Caiden is my whole world…don't you understand?"
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      Returning to the hotel room that serves as our command post, I place a triple tall espresso and a bagel sandwich next to Emerson. Taking a seat on the edge of the bed, I open a paper bag and pull out a second sandwich.

      With his mouth full of food, he snatches a sheet of paper from the printer tray and hands it to me. I read and chew at the same time.

      "Wait…is this one of Sprankle's offshore accounts?"

      He swallows then points at the balance at the bottom. My eyes bulge at the sum.

      "The mother of all offshore accounts."

      I'm gone twenty minutes, maximum, to pick up lunch and much-needed caffeine while the investigation jumps weeks ahead in my absence.

      I should get lunch more often.

      "Have to prove it's his," Emerson clarifies. "But he ordered his shark attorney to arrange twenty million in bearer bonds, and this is the account Schaefer accessed immediately after."

      He peels off two more sheets from the printer's stack. "Pulled Suspicious Activity Reports on the account. Big dollar amounts coming in from Russia and Eastern Europe, transfers going to Latin America."

      Women and drugs—Sprankle deals in both.

      The first genuine smile in more than a week tugs at my lips. It is a feeble smile, but I'll take what I can get.

      "That you?" Emerson asks, flipping his phone to check its display.

      I delicately paw at my pocket, a slick of mayonnaise on my fingers. Seeing that the call is from Delia, my smile disappears.

      For years, we have followed a protocol that, when I'm away from my field office, I call her.

      Unless it's an emergency.

      I hit ACCEPT.

      "What's wrong?"

      For the first few seconds, there are no words, just the struggling gasps of my big sister, my rock in life, hyperventilating.

      "Caiden," she gasps again. "He's missing."

      I jump to my feet, grab a blank sheet of paper from the printer and swipe Emerson's pen from the desk.

      "Have you called the police?"

      "The police were here when it happened."

      The words come out in heaving sobs.

      "We were at the ranch. Sage was having her baby and—"

      "Sage was having her baby?" I repeat.

      Emerson switches from mild curiosity to standing next to me.

      "Putting you on speaker—"

      "Please, no," she whispers in a broken voice. "I want to talk to you, just you."

      "Okay."

      I shoulder Emerson away. He snatches up his phone and swipes at the screen.

      "Ten messages," he mutters.

      "Has a search party been organized?" I demand to know.

      "Yes. Sutton and Sheriff Gamble went straight out while Siobhan marshaled the ranch and stable hands and more boats on the lake…please…they don't want me to go out."

      I picture my sweet, older sister. Riding an ATV on marked trails with her husband and son doesn't make her a country girl. Until this year, she has spent her entire life in the Boston area.

      "I know it's hard to stay where you are, but you have all the right people around you."

      She sobs harder, my attempt to reassure her falling on deaf ears. I glance at my watch and estimate how much daylight they have left around the ranch.

      Barely more than an hour.

      "Delia, a good search is about maximizing efficiencies. I love you, but you're basically a lead boot if you head into the woods."

      Emerson, on the phone with someone at the ranch, pauses to write on the sheet of paper I pulled out.

      Missing 40+ minutes. Took boat onto lake.

      A wave of dizziness washes over me. I push it down and focus on calming the thread of terror vibrating through my sister's voice.

      "But you wouldn't be a lead boot," she whispers. "I need you."

      "Okay. Of course. But you have to promise me you will listen to those in charge. Do not go out looking for him."

      There is silence on the other end.

      "Promise me, Delia."

      "Yes," she relents. "But hurry."

      The line goes dead. I turn to Emerson. My mouth drops open then stalls.

      I could be killing my career with what I'm about to say, more so by what I'm about to do.

      Emerson isn't the kind man who lets family get in the way of work. It wasn't until after Sutton was already found following a combat jump gone wrong that I even knew my boss had a twin brother and, second, that said twin had been injured and missing in action for days.

      If Emerson had been at all worried, if he was in frequent contact with his family in those awful days of the government withholding information, he hadn't shown the slightest hint of his feelings.

      "Get your bag ready," he orders, punching in numbers on his phone's screen. "I'll have someone in here to cover our shift within thirty minutes. We'll get our flights booked in the meantime. Our badges will get us past security and…before we can even board, your sister will call back saying the boy's been found and is unharmed."

      I nod, wanting to agree with him, wanting Emerson to be right. But I know, in my gut, that we won't be that lucky.

      Caiden won't be that lucky.
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      Nygård and I spot the boat at the same time. It is empty and motionless in the water, the skeg at the bottom of the outboard motor grounded in muck. I signal for the Doc to cut our engine.

      Calling Caiden's name, I jump into the shallows and drag the boat's front third onto the stony ground. I tie the dock line around the trunk of a young willow. Nygård joins me on shore, helping me secure the abandoned boat.

      I call Siobhan on the radio while he scans the visible portions of the lake with the binoculars. I pray he doesn't spot a lifejacket floating on the current.

      "Found the boat about a mile and a half north of the docks," I tell my cousin. "Divert all the boats upstream."

      When Siobhan comes back, I can hear Delia's questions, her voice ragged.

      "No sign of Caiden. Siobhan, get everyone on an open channel."

      She tells me to switch to channel seven and gives me the frequency. I glance at Nygård when he lowers the field glasses. He shakes his head.

      Talking to Siobhan, I slowly walk the edge of the shoreline looking for where Caiden might have exited the boat.

      "What are we working with?" Siobhan asks.

      "Boat was untethered. I'm looking for where he got off."

      One of the many prayers I offer up is that he left the boat under his own power instead of falling out. If he was unconscious when he hit the water, the current could have carried him near an inlet. An eddy could have redirected him into the inlet and a sunken log or fallen tree could have snagged him.

      Hearing another outboard motor, I look down the lake and wave my arms at Gamble. He must have stopped at Mama's dock because there are two ranch hands with him. Reaching my position, he idles the engine.

      "Nothing," I say. "No telling how far the current pushed the boat back toward Mama's or which side of the lake he crawled up on."

      Looking at the sky, I feel its weight pressing down on me. We have maybe an hour of light left, less under the cover of trees. There are creatures in the woods that the boy wouldn't survive a meeting with in daylight, let alone in darkness. Adler shot at two of them this afternoon.

      I speak into the hand radio. "Coordinate thirty-yard intervals starting at Belle's Inlet, each side of the lake. Two-man teams. Maintain visual contact."

      Gamble nods his approval of the instructions.

      "Got it," Siobhan says. "Anything else?"

      "Get Teddy in the air," I answer. "I don't care how much money the old man wants to fly in this wind, get his chopper in the air now."

      Signing off, I tether the abandoned boat to mine then motion Nygård to climb in.

      "Take it back to the docks for the search teams to use."

      "What do you want me to do after that?"

      "Stick close to the house. When we find the boy, I don't want the only doctor in a thirty-mile radius bogged down halfway up the mountain."

      He gives me a short, earnest nod then starts the motor. Standing in the shallows, I push the boat further from shore.

      Gamble throws a look at the trees behind me.

      "You going in?"

      I nod, take out my phone and try texting Siobhan.

      I want the search teams armed. Relay the order away from Delia.

      For a few seconds, I'm not sure whether the message will reach her over the phone. Then a thumbs up emoji appears on my screen.

      "You carrying?" Gamble asks.

      "Nope."

      Surprising me, he reaches into his boot and pulls out an ankle gun.

      "Seven rounds," he says, handing me the M&P Bodyguard 380. "Hope you don't need it."

      For Caiden's sake, so do I.
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        * * *

      

      Light disappears from the sky. I walk alone through woodland I have explored since childhood. Every now and then I catch a glimpse of another searcher's light. More frequently, I hear someone call Caiden's name. Teddy has buzzed by twice in his helicopter, the big light he can shine casting an eerie twilight for a few seconds before he flies out of range. The dogs are running with their handlers. The hounds have been given a snout full of Caiden's backpack. But the wind is our enemy. It lifts the scent up off the ground, evading the dogs completely or whipping them in the wrong direction.

      Tripping over a log in the dark, I stay down.

      I need water. The crews around me came with canteens, protein bars, toilet paper, bug spray and more.

      Wiping my hands on my jeans, I think of Caiden, try to crawl into his mindset. In the short time I've known the boy, I have witnessed a level of intense focus that is rare in this world. He can spend hours in a single position. He can ignore everyone around him. Maybe that is what he is doing now, hunkered down a few feet from shore and not answering those calling his name because he doesn't recognize the voices.

      On the other hand, he could be twelve miles ahead of us, still walking despite the blisters and bug bites he's bound to have by now.

      Not twelve miles, I think. The dark and the trees will slow him down same as they are slowing down the searchers.

      I wipe my hands again and press the talk button on the hand radio.

      "Sutton to Base."

      Mama's voice answers. There's a shake to it.

      "Siobhan pick up the drone?"

      "Yes," Mama answers. "But…the winds…"

      I figured as much. "How many pieces is it in?"

      "Three. It didn't get that far off the ground."

      "Camera still working?"

      She tells me it is, then follows with more bad news.

      "Teddy's at his limit."

      "Tell him to refuel and wait for me. Get the drone's camera and tablet to him, tell Quinn I need Barrett's rappel kit."

      "The wind…" Mama starts.

      She sniffles, then draws a deep breath.

      "Sutton…I…"

      When she says my name, I hear the pain of a mother who has already lost one child, a mother who also lived through long days of uncertainty waiting to find out if she had lost me, too.

      "I'm sorry, Mama."

      "I know. I had a moment of weakness." Her breath rattles inside her throat as she exhales. "Kenneth Mays gave his life for everyone on this ranch. You won't let his son or wife down."

      Gaining my feet, I turn to face downhill. I press the talk button one last time before I turn the spotlight back on and sprint through the tangle of roots and rocks on my way back to the lake.

      "Love you, Mama. Sutton out."
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      An agent from our home office drops Emerson's car at the airport. By the time we touch down in Billings and point the vehicle toward Willow Gap, nearly seven hours have passed since Delia's call.

      I reach her on the phone. Her voice sounds like it did when she notified me of Ken's death.

      The news isn't that bad, not yet at least.

