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      Walking away was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.

      No.

      That’s not true.

      Burying my parents at the age of eighteen, that was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.

      What followed--raising Dexter, taking in the boys, becoming a foster parent, building the Wayward Sun--all of that was done in a fog. A well-intentioned, exhausted, running-on-empty fog.

      Carry on, amirite?

      But where does that leave me?

      Twenty-three, burned out, and running away from home.

      God, my life is a mess.

      For a minute I thought theirs was too, and I couldn’t deal, but I saw that the boys would be okay, that Dexter would be okay, that they had Starlee and her mom and Mrs. Nye; I knew I needed to go. I just needed a break.

      So, I left.

      And I hate myself for it.

      It’s six months later and I’m sitting in the back of the high school auditorium, the same auditorium I graduated from five years ago, and watch them stride across the stage. Dexter with his shoulders back, pride written on his face. Jake, the one I wasn’t sure would make it, clutching his diploma tighter than a football. Charlie and George, smart, silly, broken, and ultimately rebuilt. My heart swells, seeing them accomplish this goal. This small goal that was so hard to achieve.

      I wipe a tear from my eye as the principal makes it official and they fall into each others' arms. I should be there. For Dexter, at the very least. For my mom and dad.

      But my legs feel like lead, and my is heart heavy.

      I need more time to get my shit together. To find my way back home.

      I glance down at my tattoo, the one we all share, knowing my family needs me, but right now I need something else.

      I just have to figure out exactly what.
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      I hear the car coming down the dirt road long before I see it. I step out on the front porch and shade my eyes from the early summer sun. The truck comes to a stop behind my Jeep and Katie steps out, blonde hair twisted into two knots on the top of her head. She’s wearing a cut off Def Leppard shirt that shows off her belly ring and she waves when she sees me.

      “I think I got everything you need,” she calls, heading to the steps, holding a bag in her hand.

      When she gets to the top, I take the bag and pull her into a hug with the other. “Thanks. This place is a mess. I thought there would be enough cleaning supplies here, but I was wrong. It’s going to take more than elbow grease to get this place ready to sell.”

      “You’re really going to sell it?”

      I step in the front door, gesturing her to follow me. I’ve known Katie for a long time, since school, but we really became friends the past few years in Lee Vines.

      “I think we should. Dexter has his own life in Lee Vines, running the shop, and there are just too many difficult memories for us here. It’s a good home to raise a family and neither of us are in that position right now.”

      She walks in and I place the bag of cleaning supplies on the coffee table. “It doesn’t look like it’s in terrible shape. Shouldn’t be hard to sell, right?”

      I grimace. “The HVAC needs replacing and the bedrooms all need a paint job. The kitchen is a little outdated and frankly, I need to get everything out of here. Dex and I were so shocked after my parents died that we didn’t do the clean-up we needed to.”

      She rests her hand on my arm. “I’m here to help you with anything you need, got it?”

      “Thanks,” I reply. I don’t plan on asking for help. Not from her or Dexter. This is something I feel like I need to do myself. I’ve carried the baggage of the past around with me for too long. It’s time to let it go.

      “How does it feel to be back?” she asks.

      “Weird not to be in Lee Vines, but I want to get this finished before I go home.” I’d spent the last six months traveling—mostly around the Southwest. I hit a few Supernatural conventions, hanging with other fans. That felt good, but the whole time I knew I had to come back here and deal with everything. That time has come.

      “How’s Robbie?”  I ask, knowing they’ve been dating a while.

      “Good. He wanted to know if you’ve talked to the Rangers.”

      The park rangers. Robbie is a ranger in Yosemite, and at Christmas introduced me to three of his friends. I knew the guys that worked for the parks department were athletic and outdoorsy, I just didn’t know they built them like, well, like Smith, Holden, and Adrian.

      We’d hit it off and it was nice being around guys my own age, instead of the hormonal stink of teenagers. God, so many showers. So much laundry. So much angst.

      At first, things went okay. At least with Holden and Adrian. They were nice. Hot. I could see myself having fun with them.

      “No, but it’s not surprising that I haven’t. I kind of took off right after the New Year. They probably forgot all about me.”

      She shakes her head. “Don’t count on it. Robbie says they still ask about you.”

      “All of them?”

      She smiles. “Two of them, at least. You made an impression.”

      I know which two. Or rather, I know which one isn’t interested. Smith and I didn’t really hit it off, or rather, I’d burned that bridge right out of the gate. “Yeah, well, they did too, which is why I wasn’t keeping up with the boys on New Year’s. Look how that turned out.”

      Another court hearing. Losing my foster care license. Everything falling apart.

      Her hand covers mine. “In the long run, it turned out fine. They’re doing really well.” The churn of guilt still tightens in my stomach, knowing I should have been there. “Have you told Dex you’re here?”

      “Not yet.” I give her a pleading, tight smile.

      “I won’t tell him.” She gives me a side look. “Just like I won’t tell you that he and Starlee shack up at the campground when they need a little privacy.”

      I clamp my hands over my ears. “No! I do not want to know that! They’re eighteen. Graduated! Not my business anymore.”

      “Sorry, I couldn’t help myself. I promise I won’t tell them you’re down here until you’re ready.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But you need to get ready. This is his house, too.” She checks the time and stands. “I’ve got to get back, with Mrs. Nye on her honeymoon and Star working the coffee shop, I’ve got a lot more responsibility at the lodge.”

      “That’s great.”

      She heads to the door. “So if the Rangers ask about you?”

      “Tell them I’m not available.”

      “What about Smith?”

      I pause, thinking of the tall, broad-shouldered park ranger with crystal blue eyes and a jaw made of steel. I wrinkle my nose and shake my head. “Especially Smith.”
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      “The HVAC can be repaired, which is cheaper than a full replacement, but you’ve also got to fix that leak in the bathroom along with the damage that it caused on the wall behind the sink. I think you need to get an exterminator out here. Critters like to move in when a house is empty. I found some droppings in the back closet.”

      I wrinkle my nose, as much at the extensive list the inspector is giving me as at the information about droppings.

      “Great.”

      He jots a few more things on the list. An outlet needs to be repaired in the kitchen. A hole in the roof along with the flashing by the fireplace chimney. A sinking feeling threatens to pull me under as I watch him scribble notes.

      What have I gotten myself into?

      “If you need some referrals on contractors and repair people, I’ve got some,” he says, handing me a card along with the paperwork.

      “How much do you think all of this will cost?”

      He rests the clipboard on his slight stomach paunch and he runs a hand through his graying hair. “Don’t hold me to it, but with paint and hauling out everything you don’t want, you’re probably looking at ten-to-twenty thousand.”

      My eyebrows shoot up. “Really?”

      He gives me a sympathetic grin. “Yep. But the more you can do yourself, the cheaper it is. Grab some friends and family and put them to work.”

      When my parents died, they left a life insurance policy that helped me cover the cost of the house in Lee Vines and the attached coffee shop. There’s money in a trust for Dex when he turns twenty-one. This house is paid for, but I’ve had to pay the taxes and for upkeep over the last five years. There’s a little money left from the insurance fund, but not much. That money will have to stretch to cover the upgrades on the house.

      “You could always just sell the place As-Is. There’s no shame in that. You’ll take a bit of a hit, but it takes the responsibility off of you as a seller for any problems.”

      “I’ve considered that.” But it doesn’t feel right. My parents provided a safe, comfortable home for me and Dexter. I want to offer that back to whoever buys it in the future. Also, I do feel shame in letting the place fall apart so badly. I owe my family more than that.

      “Thank you,” I tell him as he packs up his supplies. I watch him head down the stairs and out to his car. Feeling the wave pulling me under. I take a long deep breath, trying to settle my nerves, and look around the house.

      There’s so much work to be done and I’m resolved to do it.

      But not today.

      I do what I’ve always told the boys to do when they feel overwhelmed. Get outside and get some air. I grab my hiking boots, a bottle of water, and my backpack.

      I’m headed into the Sierras.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My father is the one that taught me nature has healing properties. Getting out in the sun, away from electronics and people and day-to-day stressors. Finding water is even better—a creek, river, or waterfall. He’s the one that showed me the trail I’m on right now. The winter snow has melted, leaving the grassy areas green and lush. I follow the path, and I hear the water before I see it. I take a deep breath, sucking in the cool, early summer air, and spot the clear stream ahead. I find a soft patch of grass on the bank and spread out my jacket to sit on. Once I’m settled, I unlace my boots and dip my feet into the water, feeling the shock of chill.

      I let them stay under the water, turning numb.

      After my parents died, I didn’t come out here for a long time. It hurt too much. I was dealing with Dexter and his anger issues. Then bringing in the other boys. Their masculinity had reached toxic levels. My brother was angry and depressed. Jake hid his learning disabilities behind a violent sport, and Charlie and George were traumatized by an abusive father. That’s when I realized that no matter how much it hurt, they needed the outdoors. They needed to exercise. To breathe. To heal.

      They did it. Some of it through my efforts, a lot, admittedly, through their relationship with Starlee. That girl is a gift.

