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			Praise for the novels of Maisey Yates

			“[A] surefire winner not to be missed.”
—Publishers Weekly on Slow Burn Cowboy (starred review) 

			“This fast-paced, sensual novel will leave readers believing in the healing power of love.”
—Publishers Weekly on Down Home Cowboy

			“Yates’ new Gold Valley series begins with a sassy, romantic and sexy story about two characters whose chemistry is off the charts.”
—RT Book Reviews on Smooth-Talking Cowboy (Top Pick)

			“Multidimensional and genuine characters are the highlight of this alluring novel, and sensual love scenes complete it. Yates’s fans…will savor this delectable story.”
—Publishers Weekly on Unbroken Cowboy (starred review)

			“Fast-paced and intensely emotional…. This is one of the most heartfelt installments in this series, and Yates’s fans will love it.”
—Publishers Weekly on Cowboy to the Core (starred review)

			“Yates’s outstanding eighth Gold Valley contemporary…will delight newcomers and fans alike…. This charming and very sensual contemporary is a must for fans of passion.”
—Publishers Weekly on Cowboy Christmas Redemption (starred review)

		
	
		
			Her First Christmas Cowboy

			Maisey Yates

			[image: logo]

		
	
        
			Dedication

			To all the Western historicals I read as a child, which made me want to bring an outlaw into modern times.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			IT WAS A dark and stormy night. The thought made Tala Nelson grin ruefully to herself.

			Thoughts like that were a hazard of grading English papers far too late into the night. But she was the teacher, principal and... Well, all faculty at Four Corners Ranch one-room schoolhouse, and that meant she had to stay up late getting work done sometimes.

			Especially if she’d spent the earlier part of the night baking lemon squares and watching murder mysteries.

			It was chilly outside, the air crisp and cold enough that she wondered if the rain that was falling might turn to snow at some point during the course of the night.

			This was her second December in Pyrite Falls, Oregon, and on the ranch, and while she wasn’t the biggest fan of being out in cold weather, she loved being in during cold weather. Wrapped in blankets, with a hot cup of tea, feeling cozy even in the midst of the chill.

			Winter made her feel wistful and nostalgic for Christmases she’d never even celebrated. But then, she didn’t have to grow up with the magic of the holidays to have absorbed the feeling. The lights, the songs.

			Maybe she should decorate this year.

			Her mother might not have approved of holiday celebrations, but her life was her own now, and that meant if she felt like celebrating, she could.

			She took the teakettle off of the stove and carried it over to the coffee table, where her cup of tea and all of her papers were sitting, then she poured herself some more hot water.

			On her way back to the kitchen, she grabbed another lemon bar. Then she went back and sat down on the floor in front of the coffee table, trying to make sense out of the essay in front of her that made some very... Factually inaccurate claims about Mark Twain.

			She sighed.

			Sometimes she wondered if the kids—especially the high schoolers—listened in class at all.

			When she’d taken the job at the beginning of the last school year, she really hadn’t known what to expect. A massive ranch in the middle of nowhere in Oregon, Four Corners was almost its own town. A couple hundred people worked the ranch and those families lived on or around the property. There was no school close by and a hundred and ten years earlier they’d built the schoolhouse on the grounds to teach all of the kids.

			Some kids, it was her understanding, had been there all their lives. Some rotated in and out quickly, their families more transient in nature than the others.

			One thing was certain—it wasn’t boring.

			And this was...

			Well, it was a life. One far away from Kansas and free from her overbearing mother and all of her sisters, who were still so deeply entrenched in their mother’s neuroses and control that they fluttered around her like hens in modest dress, constantly seeking to please her, never putting a foot out of line...

			Tala had gone to college.

			Her mother had hated that. She’d been naturally suspicious of higher learning, especially for women.

			In fairness, her mother was suspicious of everything.

			Movies, TV, sugar, food coloring, men, the postal service, books...

			The list went on.

			But Tala had always felt like it was wrong.

			They’d only gone to school for one year that Tala could remember, but it had changed her life. Miss Taylor had been the sweetest, most wonderful woman Tala had ever met. And she’d answered Tala’s questions.

			She hadn’t told her that questions led to judgment. She hadn’t made her feel like she was bad or guilty for wanting answers about the world.

			Miss Taylor had made Tala certain, at eight years old, that she wanted to be a teacher too.

			So she would know things. So she could tell other people.

			“And now all this is mine.” She lifted her teacup and waved it around the room.

			Maybe her life wasn’t particularly glamorous, but it never had been. It was hers. That was what mattered.

			She heard a resounding thump outside and jumped. It was the wind, she reassured herself. Of course it was the wind.

			Her little cottage was nestled into the back corner of Sullivan’s Point, which was a horse ranch and farm, one of the four parcels of land that made up the larger ranch. Many of the cabins on the property were rustic, but her place was a cute little cottage with flower boxes on the windows and yellow shutters and she loved it.

			And if a tree branch landed in her flowers she would...

			Well, she’d be mad.

			She stood up and she heard the thump again. She really needed to stop watching murder mysteries this late.

			But too bad, she already had.

			It was the wind, which could get crazy during storms, and that was all it was.

			Except then the next thump was accompanied by a groan.

			She looked across the space at her bright blue front door and saw she hadn’t turned the lock. She stood there frozen. Should she jump for the dead bolt?

			She would if her feet worked.

			But the ranch was full of people who lived and worked here and it was possible someone had gotten displaced during the storm and...

			The front door swung wide-open and there was a man standing there. A tall, broad man with a long black coat and black cowboy hat. Hs eyes were dark, glittering in the light, and his jaw was unshaven with dark stubble covering it.

			An outlaw.

			The man took two steps into the room, then stumbled down onto the floor.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			WELL, HE WAS in the shit now.

			He really was.

			He’d thought he’d left Jake and all his bullshit behind years earlier, but he supposed his brother was right. In the end you couldn’t escape family. They were blood. And they’d think nothing of spilling that blood in an aim to protect themselves.

			Clayton added that last part himself. As he bled onto a stranger’s carpet.

			He’d managed to shake Jake about a mile or so down the road, and he’d ditched his car in a secluded overhang of foliage and gone it on foot, into the woods.

			He had reason to be in these woods anyway.

			He and his brother had grown up over in Copper Ridge, but Jake had left a long time ago and moved to a ranch farther east. But Clayton had made a hideaway here, and he’d been careful to make sure there was no paper trail and that his brother didn’t have any idea.

			But it had been a mistake. The bullet had only grazed his side, but he was bleeding like hell and he was starting to feel light-headed. He was disoriented, and he had not found his way to the place he’d needed to get. He’d had no idea where in hell he was at all. Every step he took, he bled more. He needed to sit and put pressure on the damn thing, but with his brother actively trying to kill him...

			Yeah, that made it hard.

			He hoped Jake would think he’d kept on driving. In the end, Clayton had known he was running out of time, and continuing to run wouldn’t work.

			So he’d figured he’d hunker down, and hope Jake wouldn’t expect that. Hope Jake figured Clayton was too scared to do anything but run.

			Sadly for Jake, Clayton wasn’t a six-year-old boy anymore who could be bullied into running drugs or guns in his backpack.

			He wasn’t afraid.

			Well, not in the general sense, but this whole bleeding-out thing was an experience he wasn’t looking to repeat. Then, it may not be an issue if he succeeded in bleeding all the way out.

			“What are you doing in my house?”

			The question was shrill and it pierced through the fog in his brain, the weird slowing of time.

			“Bleeding,” he said.

			“Oh.”

			He looked up as best he could and saw a woman in a nightgown.

			She was frilly.

			Her dark hair was in a braid, and she was holding a teakettle like it might be a weapon. If it weren’t for the electric lights behind her, he’d have thought he’d gone back in time.

			“I don’t want to hurt you, ma’am,” he said.

			Ma’am.

			He didn’t know where the hell that had come from, except some long-ago memory of his mother telling him to be polite and hold the door. Which was some weird past life stuff.

			“I’m going to call...”

			He shot up off the floor, adrenaline pumping through his veins. “No. Don’t call anyone.” He stumbled again and looked around the room.

			Couch. There was a couch.

			He pressed his hand against his side and walked to the couch, where he sank heavily onto the cushions and leaned to the side.

			“Oh my gosh!” Gosh. Like she was a cartoon character.

			“You got blood on my homework!”

			He looked back at her. Well, she was fresh-faced, but he hadn’t thought fresh-faced enough she’d be in here doing homework.

			“That’s a new one,” he said. “I always told the teacher the dog ate it.”

			“I am the teacher,” she said, in a tone that was terse enough he believed it. “I have to call someone.”

			“No,” he said, his tone fierce. “You call the cops, they’re going to arrest me. Or worse, take me to a hospital first, and if that happens I’m dead.”

			“You are an outlaw.”

			Well, she wasn’t far off. He had been. He hadn’t known better, not for most of his life. Then when he was twenty, his brother had taken over entirely for his father and things had... Taken a turn. It didn’t matter he’d been raised to look the other way over smuggling illegal goods, he couldn’t overlook violence. He knew that was wrong. There was no level of indoctrination about the Everett family and their long history of rebellion against the government to do business as they saw fit that would cover violence.

			He’d gotten out. Gone into the rodeo. Made his own way.

			Now, some twelve years later, Jake had crashed back into his life, bringing guns, violence and the law to his doorstep, culminating in tonight’s rain of bullshit.

			“It’s not that simple,” he said. “My brother shot me.”

			“He shot you.” Her brown eyes had gone round.

			“Yes, and it’s starting to sting. And I’m losing a lot of blood. And you have to understand that my brother is a dangerous man.”

			She looked over her shoulder. “I should close the door.”

			He hadn’t realized it was still open.

			She went over to it and closed it, locking it tight.

			“He doesn’t know I’m here,” Clayton said.

			“How do you know?”

			“I know how he thinks.”

			“Are you going to hurt me?”

			“If I was in any position to hurt someone, I would have stayed and dealt with Jake.”

			She seemed to be weighing that, as if it was reasonable.

			“Okay. I have first aid training. You have to have it out here, and I teach kids.”

			“You know what to do with a bullet wound?”

			She laughed. She actually laughed. “I do. They trained me. Because...you never know out here. It’s the Wild West. I just didn’t think I’d end up with an actual outlaw in my house.”