      There has been no sighting of Caiden. Search teams are still out. A helicopter is in use. There will be more air surveillance when the wind dies down.

      The call ends when one of the searchers returns with a sprained ankle and she leaves to help the man.

      It's a special kind of hell, I think. Delia can best help the search by helping the searchers. But, to do so, with her distant background as a paramedic, she has to bear witness to all the injuries that Caiden might also be suffering from at this moment.

      "Any sightings?" Emerson questions after I put my phone away.

      I offer a SITREP that includes the lone helicopter pilot.

      "Who the hell is flying in this?" Emerson asks as the same high winds plaguing the search bully his sedan from one lane to the next.

      "Teddy Raspell?" My tone turns the name into a question because I'm not sure exactly what Delia was saying between her intermittent sobs.

      "Civilian," Emerson explains. "If the wind is below fifty knots and Teddy stays five hundred feet above ground, it's hard to legally tell him he can't go out under visual flight rules at night."

      Another gust of wind jerks the steering wheel in Emerson's hands.

      "No way in hell are these winds below fifty knots," he rumbles.

      Feeling helpless, I offer no opinion, just clasp my hands against my lap, close my eyes, and pray.
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        * * *

      

      A message from Siobhan directs us to the stables instead of the main house. Dust hangs heavy in the air, reflecting the light of the car's headlamps back at us.

      "Is this from the wind?"

      "Not all of it," Emerson answers. "One of the pens is big enough to land Teddy's chopper. He may have just set down or taken off."

      I don't know which option I prefer. If the pilot has just returned, maybe he has good news. But, if that were true, my cell phone would be buzzing by now.

      "There."

      I follow the line of Emerson's outstretched finger. He turns the car in the same direction. A second later, the headlights illuminating the dust also light up Delia.

      Standing frozen by a horse pen with its wooden slats, she looks lost. Her face points up at the sky while her hands hang down around her hips, the fingers uncurled and limp. She must hear the drone of the sedan's engine, see the headlights on her, but she doesn't look our way.

      Just keeps staring up.

      The stable manager steps into view, squinting and waving at us. Emerson puts the car in park. I am out of my seat and shutting the door before he pulls his keys from the ignition. He exits the vehicle as I throw my arms around Delia.

      She stiffens, looks at me as if she doesn't recognize who I am.

      "I was trying to get her back up to the house," Royce tells Emerson.

      "I'm supposed to be better in a crisis," she whispers. "Lord knows, I've had plenty of practice."

      Her chest expands. The deep breath pulls in lingering dust from the air. She immediately starts coughing.

      "Maybe you want to use my office."

      I nod at Royce. I still don't know why Delia is at the stables, don't know why Siobhan's short message directed us here.

      "Come on, Del." Wrapping one arm around her waist, I coax her toward the interior of the stables and the brightly lit office. "Did a helicopter just leave?"

      She bobs her head as another round of coughing overtakes her. I ease her onto a couch that is pushed against one wall.

      "Stay here. I'll get you something to drink."

      Emerson has followed me into the stables. Standing outside Royce's office, he falls into step next to me as I head for the break room.

      "Sutton and Teddy went up about fifteen minutes ago."

      A rare flash of emotion crosses the face of my boss. My mind jumps to the worst possible conclusion.

      "Remains?" I whisper.

      "No, God…not that. There's still no idea where Caiden is. In these winds, at Teddy's fuel capacity…they maybe have two hours of searching."

      I grab his arm, nerves making me dig my fingers into the meaty bicep.

      "What aren't you telling me?"

      "Nothing."

      I squeeze harder, not caring that this is my boss. I like Emerson, but I will punch him in the face if he withholds information from me about my nephew—or his brother.

      Lucky for both of us, he relents.

      "Sutton took rappelling gear with him."

      My lungs seize, the contraction momentarily pushing out air and all of the concern I have for my sister and nephew. The FBI has special teams for things like breaching and hostage rescues. But, even as a special agent, I am only modestly familiar with rappelling. The outdoor obstacle course at Quantico is nothing like the training the agency's Critical Incident Response Group undertakes.

      "Isn't it too dangerous?" I ask despite already knowing the answer.

      I mean, it's not just dangerous—it's deadly. High winds, quarter moon, the ground either steep and rocky or hiding under a dense canopy of trees.

      "He's had experience…lots of training. And his feet won't touch the ground unless they spot Caiden."

      I want to grab the nearby garbage can and hurl into it the bagel I ate earlier and whatever else my stomach still contains. But Delia starts another coughing fit. Numb, I turn and open a cupboard door. I take down a glass, open the refrigerator and find three gallon jugs of Betty Rae's mint elixir.

      A barking laugh erupts from me.

      I bend over, still laughing. This is hysteria. I recognize the symptoms, but can't control them.

      Emerson rescues the glass before it fully slips from my fingers. He pours the mint water until the glass is half full. He keeps his back turned to me. My body rocks. My forehead veers close to the lip of the counter. I want to tap it—just once.

      Maybe twice.

      Maybe until it starts to bleed.

      How the fuck did I ever become an agent? I am falling apart. As soon as Emerson shuts the refrigerator and turns toward me, I will be unraveling in front of my boss.

      He pivots, I straighten like a whip and force my mouth into something other than the misshapen rictus of despair it had frozen into.

      Emerson hands me the glass. "Hold it together. I know you can, Maddy."

      I nod. Emerson rarely uses my first name. And never has he called me "Maddy." His use now is a gentle, calming slap.

      "Delia needs you."

      Another nod. There is something in the way he says my sister's name, especially the fact that he actually uses her name, that distracts me. But I don't have time to analyze it because Delia's coughing has turned to quiet sobbing.

      My step brisk, I return to Royce's office and shut the door behind me. Taking a seat next to Delia on the couch, I wrap an arm around her shoulder and urge her to drink some.

      "I should be out there," she rasps.

      I gently shush her and encourage another sip.

      She looks up at me, the gray irises vivid against the bloodshot whites of her eyes.

      "I don't know how you hold it together."

      I want to tell her that I'm not holding anything together, that I spent every second of every minute from her first call tonight to this moment right now silently pleading with whatever higher power the universe holds to safely deliver Caiden to his mother. I want to tell her that, mere seconds ago, I lost my shit some thirty feet away from her in the break room.

      But I have never believed misery loves company.

      At least not this type of misery. Delia wants and needs a rock, a steady presence, someone she trusts telling her everything is going to be okay.

      I can't tell her that, either. So I stay silent and composed and push more water down her throat until her shaking stops and she rests her head on my shoulder.

      "By the time you were two, nothing could make you cry." She wraps her hand around mine. Even in her current state, she remembers to keep her touch firm.

      "Made me feel like a whiny baby. Mom and dad with their sunshine and rainbows bullshit all the time and you stoic as a rock. I thought I had to be some kind of a train wreck."

      I disagree.

      "You were the only normal one," I tell her.

      Delia squeezes me hard. I return the hug with equal force. When we separate, she pulls a classic Delia move, pushing her face back into a smile, one I know she doesn't feel.

      "So many people out looking for my baby," she says. "He's going to be okay."

      I force a tight smile that pushes my cheeks up high and narrows my gaze.

      "Your son will come back to you."

      She hugs me at the reassurance. I don't deserve the affection she demonstrates—or the trust. What I just said was a dodge, the words carefully chosen and taught to me long ago by FBI trainers and field agents for situations just like this.

      It was drilled in over and over.

      Never promise what you can't control.
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      Eyes focused on the thermal display in front of me, I block out all but the loudest grunts and groans coming from Teddy Raspell as he fights the wind for control of his helicopter. A big gust punches at the chopper's nose. My grip tightens on the tablet. I shoot a look at the old man.

      Sweat pours down his face. I feel guilty at what I am demanding of him tonight, but the guilt is nothing compared to my need to keep searching for Caiden.

      A second glance lands on the instrument panel. Dawn is still hours away, while our fuel supply is rapidly running out. It's almost time to turn back.

      Shaking my head, I refocus on the tablet's display.

      "Track west," I blurt as a glowing dot disappears from the edge of my screen.

      The helicopter banks left. The dot reappears. So does a second dot.

      "Circle," I order.

      The two dots turn elliptical, their rough edges shifting.

      "Little lower—"

      "I'm at the floor already," Teddy protests.

      We are five-hundred feet above ground level. The top of the closest tree is at least two-hundred-fifty feet below us.

      "Little lower," I repeat. "Not like anyone is watching."

      After a disgruntled growl barely audible over the headset, Teddy obeys.

      "Circle."

      When the chopper hits just the right point in its path, my worst fears about the two moving heat spots are confirmed.

      "Cougars. Has to be the mother and juvenile Adler shot at earlier."

      "They on the move?"

      "Yes." I swipe at the screen, the gesture rewinding the video that has been recording the entire time.

      "On the hunt," I amend after studying the half minute or so of video that I had missed.

      I give Teddy new bearings that match the direction in which the big cats are headed.

      "They could be hunting anything," he says.

      "Then someone else will find the boy in a few hours," I reply.

      "Fuel is getting sketchy."

      I shake my head. "You don't have to make it all the way back to Willow Gap, just Mama's lawn. They'll bring fuel to you there."

      His snort filters through the headset.

      My gaze darts around the screen. The cats would have been following the scent of their prey, scent carried on the day's ill winds. A straight line might take us right past Caiden, leaving his little dot of light in the dark mere millimeters out of the camera's scope.

      "Bob and weave, Teddy. Bob and weave."

      He answers with another snort.

      "You know cougars can't smell for shit."

      Teddy's not wrong, but he's not exactly right. Their short muzzles make for a powerful bite, but lessen the big cats' olfactory tracking ability. Usually, they stay put and wait for their food to come to them. Still, their sense of smell is more advanced than a human's. They also have keen hearing that they hunt with.

      And they were definitely hunting. Big brother robbed them of their meal this afternoon before they had time to do much more than kill the cow. I inspected the carcass before heading back to the ranch. There wasn't a bite of flesh missing from it.

      Two miles on, the wind changes direction. Half a mile further, it catches us in a swirl. Teddy fights the controls with everything he has.

      Once more, I take my eyes off the tablet. When we are flying straight again, I check the playback.