      A rustle in the trees draws my attention away from my thoughts and I sit straight, looking for the source. It easily could be another hiker or wildlife. A dark shadow moves behind the trees.

      Or a bear.

      Fuck.

      I don’t move, thinking if I just stay still, it will be fine. Bear attacks in Yosemite are very rare. But this bear is obviously thirsty, and it stumbles downstream, falling in with a splash. Two smaller bears follow.

      Fuckity-fuck.

      The baby bears amble around, splashing in the water. It gives me an opportunity to lift my feet out. They’re numb—half frozen—and don’t cooperate as I try to gracefully stand. I reach for my boots and my pack, easing backwards. A branch snaps underfoot, loud and unmistakable. The bear snorts, looking in my direction, baring her teeth.

      I’m too close to the babies, and the mama doesn’t like it.

      She growls and I startle, dropping one boot, and it splashes into the water. I grab it as the bear ambles forward, water dripping down my body. There’s no other choice but to run and I don’t hesitate, rushing through the trees. The sound of the growls fades with distance, and I don’t hear anything but the sound of my heart and my breathing. I don’t look back, not until minutes have passed. Not until I realize I’m off the trail. Way off the trail.

      I lean against a tree, trying to catch my breath. Trying not to panic.

      I reach in my pocket and pull out my phone, shocked to see I have service.

      I call the one person that I know that can help me.

      “Katie,” I say, voice wobbly and out of breath, “I’m lost. Can you call the ranger station?”
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      I’m already in the northeast corner of the park when my walkie talkie crackles.

      “Adrian, you there?”

      “Yep,” I reply to Robbie. I pick up a piece of litter that most likely blew away from the campground and stash it in my pack. “What do you need?”

      “We have a hiker that got lost just off Tiga Creek. Sounds like she got stumbled on by Big Brown and her babies.”

      “Gotcha. I’m not far. Any landmarks?”

      He lists a few that she described to a friend. She’s lucky she still has service. It can be spotty in the park. I cut east toward the creek and see prints in the soft dirt. They’re deep, and the tread is clear, implying they’re fresh. I mark my trail and follow them, taking care to look for any further footprints or impacted wildlife. At a clearing, I pause and call out. “Anyone out there? It’s Ranger Brooks!”

      No response.

      I cross the empty space, scanning the area. Robbie had mentioned a large rock outcropping, and it sounded like Buck’s Rock. I see the rocks in the distance and head that direction, calling out once more.

      I wait a beat and then hear a faint voice call back. “Here!”

      Relief settles in my chest, and I stride forward, heading off the path.

      “You there?”

      “I’m here! Can you see me?” Her voice is louder.

      “Stay tight. I’ll be there in a second.”

      I climb over fallen limbs and muddy low spots. I climb up a small rise and see the flash of a blue T-shirt. A coffee cup sits in the middle with rays shooting out of it. The Wayward Sun. I’ve been to that place—up in Lee Vines.

      A figure sits on an outcropping of rocks. Dark hair wound in a braid, fair skin. She looks up, and I see familiar steel gray eyes.

      “Sierra?” I say, her name popping into my head instantly, even though I haven’t seen her in months. Thought about her—yes. Seen her—not once.

      Her eyes brighten when she sees me, but quickly the expression of relief twists into something else. “Adrian? Well, this is humiliating.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “It’s not humiliating. People get turned around out here all the time.”

      I scan her body, looking for injury. Her boots are soaked, soles muddy. Her raven hair has slipped from her braid. Sierra is a sturdy woman, athletic and strong. Her legs are shapely and fit. She not only looks okay, she looks perfect. Just like I remember.

      “Maybe not for them, but I grew up out here.” Something in her expression wavers, and she blinks rapidly.

      “What happened?”

      “I ran into a mama bear and her cubs. I just got out of there as fast as I could.” She frowns down at her wet clothes and boots. “I realized pretty quickly I got off the trail. Since I had service, I called Katie and stayed put.”

      “You did the right thing,” I say walking over. As I get closer I see a streak of blood on her elbow. I hold my hand out. “Can I check that?”

      She lifts her arm. “Oh, I didn’t even realize…I guess I ran into something; a bush or tree.”

      I reach into my bag and pull out my small first aid kit, picking out a package of wipes. I take her arm gently and wipe away the blood. She flinches. “That hurt?”

      “Stings a little.”

      Carefully I clean the wound. “It doesn’t look too bad. I think a little ointment and a bandage will work.”

      Our eyes meet. Hers are a color I’m not sure I’ve seen. Not quite blue, but gray.

      “So,” I say, looking away. I pull out the supplies I need. A packet of ointment and a large adhesive bandage. “It’s been a while, how are you?”

      “Other than lost in the woods?”

      I smile. “Other than that.”

      “Okay, I guess. I spent a few months away from Lee Vines. Traveling,” she says as if offering an explanation as to why we hadn’t seen her in months. “We” being my two best friends, Smith and Holden, both park rangers.

      I nod and peel off the back of the adhesive. “Do you still own the shop?”

      “I do, but my brother Dexter is running it now, along with a little help.” I lift her elbow so I can reach her better. The flesh on the underside of her upper arm is soft and smooth. “I’ve got some business in town that’s going to take a few weeks to take care of. I thought a day in the woods would do me good.”

      I smooth out the bandage and assess my work. “Well, I’m happy to see you again, so maybe the fates played a hand in you getting lost today.”

      She laughs. “I wish it was the fates. I’m pretty sure it’s the fact I panicked. But you’re right, it’s nice to see you, too.”

      “I’m just glad to know you didn’t fall off the face of the earth.” I rub the back of my neck. “Or, you know, that Smith scared you off or something.”

      Her cheeks turn slightly pink. “He didn’t scare me off.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “It’s not your fault your friend is a jerk.”

      Smith Hutchins is one of my best friends. A brother, really. Me, Holden, and Smith all met as teenagers in a wilderness program. None of us were angels, but me and Holden had made a lot of progress over the years. Smith—he’s a good guy, but socially he comes off a bit gruff. Something happened between the two of them on New Year’s Eve. Neither are talking about it.

      “I’m glad to know that. Maybe you can come around more often.”

      Something in her eye flickers, a light blinking out. “I’ve just got a lot on my plate right now. If the fates are trying to tell me something, it’s that I’m supposed to be at home dealing with my obligations, and not taking days off.”

      “A hike in the woods is never a bad thing.” She raises her eyebrow and holds up her elbow. “I stand by it.”

      I take the lead and direct us back toward the path. She wasn’t that far off, which proves that she really must have panicked and lost her bearings. Sierra handled it the right way though; not moving and calling for help. Too many people get even more lost trying to find their way back.

      We walk back toward the parking lot, making small talk. Even when we first met her around Christmas she seemed a little withdrawn. Overwhelmed. Something has happened since then, making it harder to connect. With most women I’d be turned off, but with Sierra it just makes me want to get to know her better.

      “Thank you,” she says, kicking the dirt off her boots on the paved lot, “I really appreciate it.”

      I touch the curve of my cap. “No problem. That’s why we’re here.”

      She smiles. “It was nice to see you again, Adrian.”

      “You too.” I hold her eye, hopeful she may be receptive. “Maybe we can see each other again—sooner this time?”

      “I, uh…” she winces, “things aren’t great for me right now.”

      Ouch. “Right. Sure.”

      She climbs into her Jeep, and I stand back, watching her pull out of the parking space. In a blink she’s gone, heading back toward the east entrance, back toward wherever she came from. I realize I didn’t find out where she’s staying—just that she’s not in Lee Vines.

      The walkie crackles on my belt and I reach for it. “Everything okay?” Robbie asks.

      “Yep. She’s safe.”

      “Good, I’ll let Katie know.”

      I signal off and head back toward the truck, thinking about the woman with the dark hair and powerful eyes, already wanting to see her again.
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      After getting lost I go home, shower, get into bed, and turn on Supernatural. I feel like an absolute idiot, and no one but Dean, Sam, and some snarky Winchester humor are going to provide me comfort.

      Getting lost in the woods is like, an amateur move. It would be like Dean getting possessed by an all-powerful deity.

      Oh wait.

      The truth is that I’m not just humiliated at being lost. Shit happens. Bears happen. But being found by Adrian was a low. I’ve always prided myself on being independent—strong. And for him to find me like that, soaked and covered in mud, scared and shaking?

      And seriously? Adrian Brooks? At first, I’d just been relieved to see someone appear in the woods, figuring Katie got Robbie to come find me. But then the tall frame came fully into view, and there was no mistaking the shaggy blonde hair and sharp cheekbones. Relief turned into a burst of butterflies in my lower belly, and I saw the look of surprise in his eyes. That shifted quickly, and I felt my skin burn as his eyes swept over my body, assessing me inch by inch.

      Any chance that he may not remember me was dashed when he said my name. I’d only hung out with him twice. Once at the Christmas Eve party where I met him, Smith, and Holden. Then again at New Year's Eve.

      I’d been stunned when they walked into the Epic Café. Three gorgeous mountain men. They carried themselves with a confident ease, although there was a hint of darkness in Smith. I’m not afraid of men with baggage. I raised four of them, but he was closed off and distant from the beginning. It only got worse when we all got together for New Years with Robbie and Katie.