			“Lady,” he said, flipping his hat back off his head. “You have an overactive imagination.”

			“Says the bullet-riddled man on my couch. Hang on...”

			She swept out of the room and he looked up at the ceiling. What the hell was happening? Was he hallucinating? Why else would he have ended up in the house of an angel rather than dead in a rain-filled ditch.

			The worry was that he was dreaming. That this was a dream. That she was a dream.

			She returned a minute later. “Get your muddy boots off my couch.”

			And without thinking, he swung his feet right down to the floor. He wasn’t dreaming. In his dreams the pretty angel wouldn’t be worried about his muddy boots.

			She sat down on the edge of the couch, right by his head. “Can you... I... I can’t see where you’re hurt.”

			He sat halfway up and started to shrug his coat off. Dammit all, he was wet and muddy and peeling the fabric off was tantamount to torture.

			“I can’t,” he said, lying back, his brow covered in a cold sweat, his heart pounding hard.

			This was lowering.

			Clayton Everett had never said “I can’t” in all his life.

			“I...” She breathed out hard, and then her hands went down to the bottom of his T-shirt and he...

			Hell. His body responded.

			Not with the enthusiasm it might have if he weren’t bleeding and in insurmountable pain, but it wasn’t neutral. Maybe because it knew it was dying.

			So it was thinking it might as well have a few more jollies.

			And she was...

			Well, she was exceptionally pretty. So close like this, his vision—which was dark around the edges—honed right in on that. On her.

			Dark eyes, dark lashes. She had freckles on her cheeks, and her lips were a natural sort of rosy pink.

			Her face was shaped like a heart, her hair sleek and glossy.

			She smelled like something sweet and nostalgic he couldn’t name, along with soap and skin.

			She pushed his shirt up and he could tell that her hands were shaking. “Sorry,” she said. “Never undressed a man before.”

			He sat up as best he could to help her get the shirt up over his shoulders and he groaned as he lifted his arms to get it off the rest of the way.

			But getting the shirt off exposed the wound fully, and he let out a vile curse when he saw it.

			She looked... She looked terrified.

			She pressed a towel to his side. “Can’t do anything till we get this stopped. I wish you’d let me call someone.”

			“Can’t,” he said, through gritted teeth. “My brother is fixing to disappear. So he’s doing his best to pin everything he’s done for the past twenty years right onto me. He can’t do it if he can’t find me, if they can’t find me.”

			“What is it your brother does?” she asked, pushing harder into his side. “Other than shoot you?”

			She was asking questions, and thinking of answers was irritating when what he wanted to do was let unconsciousness win and let the darkness pull him under. Which meant he couldn’t. Which meant he was going to not only listen to her questions but answer them. To keep from blacking out. To keep from letting the pain win.

			“He’s a drug runner, primarily. But he dabbles in weapons too. I’m sure lately also in people. He’s a bad dude. But our dad was a pretty bad guy too. Though he was a gentleman about it. Didn’t like for there to be any blood if there didn’t have to be. And he ran a pretty tight ship that way. People knew you didn’t want to piss Dad off, and that if you did, you’d messed up. But Jake... Jake’s a loose cannon. He spends all his life half-cocked and ready to go off.”

			He looked up at her angel face. “For the record, I haven’t been involved with them for years, and the only reason I ever was was that I was born into it. Family business. You don’t question it when it’s all you see, and when everything you learn is so...twisted.”

			She nodded slowly. “I understand that. My mom isn’t a drug runner but she’s...not conventional. She’s very scared of the world. And everything in it. Afraid of what will happen to us. It got worse when my dad left. I don’t even remember him. But he left and she was blindsided. It made her fear turn into outright paranoia. If she couldn’t trust her husband, who could she trust? I understand it, in a sad way. But I couldn’t live like her either.” She laughed. “But then, I have a bleeding man on the run from the law lying on my couch, so maybe she had a point. Maybe the world is scarier than I gave it credit for.”

			“Are you scared?” he asked, his voice sounding thin and husky even to his own ears.

			She looked mystified. “No. I’m not.”

			Something she’d said a moment before echoed in his head, something that had passed by because he’d been so focused on his pain.

			“You’ve never undressed a man before?”

			Her cheeks went red. “Well. Now I have.”

			There was a story there. But then he imagined she’d already told it. Her mom was afraid of everything. There was no way some of that hadn’t filtered to her daughter.

			Her daughter who was now stopping him from bleeding out.

			And he decided then and there he wouldn’t ask any more questions about it. Because if she was concerned about helping him, about him being in the house, he wanted to ease that. He didn’t want her to be afraid.

			She moved the cloth and sighed. “You aren’t bleeding now. Is there a...is there a bullet in there?”

			“No,” he said. “Thank God. It grazed me, didn’t go in.”

			“You’re sure? I don’t want to miss it if it’s in there.”

			“Sure as I can be.”

			She nodded. “I’m going to have to sterilize the wound and...stitch it.” She looked green.

			“I’ll do it,” he said.

			“No,” she said. “Don’t be ridiculous. You can’t stitch your own bullet wound.”

			“Sure I can. Can you make it sterile? Make sure that’s good to go?”

			“Yes,” she said, swallowing hard.

			“Then get the needle threaded for me. You got a curved one for sutures in that kit?”

			“Yes.”

			“I can use it. I used to ride bulls on the circuit. I’ve stitched buddies up a time or two—it’s okay.”

			She nodded. She dug around in her kit and pulled out two different tubes of medicine. “One is for germs. One is for...to numb.”

			She put some cream on her finger and spread it around the wound. Numbing cream. He could feel it start to work, his skin getting warm and fuzzy.

			Then she poured the disinfectant right into the wound.

			“Hell!” He growled.

			That sucked.

			“Sorry,” she said. “Sorry.”

			“No, it’s all right. It’s all right.”

			She threaded the needle, her fingers shaking, then handed it to him. He looked up at her. “Hey, why don’t you go in the other room.”

			“Why are you taking care of me? You’re the one with the bullet wound.”

			“I crashed your house. You didn’t ask for this. You don’t need to see it. Go clean up.”

			She stood, but she didn’t leave.

			He took a breath and gritted his teeth. And started to sew himself back together.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			TALA WANTED TO CRY. She didn’t know this man. Didn’t know his name, didn’t know if anything he’d said about his life was true. But watching him do this—for himself, to spare her from the task was—it was too much.

			She dropped back to her knees beside him. “Let me.”

			“No,” he said, his voice strained now.

			She knew it hurt. She knew it hurt terribly or he wouldn’t be pale like he was.

			You don’t know him. You should call the police on him no matter what he says.

			But she couldn’t bring herself to do it.

			For no reason at all, she trusted him.

			Do you just trust him because your mom wouldn’t?

			Well, it was a valid question.

			But whatever. This was her life and she was making the choice to trust him. To help him. And if things went south, she had a shotgun in her closet. Sawyer Garrett, the head of Garrett’s Watch, had insisted she have a weapon and some training before she had settled into the house.

			Bears, he’d said.

			He had no idea.

			She swallowed hard, feeling her earlier indulgence beginning to rebel against the entire situation. Honestly, it was disgusting. And she might have first aid training, but that did not mean that she was actually fortified against cleaning out a gunshot wound. And watching a man stitch himself up.

			“I feel like I should do something for you,” she said. “Even if it’s just putting a cold compress on your head.”

			He raised a dark eyebrow. “Not sure that would help.”

			“Can I...get you anything?”

			“Whiskey?” He grimaced.

			“How about tea?”

			He frowned. “Tea?”

			“Yes. I was drinking chamomile.”

			For all the good that had done her. She was not feeling particularly calm now.

			“Chamomile,” he said. “Chamomile. That’s what you smell like. That’s why it was familiar.”

			“I smell like something?”

			“Yeah. Well, chamomile is one of the things. And soap.”

			“Oh.”

			For his part, he smelled like gunpowder and sweat. Rain. She was surprised she didn’t mind it.

			“I don’t have whiskey. I am sorry. I know that helps dull the pain and all that.”

			“That’s all right.”

			“I don’t drink,” she said.

			“I see.”

			She might not have whiskey, but she could talk. And keep him talking.

			“One of those evil things that my mother warned me against. And honestly, I might not agree with everything she taught me, but when I set out on my own, there was so much to do, so much to consider. It didn’t seem like a great idea to dull my senses. Not ever, really. So... On that score, I stayed pretty much the same. I do like sugar though.”

			“Right.”

			“I do have lemon bars. Would you like a lemon bar?”

			“I don’t think I could eat.”

			“No. I can see that.”

			He continued to stitch himself up, his movements maddeningly slow, his hand steady.

			She had no idea how he was keeping his hand so steady.

			“I’ll get you some blankets.”

			She turned away and went down the hall, grabbing a folded flannel blanket out of the closet. By the time she came back, he was done. His head was resting against the back of the couch, his eyes closed, and he was breathing hard.

			Obviously, it had been a lot more difficult than he had wanted to let on.

			“Real talk, what’s going to happen if your brother finds you?”

			“He won’t,” he said, his tone hard. “I lost him. I hid my car in the woods. I was trying to get to... It’s a place he doesn’t know about. It doesn’t matter. But the point is, there’s nothing connecting me to any of this. Even if he found my car, he would have no idea which way that I went.”

			“But if he did...”

			“I’m armed,” he said. “And I won’t let him get to you.”

			Her heart jumped in her chest. “Okay.”

			“You have a lock on your bedroom door?”

			She nodded. “Yes.”

			“Lock it.”

			And she didn’t know if he meant to keep his brother out, or to keep him out. But it didn’t much matter. She disappeared into her room and locked the door, turning off the lights and getting into bed. Breathing hard, she pulled the covers up over her head.

			And she asked herself how in the world a quiet night grading papers and watching murder mysteries had ended with a big, dangerous, wounded man on her couch.

			Nothing so exciting had ever happened to Tala. She was beginning to think that excitement was overrated.

			She tossed and turned the entire night and was grateful that the following morning was a Saturday and she didn’t have to worry about school. When she got up, she half expected to find the man gone. Half expected to find that he had been a hallucination, some product of her fevered imagination brought about by watching too much sensationalized television.