      "Turn around, half a click."

      After a quarter mile backtracking, I see the solitary dot again.

      "Circle," I order. "Lower."

      "Distance is distance, kid. Doesn't matter if I'm flying horizontal or vertical. We're burning fuel."

      I jab a finger at the tablet.

      "That's him." I laugh, surprised as hell that I have finally found him. "Or a really skinny bear."

      "Now what?" the old man asks.

      I activate the radio then swipe at the screen as I type. I send the GPS coordinates in a text at the same time I speak them over the radio to Siobhan.

      She immediately begins redirecting the closest search teams. With the day's dose of bad luck, I'm not surprised to learn that the nearest team is five miles out with the roughest terrain to cross.

      "You think the boy will stay put?" Teddy asks.

      I shrug. If we head back to the ranch, Caiden may try to follow the helicopter's noise or blinking lights—same as he followed after the butterfly. And if he does, we not only lose his position, but he would be walking straight toward the last location of the cougars.

      I plug in new navigation coordinates for Teddy to follow, then stow the tablet.

      "Are you on a suicide mission?"

      Ignoring the question, I put on the rest of the rappelling gear then check the harness one last time.

      "Boy, that wasn't rhetorical!"

      Teddy can shout all he wants. I can tell from the feel of the chopper that he is headed toward the coordinates I plugged in.

      Three minutes on, we are hovering at the edge of a stand of trees. Maybe a football field in length, an uneven field separates the pine from the rock face of a five-thousand-foot high plateau.

      A fresh gust hits the chopper. My feet start to slide. I tighten my arms and my grip on the ropes. One foot leaves the floor of the chopper, but Teddy comes out of the tilt. I grab the roof of the helicopter to keep from spilling forward.

      "Damn wind is pushing up hard from the ground."

      I nod, then open the door.

      Teddy barks a warning. "Barrett couldn't make that!"

      "I'm not Barrett," I remind him as I step onto the skid.

      Fresh sweat pours down the old man's face.

      "I don't know how close I can get you."

      He probably can't see my smile, but it's there.

      Nervous as fuck, but it's there.

      "Well, I've got two-hundred feet of rope."

      Teddy swears under his breath but begins a slow descent.

      Even now, when we are so close to Caiden, the wind refuses to relent. The chopper bobs to and fro as it loses elevation. Teddy calls out the distance as he wrestles the controls closer to submission.

      "Four-hundred. Three-eighty. Three-fifty."

      An upswell hits us.

      "Three-seventy…damn it!"

      Somewhere above us, God or the Devil presses his thumb on the rotors.

      We plummet.

      "Three-fifty…forty…twenty..."

      Panic fills the old man's voice as we descend too quickly.

      The strongest gust yet hits the tail rotor. We start to spin. One foot slips off the skid.

      Too busy regaining control, Teddy has stopped counting out our elevation. But I see the ground coming up fast.

      "Kid, no!"

      I push off the skid, his warning coming too late to heed even if I wanted to.

      The rope runs through both my guide and brake hands.

      The chopper lifts, then dips, the wind slinging it toward the rock face.

      Falling...

      Swinging…

      I'm going to hit the side of the plateau or the ground. It's even money which it will be. Teddy's odds aren't much better.

      Beneath me, the rope whips wildly, its sound eerily reminiscent of the tattered strips of my torn parachute.

      Ignoring a whisper of panic, I bring my brake hand up to the small of my back. The position and my gloved grip should stop my descent before I reach the end of the rope and hurtle fifty feet to the ground.

      The maneuver works. I slow and, for one victorious second, I stop.

      The stalled momentum is only vertical. Teddy regains control of the helicopter, sharply pulling back from the plateau. I am jerked away from the structure. A second correction by Teddy—or another blast of wind—whips me in the opposite direction.

      I slam into the rock face. My grip goes slack, the ring finger on my right hand broken and its middle finger jammed when I hit the wall butt first.

      The last dozen feet of rope slip through my grasp.

      An outcropping on the rock face breaks my fall at the same time one of the sharp-edged stones littering its surface cuts a two-inch gash across the right side of my abdomen.

      More stony blades slice at my harness and the straps on my backpack and holster. I scramble to keep hold of the outcropping.

      "Talk to me, Sutton Lee!"

      "Alive!"

      I follow the confirmation of my continued existence with a mouthful of cursing as the last of my holster shears from the pistol's weight. My best chance at defending Caiden from the cougars bounces down the side of the plateau.

      "Return to base," I yell. "I'm okay."

      "Boy—"

      "You don't have the fuel to argue with me, old man."

      A fresh string of swear words assaults my ears, some of Teddy's combinations novel despite my eight years in the Army.

      "Leave," I urge one last time as I settle onto the outcropping.

      Relenting, he points the helicopter toward the ranch. I sit motionless, catching my breath, until Teddy's taillights begin to fade.

      Grimacing with every move, I manage to work the flashlight and first aid kit out of my pack. I check the gash in my side first. There's a lot of blood, but the cut isn't very deep. I clean the area, then pull out the wound stapler contained in the kit.

      A shaky breath leaves me with each of the six squeezes it takes to hold the sliced flesh together.

      Next, I splint the injured fingers on my right hand and repair the ravaged strap on my backpack.

      I check my watch. The face is cracked but the display still works. The sky should begin lightening in two hours or so.

      I can't wait for light before I descend to the field and head into the trees.

      Even though time is of the essence, I stay where I am for a few more minutes, shining my light down the side of the plateau in search of the lost handgun and the best path down.

      Seeing nothing but half eroded rock, I ease myself over the edge of the outcropping, one boot slowly sliding around in search of the first foothold. Finding it, I begin the slow, painful descent.
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        * * *

      

      Reaching the bottom, I stop to inventory what remains and what is broken beyond use. The hydration chamber inside my military specification backpack absorbed some of the impact from hitting the rock face and survived without puncturing or breaking the seal. My hand radio and cell phone are busted as shit. But the damage to my equipment ends there. I have the med kit, flashlight, a flare gun and three flares, a compass, bear spray, a KA-BAR knife with a seven-inch fixed blade, food for Caiden, a multi-tool Swiss Army Knife, a fire kit, a signaling kit and a few more bits and bobs that will only matter once I find the boy.

      With the helmet, I still have communications, but only at short range. Other than the gash in my side and the two fingers throbbing madly within the confines of the splint, I am uninjured.

      Pulling the compass out, I head in Caiden's last known direction.
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      Clutching my arm, Delia pulls me onto the front porch of Lindy Turk's house as a navy blue helicopter lands on the manicured lawn.

      "Is that Teddy?"

      Before she can answer, there is a rush of feet through the house. Siobhan thunders down the stairs from her command post in the library. Lindy and an exhausted Sage burst through the double doors that separate the dining room from the great room.

      Delia retreats to the side of the porch, her body melding into the shadows of a long night. Over the wash of the rotor blades as they wind down, I hear her whispering to herself, the words repeating.

      "It's just the old man…it's just the old man."

      Siobhan reaches the pilot first, practically dragging him from his seat. She is yelling, but I can't make out her words or his replies. Then she talks into her radio, her update to the wider network of search teams also transmitting to the radio Lindy clutches to her chest.

      "Sutton is on the ground and moving toward target. I repeat, Sutton is on the ground and moving in on target's location."

      There is another dash of conversation between her and the old man before the radio crackles again.

      "All search teams be on the lookout for two cougars in the vicinity of target's location."

      I reach Delia before she can collapse. Wrapping my arms around her, I brace her back against the house and push my torso against hers.

      Emerson steps onto the porch. He glances at Delia, then at me. In that brief instant of contact, he offers the smallest of nods.

      "We have another helicopter inbound," Emerson announces as Siobhan leads the exhausted pilot onto the porch. "They were dispatched shortly after we received the coordinates from Sutton."

      "How long?" I ask.

      He activates his phone to check the time. "Approximately seventy minutes."

      Still propping Delia up, I feel her tremble against me. The same question running through my head likely races through hers.

      Can Sutton reach Caiden before the cougars do?
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      Cupping my hands to my mouth, I shout Caiden's name twice. Standing stock still, I strain to hear a reply. Only the wind rushing through the trees answers. After a few seconds, I move again, counting out my steps. When I reach another hundred steps, some two-hundred feet in new distance covered, I repeat the process.

      I am on callout number forty-seven, putting me somewhere around one-point-seven miles into the woods. If I am headed in the right direction and the boy hasn't run off—or worse, been dragged away—then I should be damned close to being within hearing range.

      With no reply, I trudge on. At twenty-five steps, I startle an irate squirrel. At fifty, I crawl over a cluster of logs that have fallen at different times, some to the point of rotting out. One looks like today's winds ripped it from the earth.

      On the eightieth step, I enter a disturbing zone of silence.

      Here, the trees are so dense that the sound of the high winds above the tree line doesn't penetrate. There is no scurry of critters, no nervous chirping of birds.

      I cup my mouth and shout.

      "Caiden!"

      Then again.

      "Caiden!"

      Heart jackhammering in my chest, I wait.

      "Dad!"

      "Caiden, I hear you!"

      "Dad!"

      I break into a run, my flashlight sweeping side to side. This time I stop every ten steps and call his name. His replies refine my direction.

      "I see you, Daddy! I see your light!"

      It breaks my heart that Caiden doesn't recognize my voice. The pain is not for me, but for the boy when he discovers that it is not his father here to rescue him.

      "Stay put," I yell. "I am coming to you."

      I break past a tight line of trees. The beam of my flashlight falls on his dirty face and then the boy launches himself straight at me.

      The flashlight escapes my grip. My right hand screams in agony as I catch Caiden.

      "Sarge…" I set him on the ground and take a knee. Like Leah on the dock, he won't let go of me.

      "Sarge, it's not your dad."

      The boy pulls back, wipes at his face with dirt-streaked hands. Fresh grief flashes across his features before he throws himself at me again.

      "Sarge, we can't stay here," I say after a few more seconds. I pry his arms from my neck, retrieve the flashlight and run its beam over his body.

      "Are you hurt anywhere?"

      "Hungry," he answers, his voice raspy. "Thirsty…can I go home now?"

      I unwind the cord from the backpack's hydration unit, uncap it and order him to suck.