      Like I said, if the fates are trying to tell me something, it’s that I should focus on what I’m here for. Fixing this house. Selling it. Moving on.

      Like the Winchesters, if I learned anything over the last six months, it’s that you can’t run from your past.

      There’s something else that nags at me when I wake the next morning. I don’t like owing a debt, and what Adrian did yesterday feels like something I need to repay.

      How do you repay a guy for doing his job?

      I walk through the hardware store in town, loading up my cart with a few things to get started on the house, thinking about this. I lived with four teenaged boys. What did they like? Girls, obviously. Starlee, in particular. Sports. Video games, but most of all?

      Food.

      I get in line to check out and see a few cards for handy-men and contractors on the counter.

      “Know any of these people?” I ask the clerk. She’s an older woman with curly hair and thick glasses.

      “Most of them.” She picks up one. “Reid works here. He’s pretty good.”

      I take the card.

      “Thanks.”

      I wait for her to ring me up, and the clerk looks over my shoulder. “Oh, there he is. Reid, this lady is looking for a handyman.”

      I turn and see a man a few years older than me. His hair is tied back in a ponytail and he’s in a T-shirt with the name of the store across his chest. Mammoth Lakes Hardware. I recognize him immediately.

      “I think we went to high school together,” I say.

      He looks me up and down. “You sure? I think I’d remember you.”

      My cheeks heat. Reid Langford was a legend. Kind of a trouble maker. All the girls had a crush on him. “You were older than me. Sierra Falco.”

      I offer my hand. We shake and he asks, “Well, Sierra Falco, what kind of work are you looking for?”

      “I’m getting my house ready to sell. I just have a few upgrades and repairs to make.” I’m not really ready to make a decision on anything yet. It’s all moving so fast. “I’m trying to do what I can on my own.”

      “I’m happy to come out and take a look at it, give you an estimate.”

      “Sure,” I say. “Can I give you a call this week?”

      “Sounds good.” He smiles a bit too wide. “I’m sure we can work something out.”

      A customer walks up and asks Reid for help. He wanders off, talking about screw size. I grab my items off the counter and head out the door. Maybe finding help for the house won’t be so bad. My spirits lift, things feeling less insurmountable, and I place my bags in the car. That’s when I see the produce stand. California summer fruit is one of the best things about living in this area. I walk over and inspect the baskets of early summer fruit. If there’s one thing I learned raising four boys and running a coffee shop…

      They love pie.

      I nod to the woman behind the table and point to the baskets of berries. “I’ll take three,” I say, pulling out my wallet. I think I know how to pay off my debt to Adrian, after all.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The warm scent of sugar and baked fruit wafts from my window, catching the guard’s attention. He’s older, with both gray hair and a beard.

      “Smells delicious. You sure you don’t want me to just give that to Adrian?” he asks. “I promise to get it to them intact.” He adds a wink.

      “I think I should probably hand deliver it.”

      “I think you’re probably correct.”

      I’d already explained who I was and who I was looking for. He speaks into his walkie-talkie, and then gives me directions that should take me to Adrian. I take a turn off the main road and up a long, winding side street with signs that declare, “Do Not Enter. Parks Department Only.”

      At the end of the road is a building made of wood planks—dark red and sturdy. The cabin has a wide front porch. The guy at the front gate told me this is where I’d find Adrian.

      Two white trucks sit in the parking lot, both with parks department logos on the side. I grab the pie, still warm from the oven, and walk up the steps.

      The door opens before I make it all the way to the porch.

      Adrian Brooks waits in the doorway with a curious smile on his face.

      “Didn’t expect to see you again,” he says, as he leans his body against the doorframe. His arms cross over his chest, and I can’t help but see the line of muscle that lines his forearm.

      “I made you a pie.” I hold it out to him. “As a thank you.”

      He looks between my face and the pie. “It’s my job, Sierra, no need for a thank you.” He reaches for the pie and inhales. “But I’m not saying no to this. It smells amazing.” He steps back. “Do you want to come in?”

      I look behind him and see that it’s actually a cabin, not an office or something. I really want to run away and go home, but there’s something about Adrian that’s inviting. I’m also a little curious about how, and where, these guys live. I take a deep breath and say, “Sure.”

      I step across the threshold. I pause when I see the two guys sitting at the kitchen table playing cards.

      “You know Robbie and Holden, right?” Adrian says. “Sierra brought me a thank you pie.”

      Holden waves, while Robbie grins broadly and hops up, giving me a hug. “Hey, I heard you were back in town.”

      He and Katie had been dating for a while. He seemed good for her. Stable and fun. “Yeah, it’s just been a few days.” I look around at the main floor of the cabin. There’s a small kitchen and a living room area that has a big, stone fireplace against the wall. It’s rustic, but comfortable. A staircase leads to what I assume is a second floor. “How many of you live here?”

      “Four of us, right now. The three of us and Smith.”

      “Ah, Smith.”

      Robbie cocks an eyebrow. “What about him?”

      I wrinkle my nose. Holden shakes his head, and says, “Smith was being truly Smith-y the last time we hung out.”

      Robbie shakes his head. “What did he do?”

      “Nothing. He was fine.” Smith is fine. Damn fine, physically. But he’s also an ass, with a massive chip on his shoulder. While me, Holden, and Adrian had a good time on New Year’s, having a nice dinner and a few drinks, Smith couldn’t get his head out of his ass to enjoy himself.

      “He’s temperamental,” Holden says. “It takes a while to get to know him.”

      “Sure.” I get this, sort of. Dexter can be a challenge for new people. But Smith? He made it pretty clear he isn’t interested in me being around. Which is fine. The last thing I need in my life is a complicated, baggage-carrying guy.

      Even if he does look like a Greek god.

      “How’s the house coming along?” Robbie asks. Adrian is in the kitchen rummaging around a drawer. He pulls out a fork and a knife, then grabs a plate from the pantry.

      “Good. Well, I haven’t done much yet. I did get some supplies today, and I think maybe I’ve found a handyman.”

      “What are you doing?” Holden asks. He leans back in his seat and stretches his long legs across the floor. He’s slim with square shoulders and a long torso. A thick, short beard covers his chin and a curl of dark hair falls into his forehead.

      I fight the urge to lie. Or flee. I’m not sure why it’s so hard to just admit what I’m doing in Mammoth Lakes. “I’m cleaning up a family home to sell. It needs a few repairs before I can put it on the market.”

      See? That wasn’t so bad.

      Adrian walks over with a huge slab of pie on his plate, chewing. “Let us know if you need any help. We’re all pretty functional with a hammer and saw.” All of this is said through the goo of the massive forkful of pie he put in his mouth.

      I fight off the image of my lips cleaning his lips. “Yeah, thanks. I think I’ve got it under control.”

      “This pie,” he says, again around food, “is epic.”

      “Thank you.”

      Holden and Robbie hop up and move toward the kitchen. Adrian’s eyes pop wide. As they start to fill their plates. “Dude, don’t take all of it. She made it for me.”

      They’re distracted, and I use the opportunity to slip from the cabin back out to my Jeep. I’m backing out when another truck flies up the driveway, music blaring. I slam on my breaks to keep from crashing into it. The truck parks with a lurch and the music cuts. Through the window, I see Smith glaring at me.

      Perfect.

      I wave, undeterred, and crank the engine. His attitude is not my problem.

      Or at least that’s what I tell myself as I catch a glimpse of him in the rearview mirror. He’s standing in the middle of the driveway, arms crossed over his chest, watching me drive away. The look on his face, annoyed.

      There’s no reason at all for Smith to have a problem with me. Not one, but from the way he looks at me? I think maybe there is.
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      Sierra

      

      The bell rings over the diner doorway. I look up from my cup of mediocre coffee and see a familiar mop of dark hair. His hands are shoved in his pockets, and his eyes skim the room, the steel gray finally landing on me.

      I give my brother a weak smile.

      He offers me a matching one in return.

      I don’t deny that I assess him as he walks over; checking out the way he’s grown in the last six months. He looks good—less tired and stressed. The pressures of court hearings and high school are behind him. I think he’s several inches taller—he’d passed me years before. I stand as he gets closer, my hands shaking nervously.

      “Hey, baby brother,” I say, trying not to choke on the words.

      His eyes glisten. “Hey, sis.”

      I’m grateful when he pulls me into a hug. For so long, we only had one another. We were each other’s rocks, at least until I ran away.

      I pull back and tug at the scruff on his chin. “It’s getting thick.”

      He laughs and eases into the booth. “Yeah, I may shave it off this summer. Depends on how hot it gets.”

      It’s idle chit-chat, the stuff people do when they’re avoiding big topics.

      “How are the guys?” I ask as the waitress arrives with a steaming hot pot of coffee. He doesn’t answer until she’s gone.

      “Just making the best of our last summer together. Jake leaves for training camp in a few weeks. George and Charlie are getting ready for school.”

      “How angry are they with me.”

      “Angry isn’t the right word. Hurt works. Maybe confused. We’re blood, but those guys…you made a promise.”

      His eyes pin to the tattoo on my arm.