			She should read more. But then, she would just read sensationalized novels. She didn’t see the point of anything that wasn’t slightly sensational. She had spent her life relegated to mundane texts, with no TV and no movies. So now she liked everything to be full of action and sex. And if her life still wasn’t full of those things, it didn’t much matter. She could think about them anyway.

			She got dressed, putting on a pair of jeans—something that was forbidden when she was growing up—and a sweatshirt. Then she crept out of her bedroom, down the hall. He was on the couch. On his back. And for one moment, she was terrified. Terrified that he had died in the night, and now she had a dead outlaw on her hands. She crossed the room quickly and sent up a prayer of thanks when she saw his chest rising and falling. He was alive. He was alive. It was okay.

			She went into the kitchen and opened up the fridge, taking out a dozen eggs, and some bacon. Then she started the coffee and began to cook.

			A few minutes later, she heard him stirring.

			“You’re cooking?”

			“Yeah. I thought you might be hungry. Especially since you weren’t able to eat anything last night. How are you feeling?”

			“I don’t know yet,” he said.

			He tried to move. “Like shit.”

			“Sorry,” she said.

			She didn’t know why she was sorry. She didn’t know why she cared.

			With the pale morning light streaming through the window, he didn’t look any less dangerous than he had in the dead of night. And he was... He was beautiful. Shockingly so. The stubble on his face was nearly black, his jaw square.

			His nose was blade straight, his lips sensuously curved. He was absolutely the beautiful villain from any number of British TV dramas, and she couldn’t help but stare. He had a scar on his face, noticeable because it ran through his beard and created a white line where there ought to be whiskers. He had another one on his lip, the only thing marring the perfection of his mouth.

			Those things prevented him from being simply beautiful. They made him look roguish. Dangerous.

			“Do you like eggs and bacon?”

			The corner of his mouth lifted. “What if I told you I was a vegetarian?”

			“I wouldn’t believe you.”

			“Fair enough,” he said.

			“Do you like coffee?”

			“I love coffee.”

			“Should be a minute. Can you get up?”

			He shifted. “Shouldn’t,” he said. “The stitches are pulling a little bit. Weird, because you would think that doing it from that angle would’ve produced a completely professional result.”

			“Well, I could’ve done it for you.”

			“Sweetheart, you looked like you wanted to keel over and die while I was doing that. I don’t think you could’ve done it.”

			“I’m not a shrinking violet,” she said, frowning. “I had to defy my family to get where I am, and you might look around and not see much, but this is a life that I fought hard for. I had to learn to shoot and learn to do complicated first aid in order to take this job, because everybody on Four Corners Ranch needs to know how to contribute during an emergency.”

			“Was that a threat?”

			“Only if it needs to be.”

			“Doesn’t need to be. I promise. You saved me. If I’d been left outside in that storm... God knows.”

			“Well, I’ve never saved anyone before.”

			“I hate to be an imposition, Miss...”

			“Tala. Tala Nelson.”

			“Tala,” he said. “I like that name.”

			“Thank you,” she said, feeling warm for some reason. “And you are?”

			“Clayton. Clayton Everett.”

			“What is it that I’m going to do with you, Clayton Everett?”

			“If you wouldn’t mind, it’d be nice if I could stay for a couple days. I’ve got money. I can pay.”

			Clearly a man who didn’t know how to just... Take a favor.

			“Don’t be silly,” she said. “You don’t have to pay to stay with me.”

			“There’s nothing in life that’s free, and I don’t take handouts. You know, unless I’m bleeding out on the ground. Then I’ll take a handout. But I aim to pay it back.”

			“Don’t worry about it. It’s the right thing to do. And I don’t know why, Clayton,” she said, his name feeling strange on her lips, “but I trust you. You’re not going to hurt me.”

			“No.”

			“And I’m not going to get you into trouble or put you in any danger. You can stay here. But you have to stay out of sight. I can’t have anybody at Four Corners knowing that you’re here.”

			“What’s Four Corners?”

			“It’s the ranch that we are on. Well, it’s four ranches, actually. But they operate as one. Garrett’s Watch, Sullivan’s Point, McCloud’s Landing and King’s Crest. We are on Sullivan’s Point. Staying in one of the houses on that piece of land. I’m the teacher.”

			“The ranch has a teacher?”

			“There are hundreds of employees, and we are out in the middle of nowhere. There’s a one-room schoolhouse, and I teach at it. And they really cannot know that the teacher is housing a potential fugitive, okay?”

			“Got it.”

			“So you can stay, but you can’t cause me any trouble.”

			“I’m just going to lie low until I’m 100 percent. And then I gotta disappear. I gotta go where my brother can’t find me, where the law can’t find me. I have to go underground.”

			“Won’t anybody else be looking for you?”

			“My mom and dad are long dead. I used to ride in the rodeo, but I just retired this past season.”

			“You’re a rodeo cowboy?”

			“Yeah. One of these days, I’ll start a ranch of my own. But I’ll wait.”

			“It seems unfair that your brother was able to mess your life up like this.”

			“That’s family, right? Always happy to come in and fuck everything up.”

			“I’m not sure my family has ever done anything quite so interesting. But I can understand feeling like they did their best to make things difficult.”

			“I’ll tell you what. I’ll do my best not to make your life any more difficult.”

			“Appreciated.”

			The coffee finished brewing and she brought him a cup, and when she handed it to him, their fingers brushed and her stomach somersaulted. This was the first time in her life she’d ever been alone with a man. Like this. Alone alone. With no one else around and... No strings or ties or anything that would prevent them from...

			He’s a stranger. He was shot. You’re insane.

			It was just that she’d never tackled the man thing.

			Her mother had made her naturally distrustful of them, and she had given her a lot of strange feelings about sex in her body. Once she had gotten into college, doing well enough to stay on, all of her financial aid had become the most important thing. She had started at a community college, taking entrance exams to get in, because she hadn’t graduated from high school and she didn’t have any test scores.

			She had felt like she was on trial the entire time. And then she had managed to do well enough to transfer to another school, but the only thing that mattered was school. And paying for her life. She’d worked full-time and gone to classes. A social life hadn’t even been a thing. Much less dating. She had roommates, and they had been friendly, but even that hadn’t been... Fun, like friendship or anything like that. She had to be too serious. And then right out of school she had landed this job at Four Corners. And it wasn’t conventional. Not the kind of teaching job she had expected, but she had her own classroom, and the pay was great. Especially given that it came with housing. It gave her so much more than she had expected. So much freedom.

			And now she was beginning to think about the things that she was missing. Only now that she was secure.

			And he was here. And he was so... So handsome. So compelling and dangerous and...

			Exactly not the kind of thing a twenty-four-year-old virgin is probably going to be able to handle?

			Fine. Maybe. It wasn’t like she wanted to... She’d never even kissed. To jump right from that to... Sex with a stranger. Well that was a little bit crazy. But then he didn’t feel like a stranger. She felt an affinity for him based on what they had shared. About their lives. About their families.

			She had watched him sew himself back together. She had cleaned his wound. She had undressed him.

			“I have to grade papers.”

			“No problem.”

			And somehow, for the rest of the day, they managed to work around each other. She graded papers. Drank tea. He slept on the couch. At some point, she got her tablet and watched TV, sitting at the kitchen table. He slept some more.

			She made soup for dinner, and she brought it to him on the couch.

			She gave him pain pills when he needed them.

			It felt strange, and it felt companionable.

			And it was a relief when no bad guys came and knocked the door down. Because yeah, she felt a little bit of paranoia. It was impossible not to.

			On Sunday morning, she realized that she had to get some supplies.

			“We’re going to need some more first aid things, and some food. I’m going to go into town and get it. Stay put. And don’t hurt yourself.”

			“I’m neither a child nor a dog,” he said. “I’m not going to hurt myself.”

			“Yeah right. I see you getting restless. I would put a cone of shame on you if I thought it would help.”

			She decided to go to the nearest store. A little all-in-one market with a weird collection of things specifically tailored to the area. Pyrite Falls was hardly a town. More of a row of buildings. To do serious shopping, you had to go farther afield. But she just needed some vegetables and meat, and the great thing about the little store was that it stocked local fruits and veggies. As far as meat went, she made a quick stop at Garrett’s Watch for that. She also stopped by the community garden at the Sullivans’ for some fruit.

			So much of this place was self-contained. It made things easy.

			When she got home and opened the door, Clayton was gone.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			HE DIDN’T HAVE a very good idea of where he was, not yet. He paced around outside the cabin, taking in the scenery. No, he’d gone some hella wrong direction in the dark, delirious from the blood loss. No doubt about that. He hadn’t done himself any favors. That was for damn sure.

			He didn’t know where his cabin was. Or his money, for that matter.

			And he was already exhausted, winded from walking around for the last half hour.

			This was some bullshit. He wasn’t used to being incapacitated. Not in any way. He didn’t like it at all.

			He took note of a few things on the outside of the little house. It was in good shape, mostly, but there was a shutter in the back that was hanging, and there was a big stack of firewood that was in want of splitting. He wanted to do some things for Tala. She had gone above and beyond. He didn’t know very many people who would do this kind of thing for a stranger. Hell, he didn’t know anyone who would.

			He certainly wouldn’t have. He would have been too suspicious. He didn’t know why she wasn’t, a woman living alone...

			He walked back to the front of the cottage, and she came rushing out. “There you are,” she said. “What dumbass thing are you doing, wandering around outside? Get inside.”

			He walked in slowly, and she closed the door behind him. “Maybe I wasn’t clear. I don’t want anyone to know that you’re here. And there are people around here. Everywhere. The Sullivan sisters just live a few hundred yards down the road. And a lot of different ranch hands live in various dwellings on the property. It’s fifty thousand acres.”

			“No shit,” he said. “Fifty thousand?”

			“It’s eight square miles. It’s a town in and of itself, like I said.”

			“Would anybody have any clue that I was staying with you, or would they just think that I was one of the ranch hands?”

			“Well, that is a fair point,” she said. “Maybe they wouldn’t know. But your brother would. If he saw you.”

			“I told you. I don’t have a lot of confidence in Jake’s smarts. He thinks he’s cleverer than he is. He also thinks he’s scarier than he is. I’m sure he thinks I ran as far and fast as I could. It wouldn’t occur to him that I’d stop and double back.”