      "Start with a little," I warn, worried that the water will make him sick from drinking too quickly after a hard day of nothing.

      Finding a protein bar, I tear open the wrapper and hand it to him. As Caiden starts to eat, I guide him into a sitting position and remove his shoes. The socks are soaked from sweat. I peel them off, clean his feet and attend to the blisters that have formed on the left foot.

      "Fresh pair," I say, removing the socks I brought with me. "Your mom said they looked just about the right size."

      "Is she mad?"

      "Worried," I answer. "We have to get moving, Sarge. There's a field big enough to land a helicopter about two miles from here. That's where we rendezvous."

      "Will it wait? I'm tired."

      I don't want to scare him with talk of the cougars I spotted. I hope the wind wiped out his scent, hope it whipped all traces of him around and up until the big cats are chasing shadows instead of dogging the boy's every step.

      But it's not just Caiden's scent I have to worry about. I have been shouting his name, running my flashlight over the ground and across the trees. More than smell carries. My actions in searching for the boy were also a beacon for predators.

      "Here," I say, fitting the backpack on him. "We'll give those feet a break."

      Reaching into the pack, I shift the cargo around, transferring some of the weight to my pockets. There is a second light, one that clips onto my shirt. It is small, but the LED beam is powerful.

      Removing the helmet, I strap it to his head.

      He wiggles his shoulders, scrunches his neck.

      "Doesn't fit."

      "I know, but the wind broke a lot of branches and they're still falling."

      I am lying to the boy. I want as much protection between his flesh and a cougar's claws as I can get.

      "Here." I hand him a second protein bar and the water tube before hoisting him onto my back.

      Half a mile on, I stop and give both of our bodies a break.

      "You were snoring," I tease.

      "Maybe a little," he admits before his voice drops low. "Is Leah okay?"

      "Yeah. Her hands are a bit roughed up because she untied the wrong end of the dock line then held onto it until we found her."

      He takes a sip from the water tube then offers it to me. I drink, one hand manipulating the pack to check the water level. The cushioned pouch holds three liters. I figure two liters remain.

      "I shouldn't have left her."

      "We'll deal with all that later."

      In truth, others will deal with it later. It is for Delia to discipline the boy and for Jake to decide who he lets around his daughter.

      "Are we still friends?"

      "You and Leah?" I ask.

      He shuffles his legs before answering.

      "You and me."

      "Always, Sarge."

      In the dark, he finds my hand and gives it a hard squeeze. A few minutes later, I haul him up on my back once more.

      With a rough estimate of the distance we travel, I repeat the break at the mile mark. Carrying the boy, it has taken an hour to reach this point. Light begins to filter through the top of the trees. What I can see of the sky is no longer black. Instead, pre-dawn has colored it a deep violet.

      When we start out again, Caiden wants to walk on his own. His pace is slow, hard to match. I give it a quarter mile then fit the helmet and pack on him again before he hops onto a log and climbs onto my back.

      Dawn penetrates the purpled gloom that we have walked in the last half hour. The trees are thinning, the gaps from one trunk to the next wider. I catch glimpses of the plateau I slammed into in the dark.

      I hear the distant whir of helicopter blades. My heart sings. We are almost out, almost free.

      "Hear that, Sarge!"

      The boy answers with a fierce, excited squeeze around my shoulders.

      Then every muscle in his body tenses against me as a new sound filters through the trees.

      Not when we're this close, I plead with the woods. Not after all the miles, all the hours Caiden spent alone in the dark.

      The snarl repeats.

      I try to slide Caiden onto his feet.

      "No!" He clings relentlessly to my back. "Don't leave me!"

      "Need my hands free, Sarge."

      I pry the boy off me, but seize his wrist.

      "Do NOT run. You run and all you are to them is prey."

      Facing the direction of the snarl, I move Caiden behind me and thread two of his fingers through my belt loop.

      "Team formation, Sarge. You don't let go of me and you move when I move, got it?"

      "Ye…yes."

      Holding the flare gun with my injured right hand and the canister of bear spray with my left, I slowly back us out of the woods.

      The helicopter confuses the cougars. That's not a bad thing. Otherwise, we probably wouldn't have known they were close until they went in for the kill.

      "Don't you worry, Sarge. I've got a plan for everything."

      Despite the still distant chop of blades, when we are fifteen feet into the open, I look up to make sure the sky above me is clear. Seeing it is, I fire the flare gun and immediately reload.

      "Those cougars don't want shot with a flare gun," I assure the boy. "They want easy prey like cows and rabbits."

      I can feel the shake in Caiden's hand, but he continues to match me step for step.

      "Helicopter is on the way. We just have to stay smart and calm until it gets here."

      Standing in the middle of the field, I look up and see the brown and gold paint of the Tri-County Search and Rescue team. Gaze jumping to the tree line, I spot one of the cougars poking her head out.

      The ears twitch. Her body language is defensive.

      Caiden grips my belt with both hands.

      "We're gonna keep walking backward, Sarge. Slow and calm."

      "What if I trip?"

      The question trembles past his lips.

      "You're not allowed to trip, Sarge. You keep one eye on the ground and one on those cats. The pilot is going to plant that chopper right in the middle. When he does, those cougars will tuck tail and run."

      Reaching the rock face, we have nowhere left to retreat.

      The cougars slink forward. Their swift pace shrinks my balls faster than an ice bath.

      "Hey, cougars!" I shout. "Go home! You stink!"

      I sound ridiculous, but shouting is part of disrupting the cats' hunting instinct. And, maybe because of the cavalier tone I adopt, Caiden stops shaking so hard.

      "Yeah!" He shouts with me. "You stink! Go home!"

      "We gotta look big, Sarge." I slowly wave my arms and keep shouting.

      The adult female slows to a stop. Almost as tall, but leaner, the other cougar mimics its mother. The helicopter hovers a little off center of the animals at sixty or seventy feet off the ground.

      "Why aren't they landing?"

      "Just keep cool, Sarge."

      Risking a glance up, I see a familiar body with coal black hair. Emerson has a rifle butt jammed against his shoulder and his eye pressed against the scope.

      "Are they going to shoot it?" Caiden asks, a thread of distress binding his words.

      "If they have to."

      "With a tranquilizer, right?"

      "No."

      The kid releases a heart-wrenching groan at my reply.

      The mama cougar looks ready to bolt into the woods.

      "Hold this!" I shove the can of bear spray at Caiden then scoop up a fist-sized rock, my gaze staying locked on the cats.

      I throw and shout at the same time.

      "Go on! Git!"

      The rock hits the hind end of the adult female. She leaps to the side then sprints all the way back to the tree line.

      I find another big stone. I wave one arm, toss with the other.

      It doesn't hit, but lands close enough to punch the dirt in front of the juvenile's face.

      The cougar sneezes then begins to pace. It stops, studies us for a second, then advances in our direction. Reaching behind me, I grab the can of bear spray. Dust from the rotor wash whips in the air.

      The cat creeps a few feet closer. At the tree line, its mother yowls. It is only a matter of time before she returns to protect her offspring.

      Tightening my grip on the spray, I estimate the cougar's distance. The nozzle can hit approximately fifteen feet out, but the stream will last no longer than ten seconds. With the wind, I expect a lot of the canister's contents will blow back at us.

      "Cover your eyes!" I shout. I don't know if I issue the order to protect him from the spray or the potential sight of Emerson putting a bullet through the animal's heart.

      Probably both.

      The cougar edges closer. Caiden presses his face against my back, his arms circling my waist.

      I shout at the animal.

      "Last chance, you mangy fur ball!"

      I bring my arms straight out in front of me, just like some assassin in a video game rushing his target with two pistols spitting bullets as fast as he can pull the trigger.

      Only, I don't have bullets, just a chemical spray and a loaded flare gun.

      The cougar rushes me. I squeeze the trigger on the spray. A stream shoots forward. The cat tries to reverse direction. Running too fast, it trips and barrel rolls.

      For half a second, a hundred-pound predator scrambles at my feet. Then it's off, running a haphazard streak, its path guided by the distressed calls of its mother.

      I blink, eyes watering from the light mist of bear spray that blew back.

      "We're good, Sarge," I say, squinting and guiding him further down the rock face. "You just keep your eyes closed a little bit longer. You don't want this stuff anywhere near them."

      Or near his nose or tongue, I think, starting to drool and tear up even worse.

      The chopper descends. I turn Caiden to face the plateau then curl around him so that the small gravel kicked up by the wash bites at my back instead of his.

      When the skids hit the ground, I scoop the boy up and run for the helicopter, my gaze nervously jumping between our ride out of here and the woods where the cougars disappeared.

      Emerson takes Caiden from me, pivots sharply and straps the boy into a seat. I jump aboard. The door slides shut and locks. Something big and fuzzy with a face full of red bristles hovers in front of me, tilting my head to the side and flushing my eyes.

      "Is the boy injured?"

      The mouth shouting into my ear belongs to Nygård.

      "Bug bites, blisters." Ready to collapse, I push the doctor toward Caiden. "But check him again."

      Nygård moves away from me. Emerson fills the void. Little brother guides me to another seat and straps me in. His fingers trace my torso. Spotting the bloody gash in the t-shirt, he lightly probes the surface of the bandage.

      "Fuck," I growl, momentarily forgetting that Caiden is with us.

      Emerson moves on, stopping when he reaches the splint.

      "Don't even think about it," I warn.

      He lifts his hands, signaling a truce. Snatching up a radio, he sinks into the last empty seat.

      "Just need to give Mama a full report," he says right before I shut my eyes and fall fast asleep.
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      Dozing lightly, I wake when Caiden slides his fingers against my palm. I peel my eyes open. The roof of Mama's house fills my vision. I squeeze the boy's hand.

      "Think they saved us some breakfast?"

      His head bobs.

      "Nope," Emerson jokes. "I ate it all."

      Taking the remark seriously, Caiden scowls at my twin.

      "Careful, baby brother. After the night me and Sarge had, those are fighting words."

      The helicopter lands. A gaggle of females waits for us. There's Delia and Madigan, Mama, Siobhan, Betty Rae, and at least five more ladies from the Women's Planning Committee.