      Family don’t end in blood.

      He’s right. I swallow the guilt. “How’s Starlee?”

      His expression softens. “She’s really good.”

      I press my fingers against the warmth of my cup and watch as he measures out sugar and cream for his. He takes a sip and grimaces. I laugh. “It’s not like Wayward Sun coffee, that’s for sure.”

      He shakes his head. “No, not even close.”

      We look at one another. I’m the one that called him. It’s time for me to tell him why.

      “So listen, I’ve been staying at the house and taking an assessment of what needs to be repaired.”

      “The HVAC for sure.”

      “Right, yep, I got an estimate on that. There are some other things. Roofing issues, plumbing, and then obviously it needs a major cleanout.”

      He swallows thickly. Neither of us really went back and cleaned out our stuff or our parents' things after the accident. We took what we needed and started over.

      “What’s the end game to this?” he asks quietly.

      “Right now, I just want to get it kind of settled, back to a functional place. From there, maybe sell it.”

      His eyebrows shoot up. “You want to sell the house?”

      “It’s rotting away, Dex, which is not what Mom or Dad would have wanted.”

      His jaw tightens. “Do you need my help?”

      I shake my head. “Actually, no. I feel like taking this on is something I need to do. I’m struggling,” I laugh darkly, “obviously. I want to take care of this—unload the baggage.”

      “I understand.” He pushes his coffee cup away. “And then what? You come back to the Wayward Sun? Take back the house?”

      “I haven’t gotten that far, but hopefully, while I’m working on the house, I can figure that out.”

      My brother mulls this over in his quiet, thoughtful, way. He can be unnerving, but I know it takes him a minute to process situations. I don’t feel the low grade of anger under his skin like I used to—that’s been smoothed out.

      “If this is what you want to do, I’m okay with it. My life is in Lee Vines. The shop and house? We can deal with all of that later.” He runs his hand through his curls, a sure sign he’s agitated. “You hurt us badly when you left, Sierra. Thank god for Mrs. Nye and Starlee’s mom, or we would have been fucked.”

      “I’m so sorry—”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t want an apology. I want you to get better, to find the happiness me and the guys have found. If you think this starts with handling Mom and Dad’s estate, then go for it.”

      “Are you sure?” I blink back tears.

      “Yes.” He pauses. “Toss my stuff in some boxes. I’ll come down and get it when you’re ready.”

      I nod. “Okay. Thank you.”

      The waitress comes back over and asks for our order. I think Dexter may leave, but he quickly checks out the specials and orders a few. “For research,” he says, after she leaves. “I’ve been working on a few new items for the menu.”

      I lean forward. “Tell me about them. I want to hear everything.”

      He perks up. “It’s kind of a new twist on the CrossRoads Bun and a Possession Pie…”

      I sit back and drink my shitty coffee, listening to my brother talk about the business—my business—one he’s managed to make thrive. I may have screwed up a lot of things, but Dexter Falco isn’t one of them.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I push up on my toes and hold the rag over my head, wiping down the windows. The bucket on the ladder is filled with dirty water. I want to get started painting the trim, but the window sills were coated in dust and grime. Everything needed a thorough cleaning first.

      Water drips down my arms as I scrub off the dirt and I use the hem of my tank to sop it up.

      “Knock, knock,” a voice calls, startling me. I jerk in surprise, toppling the bucket. Water crashes down, showering over the man below me.

      “Oh my god,” I cry, rushing down the ladder. Reid Langford stands in the doorway, drenched in dirty water. “I’m so sorry.”

      “My fault,” he says, wiping his face with his shirt, revealing his stomach.

      “No, you just scared me, I was totally in my own world. Let me get you a towel.” I rush past him and head to the hall closet. The linens haven’t been washed in ages but they’re still clean.

      I grab two and head back down the hall. When I step back in the living room I see Reid standing in the middle of the room. Shirtless.

      “Uh, here you go,” I say, averting my eyes. He’s not unfit, but long gone are the lean lines of his high school body. His middle has a definite paunch—the kind you get from too much beer. “Do you need a shirt? There may be one back in my brother’s room you can use.”

      “Nah,” he says, drying off. “I’m okay.”

      “What are you doing here?” I ask. “How did you find me?”

      “I saw your name on your receipt and looked you up.” He grins sheepishly. “I had the day off and thought I’d see if you wanted that estimate. Hope that’s okay?”

      “Sure, yeah that’s fine.” Although, I’m not sure it is. I hadn’t planned on having anyone come in today, and I’m not really dressed for visitors. I look down at my white tank. It’s streaked in dirt and damp from window washing. My jean shorts are old, ratty, and a size too small. I’d found them in my old bedroom drawer. “Sorry, I’m a mess.”

      His eyebrow raises. “I think you look great.” He eyes my tank, and I shift uncomfortably. “What’s that mean?”

      I glance down. It’s always a huge strike when a guy isn’t into or aware of the show. “Oh, it’s from the show Supernatural. It’s kind of like their logo.”

      His gaze lingers, and I feel the hair on my neck raise. “Maybe you could introduce me to it sometime.”

      “Yeah, so, I have a list of things from the home inspector.” I walk across the room to find the paper he’d left the day before. I have a stack of things I’d been going through. Old paperwork on the house. I shuffle through them and find the right one. I spin and slam into Reid’s torso. “Oh. Wow. Uh, here.”

      He grabs my arm to give me balance, but instead of letting go, he holds on, grinning down at me. My stomach twists anxiously.

      “You know, I do remember you,” he says, quietly. “Sierra Falco two grades below. Cheerleader. Seeing you up on that ladder jogged my memory. You’ve always had fantastic legs.”

      I swallow and try to take a step back, but I’m pinned in between Reid and edge of the couch. I try to disguise my shaking hands. “Uh, maybe I can show you some of the work that needs to be done on the house?”

      His eyes flick toward the back of the house, toward the bedrooms. No, that was not my intention, but he and I are definitely not on the same page here. He reaches out and skims his fingers over my cheek, bringing a wave of nausea up my throat. “Yeah, let’s do that.”

      The loud pounding of a knock sounds on the front door. With my heart pounding, I look around Reid and see Holden’s familiar face in the doorway. His expression is apologetic, I get it. Reid and I look like we’re in a compromising position, especially with his shirt off, but Holden’s eyes narrow in concern.

      “Holden!” I say, too loudly. I use the distraction to slip away from Reid.

      He holds up the empty pie pan and towel I’d wrapped it in. “I was headed into town and offered to bring this back.”

      I walk over and take it—my legs wobbly. Our eyes meet. “Good. I was hoping you’d stop by.” I swallow thickly. “And you know, we could do that thing.”

      He frowns, and I raise an eyebrow. Understanding clicks. “Yeah, I figured we could get started on that project you talked about.” He looks over at Reid and offers his hand. “Hey, Holden Connell.”

      “Reid Langford—handyman and former schoolmate of Sierra’s.”

      Holden doesn’t explain our connection as the men shake hands. I slip away to the kitchen to put the pie pan and towel on the counter. I also need some space. After a few deep breaths, I walk back into the room. “You know, Reid, today may not be that great to talk about the estimates. I completely spaced that Holden was coming today, and he drove all the way in from the park to help me.”

      Reid’s eyes skip between me and Holden. “Yeah, sure. I can come back.”

      I smile tightly. “I’ll call you, okay? To make sure you don’t waste your time.”

      “Right.” He’s still assessing me and Holden, trying to figure out who he is to me.

      It’s none of his god-damned business.

      “I’ll call you,” he walks out of the room, grabbing his shirt off the ladder rung, and heading out the door. Neither Holden nor I speak until we hear his car start up and drive down the road.

      Holden lifts an eyebrow. “I didn’t mean to interrupt.”

      “Yeah, thank god you did. That was headed somewhere weird.”

      “He did have a vibe.” His eyes sweep over me. “Are you okay?”

      “Fine. We met the other day at the hardware store. I needed a handyman. I think he was hoping that job involved more hands than, you know, actual work.” I look over at the ladder. “He came in and startled me. Things escalated from there.”

      “Maybe keep your doors locked from now on.”

      I snort. “You trying to tell me what to do?”

      “Never, but you’re way out here and all alone. Mammoth Lake is a small place. It won’t take people long to find out there’s a beautiful woman living out here on her own.”

      Did Holden just call me beautiful?

      Heat climbs my body.

      He looks around the house. “So, you’re fixing this place up?”

      “To sell, yes.”

      “Listen,” he says, crossing his arms over his broad chest, “Adrian’s right, we have a lot of experience with tools and repair work. If you need anything, we’re happy to help.”

      “Since when are park rangers fix-it guys?”

      He laughs. “Not all of our duties involve saving pretty girls from bears and meeting with school groups. We maintain all the buildings and trails, haul lumber, monitor brush clean up, and manage the upkeep of the campgrounds.” He scratches his chin. “We’ve done our fair share of carpentry. It’s how we met.”

      I’ve sensed a real bond between the three friends. Similar to the boys at home. They’re connected. “So you’re telling me you’re handy.”

      “Very.”

      Unlike Reid, thinking about Holden’s hands, or Adrian’s, sends a thrill down my spine.