			“Where is your brother...based out of?”

			“Copper Ridge.”

			“That’s not very far away.”

			“No. It isn’t. But that’s one reason he does it. He doesn’t actually commit crime in the town, but that’s his home base. And that’s how he manages to keep himself pretty clean. How my dad managed to do it before him. Keep your head low, run the nasty shit up to Portland. And there’s a big port up there. Easy to export all the bad stuff. That’s how he does it.”

			“Wow. For all that work, you’d think you could just get a job.”

			“You would think. That was what I did.”

			“What makes people do that, do you think?” she asked. He noticed that there were bags of groceries sitting on the table. Little fabric bags. Of course she had her reusable bags. She seemed like that type. Like she thought about everything.

			“What is what?”

			“Why do some people do everything that they were raised to do. Then other people don’t. It seems to me, even though we are on extreme ends of the spectrum, that we both decided to be different than our families. I just wonder why. I wonder what pushes a person to make that decision.”

			“For me it was when I saw my brother shoot someone. Thank God he lived, but... Some guy that worked for them. Shot him. Like he wasn’t anything. I knew that was wrong. My dad never did anything like that. Not in front of anybody, anyway. There was enough plausible deniability that I can try to find ways to believe what he said when I was young. But you can’t explain away that. I couldn’t excuse that. Didn’t matter that the guy was a scumbag just like my brother. It doesn’t excuse the violence. I couldn’t stomach it.

			“I’m just thankful that one year I went to school. We were homeschooled. But I met a teacher that changed my life. She knew things. And she was lovely. And smart and sweet, and I knew that the whole world wasn’t bad. Not the way that my mom thought it was.”

			“Well now, that is kind of funny. You had to learn the world wasn’t bad, and I had to learn my family was a whole lot worse than I was led to believe.”

			“Yeah.”

			“Let me help you with those groceries.”

			He went to the table, and started to take out the parcels there. A lot of produce. Meat.

			“I could cook for you,” he offered.

			“No,” she said. “You weren’t even able to get up on your feet yesterday. I don’t need you cooking for me.”

			“I don’t mind.”

			“I do. I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you sit at the table and peel potatoes. I’ll cut the veggies. We’ll have some beef stew.”

			“Sounds good.”

			And that’s what they did. And it was the strangest damn thing, because Clayton hadn’t shared his life with anybody in more years than he could count. And even when he had, it hadn’t been like this. He had friends in the rodeo, sure.

			But there hadn’t been anything domestic about that. He had women. Buckle bunnies that liked spending the night with a cowboy. But they didn’t cook for him. He made them breakfast sometimes. But that was it. They hadn’t shared moments like this.

			It was a novelty. Talking to a woman like this. Talking to anybody like this. Kind of a damned gift.

			And when he bedded down on the couch that night, things seemed awfully sweet. Better than they had for a long time. When he woke up the next morning, it was to see Tala, standing at the dining table, packing things into a bag.

			“I have school today,” she said quietly. “I’ll see you when I get back in the afternoon. There’s leftover stew in the fridge. I don’t have a microwave, but feel free to heat it up on the stove.”

			“Yeah.”

			And he purposed then and there that he was going to make sure that today, he found a way to take care of her.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			SHE HAD THOUGHT about him all day. While she was helping kids with their math, she had been thinking about Clayton. What he was doing, if he was okay. If he had taken his shirt off. Or used her shower.

			Oh dear.

			She was feeling overwarm in spite of the chill in the air by the time she left school and got into her car, driving on the dirt roads that connected the various dwellings on the ranch. She drove past the Sullivan sisters’ big farmhouse, the expansive green lawn and the idyllic willow trees.

			And she didn’t care because she was still thinking about Clayton.

			Her heart was fluttering like a trapped bird by the time she pulled up to her cottage. And then she saw him, and her heart hit her sternum with a bump. She put the car in Park and got out quickly, her immediate fear and anger a total overreaction and she knew it.

			And even while she knew it, she couldn’t stop herself.

			Because there he was, shirt off, swinging an ax down onto a vertically set hunk of wood.

			He looked...

			She’d seen his body. Right before he’d stitched himself back together, and she’d been aware of the muscle then. But this was something else entirely. Though she was concerned about the homegrown stitches popping open.

			But also distracted by his body. But also horrified he might hurt himself. Or be seen.

			“I don’t want you bleeding everywhere again!”

			He straightened, breathing hard, and she was mesmerized. By his sweat-slicked skin. By the way his muscles shifted with the motion. His abs, his... Everything.

			And she felt in that moment every inch what she was.

			An odd bird raised in a strange nest. Who had kept all of her weirdness wrapped around her as insulation when she’d gone into the world, because defying the way she’d been raised only felt good to a point, and beyond that she’d been worried.

			Worried her mother might be right. Worried at least that she could become distracted from her focus. Worried she might validate what her mom thought about her by messing up, and she had done everything in her power not to mess up.

			But here she was now, with her degree, a house, a job, and by some stroke of luck, a very handsome man chopping wood for her, and she had to ask herself what she was really afraid of.

			Getting hurt.

			Getting hurt really badly.

			All that masculinity, because when have you ever been around that?

			Also getting hurt.

			Well, that was the truth of it. She’d used her childhood as an excuse to hold people at a distance, and here Clayton was. He’d literally crashed into her house, her life. And she felt close to him even though it had been days, and if she felt this much for him now...

			“I’m fine,” he said, indicating the line of stitches still holding his side together.

			“You could have hurt yourself.”

			“But I didn’t.”

			The stitches were indeed straight, and he was stunningly beautiful. And all of it was combining to create a situation, a moment that felt out of her grasp. That felt out of her realm of experience. Everything that he was stood completely outside of her life. And yet... Did it? Because he was the kind of man who had questioned what was in front of him, even though he had never been shown another way. And she had questioned what she had seen around her, as well.

			They were fugitives from their families, as much as he was a fugitive from the law. And maybe it was abnormal to feel so much of a connection to a man that she had only just met, but nothing about them was normal. And yet, somehow they seemed to have plenty in common with each other.

			“Well, you could’ve been seen.”

			“And I would have said that I was doing some work for you around the place.”

			“Well... Well. Fine. I just don’t want you to get hurt.”

			She was repeating herself because her real issues were lost in the actuality of being hot for him, and she didn’t know how she was supposed to hide that. Or if she should. Or could.

			“I’m actually more than capable of taking care of myself. I know that you caught me at a pretty low moment, but I promise you, I’m not inept.”

			“It isn’t that. I don’t think you’re inept. But I think you might have an overinflated idea of what you can handle.”

			“Me? Never. I’m nothing if not entirely realistic about the things I can take on.”

			“Which is why you brought... What? A knife to a gunfight with your brother?”

			“Well, now, that was my mistake. I expected him to act like a brother. And not an enemy.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t say anything about him. I don’t know enough.”

			“I made dinner,” he said.

			He walked up to her and slung the ax down, the head hitting the ground. Her head only came up to the center of his chest. He was just so large. So strong. She had realized that from the first moment she had seen him, but his strength had been so reduced in that first moment, that she hadn’t fully realized... All of that vitality. Everything he was. That had very nearly been snuffed out, and suddenly it seemed an unspeakable tragedy that it could’ve occurred. That he could have died somewhere out there in the middle of the woods, and she never would’ve met him.

			It made her unbearably sad.

			“You didn’t have to make dinner.”

			“I’m a man who lives alone. I’m more than capable of rustling up grub when I need it.”

			“You were also shot three days ago,” she pointed out.

			“Yeah. But I’m doing pretty well, all things considered.”

			He walked up the porch to the house, and she took a moment to appreciate the way his jeans cupped his backside. And his back. Broad and muscular, tapering down to a narrow waist.

			“You’re not all that subtle.”

			She jumped, feeling guilty. “What?”

			“Nothing.” Then he chuckled. “You’re being a bit of a mother hen.”

			And she felt guilty, because she felt caught looking at him. Even if he hadn’t said it.

			“I’m not being a mother hen. I don’t even know you,” she said. “If you keel over and die the only inconvenience will be moving the body.”

			“Come on now, Tala,” he said. “You don’t mean that.”

			There was something about hearing her name on his lips that made her whole body feel shivery. “Yes, Clayton,” she said, his name on her tongue having the same effect, which didn’t seem fair. “I do.”

			“Well, wait until you taste what I made for dinner before you commit to that.”

			He pushed the door open and held it for her, and she tried not to breathe in when she walked past him, but she failed. Because what she wanted to do was inhale the scent of him every chance she got.

			“You should have a shower,” she said. “And I need to figure out how to get you some clothes.”

			He’d been in the same clothes for days, and no wonder he’d taken his shirt off. The one he’d come in was covered in dried blood. And had a bullet hole.

			“Yeah, I just need to figure out a way to keep the stitches dry.”

			“We can tape some plastic over them.”

			“Good idea.”

			And she was not going to offer to assist in the showering. She wasn’t brazen enough to do anything like that, but it was kind of a funny fantasy. Tala Nelson, helping a man shower. Being bold enough to offer. To put her hands on his body. On his bare skin all slick with water...

			She swallowed hard. “What did you make?” It smelled amazing.

			“Shepherd’s pie. Salad on the side. And some soda bread.”

			“That’s... Insane. That’s insane. I thought that maybe you did up the Hamburger Helper.”

			“No, honey, you don’t have Hamburger Helper. That would’ve required a trip to the store. And as I’m hiding out here, that was out of the question.”

			“But you know how to cook... All that.”

			“Like I said. I’ve been on my own for a long time, and I’ve learned a thing or two. A man ought to know how to cook for himself.”

			“I don’t know that most men feel that way.”

			“Spoken from personal experience?”

			“Well no. But I... I watch a lot of TV.”

			“You sound very proud of that fact.”

			“Well, I wasn’t allowed to growing up. So soon as I got out on my own I watched... Years’ worth. More than my share. I’m a pop culture wizard. Granted, now I’ve settled into a few genres that I prefer. Initially I just watched everything. But I love superhero movies, and I love mysteries.”

			“Have a seat.”

			And she did. He went over to the oven and took the pie out, setting it up on the stove. He cut a slice, and her stomach growled. Then he dished up a salad onto the plate as well, and poured some of what looked like homemade dressing on top. “It looks fantastic.”