      Seeing my head bob as I count each of the elderly women, Emerson laughs.

      "The planning committee made sure the coffee kept flowing and everyone searching had some food to take with them."

      The efforts undertaken to find him seem to suddenly dawn on Caiden. The corners of his mouth drop. His brow pinches.

      He looks at me with a shamed gaze.

      "I caused all this trouble?"

      Again, I don't know what to say—especially because the boy doesn't interpret things the way another kid his age might.

      "A lot of people were worried," I manage to answer at last. "Maybe we can come up with an idea on how to show our appreciation."

      He nods, some of his anxiety alleviated. I stand and help him out of his seat harness as the rotor blades come to a stop. Emerson slides the door open and leaves first. I follow, then turn and grab Caiden, swinging him out and down.

      Delia descends on the boy, throwing her arms around his shoulders. Seeing her tears splash against his cheek, I look away.

      It's hard to watch all that love and pain. I know she would argue with me if I said it right now, but she is a great mom. And, while I don't have the full story on Madigan's childhood, I am glad Delia was there to help raise her up.

      Reaching around Caiden, Delia grabs my hand and squeezes, her lips moving to thank me. I smile, step back, and accidentally bump Mama.

      "I was waiting for you to realize I was here," she teases with tears in her voice.

      I wrap her in a hug, suppressing a pained grunt when she accidentally hits the gash on my side. I'm hoping she doesn't notice the injury.

      The hand is much harder to hide. With a tender touch, she grabs my elbow. She runs her fingers up to my wrist, then rotates my hand to examine the rushed splint job.

      Nygård, just off the chopper, assures Mama and Delia he will finish examining us and re-do all my self-care.

      Once again, I urge him to deal with the boy first.

      "We need to replenish his electrolytes," he agrees. Turning to Delia, Nygård gestures at the boy's lower half. "And you should check him for ticks."

      A fresh shudder runs through Caiden.

      "Doctor's right," Mama chimes in. "You let your mom check while I cook you up a big breakfast."

      It's just the bribe Caiden needs. He follows Delia quiet as a lamb into the house.

      I expect Madigan to leave with them, but she doesn't. In fact, I realize that she didn't touch Caiden at all.

      Of course, Delia was exercising an absolute monopoly on the kid.

      Still, why is Madigan here? I can't believe it was my brother who might have dragged her with him.

      I turn, catch her gaze. Her hand shoots out, secures mine and squeezes. Her face holds a million nuances of emotion. I want to explore each one, but Mama turns her attention back to me. Maddy discreetly withdraws her hand.

      "Jake is with Leah in her room."

      Only mildly surprised by the preschooler's absence on the lawn, I nod.

      "He was hoping you could visit her. She has been inconsolable, sobbing almost continuously. She's thrown up at least three times and I can barely get her to drink, let alone eat."

      I nod again, leaving Mama with Madigan and the ladies of the Women's Planning Committee.

      Reaching Leah's room, I hear the dainty sniffles of heartbreak through the closed door. I knock. Jake's deep baritone bids me enter.

      "Sutty!"

      My name is more a sob than a word. I cross the room quickly and sit on her bed. She climbs onto my lap straight away and clings to me.

      "Did you find that boy?"

      "Yes, Honey Bee. Caiden is down in Gam-Gam's kitchen with his mom and the new doctor."

      Her head bobs. The green eyes look pale and bloodshot. Her skin is splotchy, a network of spidery, broken capillaries attesting to the hours she has spent crying.

      "I asked my mom to keep you and that boy safe. Did she?"

      "Yes," I rasp as Jake, seemingly extraneous to his daughter's happiness or sorrow, slips through the open door and into the hall.

      "That boy's daddy help, too?"

      "Yes. He and your mom lifted my flare up so high that the pilot had to see it."

      She offers a trembling smile.

      "Was his daddy really the butterfly?"

      The question is a trap of sorts. It was the damn butterfly and my beloved Aunt Dotty's musings during Volunteer Day that served as the catalyst to yesterday's misadventures.

      When I don't answer right away, Leah pushes the question at me again.

      I stare into the green eyes. For four years, the little girl has been raised up in the same faith in which my parents raised me. For one so young, she has suffered far too much heartbreak. She needs to believe in the butterfly, the mysterious appearance of the two feathers, and the magic of sunlight rippling on the water.

      But it's hard for me to answer. It's hard for a soldier to fight a war and keep the faith he started with. The men I served alongside—some of them found God for the first time, others lost him.

      "Is it even possible?" Leah asks.

      "Honey Bee, if you see a butterfly and think it's your mom, chasing it won't get you closer to her."

      Fresh tears begin to well. I brush a thumb across her cheek.

      "You have something better than butterflies. All you have to do is quiet your mind and open your heart. That's a gift you can use at any time."

      Placing her hand on my chest, I show Leah how to take deep breaths.

      "Now close your eyes," I coach. "See your mom. Long red hair, the color dark like mine and Addy's."

      Eyes shut, Leah nods.

      "Green eyes, just like you and me and Gam-Gam. When your mama smiles, her cheeks swell bigger and there is a little line that crinkles across the bridge of her nose."

      I stroke a finger against the same spot on Leah's face then continue building a picture of Dawn, not just how she looked but how she was.

      "Her laugh sounds just like silver bells, and—"

      Leah stops me with a whisper. "I see you, Mama."

      Her head bobs. The lips continue moving like she's deep in conversation with someone. Then her mouth wriggles with fresh pain.

      "Please visit daddy so he's not so sad."

      Her sweet, selfless prayer hits me in the gut. Except for Leah and Mama, I've been more than a little closed off since I exited the Army. It's not so bad with most of my family, but I was away when Dawn met and married Jake. And the man was always guarded.

      It doesn't matter that I now know and understand his reasons. Since my return home, I have viewed him as nothing more than a ghost, his presence less visible than my dead sister's absence.

      Starting today, that all changes—for Jake's sake and for Leah's.

      Cupping the side of my face, she looks up.

      "Do you think my mama heard me?"

      Holding Leah to me, I kiss her cheek.

      "Honey Bee, I know she did."
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      Leaving Leah's room, I find Madigan in the hall. She holds her lips rolled tight. The eyes are downcast, the cheeks flushed. When she looks up, the topaz gaze is shiny with the threat of tears.

      I yearn for the right to take her in my arms and offer her the comfort she so clearly needs.

      "Doctor Nygård is done with Caiden," she rasps. "He's ready to see you."

      "And you?" I ask, remembering her unusual behavior after the helicopter landed. Of all the people there, I was the only one she touched, albeit fleetingly.

      "Can we talk a little later?" She delivers the request with a jittery sigh. "Your mom is driving Adler and Emerson crazy, but I'm pretty sure it's you she wants to keep hugging."

      I nod. Maddy eyes the rip in my shirt, her gaze contouring its bloodied edges and the size of the bandage beneath.

      Taking a firm grip on my hand, she leads me down the hall.

      "Doctor first."
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        * * *

      

      Madigan leaves me with Nygård. When he finishes, Mama is there to claim me. She squeezes me then rubs her hands over my face like she's gone blind. When she cups the sides of my head, it is with considerable pressure.

      She offers a little shake.

      It's hard to tell if I'm in a hell of a lot of trouble with her, or if she just wants to chain me to her side so I won't do anything like yesterday ever again.

      I get my answer when Mama hugs me.

      "I think you have some things to make up for with Teddy."

      "I was just the angel sitting on his shoulder, Mama. He came back a hero. He's got bragging rights for the rest of his life for how he kept that bird up in the air!"

      She rolls her eyes and laughs. "Angel my double-wide biscuits. And he's sixty-nine…so you better make sure he has plenty of opportunities to brag."

      I kiss her forehead then extricate myself from her arms.

      "I believe I have another niece hiding somewhere in this house—and I haven't seen her, let alone held her in my arms."

      Mama drops the lecture and leads me to the nursery. Sage sits in a cozy chair with her feet up and a contented smile on her face. The baby is in Siobhan's arms as she sits in the rocking chair.

      Grinning, my cousin looks up at me. "Told you I'd get to hold her first, loser."

      Reaching the rocking chair, I motion her to get off her butt and hand me the baby.

      "Come on, give her up."

      "Fine," Siobhan laughs as the infant grunts. "I'm pretty sure she just made a homecoming present for her Uncle Sutty."

      Taking the baby, I lower my weary body onto the rocking chair. Her red hair is fine as down. The midnight blue eyes are open and slowly blinking.

      Sage moves until she is perched on the edge of the ottoman and within arm's reach of her daughter. She strokes the infant's head once then meets my gaze.

      "Sutton Lee Turk, allow me to introduce you to your niece, Dorothea Isabelle Turk."

      I stroke at the baby's hand until the fingers uncurl.

      "Hello, Dotty Belle."

      Mama laughs. Sage groans.

      Dotty Belle just squirms and offers another grunt. This time it's clear what the little stinker has done.

      "I've got her," Mama offers. Bending to retrieve the baby, she feathers a kiss on my forehead. "You and I aren't done talking, but I'll give you a day's reprieve."

      A look at Sage reveals that she is still fatigued from the birth and the chaos that followed. I give her hand a gentle pat.

      "You need to get some rest, little mama. Nygård said the last of the searchers are rounded up, moving together in large groups and safely on their way back. All the excitement is done. Enjoy your daughter and take care of yourself."

      She rolls her hand so her palm curls upward around mine. There's a flash of reprimand in her eyes, but then she laughs and clasps my hand more firmly.

      "I seem to remember that your last return home after some scary heroics were followed by a wedding not long after."

      Her tired face brightens with a cheeky grin.

      I kiss her cheek and whisper.

      "Don't jinx it, dear sister."
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        * * *

      

      Feeling like I have a short window of time before someone drags me somewhere to lecture or advise or hug the stuffing out of me, I go in search of Madigan.

      I check the guest rooms, the library, the great room and kitchen. When I do find Maddy, it is nowhere I would have expected—in the playroom next to Sage's office.

      Leah is not only with her, but resting in Madigan's arms. They sit on a jumbo bean bag, one of the preschooler's beloved books closed and to the side.