      “Despite what you walked in on today, I do still think I have this under control, but I’ll let you know if I need anything.”

      “Good.” He smiles, revealing a slightly chipped tooth. “I guess I should head back. I’ve got a carload of groceries out there.”

      “Thanks for stopping by,” I say, following him to the door. “Seriously.”

      “You call us if you need anything.”

      “I will,” I say, knowing that I probably won’t. It’s not like I have their number anyway.

      He pauses in the doorway, lifting his hand to touch the frame. His bicep rounds and the urge to touch him—explore him—returns. “You don’t like asking for help, do you?”

      His question startles me. So much, I reply with the truth. “No. I like being independent.”

      “Like it, or you’re just used to it?”

      “I don’t like being indebted to others.”

      “Not everyone is keeping score, you know that, right?”

      I don’t respond, because this man, no matter how handsome he is, isn’t going to change my view on life. Independence is good. Hard work is better.

      Counting on people only gets you hurt.

      He heads out the door, jogging down the steps and I shut the door, locking the bolt.

      I walk into the kitchen and pick up the pie pan and towel. Something flutters out of the towel onto the counter. A slip of paper. I pick it up and see a phone number and one word;

      Rangers.

      I get the feeling that even though I’m convinced I don’t need these men in my life, they don’t feel the same.
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      Holden

      

      “How was she?”

      I glance back at Adrian as I unload the groceries. He opens the refrigerator door and puts away the milk, eggs, and other items that need to be kept cool. He slams the door and I hear the clink of bottles, then the hiss of bottle caps being removed. I finish shelving the dry goods and shut the pantry door.

      “Stubborn,” I reply, grabbing the beer bottle and taking a long drink.

      He laughs. “Sounds right.”

      “I think she’s in over her head with this house project, but she’d never admit it.”

      He grabs two more bottles and carries them out to the porch where Robbie and Smith are hanging out. There’s a pretty good view of the sunset from our porch and when we’re all home, we try to catch it.

      “You look worried,” Adrian says, handing off the beers. “Did something happen?”

      “There was a guy there.”

      “There was a guy where?” Smith asks, leaning back in his chair. He’s a massive guy. Always has been, even when we met as teenagers. Since then, he’s bulked up more. Working out helps with his focus.

      Adrian and I share a look. “At Sierra’s.”

      He holds my eye for a beat then tips the bottle back, consuming half of it in one gulp.

      “Was it a boyfriend?” Adrian asks.

      “No,” I reply. “I definitely got the vibe she didn’t want him there, and she seemed glad I’d interrupted him.”

      Adrian looks at Robbie, who shrugs. “No idea who that was. As far as Katie says, she’s single, but it’s not really a surprise guys are coming around, is it?”

      I grimace and drink my beer, before admitting, “I got a bad feeling about him.”

      “Fuck,” Smith mutters.

      “What?” I ask.

      “You’re worried about this chick. I can tell.”

      I turn to face him. “I walked up the front door, and it was open. I found her cornered by this shirtless asshat, who’d taken her by surprise. She lives way out in the middle of fucking nowhere, and if she got in any kind of trouble, she’d be screwed. So, yeah, I’m a little worried about her.”

      “You’re not alone,” Robbie says. “Katie feels like she really could use some support right now, but it’s not in her nature to accept help. She’s always been really independent, raising her brother, and the other guys, by herself.”

      “What’s that about?” Adrian leans forward.

      “Their parents died in a car accident when she was just out of high school.”

      “She’s an orphan?” Adrian asks. The three of us share a look. That explains a lot.

      “Yeah,” Robbie says. “She was left to deal with their estate and her brother, who was a total mess at the time. Dexter’s come around lately and the shop is doing well, but something happened at New Year's with the guys and she just bolted.”

      “At New Year’s?” Smith asks.

      “Yes, that night you got pissed and left early. Remember that?”

      “Shut up,” he says, running his hand through his dark hair. “Are you sure you’re just being the nice guys here? Tell me you don’t just want in her pants.”

      He’s looking at me, but I know he means either of us. “I don’t just want in her pants. I like her.”

      He rolls his eyes and stands. “You guys are ridiculous,” he says, followed by a string of curses, and he walks back into the house, slamming the door behind him. He comes back a minute later with his jacket on and his car keys in hand.

      “Where are you going?” I ask.

      “For a drive.”

      “What’s his problem?” Robbie asks. We watch him climb in the truck and haul ass down the road.

      His taillights vanish and Adrian sighs. “Baggage.”

      “Well, I don’t think Sierra needs any more of that. She’s been carrying too much for too long. I think it’s one of the reasons she took off in the first place,” Robbie says.

      “What do you think she needs?” I ask.

      He stretches back. “She may be game for a guy in her life, but she doesn’t need you two sniffing around her, okay? Be her friend. Help her out. Don’t ask for anything in return and keep your dicks in your fucking pants.”

      Adrian nods and I do the same, before glancing at one another again. There’s no doubt we’re both attracted to Sierra and want more than friendship, but compromise is something we’re familiar with.

      If this girl is really worth it, we’ll be there for her. In any way she needs.
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      Sierra

      

      The jukebox in the corner plays the kind of music I like. Rock n’ roll, more seventies than anything else. The place is a dive, the kind that litter small towns in California, owned by hippies or veterans. It’s dark, shadowy, and a good place to hide.

      Katie begged me to meet her here, claiming she needed a drink and female companionship. I refill her glass with the remaining beer in the pitcher and push it toward her.

      “Why are you serving me?” she asks. “You don’t work here.”

      “Old habits die hard, I guess.”

      “Do you miss the Wayward Sun?”

      Achingly, I want to tell her, but I play it off. “Sometimes. I needed a break from the grind, once the house is finished I’ll probably go back.”

      “Good.” She licks the foam off her upper lip. “Then we don’t have to come to dives like this. We can get classy beer at the Epic.”

      Katie lives in a camper in a tiny campground in Lee Vines. She has a red, white, and blue bikini. Classy is not how I’d describe my friend. It’s not how I’d describe myself either, but I get it. This place is loud and a little smelly.

      We catch up until her phone rings. “It’s Mrs. Nye,” she says, grabbing it off the table. “I’ll be right back. Hello?” She heads through the crowd, finger shoved in her other ear, and slips out the door.

      I pick up the pitcher and start to slide out of the booth. It’s the kind with the high backs and a dim bulb hanging overhead, allowing for discreet privacy. I’m about to stand when a shadow crosses the booth and a large, male body corners me in.

      “Sierra,” Reid says, his words sloppy and slurred. He tosses his arm over my shoulder. “Thought I saw you come in.”

      “Reid, hi.” I try to get out from under the weight of his arm, but I’m trapped in. I hold up the pitcher. “I was headed to the bar. Let me go get this refilled.”

      He tilts his head downward, eyes glazed and lips pouting. “Are you trying to avoid me?”

      “What? No.” I wave the plastic pitcher. “Beer, right?”

      “Tell me, who that guy was today?”

      “What guy?” I look toward the door, hoping Katie will come back in.

      “At your house? With the beard?”

      “Holden?”

      “Is he your boyfriend?”

      Part of me, the self-preservation part, tells me to say yes. But the independent streak pushed me to tell the truth. I open my mouth to reply when he bends down and kisses me, not giving a fuck either way.

      It’s like a switch flips and gone is the lazy, easy going guy from the hardware store and back in front of me is the bad boy from high school. But not the good kind, the dangerous kind. His hands are everywhere and his tongue shoves down my throat. He presses me into the corner of the booth and I fight to catch my breath. His fingers slide up my thigh, between my legs, and push under the hem of my shorts.

      “Reid, no,” I say, pushing against his chest.

      “Come on, baby. I know you want it.”

      “No, I don’t.” But I’m not even sure he can hear me.

      Lynyrd Skynyrd wails through the speakers, and I know to anyone on the outside we just look like two drunken fools making out. But that’s not what it is, I don’t want this. I don’t want him, and as his fingers wiggle underneath my panties, I manage to come up for a breath of air and make eye contact with someone at the bar.

      No.

      Not just someone.

      Smith.

      His blue eyes hold mine for just a second, one heartbeat, as he rises from his seat. Reid is clueless, trying his hardest to get his tongue back in my mouth. I squirm away as he bears down on me, his hand grabbing mine to shove in his lap. I feel his length, his excitement, and beer-laced bile rises in my throat.

      Panic consumes me as I struggle against him. His hand pushes down on mine, making me feel him and his eyes, dark and disturbed, have a second of clarity, and for one second he’s all over me, and the next he’s lifted in the air, flying across the room.

      Another hulking man stands over the table.

      “Get out of here, Sierra.”

      I nod, scrambling out of the seat. Smith turns back to Reid, but I don’t stay to watch. I run past the crowd of bar-goers, who are now interested in the two men in the middle of the room. I bolt out the door, gulping in air.

      Katie looks up, eyes wide.

      “I’ve got to go.”

      She hangs up and runs over. “What happened? Oh my god, what happened?”

      A crash comes from inside, along with the howl of the customers. The door shakes when something hard lands against it.