			“Here’s how I see it,” Clayton said. “Any man who doesn’t learn how to cook himself a meal that he enjoys is waiting around for a woman he thinks ought to do it instead. But I’ve never seen the point in that kind of behavior. In my opinion, if you’re waiting around for a woman, you learn to cook a thing or two in case one of them is her favorite. You can’t wait around for somebody to fill holes in your life. And if you’re like me, well, you expect to spend your life alone anyway. And, I’m not going to spend my life alone and not enjoying the food that I eat. So there you go.”

			“I... I get that,” she said. “I decided that I wanted to make my own life. On my own terms. My mother was just so overbearing, the idea of being answerable to anybody else...”

			“Right. You mentioned your mother. And sisters?”

			She nodded. “I have three sisters. I think they’re all married by now.” Thinking about them made her eyes feel scratchy. “I hope they’re happy. I really do. I hope that there’s happiness to be had in all of those things my mom taught us, but I just couldn’t find it. I wanted different. And I couldn’t stand living a life that mistrusted the world so much. Not when I was so interested in all the things in it. And when I think about it... I’m sure that something happened to her to make her feel that way. I mean, I know my father left her, but I wonder if there was more. But she never talked about it, and I could never ask. I never felt like I could ask. I was never brave enough to ask. I was brave enough to leave. But that’s a whole different thing, isn’t it?”

			“There’s not always anything good to be had from confrontation,” he said, fixing his own plate. “Sometimes that just ends in bullet wounds.”

			There was a comfort in those words. And he was right. There were things that couldn’t be fixed. Gulfs that were too wide to cross. Forgiveness might be possible, but if you and another person woke up every day, looked out at the same sun in the same sky and came to wholly different conclusions, maybe there was only so far it could go.

			“My mother wasn’t going to shoot me,” she said.

			“You don’t really know.”

			“I’m pretty sure she wouldn’t have. But she probably would have yelled. Disowned me. Which I know she did anyway, but I never had to see any of it. It’s awful to have to cut everybody off so entirely though. To protect yourself.”

			“It’s too much work,” he said. “Living a life where you have to protect yourself. You ought to live with someone who protects you.”

			She looked down at her food. “That’s a very nice sentiment. But I’ve always been my own hero. I wouldn’t say no to Captain America... But he hasn’t shown up yet.”

			“Not very American of him.”

			She laughed. She couldn’t help it.

			He was still shirtless. And she didn’t wish that Captain America was there. She just wanted Clayton. Wasn’t that the darndest thing?

			“How old are you?” she asked.

			The question just sort of spilled out of her mouth. She wanted to know more about him.

			“Thirty-two.”

			“Do you have any kids?”

			He laughed. Actually laughed. “No.”

			“And you don’t want them.”

			“No,” he said. “Like I said, I don’t have a place in my life for another person.”

			Well, up until this she thought the same about herself. But sitting with him at the kitchen table eating dinner, coming home to a cooked dinner, to chopped wood, to conversation...

			It didn’t matter. It didn’t much matter, but she was thankful for this moment that defied her plans all the same. And though he didn’t say it, she had a feeling that he was too. That this moment, with companionship, mattered to him just as much as it did to her.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			SHE HAD CUT out a big square of plastic for him, and he taped it right over the stitches. All the better to get that shower done, since apparently he smelled, or she wouldn’t have said anything earlier when she’d walked past him.

			She didn’t smell. Not like anything other than sweet soap and skin.

			And he wanted to inhale her.

			And he knew that he couldn’t. Knew that he shouldn’t.

			She’d gone off to fetch some clothes for him, and he hadn’t asked where. He hadn’t wanted to prolong the moment being half-naked around her, frankly.

			He was doing his damnedest not to take any of the open invitations that he sensed coming from her. Because he knew that she was inexperienced. Because he knew that he was the one who had brought potential danger to her door. Because he had interrupted her life.

			Because he had nothing to offer her no matter what.

			But that didn’t stop him feeling things all the same. And he’d very nearly blown it when he felt her checking him out on his way up the stairs. He’d almost said something.

			She was beautiful. So damned pretty, and the way that she openly appraised him made his blood run hot. But he couldn’t afford to let his blood run hot with her. No, he sure as hell couldn’t.

			He got into the shower and stood beneath the hot spray, feeling a hell of a lot more fatigued than he would’ve liked to admit. Chopping that wood and making dinner had taken a lot more out of him than it would have under any other circumstances. He was used to hard work.

			Used to it, enjoyed it. He hadn’t been working much, particularly the past year, because he’d been deciding where he was going to settle, where he was going to buy a ranch. But he got out and rode his horses every day.

			He worried about his horses. He knew that his neighbor would make sure that any of his livestock was taken care of at the property that he rented, but he just hoped that his brother wasn’t vindictive enough to come back and do something to his animals.

			There was a moment where he felt light-headed, and he stumbled slightly in the shower, slamming against the wall and knocking a passel of bottles onto the tile floor with a big crash.

			He was fine. And he was still on his feet. But this injury was a damned humiliation. He felt like an infirm toddler.

			And then the door swung open. “Are you okay?” And her eyes went wide. He hadn’t shut the door on the shower, so she could see inside. He knew that. The same as he could see her expression, all shocked and red as her eyes roamed over his body.

			He gritted his teeth, willing his body not to visibly respond to the provocation of her gaze.

			“I’m fine,” he said.

			She shut the door quickly, and he let the water run over him for another couple of minutes before he got out.

			He’d scared her. She’d come in to check on him, and he’d given her an eyeful.

			She wanted one.

			Maybe. And it killed him that he couldn’t make a move. That he couldn’t see if she wanted him as much as he thought she might.

			He thought back to sitting with her at the table for dinner. It had been unexpectedly nice. All of it had. This was such a strange detour from the life he normally lived. Which was... Frankly, a little bit lonely. He went out to bars, and he hooked up with women. Off the circuit, he didn’t have friends around him, so even a night of drinking and light conversation didn’t happen all that often.

			Obviously, he did not have a great relationship with his family.

			That thought made him snort.

			It had just been a long time since he’d really talked to someone else. And he wasn’t sure he’d ever talked to anybody the way that he had talked to Tala. It was just something different to anything else he’d experienced.

			He tugged his jeans on, and put on nothing else, because his shirt was covered in dried blood and sweat, and honestly, he was going to sleep anyway. The clothing situation needed to be solved, or he was going to end up walking around naked, though now it wasn’t anything she hadn’t seen.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, peering out of her room, her face bright red.

			“You thought I fell?”

			“Yes. I was worried. That you might’ve lost consciousness or something. Or that your stitches came open and... I don’t know.”

			“It’s fine,” he said. He smiled. “I’m not shy.”

			But the way the color in her face deepened, he knew that she was.

			“Don’t worry about it,” he said.

			“Well, but I do worry about it.”

			“Why is that?”

			“Just... You know, if you had barged in on me, I probably would’ve been really angry.”

			In spite of himself, his gaze drifted down to her mouth and then over her body.

			She was curvy. Soft looking. Beautiful.

			“Somehow, I don’t think you would’ve been all that mad at me.”

			He hadn’t meant to do that. He wasn’t supposed to be doing that. He knew better than to do that.

			“Here.” She reached out and thrust a stack of fresh clothes his direction.

			“Thanks.”

			“You can...you can change in there.”

			He nodded and ducked back into the bathroom. The jeans she’d gotten were a touch loose, but were otherwise fine, and the shirt wasn’t covered in blood, so it would do just fine.

			He came out and looked down the hall.

			She was out in the kitchen area, watching TV on her tablet at the table again. She hadn’t sat on the couch since he’d come, and he knew she liked to because he remembered how she’d had all her grading supplies set up there.

			“You can sit on the couch,” he said. “And watch your actual TV. I don’t want you feeling like I’ve claimed your couch.”

			She looked up. “Oh, I don’t mind.”

			He believed her. But he was also sure that on some level she did mind. She just wanted him to have his own space. Why his comfort mattered to her at all felt like a mystery.

			He went into the living room and sat on the couch. “Sit,” he said, patting the cushion beside him.

			She eyed him warily, but she stood slowly, collecting her papers and pencils, shutting the screen off on the tablet.

			“You’ll be lost,” she said. “This is a short-run miniseries with an overarching mystery, and I’m halfway through.”

			“I’m not really here for the TV show.”

			“Oh.” Her cheeks turned pink and she sat, with a healthy amount of space between them.

			He wasn’t lying. He didn’t watch the show; he watched her work. Watched her dark hair escape the bun she’d put it in and fall into her face. Watched the way she’d pause and chew the end of her pen while a particularly intense thing was happening on TV.

			And she moved closer to him. Just fractions, every so often. Till they were nearly touching.

			Until it felt like a natural thing to put his arm around her.

			Lord. Like he was sixteen and this was a date. But he’d never been sweet and sixteen and on a date. He’d been running drugs and weapons on behalf of his father. He’d been given a woman on his birthday who’d taught him everything, except how to connect.

			He’d never learned about sweet touches. Touches just for the sake of them. Connection.

			Her breath seemed frozen in her throat. But she didn’t move away. And eventually she relaxed into him.

			This was something he’d never done. Something he didn’t know. He couldn’t figure out how in the hell he’d ended up here, in this cozy little cabin with all the cold of December outside.

			He looked at her, and she looked up at him, her face so close he could count her freckles.

			“Do you want me to move?” he asked.

			She shook her head. “No.”

			“Okay.”

			They sat like that till the episode ended. Till the credits quit rolling. Then she moved, pulled away from him. “I’m confused,” she whispered.

			“About the show? Because like you said, I just started it in the middle, so I have no idea what the hell is going on.”

			“No.”

			His gut went tight. “What exactly are you confused about?”

			She sucked in a sharp breath. “Okay, I’m not confused,” she said. “I guess.”

			“Yes, you sound like someone who’s not confused at all.”

			She stared at him, those dark eyes pinned to his. And he could feel a tug toward her that wasn’t like simple attraction. Wasn’t like anything he’d felt before. He wanted her. But if it was just wanting, that would’ve been simple. A simple no, because he wasn’t in any kind of position to offer her anything, and she was the kind of woman that made him want to offer the world.