      They don't notice me at first. I stand quietly and watch. Leah is whispering, telling Madigan about my sister Dawn. Madigan listens intently. The exchange between them is sweet to watch—and wholly remarkable.

      It is remarkable because Leah is touching Madigan, the trace of the child's fingers against the curve of Maddy's cheek as soft as her whispers. She touches Maddy's ear, examines a lock of the thick red hair, then plants a palm against Maddy's cheek before repeating the process.

      From the little I know of Maddy's past reactions to my own touches and from observations of the same sensory issues with Caiden, Maddy should be climbing the wall.

      But she is serene—serene in such a way that I doubt my memory of what she looked like that day in Seattle as she stood in the lobby with Emerson, her bags at her side so she could leave me once again.

      That was a trance. This is something else.

      "Hey, is there a tea party I wasn't invited to?"

      The question isn't mine. It belongs to Jake as he comes out of Adler's office and spots me in the doorway to the playroom.

      "I need a pot of coffee, not a cup of tea," I laugh as my gaze flicks to Madigan. "I just need to talk to Agent Armstrong for a few minutes before I crash for a couple hours…or days."

      Jake claps me on the back then squeezes past me to reclaim his daughter. "I think Uncle Sutty isn't the only person who needs a nap."

      "Stay with me, daddy?"

      "Until you fall asleep," he agrees. "Gam-Gam is planning a big barbecue to thank everyone who searched. So I need to help her get it set up."

      I stand to the side so Jake can pass with Leah cradled against his chest. She reaches out, her small hand brushing my arm.

      "Love you, Sutty."

      It takes me a second to reply because the sweet gesture chokes me up.

      "Love you, too, baby girl."

      I wait until father and daughter turn the corner before I look at Madigan. She hasn't moved from the bean bag. I enter the room and plop a second bag next to her then collapse onto it.

      "You said we could talk."

      She turns to face me. Her lips roll and then she bites at the bottom one to stop the contortions. I take her hand and hold it tightly between both of mine.

      "You have to understand," she starts, her voice kept low. "There is no fairytale ending. It's not like we kiss three times and I'm cured. There is no cure, Sutton."

      I bring her hand to my mouth and press my lips against the flesh.

      "No cure," I agree, eyelids growing heavy. "But there can be progress. And you sitting with Leah sure looked like progress."

      Her head bobs and she inches closer.

      "And I want to make as much progress as I can. The moment I found out Caiden was missing, I finally understood how much he means to me."

      I give her a smile and a nod but don't interrupt the flow of her words. I could have told Maddy how much the boy meant to her after she showed up on my front porch wearing a summery dress but with her demeanor approaching panic.

      "And then," she continues, "you go out on a helicopter that's not supposed to be flying, in weather no one should be rappelling in…with cougars in the vicinity!"

      For a second, she turns green, but then her cheeks flush a soft pink.

      "I understand no one is perfect. I see it every day in my job. But I want to be good enough for you, for kids."

      She looks away, mouth flattening, throat tightening.

      "But I will always need reminders and coaching. I need called out when I retreat. I need someone who understands that, if I seem remote at times, I am not angry or hurt or depressed. I just…am. I am. That's all."

      Having Maddy share these feelings is too much to bear without holding her. I roll, capture her soft curves in an embrace and squeeze. I brush the hair obscuring her face, press my lips to hers.

      Maddy yields to the kiss. Endorphins rush through my body, dragging me toward sleep.

      "You need to be in bed," she teases. "Not snogging in a child's playroom with an FBI agent."

      "You're right. Well…sorta."

      I stand up, haul her to her feet and lead her to my childhood bedroom.

      "Mama and Daddy wouldn't let us have girls in the room with the door closed," I warn as I leave the door open.

      Maddy replies with a snort and an eye roll. "I definitely remember different rules with Ashley and Quinn."

      "Yeah." I swipe at my grin but don't move to shut the door.

      Collapsing on the bed, I pat the space next to me. Madigan stretches out. I roll toward the wall, dragging her hand and half her arm with me. She presses her face against my shoulder. She takes a deep breath, her breasts pushing at my back, the air filtering past the fresh t-shirt I changed into.

      Before I know it, I am asleep. Deeply so. I don't feel Maddy getting up and leaving. But, when I wake, she is gone.

      A folded sheet of lilac paper rests against her pillow. I open the note. The handwriting is Maddy's, but the glitter and some of the language is Leah's.

      Helping Gam-Gam with the groceries for tonight's barbecue. Join us when you wake up, Sutty!

      Madigan returns before I leave the room. She finds me am sitting up and stretching. I don't quite get the smile from her that I expect.

      Taking a seat on the bed, she rests her head on my shoulder and spills the bad news.

      "Teddy is flying us to the Billings airport. We have a flight booked for California. Our target is on the move."

      As I kiss the crown of her head, I offer her knee a light squeeze.

      "Okay."

      A note of disappointment colors my tone. She meets my gaze, cups my face and kisses me. Pulling back, she graces me with a tentative smile.

      "When I return from California, I'm putting in for a permanent assignment to the Billings office." She hesitates, lips sliding around like she has something else to say but shouldn't.

      It takes a few more seconds before she tells me.

      "This target we're chasing…he's a big catch. Emerson will get his Resident Agent in Charge. Probably in Minneapolis."

      She shrugs, puts her head on my shoulder again. "I don't care if it's Honolulu. I don't want to leave. I don't want to leave Caiden or Delia…"

      She looks up and holds my gaze, irrevocably capturing my heart at the same time.

      "I don't want to leave you."

      I am struck dumb by the admission. My throat tries to swallow my tongue. With the words trapped inside me, I kiss Madigan until I can manage to squeak out a few syllables.

      "When do you have to go?"

      There's a throat clearing. It's neither mine nor hers. Emerson steps into view. Seeing me and Maddy and the close proximity of our bodies, he rolls his eyes and answers my question.

      "Right now. I'm dropping a kiss on Leah's cheek then Mama's."

      His attention jumps from me to Madigan.

      "Teddy should be touching down at the stables in about twenty minutes."

      Not waiting for her reply, Emerson disappears from my doorway. Holding Maddy's hand, I walk with her to fetch her luggage. Then we head to the kitchen so she can say goodbye to Delia and Caiden.

      Ten minutes later, I stand in the dust and pray that the Maddy I'm waving goodbye to is the same Maddy who returns to me.
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      Throwing the rental car in park, I glance at my phone sitting in the cupholder. I've been running dark for days as Emerson and I chased Sprankle all the way down Interstate 5 to the Mexican border. We might have lost him, too, if he hadn't craved one last sourdough burger and a side of onion rings from the Jack in the Box located some eighteen-hundred feet from the border crossing.

      Criminals, no matter how successful, really are the biggest idiots on the planet.

      Grinning at the memory of Sprankle's takedown, I grab the phone and call Delia.

      She picks up within the first few rings.

      "Tell me you busted that nasty thug and are coming home."

      I'm delighted to tell her that is exactly why I called.

      "Great! How long do I have to wait to hug you?"

      Studying the building in front of me, I try to tame my grin before answering.

      "Sometime tomorrow. Probably before afternoon. Depends on transportation and a thing or two I have to do first."

      "Oh…"

      "Plans?" I ask.

      "We were supposed to be at the ranch."

      My grin becomes unmanageable again.

      "No problem. I'll meet you there."

      "Lindy will be ecstatic to see Emerson."

      There is an ever-so-slightly droll undercurrent to her voice as she speaks of my boss. It has crept into her tone since Caiden's rescue. Once I get her alone in person, I'll work on figuring out what it all means.

      "I imagine Sutton won't mind seeing you," she teases.

      "I imagine he won't," I agree. "But the boss won't be with me. He's assisting with prisoner transport on this one."

      "Doesn't want the big fish to slip off the hook?"

      "Exactly." Glancing around me, I spot activity the next building over. An older woman is giving me the stink eye.

      "Have to go," I tell Delia. "Locals are getting suspicious."

      She laughs but then her tone sobers. "Wherever you are, love, stay safe."

      "Always," I agree. "Love you."

      She offers the same goodbye, the cheer in her voice genuine. Two weeks have passed since Caiden's rescue and she now sounds like her old self. If it weren't for Sutton and the rest of the Turk family in Willow Gap, I don't think she or Caiden would have recovered so quickly after his rescue.

      I bounce the phone in my hand. There's another call to make, but I'm nervous about it. Tension grips my spine and I want to be relaxed when I talk to Sutton.

      I slide the phone between my thighs then stretch for a few seconds. Pressing my palms against the sedan's ceiling, I walk them back until my shoulders are fully stretched. Then I wrap a hand around the opposing elbow and stretch the captured arm in the direction of the other shoulder.

      With the extended manhunt for Sprankle and all the attendant hours in vehicles and planes, I have perfected the art of car yoga. At least when it comes to the upper body.

      My butt, on the other hand, feels like it has turned to concrete.

      Dropping my arms, I let my shoulders sag and roll my neck. On the last roll, I look to find the woman standing in the same spot. Her attempt at spying on me, however, has moved from surreptitious to overt.

      I wave effusively then retrieve my phone and pull Sutton's number up from the contact list.

      Other than the last three days, we have spent a lot of time talking on the phone since Emerson and I left to hunt Sprankle.

      Calling anyone other than Delia used to be hell. I have a hard time reading people. Take away more than half of my clues as to what the person on the other end of the call might be thinking and I start to shut down.

      But that's not how it is with Sutton. Not anymore. He doesn't mind the long silences on the line that arise when I dive too deep into processing what he says. He doesn't retreat and hang up, doesn't rush to gloss over the silence. He just lets it be, secure in the knowledge that I have to think through certain things longer than others.

      Talking to him is its own therapy. Truly, I don't think there will ever be a cure. And I don't know that there actually needs to be one. I now see that, when surrounded by people who love and understand me, who know when to call me out or, better yet, how to draw me in, my Asperger's stops being a "condition."

      I no longer feel the need to analyze every last possible thing that has been said or could have been said or how someone who was neurotypical would reply so I can craft a normal sounding conversation.

      I am, at long last, living in the moment.

      That presence in the present gives me access to my feelings that I've never had. All the anxiety and fear about my place in the world and among people has surrendered space to other emotions. I have room to explore other feelings.