      “I was just sitting there,” I say, “And this guy I barely know cornered me in,” it all comes out in a rush. Katie listens intently, worry etched on her forehead. “Can we get out of here?”

      “Yes, of course.”

      Another crash comes from inside and we get to Katie’s car. I leave mine, not worried about it for now, and I get in the passenger seat. Soon we’re on the way down the road to my house, my heartrate finally slowing.

      “Who was that guy?”

      “Reid Langford.”

      Her eyebrows raise. “From high school?”

      “Yes. He came over today to give me an estimate for some work—well, showed up really—uninvited. He was a little pushy then, too, but Holden walked in—”

      “Wait, Holden went to your house?”

      “To bring me a pie pan.”

      She glances over at me as she pulls up to the house. “Okay, first of all, Reid is a super douche and seems like a predator. There were rumors about him at school, but I didn’t realize how awful he is.” She pushes her hair out of her eyes. “And Holden? Is that who was fighting him in there?”

      I swallow. “Um, no. Not Holden. That was Smith.”

      Her eyes widen. “Holy shit, Smith was in there?”

      “I didn’t see him either, but he looked over right when Reid shoved his tongue down my throat. He must have realized I was in trouble.”

      “Wow.” My hands shake in my lap. She reaches out and holds one. “I’m sorry that happened to you. We really should call the police.”

      That’s the last thing I want to do. The Falco family has had enough run-ins with the cops over the years. “I just want to go to bed.”

      She sighs. “Okay, babe, if that’s what you want, but we can go tomorrow, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      We head into the house, and I’m struck by the starkness of the inside. I’ve stripped away so much of what made it a home, that now it’s just a house that no longer feels like mine. Slowly, I’ve been removing personal items, photos, clothing, decorations, all in preparation for the work to be done. But now it feels different. Empty.

      Or maybe that’s just the numbness I’m feeling after what happened in the bar.

      “Do you want me to stay tonight? I can. I just need to be back at the lodge by six.”

      I shake my head. “No. You’ve done enough.”

      “Sierra, it’s not a problem. I don’t mind at all.”

      “I’m okay. He didn’t really hurt me.”

      “It’s not about pain. He—”

      I hold up my hand, fighting off a shudder. I can’t stop thinking about his hands being on me and how he forced me to touch him. No, he didn’t hurt me, but I still don’t feel okay.

      “I just want a shower and to go to bed. I’ll call you tomorrow.” She doesn’t look convinced. “Seriously, I’m fine.”

      She relents, giving me a hug before she goes. I lock the door behind her and head to the shower, stripping off my clothes and tossing them in the hamper. I run the water hot—scalding—burning away the feel of Reid’s demanding hands and the tears that finally fall down my face.

      I turn off the shower and dry off, before pulling on my favorite Supernatural T-shirt and a pair of shorts. With wet, tangled hair I walk around the house, turning off lights, finally calming down. That’s when I hear the sound of a motor. I flip off the final light and press my back against the wall. Headlights flash down the driveway, bouncing on the dirt road. I tense, heart racing. I look across the room. My phone is on the coffee table. Calling the police is pointless, it would take them forever to get here. My mind races and I think of the shotgun under my father’s bed. I push off the wall and take one last look out the window. The vehicle races up the driveway and stops with a sharp lurch, rocks flying on impact. Fear is lodged in my throat when I see the Parks Department logo visible on the side of the white truck.

      I watch, tired and confused, as Smith gets out of the driver’s seat. He runs his hand through his thick, dark hair and looks up at the house. His face is cast in a shadow that only accentuates his devilishly handsome looks. He shifts, and I see a red bruise under his eye and blood smeared on his lip.

      That’s what makes me open the door.

      “What are you doing here?” I ask, feeling my heart flutter. My nerves are still raw.

      He climbs the steps, and I feel his eyes on me, looking at my baggy pajamas and wet, tangled hair.

      “I wanted to check on you.” His hand balls in a fist by his side—his knuckles are scraped and bruised.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I tell him. “You know, back at the bar.”

      Pain flashes across his face. “Yeah, I did.”

      “Where is he?”

      “The police picked him up. He was drunk and tried to assault an officer.” He frowns. “They want you to come in tomorrow and make a report.”

      Ah, that’s why he’s here. To tell me to go to the police. I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s a ranger. Basically law enforcement in his own right. I step into the house and walk to the kitchen, grabbing a towel and wetting it under the faucet. I carry it back and hand it to him.

      “You’re bleeding.”

      His tongue darts out and licks the split in his lips.

      Dammit.

      “So, you’ll make the report?” He dabs the cloth over his mouth.

      “I’ll think about it.”

      He watches me closely and my skin prickles from the intensity. I can’t deal with Smith right now. Not when I’m so close to the edge.

      “Do you need anything?”

      “Sleep.”

      He nods and hands me the towel. A spot of blood spreads through the fabric.

      “Keep it,” I say, starting to close the door. His blue eyes hold mine, a million emotions swirling behind them. “Thank you. For tonight.”

      His jaw clenches so tight I think it may snap in two. “When I saw him on you…”

      I don’t want to think about it.

      “You got him off.”

      Tension ebbs between us. It’s not entirely his fault. New Year’s Eve was a mess for the two of us. It’s probably best if we just put it behind us.

      He heads down the stairs without another word, but I pause, hand on the door.

      “Smith!”

      He turns. “Yeah?”

      “Thank you for being there tonight.” Upset shakes in my voice. “I don’t know what—”

      “You’re welcome,” he replies, not making me finish. Our eyes holding for a long beat.

      “Goodnight.”

      “Goodnight, Sierra.”

      I don’t wait to see him drive off, heading straight to bed. I do manage to sleep, although it’s restless, and I eventually get up at five, before daybreak. In the kitchen I grab a glass and fill it from the sink, looking out the window toward the horizon. My mother wanted windows all over this house. She wanted a view of the mountains, the sunrise and the sunset. The kitchen faces the east and I drink my water, waiting for the sun to rise from behind the hills.

      Darkness fades and the sun begins its ascent, hot pink and glaring. A reflection bounces in the corner of my eye, something metal, and I blink.

      Smith’s truck is still in the driveway. I lean forward, so close my nose is almost touching the glass. And he’s slouched against the window. My heart skitters. Is he dead? Hurt.

      He shifts, yawning, and settles back against the glass. He’s asleep.

      He stayed out there all night?

      I didn’t even know where to begin with that.

      I’m frozen, watching him, the sun breaking across the yard. The light rouses him, and I see him rub his eyes, blinking toward the house and then starting the ignition. My heart pounds as he slowly pulls out of the driveway and drives off, leaving a trail of dust in his wake.

      He’s gone before the sun has fully risen.

      I stand over the sink, wondering if what I’d just seen had really been there. Maybe I’d dreamed it.

      Or maybe Smith doesn’t hate me as much as I thought he did.
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      Smith

      

      If I’d been hoping for a discreet entrance at home, that was shot to hell when I see the lights on in the kitchen window. There’s time to turn around, but the scent of coffee and bacon hits me at the bottom of the steps. Hunger takes precedence.

      Adrian sits at the table, a huge pile of food in front of him, while Holden pours himself a mug of coffee and Robbie leans against the countertop, scrolling down his phone.

      Adrian sees me first. “What the fuck happened to your face?”

      I head straight to the coffee maker. “There was an incident down at the bar.”

      “Shit. You got in a fight?” Holden asks, moving aside. His eyes roam the bruise under my eye. “Did you get locked up?”

      “No.” I pour the hot liquid into my mug. This is the part of the story I don’t want to tell. A fight, they’ll understand. Expect, really. My temper is pretty legendary, although it’s been more under control lately. Seeing that asshole on Sierra? I’d snapped.

      “If you weren’t in lockup, then where were you?” Holden asks. A second later his eyes light up. “Were you with a girl?”

      I glance at Robbie to see if he heard anything from his girlfriend. The set of his jaw tells me he does, and he wasn’t ready to let them know either. Fuck.

      I take a sip of caffeine and wince. Goddam split lip. “I was outside of Sierra’s house.”

      “Outside?” Adrian asks.

      With hesitation, I tell them about what I saw the night before. How I’d been at the bar alone when I’d heard a faint “No” over the music and talking. It’d sounded familiar. Distressed. And that’s when I saw that asshole was all over Sierra. And then she’d looked at me—begging for help. “He’s lucky he still has his fucking fingers.”

      “Mother-fuck—I knew that guy was shady as hell,” Holden curses and guilt crosses his expression. As if he could have done something about it.

      He couldn’t, but I did.

      “Well, it’s taken care of.” The prick got arrested for causing a disturbance at the bar. Luckily the cops believed me when I told them what happened. To get him off the streets though, Sierra is going to have to go down and make a report.

      “Is she okay?”

      I shrug. “I went by after and she just looked worn out. I didn’t feel right leaving her there alone all night, so I camped out in the driveway. Slept in my truck.”

      Adrian and Holden exchange looks. Here we go.

      “When are you going to tell us what happened between you two?” Holden asks.

      “When I decide it’s your god-damned business.”