			But this was something more. Something else. Something that made him want to chop wood and cook dinner and then sit at a small dinner table and just share silence. Sit on the couch and watch TV.

			Like they were normal. Like they were real people and not these strange, lonely, hollowed-out creatures their families had demanded.

			The need for those things was just as deep as the need to touch her, and that was what he couldn’t quite get his head around.

			“What exactly aren’t you confused about?”

			“I want to kiss you,” she said.

			It was the most charming, simple answer he could have ever asked for, and at the same time it told him everything about why he couldn’t let her do it.

			Why he couldn’t do what he wanted to do, which was shrink that space between them to nothing and haul her up against his chest and devour her. Because he didn’t want to stop with a kiss. And she had never undressed a man before that night when she pulled his shirt up off him so that she could evaluate his injuries.

			But then, that didn’t mean she was a virgin. Not necessarily. Maybe it was just she had never done any of the undressing.

			But given her background...

			Could be either. And either way, it equated to being 100 percent not for him.

			“I want to touch you,” she said, and his body went still. Tight. The blood in his veins running like fire through the woods. “I want to... I want you. I have. From pretty much that first moment, as soon as I realized you weren’t going to kill me. And I can’t explain it. And I know there’s nothing waiting on the other side of this for us. I know there’s nothing possible. I’m a teacher, here. And I love it. And you...”

			“I’m a ghost, sweetheart. I have to hope that Jake thinks I died somewhere. And that the authorities think I did too. I have to go underground, and I have to start over. It’s going to be a long ass time before I can come back out in the open.”

			“I know.”

			And she didn’t say that she wanted to just stay here and hide away from the world, but he was sure that she was thinking it.

			Or maybe he was just hoping that she was.

			Of course she wanted something normal. Something real. And he was still tethered to a past that didn’t allow that. She’d escaped her past. He had to honor that.

			But something about her had turned him into a sentimental wreck, and he couldn’t reconcile it for anything. Not a damn thing.

			“We don’t have to think that far ahead,” he said, his voice going rough.

			And then he did what he’d just told himself he wouldn’t.

			He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her in close.

			Right now, only the space between them seemed to exist. Only this moment, not the past, not the future. Because something about all the things they’d been—opposite though they were—had led them to this moment, and all that could matter was this moment.

			It was the culmination of everything. He couldn’t explain that feeling. But it was real. As real as the sunrise, as real as the sunset. As real as all the freckles on her nose.

			So he cupped the back of her head, sliding his thumb along her cheekbone. And slowly, very slowly, he leaned in and pressed her mouth to his.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			SHE THOUGHT THAT she might drown. The sensations that were washing through her body were too much to comprehend. She had thought about kissing before. But she hadn’t known that it would be like this. All of this. The scent of his skin, freshly cleaned, the scrape of his stubble against her face. The sound of his breath, so close to her, and the feel of it, hot on her lips.

			His touch, so rough and masculine, a sharp contrast to the way he’d held her just before. All leashed strength, in a gentle hold.

			And she had seen him, all of him in the shower. Hadn’t gotten a very good glimpse of... Everything. But she had seen that muscular backside, his strong thighs. He was everything. And she wanted him.

			Did it matter if it was right? Did it matter if there was a future? How could the future matter at all if she couldn’t get through this moment? And she thought that she might die if she couldn’t kiss him. She couldn’t have him. She was consumed with it. And thank God his mouth was now on hers, and he was kissing her, deep and hard and rough, and giving no quarter to her inexperience, his tongue dipping deep, his mouth ravenous on hers, and it was what she needed.

			Because she had been denied so many experiences in her life, and much like the TV watching, she just wanted to jump in the deep end. Later, later maybe she would refine. She would figure out exactly what she liked and what she wanted. But right now she was just hungry for everything. For all. Right now she was hungry for him. She ran her hands down his chest, and he was so hot and rough and muscled, she just groaned with her need of it.

			“I... I didn’t know,” she said, before kissing him again.

			And he lifted her up off the couch, sliding his hands down to cup her butt, then lower still, gripping her thighs and wrapping her legs around his waist as he carried her back down toward the hall, toward her bedroom.

			He pulled her sweater up over her head and then started on her jeans, and she forgot to feel embarrassed. She forgot to feel anything but need. Maybe it was simply because... She’d had a bellyful of shame for most of her life, and now she just wanted to be. She just wanted to be Tala. And everything that she felt. Everything that she was. She was tired of closing down all of her needs.

			She was tired of being only part of what she was.

			A good daughter. A good sister. Then a good student, because that was all she could be. Because she had left those other things behind. A good advocate for herself, a protector of her own time and space. But not a friend. Not a lover.

			And Clayton... With him, she had found something. With him, she had found something so unique and wonderful and reverent. It was friendship, and it was desire. And it was strength as much as it was weakness. And she wanted. With everything that she was, she wanted. And holding back since she had discovered how much she wanted him had been just another thing that felt like a lie. Another thing that felt like it wasn’t her.

			But this... This felt like her.

			And she wasn’t embarrassed. Not when he pushed her jeans down her hips, taking her underwear along with it. Not when he unclipped her bra and bared her breasts to his dark, intense gaze.

			No, she wasn’t embarrassed.

			She was free.

			“I’m a virgin,” she said.

			He let out a slow breath. “I was afraid of that.”

			“I figured I ought to be up-front.”

			“I appreciate it.”

			“Are you going to not do it now?”

			He shook his head. “I couldn’t turn back if I wanted to, ma’am.”

			And she flushed all over and laughed. “Well, that’s good. Because I would be pretty mad if you took me this far and didn’t carry me the rest of the way.”

			“I aim to get you there. I just... I wish it could be different. For us. For you. You deserve more.”

			“No. I deserve what I want. And I want you, Clayton Everett. Bullet wound, shitty family and all.”

			The corner of his mouth hitched up into a smile. “There’s something I don’t hear every day. Or even once.”

			“Will you take your clothes off, please?” she whispered.

			“Happy to.”

			He unsnapped his jeans and pushed them down his narrow hips, revealing his arousal to her. It was thick, hard and ready.

			And so was she.

			Oh, she wanted this man. She wanted him so badly she ached with it. Burned with it. Couldn’t breathe for it.

			Then he hauled her up against his body, every bare inch of her against every bare inch of him.

			He was so hot. So beautiful. She pushed her fingers through his hair and studied his face. Those dark eyes, that square, outlaw jaw and the dark stubble there.

			She moved her thumb over the scar on his lip. “How did you get this?”

			“My brother,” he said. “I made him mad. He slammed my head against the side of a brick wall. My teeth cut right through my lip. This is not real,” he said, pointing to one of his front teeth.

			And she kissed him. She kissed him, because if she didn’t she might cry. Because she wanted to take his past and erase it. Because she wanted to destroy anybody who had ever mistreated him.

			Whoever had taken that perfect face and marked it forever. With violence.

			And she just wished... She wished they knew each other some other way. That she were normal, whole and easy, and he was a nice guy that she met at a café or a bar. Instead of what they were. Instead of all this brokenness. Instead of all this... Anguish.

			“You don’t have any scars, do you?” He moved his hand up the center of her back, his calloused fingers tracing a line there. “None so anyone could see.”

			She shivered. “No,” she agreed. “None so anyone could see.”

			“Has anyone ever told you how beautiful you are?”

			She shook her head. “Not in a nice way. My mother said before that my looks would get me in trouble. I did my best to cover up my... My figure. I never wore makeup...”

			“You should show your body off with pride. You are the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. And I am not a virgin, Tala. I’ve seen my share of women.”

			“I don’t think I want to think about that.”

			“You were honest with me, so I’m being honest with you. And I want you to understand that even though I’ve done this before... It still means something to me. It’s still more than just...” He cupped her face. “Hell, sweetheart. You saved my life. How many men can say that to a woman they’re holding in their arms.”

			And he made her feel strong. He made her feel brave and important. He made her feel right. Just as she was. And that was a whole kind of miracle she hadn’t known she needed. He picked her up and laid her back on the bed, spread her out before him and looked her up and down. “You are so beautiful. And what I feel... What I feel right now, it’s not shameful. This is the purest thing I’ve ever felt in my life.”

			He bent over her on the bed and cupped her breast, traced one nipple with the edge of his calloused finger. Then she shivered. He leaned in and took the tightened bud into his mouth, sucking it in deep. And she gasped, arching up off the bed as an arrow of pleasure centered itself right in her midsection, tightened between her thighs.

			She had read about this. But reading about it wasn’t anything like experiencing it. She couldn’t control this. The speed of it. The heights. She had no say over which direction this fantasy went. It was his world. His hands. His touch. Creating a symphony of need inside of her, and she had no idea where or when the crescendo might be. It was the most terrifying, exhilarating, wonderful moment of her life. As he continued to lick and kiss and suck his way down her body, she surrendered herself wholly to the moment.

			He kissed his way down to her stomach, below her belly button. Then down between her thighs. She gripped his head, arching against him as he tasted her deep. He growled as he tasted her, and she lifted her hips up against him, writhing in time with the stroke of his tongue. She looked down and watched him, and he looked up, his eyes meeting hers. And she gasped, her orgasm breaking over her like a sudden wave that came from nowhere. Sweeping her out to sea, leaving her storm tossed and breathless.

			And then again. And again. And it was like a gift for every moment in her life that had gone uncelebrated. For every little bit of pleasure that had been denied her by the stoic nature of her childhood. For every bit of fear that she’d been taught to feel whenever she wanted something.

			This was the gift. His mouth. That wicked mouth, that outlawed touch.

			He made her want to be bad, but perhaps even better, he made this not feel bad. He made it feel wonderful. He made her feel free.

			And then he kissed his way back up her body, his mouth fastened to hers, as he positioned himself between her thighs, the blunt head of his arousal testing her there.

			“Please,” she whispered.

			He growled and thrust deep inside of her.

			She clung to his shoulders, hoping to find something to anchor her to the earth. To help her breathe past the pain.

			“It’s okay,” he whispered. And she believed him.

			Then he began to move, and the pain started to fade. Pleasure building upon it, pleasure making her dizzy.