      Now I want to express those other feelings to Sutton.

      Cheeks hurting from how hard I'm smiling, I press the CALL icon on my phone.

      "Hey, Maddy baby!"

      Sutton's voice infuses me with instant warmth.

      "Hey," I answer back.

      "Buzzsaw was just about to dial you," he laughs.

      I have yet to meet the horse, but I have a lot to thank the beast for.

      "So you're at the ranch?"

      "Yeah. The vet just finished up with him. Buzz hates his tetanus shot. He needs me or Mama with him or the vet will be in for a spot of trouble."

      "You catch that guy?" he asks after a couple seconds too many of silence.

      "Yes," I answer. "Hey, listen, I thought I should tell you before someone else does."

      For the first time in two weeks, Sutton's voice fills with hesitation. "What is it?"

      I want to play my answer straight, but it's hard not to grin or laugh.

      "Well, there's an unfamiliar car parked in your driveway."

      I take a deep breath, my sides starting to hurt as I suppress a bad case of nervous giggles.

      "It looks like a rental. There's some crazy redhead talking on her cell phone."

      This is all so spontaneous and new. I take another deep breath and release it with a jittery snort as I finish.

      "Very suspicious if you ask me."

      There's a crash. From the sounds of it, Sutton loses his phone for a few seconds. A rushed mumble to someone else follows.

      "Put Buzz up for me, will ya?"

      Then his voice comes back as strong as ever.

      "On my way to investigate, baby."
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        * * *

      

      I step out of the rental as Sutton pulls his truck into the driveway. He parks and exits his own vehicle in what has to be record time.

      As he rounds in on me, it's clear he has no intention of slowing down. I prepare myself for impact.

      His arms slide around me. He bends his knees, just a little dip that secures his locked forearms below the curve of my bottom.

      He lifts, my feet leave the ground.

      "Kiss me," he demands despite our very public performance.

      Hugging his shoulders, I offer a chaste peck.

      "I need more, Maddy."

      "Well," I tease. "Delia doesn't expect to see me until tomorrow."

      Grinning, he sets me on my feet, clasps my hand and pulls me with him to his front door.

      We step into the cool interior. He backs me up against the wall. His hard body presses against my softer flesh. Yielding, I mold around him. He glosses over my lips to seize my throat.

      Fire crackles down my spine.

      His hands toy with my flesh. He presses a kiss on the underside of my chin. My head tilts back, offering him an all-access pass.

      "Keys," Sutton murmurs.

      I shake the cobwebs from my head and look at him.

      "Give me your keys, baby."

      I pull them from my pocket. A frustrated pout pushes my mouth forward when he takes the keys and turns away. Then curiosity overtakes me as he opens a drawer on a side table and pulls out a fresh cut key.

      Threading it onto the ring, he cuts a voracious glance in my direction.

      "You need something to drink or want to freshen up in the restroom, you better do it quick. After that, your body is mine for the next few hours."

      I like to think I am a feminist at heart. But at this moment?

      No fucking way.

      I turn toward the kitchen to grab a quick drink.

      I don't make it past the coffee table.

      "Sutton?"

      He comes up behind me, wraps his arms around my torso in such a way that one hand cups a breast and the other slides down to cover my mound. I close my eyes for a moment, my mind suddenly dizzy from arousal.

      "What it is, Maddy?"

      Something…

      With the way he's touching me, with the hard press of his body against my backside, I will need to open my eyes to remember why I stopped and called his name.

      Couch…drink…coffee table…

      "That."

      I point at a small velvet box, black in color. It sits center of the coffee table. Next to it is a yellow notepad covered in bold, black writing, some of the lines crossed out.

      "Oh…that," he says.

      I turn to catch him rubbing anxiously at his jaw.

      I sit down before I pass out.

      "Maddy, I, uh…"

      Sutton kneels in front of me. The muscles of my face go crazy as I try to process too many emotions at once. He captures my hand and holds it firmly between his.

      "I'm sorry, baby. I was so excited to see you that I forgot I had it out."

      I slide my hand from his and pick up the sheet of notepaper. Starting at the top, I work my way toward the bottom.

      Plane banner? Lame!

      Somewhere exotic? Family has 2b there.

      Trail of yard signs, family at the end???

      Horse ride and picnic? Meh.

      Spell out WYMM with candles? Where at? Stables? Floating on the lake? Use flowers instead???

      There are more lines, but all of them are crossed out, some mercifully so.

      Dropping the pad onto the couch, I cover my mouth with my hands.

      My shaking hands.

      Soon to be my wet and shaking hands.

      Sutton pulls them from my face, draws them to his lips and presses a kiss against my knuckles.

      "Just tell me what you're thinking, baby."

      Gaze already flooding, I look at him and smile.

      "I'm thinking how much I love you…and what color dress our fairy flower girl would like."
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      An early cold snap crisps the air on our wedding day. I stand on a stage built for the occasion. The edifice covers the spot where Teddy Raspell landed on Mama's lawn. More chairs than I ever want to count are lined up like carefully arranged troops on a battlefield.

      Every last chair is occupied. Aunt Dotty has declared it the biggest Turk wedding she has ever seen and I'm pretty sure she has seen them all. At least the ones that came after she was born.

      The crowd size is due, in part, to the rescue efforts to bring Caiden home. Everyone who participated that day had a seat offered to them. Most accepted the invitation. To further thank them, all the attractions of the ranch's annual Volunteer Day have been set up for the reception.

      We aren't asking for gifts, but donations to Willow Gap's new search and rescue fund are encouraged.

      Maddy and I can't take credit for the idea. If it was up to us, we would have eloped last month. It was Caiden who came up with the compromise of Mama wanting a big Turk wedding and Maddy and I wanting the simplest of ceremonies.

      "It's not a big wedding," he argued. "It's a little wedding and big fair!"

      Catching sight of the boy, I wave him over.

      "How are the rings doing, Sarge?"

      He crooks his finger, signaling me close enough he can whisper in my ear.

      "The rings aren't real."

      "No," I laugh. "Your mom and Emerson have the real ones."

      He huffs. "I wouldn't lose the real ones."

      "Maddy and I know that. But we didn't want you stuck standing guard over them."

      He considers my answer for a moment then shakes his head.

      "We could have made laser beams…and used the drone to watch the perimeter."

      "Not a bad idea, Sarge."

      The praise comes from Emerson. Caiden ignores him.

      With one last look at me, the boy shoves his hands in his pockets.

      "The music is supposed to start soon," he says.

      "Then you better get up to the tent."

      He starts to leave then runs back up the stairs and throws his arms around me for a brief second before breaking free.

      "What was that for?"

      "Next time I hug you, you'll be my uncle."

      He dashes off before I can say anything.

      "You're not going to cry, are you?"

      Turning to Emerson, I shake my head. "Remind me why I asked me to be my best man."

      "Because all your other brothers are taller than you?"

      "Yeah, that was probably it."

      Mama sticks her head out of the tent, catches the stringed quartet's attention and holds up two fingers.

      I hope that means we are two minutes out from starting this show. I need to hold Mrs. Madigan Turk in my arms.

      And the crowd is ready. Especially Dotty Belle. I see her little legs kicking as Adler holds her above his head.

      "So," I ask in a side whisper. "You change your mind about that transfer?"

      "Why would I?"

      I have an answer, but I shrug as if I don't. For some reason, I seem to be the only person who thinks my twin has feelings for Delia Mays.

      Maybe he doesn't. Maybe I'm just a silly romantic who wears his ovaries on the outside. But it would be perfect, wouldn't it? My soon-to-be wife has already brought two gifts with her, Caiden and Delia. And Emerson does seem to be pulling back at the reins in terms of his transfer. So maybe those two gifts could produce another, most unexpected gift—Emerson coming home for good.

      Little brother eyes me with suspicion.

      "Was there something else you wanted to say?"

      I shuffle my feet and hold his gaze for a few long seconds before answering.

      "Thank you for being my best man."

      "I'm just glad to see you finally admit it," he jokes.

      That earns a laugh and an admission from me.

      "I might have teased you more than necessary about being the baby of the family."

      "I turned out okay," he says before offering me a begrudging clap on the back. "So did you."

      Knowing Emerson detests public displays of affection, I pull him into a bear hug. A chorus of catcalls erupts from our three older brothers.

      "Get it while you still can!" Barrett shouts.

      Emerson looks ready to slap some cuffs on me. The musicians we hired save me from spending my wedding night in jail as they start the first complex strains of Coldplay's Reign of Love.

      I look to the tent. Ashley emerges. Walker takes her arm. Siobhan is the next bridesmaid to leave the tent with Jake as her escort. Then come Caiden and Leah.

      My precocious niece has called a temporary truce with "that boy." They walk down the aisle shoulder-to-shoulder, picture perfect angels.

      Madigan and Delia emerge together, Delia both the Matron of Honor and the one who will officially give away the bride.

      Tactically, now would be a good time to glance at Emerson and observe his reaction to seeing the Widow Mays all glammed up. But I can't peel my eyes away from my beautiful Maddy.

      She wears an oyster-colored gown, the trim of pearls a pale champagne. The gorgeous red hair is down and delicately curled. Meeting my gaze, her gold-brown eyes blaze with mischief and leave me wondering how much of an etiquette faux pas it is to pop an erection at my own wedding.

      Worse or better than popping it at someone else's ceremony?

      Maddy steps onto the stage. Delia places my bride's hand in mine then takes her place as Matron of Honor.

      I am blind to it all. Maddy fills my gaze. No one else.

      The pastor's voice is like a fly buzzing around my ear. It is up to Delia and Emerson to gently prod Maddy and me when it is time for us to say our vows.

      No small amount of time went into their composition. The words are layered with meaning that others may not recognize. Many of the lines trace their origin to the day of Caiden’s rescue when I found Maddy in Leah’s playroom. Within those lines are tones of progress and understanding, of reaching out and searching within.

      When Maddy and I read our vows, we do so with one voice.

      With my whole heart,

      I believe in you.

      The person you are today.

      The person you will become tomorrow.

      I believe in us.

      Friends,

      Lovers,

      Companions in this life

      And the next.