      “It’s been six months. Sierra is back in our lives. Maybe it would help if you just told us.” Adrian shakes his head. “This is the kind of shit you do that always makes it worse than it really is.”

      Robbie looks curious, too, which means Sierra hadn’t told Katie. Why would she? I’d humiliated her. All because I was a fucking wimp.

      “I’m going to shower.”

      I don’t look for their reaction, other than knowing they’re tired of me avoiding this. What happened between me and Sierra was unfortunate, and Adrian’s right, it’s the kind of shit I do that always makes things worse.

      I know they think it’s harder, but it’s not. It’s easier this way. Letting someone in—easing down my walls? That’s when things in my life get bad.

      I turn on the shower and strip down, glancing at my face in the mirror. The bruise is already turning from red to purple. My split lip is swollen, but the wound's dry.

      I step into the steaming stream of water and try not to think about New Year’s. It’s as futile today as it is every other day. It’d been just after midnight. We’d gone down to the lake for a bonfire. It was cold as fuck, but we were all a little buzzed. The guys were shooting off fireworks. Sierra and I were alone for a minute, and I’d spent the whole night soaking her in. So pretty, funny, and strong. I was impressed by her; the business she ran, the kids she took in. She was good. Too good for a fuck-up like me.

      But she didn’t know that.

      She didn’t know about my past, my record, my family. And as I heard her explain what she’d gone through with her brother, I knew the last thing she needed in her life was more baggage.

      I shampoo my hair and soap up my body, feeling the tight desire building in my lower belly. It happens every time I think of her that night. She’d worn ripped up jeans that showed a sliver of her thigh, a tight red sweater that clung to the swell of her breasts. Her smile was infectious. Her lips perfect.

      Everything seemed right. She seemed right.

      My hand lowers between my legs, my erection already building. Dammit. I told myself to stop doing this. To stop thinking about her. I press my back against the wall, letting the water pour down my body, the soap streaming with it. My hand strokes up and down, thinking of the way Sierra had looked at me.

      How she leaned into me.

      How she kissed me.

      I hold onto that moment, closing my eyes, reliving the way her mouth felt on mine. It’d taken me by surprise. Honestly, I thought she was into Adrian. Which is good, Adrian is stable. Safe. I’m…not the guy you want to take home.

      Turns out, Sierra Falco may not have anyone, and that’s trouble for the both of us.

      That night, her tongue slipped between my lips and her hands wrapped around my waist. It was a great kiss. Amazing. So good that all these months later I can still get hard thinking about it. I can jack off at the memory of it—her. The way her tongue tasted like champagne.

      I work myself, feeling the build-up in my balls. I bite down on my lip, wincing at the pain from the split. I guide my hand down my length, thinking of those lips, that mouth, her small, but controlled hands.

      And I exhale, groaning out as my body jerks, spilling my seed across the shower floor.

      Only when I’m finished, and my breathing is under control, do I think about what happened next.

      We kissed, while fireworks burst overhead, and she pulled me down, whispering in my ear. She told me she wanted me, and I looked down at her, wanting her all the same, but knowing in my heart, in the pit of my stomach, I couldn’t have her.

      I’m not good enough for that girl.

      Not like Adrian.

      Not like Holden.

      And out on that dock, with the year fresh and waiting, I rejected Sierra Falco, walking away from what I knew would be the best thing in the world for me, and the absolute worst for her.
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      Sierra

      

      “I’m not going to pressure you into going to the police. That’s your decision. And I’m not going to complain that I had to hear about Smith sleeping in his car all night outside your house from my boyfriend, but I am going to ask you, for the final time, to tell me what the hell happened between you two on New Year’s Eve.”

      Katie says all of this through grunts of exertion. We’re pulling up the old carpet in the living room of the house. Fiber particles fly everywhere, and I pull the bandana I tied around my neck up over my mouth. Together we roll up the stained, old carpet and haul it outside, throwing it in the dumpster I had delivered earlier that day.

      She gives me a stern look, obviously not ready to let me off the hook.

      “Fine. Let’s get a drink and sit on the deck.”

      We head back to the house, through the kitchen and out the back door. My father built this deck, positioned for the perfect sunset. It’s too early for that today, but the memories of sitting out here with my family hit hard as we walk out the door.

      There are still a few chairs out here, most rusted and worn out, but Katie and I find two that look sturdy enough and sit down, propping our feet on the railing.

      “Smith. Spill.”

      I squirm in my seat and take a sip of my cold tea. “It’s not a big deal. We just had an incredibly awkward moment together that I’m sure we’d both like to forget. Or at least, I want to,” I mumble.

      She sits up. “What kind of awkward moment are we talking about here? Passing gas? Off-color joke? Political argument? Nip slip?”

      “Nip—” I shake my head. “It was none of those!” I take a deep breath and fight the humiliation bubbling in my chest. “I kissed him, okay? And he flat out rejected me.”

      Her eyes bug wide and her jaw drops. “You kissed Smith.”

      She nods.

      “You kissed him.”

      “Yes.”

      “On the mouth?”

      “Yes.”

      Her head tilts. “With tongue?”

      I drop my head in my hands, the embarrassment too much. “Yes.”

      “And you say he rejected you, exactly what does that mean? I need to know every detail.”

      “Jesus, Katie.”

      “You held out on me for six months with this information. Six months! You owe me details!”

      “Fine!” I shout, my voice echoing against the hills. “We were at the lake. It was after midnight. You and Robbie were off doing, well, whatever it is you two were doing. Adrian and Holden were setting off fireworks, and me and Smith were hanging out.” I push my braid over my shoulder. “I was a little drunk, and I think he was, too. We were getting along okay. Like, better than expected, since he can be so standoffish.”

      She snorts. “That’s an understatement.”

      “We just had…I don’t know, what I thought was a moment. So, I went for it. I live with four teenaged boys, all of them would die for a girl to make the first move. Apparently, Smith is not like most guys.” I think back to that kiss. The way, at first, he’d seemed a little startled, but then he’d leaned into it, our bodies brushing, his mouth moving. I’d gripped his waist, feeling the hard muscles underneath his sweater. But when I pushed up on my toes, and deepened the kiss, he’d pulled back abruptly. Really abrupt. He’d stared at me hard and mumbled something about fireworks and left me there on my own.

      I tell Katie this, or most of it at least, and she listens intently. “Okay, so before he got spooked, how was it?”

      “How was it?” She really does want all the details. “It was good. He’s a good kisser. “

      She raises an eyebrow.

      “Fine, an incredible kisser. Honestly, if he’d put his all into it, I probably would have melted on the floor. But he didn’t put his all into it. He was like, repulsed?” I shake my head. “It was so bad. So, so bad.”

      “I just can’t believe that. It had to have been something else.”

      “Really? Because every time I see him, he looks like he’d rather be anywhere else.” Well, except last night, when he just looked sorry for me. I must seem pathetic to him, needing help like that.

      Katie leans back in her seat and stares out at the horizon. She takes a long drink of her tea and looks like she’s mulling something over. I’m not sure if I want to hear what she has to say or not. Finally, she exhales and says, “I think you and all of those guys, especially Smith, have more in common than you probably realize, and that probably freaks him the fuck out.”

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, you’re not the only one that’s lost people important to you and have had to struggle to build a new family.” Her eyes flick to mine. “And you’re definitely not the only one struggling with the past and where to go in the future.”

      My shoulders tense, feeling defensive. “You’re saying he rejected me because we’re too similar?”

      “I’m saying maybe you need to get to know these guys better, Sierra. Open yourself up to them and maybe they’ll open up to you.”

      “I never even said I wanted them in my life.”

      She drains her tea and stands, annoyance lining her face. “That’s the problem, you never seem to want anyone in your life.”

      “Wow, really?”

      She grimaces. “I’m not trying to be a bitch, but if you want something in your life, you’ve got to give a little. It took you six months to tell me something you could have told me at the time. We’re friends, Sierra. Or I think we are. It’s hard to tell with you running and putting up walls all the time. And the Rangers? They’ve made it clear they’re interested in you, even just as friends. And you just keep slamming that door over and over. Maybe Smith felt that from the beginning and that’s why he didn’t follow through on that kiss.” She heads to the door. “Maybe, he knew it wasn’t worth the potential heartbreak.”

      She goes inside and a moment later I hear her car start up in the driveway. I’m stunned, stuck in my seat, trying to process what just happened. Katie is my friend, and I do trust her. I don’t mean to hold her at arms' length. And the rangers? I don’t even know what to do about that. The one guy I took a chance on shut me out. The other two scare me. How am I supposed to handle three hot guys, even if they’re just friends?

      Especially when my body wants them to be anything but friends.

      I rub my face.

      This. This is why I keep to myself and work alone. Everything gets complicated. Messy.

      I clean up the glasses and head back inside, knowing there’s a lot of work left to do. Something Katie says nags at me as I walk into the kitchen. She may be right about one thing: if Smith is worried about getting too close to someone out of fear of breaking his heart? We may be more alike than I realized.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Seriously?”

      I tap on the window, startling Smith out of sleep. He blinks and looks at me, the grimace on his face confirming he didn’t plan on being caught. I wait, hands on my hips, as he rolls down the window.