			There was something more. Something that went beyond physical pleasure. She wasn’t alone. She was with him. He was in her. And it was something deeper and more profound than she could have ever imagined. He understood her. He knew what she wanted. He understood her body’s needs. She had never felt like she fit with anyone or anything in all of her life. Not her own family, not the people she had gone to school with. Not even the people here at Four Corners, however lovely they were. But he fit. He fit. And it didn’t matter that it made no sense, it simply was.

			He was hers. Her everything.

			Her outlaw.

			And when his body began to shiver and shake with his own release, she held on to him tight, and when he fractured, she let go. And they were united in that moment. Where all was lost and found in equal measure. And then she rested her head on his chest and clung to his sweat-slicked body.

			She put her hand right above the stitches, examining that spot. “I’m glad I didn’t hurt you.”

			He chuckled. “It would be worth it. I’d stitch myself back up three times if it meant having you.”

			“I don’t think anyone’s ever wanted me enough to go to that kind of trouble.”

			He pushed her hair off of her face. “I could say the same.”

			“Sleep here,” she said. “Don’t go back to the couch.”

			“If that’s what you want.”

			“It’s what I want.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			OVER THE NEXT couple of weeks they settled into a pattern. He worked around the house during the day, he made sure to cook for her every night and then they went to bed together, after making love at least twice. And sometimes he would wake her up after she had fallen asleep and have her again.

			He was happy with it, but he knew it couldn’t last. There was just no way. Keeping her close like this while there was still danger out there...

			That just didn’t work.

			Taking advantage of her hospitality didn’t sit well with him either.

			Even though he knew...

			He knew things about her. Not just things about her past, though they shared plenty of stories about their messed-up childhoods. And who would’ve thought that one designed to repress you would have so many commonalities with one designed to make you a career criminal? He certainly wouldn’t have. But it turned out they had more in common than they had different.

			He knew how she liked her tea. That she drank black tea up until five, and then switched to chamomile. And she liked coffee in the morning. She really liked hot drinks.

			She loved winter, and she had never really had a nice Christmas before. Because her mother hadn’t believed in celebrating it, and after that she’d been on her own.

			She had taken college so seriously she had never stopped to enjoy anything extra.

			He knew that she got a little crease between her brows when she was grading papers. And she looked genuinely worried when she read things that she considered a sad indictment of the state of today’s youth.

			She was old-fashioned. She loved those frilly nightgowns, and he loved taking them off of her.

			For all that she was old-fashioned, she wasn’t shy. And she wasn’t a prude. Not with him. She seemed to love everything they did and want more.

			And he wanted to do something. Wanted to give her something. Well hell, he wasn’t poorly, not anymore. There wasn’t any reason he couldn’t go out and do some things for her. She had gone and gotten him clothes at a certain point. So now he had some respectable things to wear. Even if they were just a little bit nineties. The denim jacket that she had picked out for him made him think of something his dad might’ve worn.

			He put his black cowboy hat on and walked around the woods until he found it. The cabin. He went inside and lifted the floorboards and found his black bag full of his rodeo prize winnings. He had known he could never have the bulk of his life stored in a bank. Not when everything could fall apart.

			He took some cash, stowed the rest back where he’d found it, then started walking till he got to the main road. It took a couple hours, all up, but he managed to get himself down to the general store. And there he found Christmas decorations. A whole heap of them.

			“Any possibility you could make a delivery up to Sullivan’s Point?” he asked the man manning the register.

			“Sure could do,” the man said. “I’m off soon.”

			“I thank you kindly for it. Especially if you could put a Christmas tree into the mix.”

			“I could do that too. You need a ride?”

			“I wouldn’t say no.”

			And that was how he found himself in the bed of a pickup truck with a Christmas tree, wondering how the hell it was he’d found himself doing all this just for a few strings of tinsel, so that he might make a woman smile.

			Another thing he’d managed to find down there at the store was a necklace. Handmade by some local artisan, or so the tag on it said. He just wanted to... He wanted to do something special for her. Wanted to give her something nice. He had never realized that he’d spent most of his life alone. Not until this. Not until her. This was sure as hell the most domestic he’d ever been in his life. But he wasn’t restless. Not in the way he might’ve imagined. He was restless knowing that it would have to end. But he would wait. He’d wait until after Christmas at least. That wasn’t so much to ask. One Christmas before he went underground.

			He hung a wreath on the door and tinsel around the room. He decorated the tree with all the decorations he’d managed to find in the store, and sure, a couple of them were fishermen with sparkly rods and reels, but he figured that gave it some local flavor. Then he cooked up some steak and potatoes for dinner, and when Tala walked in from work that evening, her mouth dropped open. “What did you do?”

			“I brought you Christmas.”

			She blinked, hard, and he could see tears in her eyes. “You’re a terrible outlaw,” she said. “Do you know that?”

			“As long as I’m good for you.”

			She dropped her bag and threw herself into his arms, kissing him hard. “I need you,” she said.

			“I’ve got dinner ready to go.”

			“I don’t care about dinner.”

			This was Christmas. This. Presents didn’t matter. The day didn’t matter. This was merry and bright in all the ways he had never understood it, because truth be told, he’d never had a real Christmas either.

			He spent it out at bars with other guys from the rodeo, but Christmas had never featured at his house growing up.

			And something like this. This cozy little room, and a Christmas tree just for them...

			And her unwrapping herself beneath it... It was everything.

			It didn’t matter that he’d seen her undress countless times in the last couple of weeks. It was like magic every time. To watch her unveil her plump, perfect breasts, to see the pert, tight nipples begging for his attention. The indent of her waist, the gentle flare of her hips. She was everything beautiful made just for him. The sort of softness his hands had always itched to touch, even though he’d never known. The exact shape of all of his fantasies, even if he never had them before he’d seen her.

			This house contained them all. And she contained everything.

			Brightness and hope and joy.

			She moved to him, pressing her hand to his chest, then moving it down and pushing her fingertips beneath the hem of his shirt. She pushed it up over his head, revealing the angry red scar where his stitches were no longer. He was on the mend, and there was no excuse for him to still be here. That was a fact. The day they’d cut the stitches out, they hadn’t talked about that.

			Instead, she’d asked him what was for dinner.

			They had just kept on ignoring the fact that there was no reason for him to linger.

			Except maybe Christmas.

			Which neither of them had ever really celebrated.

			But they were now.

			They were now.

			And he took his jeans off, his underwear and everything else. And she kissed his chest, that featherlight touch more impacting than a gunshot ever could be.

			And it would leave a scar even deeper. One that no one else would be able to see. But that he would always feel.

			And he knew that this was it for him. That this was the only taste of love he would ever have in his whole life.

			This few weeks away from reality with her.

			Clayton wasn’t a man who had ever believed in miracles. Not once before in his whole life. But she made him believe in destiny, divinity and hope all rolled into one. She kissed his stomach, then went around and kissed that scar. And he drew in a breath so sharp it hurt. So sharp that it cut him. Then she sank down to her knees in front of him, wrapping her hand around the hardened length of him.

			She looked up at him, her eyes meeting his, then she stroked her tongue over his body. Over and over again. Giving him gifts he didn’t deserve, gifts he wasn’t strong enough to say no to.

			Because he wanted it. He wanted everything in this moment.

			Wanted to be baptized in this need and made a new creation.

			But it was impossible. For men like him.

			It was impossible.

			She took him in deep, and he let his head fall back, a prayer on his lips.

			Tala.

			And it felt unfair. To know that all this time love had been sitting out here in the middle of the woods, but he hadn’t known where to find it.

			Knowing that she was real and true and wonderful and... Could never really be his.

			But she was his now. The sweet, soft suction of her lips drawing him closer and closer to a heaven he could not stay in.

			A heaven he could never inherit. Because in the end, he was damned, and he’d heard there was Grace so amazing out there, but none of it was left over for him.

			She teased him, tortured him until he reached the end of himself. Until he laid her down on the floor beneath the tree, looking at the lights in the colorful glow they cast over her bare skin. Until he pinned her hands up over her head and positioned himself between her legs, thrusting home.

			Home.

			Home was inside her. With her. Home was her. And always would be.

			His thoughts fractured as he thrust inside of her, as he lost himself in the rhythm of knowing her. The hot flush of intimacy that he had never experienced anywhere else. That he hadn’t believed existed until her.

			He was a man who had never known softness before, and now he was drowning in it.

			Drowning in her.

			And he shouted out her name in the end, and she clung to his shoulders and said his.

			Like marriage vows. And then she curled up against him and started to drift to sleep in his arms. “I love you,” he whispered. And she wrapped her arms around his and said nothing. But he could’ve sworn that he felt a tear land on his wrist.

			“Merry Christmas.”

			And he knew what he had to do next.

		
	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			SHE WOKE UP when she heard him moving around the living room.

			She had known that he would do this. She had known that it was the end. Last night when he had told her that he loved her, she had known. And she should have said it back, because she felt it, with every inch of her, all the way down. But she had known that it wasn’t a declaration of love built around him staying.

			She had known.

			“You’re just going to go?” she asked.

			“I have to.”

			“Why?”

			“Because. I have to turn myself in. I have to face the police. I have to face Jake. And in the end, I don’t know what’s going to be left. I might end up in prison. I might not be able to clear my name. I ran from the law, whether I was an innocent man or not. And then there were the years beforehand when I was an innocent. I’m going to have to confess to crimes, Tala, and it doesn’t matter that I was a child when I committed them. The truth of the matter is, I committed them.”

			“Just stay here,” she said, her voice breaking. “Please.”

			“You know that I can’t.”

			She did know. Because she knew him. And she knew that he was right.

			Because she had fought to get away from her parents and...

			But she felt like it didn’t matter. She felt like the broader world didn’t matter. She would go into hiding if it meant that she could be with him. Because with him she had found something new and different and special. With him she had found a freedom in herself and with herself that she hadn’t known existed.

			But he wouldn’t ask that of her. And if he did... Well then he wouldn’t be the man that she knew he was. The man that she loved would sacrifice for her, because it was who he was.

			Because he cared about her in a way that no one else in her life ever had.

			“But you have to say goodbye to me.”

			Something in his expression changed, the light in his eyes like a black flame. “It’s the one thing I wasn’t sure I could do.”

			And she wanted to weep. She hadn’t said very many goodbyes in her life. But the one she’d said to her mother, when she had left without a word, had been easy. Simple. But devastating all the same.