      It is to you I pledge my love,

      My devotion,

      My honor.

      I promise to protect you,

      To challenge you.

      I promise to be your sanctuary

      As you are mine.

      Before God, family and community,

      I promise this forever.

      We finish the vows as we began—together. Maddy's lips tremble with the need to be kissed. We suffer through a few too many words from the pastor, awaiting his final blessing and his introduction of us as two halves now made whole.

      At last he says it.

      Husband and wife.

      Kiss the bride.

      We move forward. Our lips touch. My hands move to her face, take control of the kiss. She smooths a hand around my waist. Fingertips whisper down my back. Her soft touch straightens my spine, takes my breath away.

      Softness has turned into a kink with Maddy, the pressure of a gentle hand in our lovemaking as much pain to her as it is pleasure. It turns her wild, makes her wet.

      Ending the kiss to cheers and applause, I meet my wife's gaze. A sensual awareness dances in the topaz depths. She knows exactly what she has done to me with the feathery caress.

      It takes every ounce of willpower I have not to scoop her up right now and escape with her. A dozen plans to do just that hatch in my mind. But a few hours spent smiling and taking pictures with family and friends will buy us more uninterrupted time later. So I thread my arm through hers and lead her down the steps.

      Right before we are swarmed by well-wishers, I caress a kiss against her ear and whisper.

      "I meant every word, Maddy Turk. I love you now and always."
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      Leaving the truck, Sutton races to the door of our new home and unlocks it. The lights inside are already on, my sister and sisters-in-law adding a few touches and amenities to the house for the "honeymoon at home" that Sutton and I insisted on.

      He is slower to return, his gaze locked on mine and burning with a heat that singes my thighs even at a distance. Reaching the truck, he opens my door and holds out his hand. I step down and into his arms. Burying his face against my neck, he offers a soft bite that leaves my knees unsteady as we walk to the front door.

      Before I can protest the formality, he scoops me up into his arms and crosses the threshold.

      Secretly, I am thrilled at the tradition.

      "So beautiful, Maddy."

      Now it's my turn to bury my face.

      "Ah, the elusive coquette," he teases as he carries me through the living room and into the master bedroom. Setting me on the edge of the king-sized mattress, he touches my nose in warning.

      "I'm undressing you, love."

      Anticipation has me nodding and chewing at my bottom lip.

      Sutton zips down the hall. He shuts the front door, flips the lock. The light in the hall grows dimmer as the ones beyond it are turned off and dimmer still when he stands at the threshold of our room, his body filling the frame.

      "Happy, Maddy?"

      Maybe he asks because I am on the verge of tears, my emotions stretched thin from all the affection that has been showered on us this day and from the anticipation of the intimacies that will pass between us tonight.

      "Bursting with it," I answer.

      A naughty smirk lights his face.

      Sutton moves from the doorway into the room. Making me wait, he slowly goes from one piece of furniture to the next, lighting the candles that Delia and the others brought. The candles are unscented, but the room smells of jasmine, the flowers from our wedding disbursed around the room in white wicker baskets.

      With the candles lit, Sutton turns off the bedroom and hallway lights.

      I expect him to start stripping me, but he peels off his tuxedo jacket. His fingers glide from button to button, unthreading them with just a touch. I shove my hands beneath my tensing thighs to keep from reaching for him.

      He steps out of one shoe and then the next. Watching the slide of his pants down his lean hips and powerful thighs, I suck at my bottom lip.

      Sutton comes closer, stopping within inches of me. His cock thrusts forward, its strong pulse leading it in a hypnotic dance.

      "Do you want to touch me, baby?"

      Gaze tracing the thick veins of his erection, I bob my head.

      "You will," he promises. "But not yet."

      A gurgle of protest bubbles in my throat. But then he orders me onto my feet and I forget my complaint.

      "Turn around."

      The word didn't feature in our vows, but I obey his command. Sutton runs his hands over my curves, starting with my shoulders, caressing downward to the flare of my hips, a slide forward, his torso against my back as he lightly smooths his palms over my stomach and breasts.

      "Hands on the mattress."

      My legs begin to shake. I lock them tight as I follow his instruction. Sutton's cock presses resolutely at the skirt of my dress, the width and hardness forcing the cheeks of my bottom to mold around him. He continues pressing forward as one hand secures my shoulder and the other pinches the pull of the zipper and slowly draws it down.

      When he reaches the bottom curve of my spine, he releases the pull and my shoulder. With a teasing slowness, he lifts the skirt of my dress up and over my hips. Light as a spring rain, his fingers flow over my flesh, a stream of sensations popping like firecrackers as he traces the pattern of my lace panties. Reaching the gusset, he slips a careful finger beneath it and probes at my core.

      Panting with need, I push back.

      "I want to hear you groan first."

      Oh, I am so there. Need has twisted my throat beyond the capacity for real speech.

      "Please," I mewl.

      Sutton pushes another finger into me. I rock back, burying him deeper. He trails the other hand along my spine. The sensation is soft as a kitten's whiskers. It hurts and thrills at the same time. My pussy contracts around him in response.

      Pulling his fingers out, he uses them to hold the gusset to the side and spear his heavy cock inside me. Here is the hard pressure I need to balance his breezy caress.

      Remaining buried balls deep, Sutton coaxes me into straightening. When I am upright, he peels the sleeves down my arms then frees my breasts from their confinement. He cups them, tests their weight as he sucks and bites at my throat.

      My hips dance, my thighs and ass tense and grind against him.

      "Not yet, love."

      Sutton leaves me empty once more. My dress falls to the ground and he helps me step out of it.

      "On the bed, on your back."

      Still wearing my heels and stockings, I climb onto the mattress and get into position.

      My husband's smile is downright wicked as he reaches up to the ceiling fan and wraps his hand around the cord that controls the blades. I would laugh at myself, but a hard need twists through my body.

      I nod. A lick of my lips encourages Sutton to pull the cord once, twice.

      Cool air whispers across my skin. Leaning over me, Sutton forces my thighs apart, my sex open to his inspection and the maddeningly gentle current the fan produces.

      My mouth bobs open. I squirm and kick off my heels before I dig them into the white, hand-stitched quilt beneath me.

      The thigh-high stockings remain. Sutton runs his hands over them. Sometimes, he lightly scratches his nails along their surface.

      He has shown me hard and he has shown me soft. I am ready for whatever he offers me.

      "One more thing, love."

      I watch with an aching anticipation as he goes to our closet and pulls out the kind of box that might contain a sweater or dress shirt.

      This one holds a large rectangle of white lace big enough to cover the bed. The thick pulse of cream that leaks from my sex as he drapes the cloth over me proves there really is a kink for everything.

      Climbing onto the bed, Sutton pushes my knees into a bent position. My squirms intensify. The lace feels like ants crawling over me. I lift my feet, run my legs against Sutton's arms and the sides of his torso. His hand dips beneath the fabric. With three fingers forming a scout's salute, he rubs at my swollen, pulsing clit. Then his other hand disappears beneath the drape of white. A thick gathering of fingers penetrates me. The thrusts are rough. I bounce with them, nipples scraping beneath the lace, eyes rolling back in my head.

      My first climax slams through me.

      Sutton drags me onto his cock. I call his name. My hands move beneath the scratchy material to find his thighs. My nails bite and scrape at the muscular flesh.

      "How hard, baby?"

      "Harder," I demand.

      Knees digging into the mattress, he straightens so that his torso and thighs form a straight line. His first few strokes deny my order. But, ever-so-slowly, the intensity builds until he is slamming into me.

      When I am close, when I claw at the quilt, he stops and strips the lace from me, leaving the cool air of the fan to torture my sweaty skin.

      I start to beg. Short, excited whispers of "please" fall from my lips. I pluck at my nipples. The muscles between my legs try to twist his cock into knots. But he leaves me to the stroke of the fan and my own erratic touching.

      He wants me to writhe, wants the barely there sensations to drive me to the point of madness. Only then will he take me, fuck me, suck me, bury himself deep inside me and fill me.

      I roll onto my stomach, draw my knees beneath me and present my husband with the full curves of my ass. My hips bob in a cobra's dance.

      Sutton answers the temptation with one of his own. Holding my cheeks apart, he glosses the tip of his tongue up my perineum to that second hole. I shudder and moan. And then I rock against the threatened invasion.

      My pussy weeps, its need wetting my thighs. He pushes thick fingers inside, scoops the cream up to where his tongue dances around the other tight circle. I feel the press of his finger, the yielding of my flesh.

      "Harder, baby?"

      "Yes," I plead. "Harder."

      More fingers, more cream. His cock takes possession of my pussy. His hands push the cheeks above further apart. Thumbs slick with the arousal he has produced in me tease that second hole open. There is a seesaw, thumb-to-thumb, cock and pussy. I rock against the coordinated invasions. Sutton quickens his pace. He is right there with me, straining to hold on as our cries mingle.

      "Maddy..."

      "Yes," I beg, the muscles inside me coiling, milking his shaft, sucking at his thumbs, the tension everywhere trebling with each hard thrust of my husband.

      "Baby…"

      Surrendering completely, I jerk against his touch. My shoulders twitch. I press my face into the pillow to mute my screams.

      His thrusts drive me on, pushing me to another level, leaving me floating until his own release claims him. The jerk of his cock brings me back into the moment. I feel the jets leave him to unfurl inside me in search of a sticky purchase.

      Sutton collapses forward. His weight flattens me against the mattress. He does not pull out. Instead, he wedges his hand between my body and the quilt.

      Finding the crease of my swollen labia, he eases his fingers between them. The assault on my clit resumes. It is only seconds before I am climaxing once more, milking his still hard cock, drawing what he already shot deeper inside me.

      We continue like that, straining, reaching, only rarely retreating, until I am nothing but melted bone. That is when Sutton lovingly moves my jellied limbs so that I am under the quilt.

      Leaving the bed for a few minutes, he extinguishes the candles and turns off the fan. Sliding under the covers, he molds himself to my side, his face buried against my neck. His hand covers my mound, the fingers curled to gently cup my flesh.

      As we drift to sleep, I replay the words in our vows like a solemn prayer.

      Friends

      Lovers

      Devotion

      Sanctuary

      Forever
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