			She had known that she was going on to something better, at least.

			But this didn’t feel like that. It didn’t feel good or better. “I have something for you,” he said. He took a piece of paper out of his pocket and handed it to her. “In a couple of days, you go there. To that address. When you go into the cabin, lift up the floorboards beneath the window in the back of the living area. What you find there... It’s for you.”

			“Okay,” she said, feeling numb.

			And then, with darkness still ensconced in the cottage, her outlaw disappeared through the same door he’d come in. Just as suddenly.

			But this time, the hole was in her. And she didn’t think that it would ever fully heal.

			

			THE SUN WAS just rising when he walked into the sheriff’s station in Copper Ridge. “I’d like to speak to sheriff Eli Garrett,” he said.

			“He just got in,” the woman at the front said.

			He cleared his throat. “Tell him that Clayton Everett’s here to turn himself in.”

			The woman’s eyes went wide. “I will.”

			She scurried away, and a moment later, a tall, broad-chested man in a tan uniform came walking toward him. “Clayton Everett,” he said. “I’m Sheriff Eli Garrett. I hear you have something you want to talk to me about.”

			Clayton nodded. “There are warrants out for my arrest.”

			“I know,” he said. “I tend to remember the people in the area with warrants out. Given that we don’t have a whole lot of crime around here. I have some for your brother, Jake, also.”

			“Yeah. You would. Listen, Sheriff. I could’ve hidden from you. But the bottom line is, I’m in love. With a woman. And I need to clear all these decks if I’m going to have a hope in hell at a future with her. If that ends in prison... Then so be it. But I’m not consigning her to a life with a man on the run. I’m not making it so that she’s looking over her shoulder all the time. When it was just me, that was fine. But I want everything with her. A real future. I don’t expect you to believe everything I’m going to tell you. But trust me when I say I haven’t been involved with the Everett family business for more than a decade. I was raised in it. And I’ve done some shit. I’m not going to lie to you.”

			“You’re in love, huh?”

			He nodded. “With a better woman than I deserve. But I want... I want to be the best I can be. For her.”

			Eli appraised him, slowly. “Well,” he said. “I’m betting that we can make some kind of a deal.”

		
	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			IT WAS A COUPLE DAYS before she could bring herself to investigate the address that Clayton had left for her.

			When she finally did drive her car over to the little cabin, she was surprised by what she saw. It was small but well-kept. Cleaner than she might have thought.

			His bolt-hole, clearly.

			She pushed the front door open and walked in. And she followed his directions over to the floorboards.

			She lifted the boards as the instructions said, and inside was a black duffel bag.

			“Clayton... What exactly have you done?”

			She unzipped it, and her stomach went tight. Because inside of it was... Cash. A hell of a lot of cash.

			He wanted her to have it. Why?

			And then it hit her, with total understanding.

			He wanted her to be free. Free of him, free of financial burdens. Of considerations for anything but what she wanted.

			He cared about her. And he had turned himself in and left this to her as a demonstration of that. This had been for him. For him to keep running on. For him to keep living on while he stayed a step ahead of the law and kept himself anonymous. Of course, a man on the lam couldn’t have a bank account.

			She wanted to weep. Wanted to weep because this had clearly been his insurance for himself, and he was giving it all up for her.

			And she didn’t want it. She just wanted him. Because here she was staring down at a wild sort of giddy freedom that she had never once envisioned being hers. And all she wanted was the man who had given it to her.

			She knew that she would stay at Four Corners. And that if he ended up in prison, she would visit. He might’ve wanted to walk away from her, but she wasn’t going to let him.

			She wasn’t going to let him.

			Because she loved him. And she understood love for the first time because of him.

			Understood it for real.

			What it meant when someone accepted all of the parts of you. When they wanted to see you grow, not shrink down. And maybe there were sacrifices that had to be made for that kind of love. But in her heart and her soul, where it mattered, she would be free. And she would be herself. Because he was the only person who had ever loved her in quite that way.

			And she knew that he was the only one that she wanted.

			

			HE’D BEEN IN the holding cell for a couple of nights, but things were looking more promising than he’d imagined they could. He was in the process of negotiating a deal with the DA. He was more than willing to give all the information that he had on his brother, on his family, and in exchange... Well, he was looking at the possibility of a pretty reduced sentence for his own involvement years ago.

			He was expecting the lawyer to turn up, but he was not expecting to hear a familiar voice.

			“I can’t believe you’re keeping him in a prison cell.”

			The officer who was escorting Tala back to him stopped and looked at her. “He’s a prisoner.”

			“He shouldn’t be,” she said.

			“That’s what they all think, lady.”

			She shrugged. “Well, it’s what I know.”

			He walked over to the bars. “What the hell are you doing here? You were never supposed to set foot in a place like this.”

			“I wasn’t supposed to fall in love with you either. But here we are.” Her eyes went glassy with tears.

			“Oh. Yeah. Here we are,” he said.

			“I found what you left me. I appreciate it, but I don’t need it. I’m staying here. Unless they move you somewhere, and then I’m following you there. I’ll get a teaching job wherever you’re at. I’m in this with you. For the long haul.”

			“No,” he said, reaching out and touching her cheek. “Honey, I burst into your life. You didn’t ask for this. You didn’t ask for me. And you deserve better. So damned much better.”

			“No,” she whispered. “I deserve love. And so do you. We deserve it. It isn’t our fault that we started out with so much hurt. But it’s our choice what we do with it now. You were brave enough to face this head-on so that we wouldn’t spend the rest of our lives hiding. And I’m brave enough to face these consequences, whatever they are.”

			“I didn’t want you to.”

			“I know. But it’s not your decision. Not only your decision. It’s mine too. And you have to respect that. You have to respect me. My strength. Enough to know that I can make this decision for myself. You bring together all these pieces inside of me... I love you.”

			And he wanted to do the most unmanly thing he could think of and break down in tears. He hadn’t cried when a bullet had ripped through his flesh, but these words from Tala made a man want to break down.

			“I love you too, baby. I really do.”

			“We knew from the beginning that we were never going to get perfect, Clayton. Because we never thought we’d have love either, but now we have a chance so let’s take it. That’s the real gift. That’s the real miracle. Not perfect. Love.”

			And he would love to say this wasn’t how he imagined this moment. How he imagined someone professing their love for him. While he was in a prison cell. But the fact was, he had never imagined anyone loving him. Had never thought, ever, in a million years that he would ever have that. And it made this moment feel perfect. Whatever else lay in front of them. There was this. And in so many ways, behind bars, his life was better than he had ever imagined it could be.

			And then his lawyer did appear, behind Tala. “Well, Mr. Everett, I think we have some very good news.”

			

			IN THE END, Clayton didn’t serve any jail time. His brother was found and arrested quickly, and he testified against him. Which ended up bringing down an entire ring of dangerous people who had thrived for far too long. And Tala couldn’t be prouder of him.

			They took the money and they bought a ranch near Four Corners, because she decided that it was the place she wanted to be.

			And Clayton wanted to support her, in whatever it was she wanted.

			So Ms. Nelson became Mrs. Everett, one day down at the lake at Sullivan’s Point, which was absolutely the best place to have a wedding in her opinion.

			She called her mother to tell her she was getting married. She had been frosty, but not as hateful as Tala had anticipated. She hadn’t offered to come to the wedding or anything quite like that, but she wondered if maybe someday they would be able to build a bridge out of her mother’s tolerance, and Tala’s own security in her life.

			At least, she hoped so.

			But if not... She had plenty of family.

			She had Clayton, who she loved more than anything, and she had the friendship of Nelly, the previous teacher’s daughter and the current town librarian, which was something that had blossomed when Tala found more security in herself. Was able to relax and take some time to enjoy life, rather than being afraid that everything in it was a simple distraction.

			What she had begun to learn was that relationships weren’t a distraction. Weren’t a danger.

			They were, in fact, everything that life was made of.

			They had the wedding reception at Four Corners also, and there was a big bonfire, with dancing and laughing, and she had never felt so complete, so loved in all of her life.

			She was taking a break from dancing with her new husband when she heard the sheriff’s sister Elsie Garrett talking to one of the Sullivan sisters. “Sawyer got one of his hookups pregnant. And she doesn’t want the baby. So, he’s set on being a single dad.”

			“No,” Fia Sullivan, oldest of the Sullivan sisters, responded with round eyes. .

			“Yes. God’s honest truth.”

			Well, if there was one thing that seemed to be true about Four Corners, it was that things never stayed the same for long. There were always new people. And apparently, there was about to be one more.

			Of course, all that talk of babies brought her back to what she suspected about herself.

			But she didn’t figure the wedding reception was the place to be thinking about that.

			So she waited. Waited until a couple of days after the wedding, when she and Clayton were settled in their house. “What do you think about children now?”

			He looked at her. “That seems out of the blue.”

			“Not really. I mean, now you’re not on the run, you’re not in danger from your brother or the police, you don’t have a bullet hole in you, you have a wife...”

			“I guess all that’s true. I never really thought about it in that context. It scares me. Because I don’t really know how to be a father.”

			“You don’t really know how to be a husband either, but here we are.”

			“True. Yeah. I think I’d like that. With you. Only with you.”

			“I figured.”

			“Well, we could start trying,” he said, looking at her keenly.

			“Oh, I think it might be too late for that,” she said. “In fact, I think you might be a father by next Christmas.”

			His jaw dropped. “You think?”

			He immediately asked her to confirm it, and he took a quick trip to the store, returning ten minutes later with a small item. It was positive. And when he finished showing her just how happy he was, they lay together in their bed, and he held her close. “I’m so thankful that I got shot. And lost. Really, I’m just thankful for my rock bottom. Because when I climbed back out, you were there. And that was everything I needed.”

			“You are everything I needed.” She touched his face, ran her finger along that scar on his lip. None of the bad things that had happened had taken him from her. And she was grateful for that. No, his strength, who he was, his integrity... It all brought them this life. She would always be grateful for that.

			“For an outlaw, you’re a pretty good guy.”

			“Only for you, Tala Everett. Only for you.”

			And Tala could only smile, because what had started as a dark and stormy night, was leading to a bright and sunny future.

			A life filled with all the love that they could ever hope to have, and give. And this was only the beginning.
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