      “Jesus, what time is it?” he asks, rubbing his face.

      “Too fucking early for you to be sitting in my driveway. What the hell are you doing here?”

      His jaw tightens. “I don’t like you being out here on your own.”

      “So you think you can just sit in my driveway?” I stare at this man who has no obligation to me. “I can take care of myself, Smith.”

      He gets out of the car, slow moving. He takes a second to stretch, grimacing when his back pops, probably out of line from sleeping in the car. Again.

      He looks me over, like he’s trying to assess the truth in that statement. Can he tell how hard my heart is beating, or the nightmare I’d woken from minutes before?

      The dream felt so real. Terrifying.

      Reid’s body had been on top of me, groping and pawing. I felt like I was suffocating and unable to catch my breath.

      Even now, standing in front of Smith, I tell myself I’m not afraid, that he didn’t hurt me, but each one of those statements feels like another brick in the wall Katie accused me of building. A wall I’m tired of holding up.

      “You don’t have to, you know.”

      I frown. “Have to what?”

      “Take care of yourself, by yourself.”

      I laugh and run my hands through my tangled hair. “I don’t know what you want from me, Smith. You made it pretty clear on New Year’s Eve that you weren’t interested. Which is fine. I was just, I don’t know, looking for a little fun.”

      His eyes hold mine. I feel exposed and more unanchored than ever, except there’s the slightest tug, like a cord binding us together. It’s something in his eyes, in the way he looks at me, that makes me think of what Katie said.

      I’m not the only one dealing with loss.

      He crosses his arms over his chest, showing me the lines of his forearm and the swell of his upper body. “I was wrong that night.” He frowns. “No, not wrong, but I apologize. I handled it badly.”

      I snort, a defense mechanism for my humiliation. “So, you’re apologizing?”

      “Yes.”

      “For what? Not wanting me? I’m the one that took liberty where it wasn’t wanted.”

      He looks like he wants to argue but doesn’t. His fingers push into his thick hair. “So now I can’t even apologize? You’re a fucking piece of work, Sierra Falco.”

      My jaw drops. “What did you just say?”

      He shakes his head. “Never mind. You’re right. You’ve got this. All on your own.”

      He opens the truck door and slides inside. Before he closes the door, a walkie-talkie sitting on the bench seat crackles to life. Without hesitation, he picks it up and listens.

      “…smoke over the ridge. Eastern summit. All fire units, rangers, and safety personnel report in…”

      The voice rolls out a series of numbers, none of which mean anything to me, but Smith reacts immediately, cranking the truck.

      “There’s a fire? In the park?”

      Forest fires in this area are common, deadly and terrifying.

      “Sounds like it.” He gives me a softer look. “I need to go.”

      “Yes. Go.” I step back, all my anger from the argument vanished. He nods, moving to shut the door. I hold on to the top. “Smith?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You guys be careful, okay?”

      He nods again, blue eyes intense, and shuts the door.

      I watch him back out of the driveway and speed down the dirt road, his headlights bouncing off the uneven surface.

      I head back into the house, sit on the couch, and pull out my phone. It only takes a minute to find the first reports of the fire on the internet.

      No matter what happens tonight, one thing is for certain: I’m not getting much sleep.
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      Sierra

      

      At dawn I see the plume of smoke to the west, hovering like a strange, pink cloud in the sky. The sunrise gives it a strange haze, but this isn’t my first forest fire. Soon a thick blanket will cover the whole area, making it impossible to see more than a few feet in the distance. Helicopters beat overhead, flying toward the danger. Worry builds in my stomach, and I call Katie, apologizing for our argument the day before, and ask her if she wants company.

      We agree to meet at the diner in Mammoth Lakes. It feels a little blasphemous, supporting the competition, but I’m not ready to head into Lee Vines. Thankfully, she understands.

      “Smith came to your house again last night?” she asks, picking at a plate of eggs. I’d already told her that’s how I knew.

      “Yes, and I told him off and it didn’t go over well.”

      “Because you keep pushing people out of your life, Sierra. It has to change.”

      I know she’s right. I feel it in my bones, right now, with the guys out there fighting the fire…I know something’s got to give.

      Katie gets a text. “It’s Robbie. The fire isn’t contained yet but they’re working on it…oh no.” Her hand covers her mouth. My heart ratchets up.

      “What?” I lean forward.

      “The woods closet to their cabin went up fast, they did what they could to stop the house from burning but they couldn’t get there in time. It’s a total loss.”

      “But they’re okay?”

      She nods, eyes watering. “Everyone’s safe. Each of them got a bag out and their trucks are fine. They’re just homeless.”

      I swallow, feeling a mixture of relief and loss. I can’t imagine what it’s like to lose everything like that. It has to be devastating.

      The waitress comes over and refills our coffee. Katie types quickly into her phone, sending a message.

      “Robbie can come stay with me until they get a new assignment.” She rubs her forehead. “Maybe the guys can stay at the lodge. I’m sure Mrs. Nye would be fine with that. One of the cabins in the back?”

      “Sure, that’s not a bad idea.”

      Katie wraps her hands around her coffee, warming them. “Or maybe someone could put them up for a few weeks.”

      I’m pouring sugar in my coffee, not really paying attention. I glance up and see her staring at me.

      “What?”

      “You know, someone with a big, empty house…”

      “You want them to move in with me?” I shake my head. “No, I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      “Why not? You have the room. Those cabins are really small. The three of them will get cramped after a few days. They don’t have a kitchen or anything. It’s not much more than a temporary solution.”

      “It’s a temporary problem.” I frown. “I’ve already raised four boys. I don’t need three more.”

      She smirks. “These aren’t boys. They’re men.”

      “Yeah, that’s not making it any better,” I mutter.

      “Look, they’re good guys and they need help. I’m sure they’ll be willing to repay the favor by um, helping you out, too.” I shoot her a glare. She holds up her hands. “I mean with the house. You could use some help with the house, right?”

      I take a deep breath, but don’t reply.

      She takes it as an opportunity to continue. “And don’t say you’re not a little freaked out being alone all the time, not after what happened with Reid.”

      I lean back in the seat, she’s right. I do have the room and could use the help, and yeah, not being alone in the house would make me feel better. But there’s also complications that will most definitely arise from having three handsome men in the house. One of whom I already have an awkward and unfortunate past with.

      I sigh. “Fine. I’ll do it. But I’m going to set some rules.”

      Her smile is wide. “Yay! This will be good for all of you. Promise.”

      I want to tell Katie not to make promises she can’t keep. I’m not sure how “good” this is going to be for all of us, but it will most definitely be interesting.
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      Sierra

      

      They arrive that night, dirty and exhausted. They smell of soot and ash. I’d spent the day prepping for them, cleaning out my former bedroom because it still has twin beds, and putting fresh sheets in Dexter’s half-packed room. I take my parents' room, pushing past the discomfort of sleeping in their bed.

      “The bathroom is down the hall—I put linens in your rooms. There are some toiletries you can use—just some stuff I grabbed,” I ramble. “Sorry if things are a little unorganized, I didn’t…”

      “Thank you, Sierra,” Adrian says, reaching out and touching my arm. “We appreciate it.”

      I give him a tight smile. “It’s the least I could do. I’m just glad you’re all safe.”

      “It was scary watching it go up in flames so fast,” Holden says. He looks at Smith. “I’m just glad you were up and heard the call.”

      Smith was up because we were fighting in my driveway. I’ve never been so glad for an argument in my life.

      “Curse of insomnia,” he says, not admitting to being here. He points to one of the twin beds. “I’ll crash in here.”

      Holden yawns, covering his mouth. “I call the first shower.”

      I step aside, and he dips in the room, grabbing a towel, then closing himself off in the bathroom.

      Adrian and I are left in the narrow hall. I tuck a piece of hair behind my ear. “Any news on the fire?”

      “They’ve contained it, but there are still hot-spots,” he replies. “It’ll take a few days to really assess the damage.”

      There’s a smudge of soot on his cheek, and I reach out and wipe it with my thumb. His eyes dilate, and I drop my hand. “Sorry. Old habit.”

      “From the boys you took care of?”

      I shrug. “They’re teenagers and didn’t need someone mom-ing them like that, but it happens. They were a mess.” I look at his soot-lined face. “Kind of like you.”

      “I bet you were good at taking care of them.”

      “Sometimes,” I allow. “But there were times I failed them, like everyone else in their lives.”

      “You can’t be everything to everyone, Sierra,” he says, looking down at me. “But I do appreciate what you’re doing for us tonight. After seeing that fire tear through the forest like that, taking out everything in its path…it’s nice having a soft place to land.”

      “Like I said, it’s the least I could do.” We stare at one another for a moment, a strange current building between us. We’re both exhausted. Me from being up all night, worried. Him from seeing his home and life vanish in a blaze of fire. “Good night, Adrian.”

      I back toward my room, putting some distance between us. He holds my eye for a moment longer, then enters Dexter’s old bedroom. The light switches on and the door clicks.

      For the first time in six months, I’m back in a house filled with men.

      Hopefully this ends better than the last time.
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      Adrian

      

      Bacon sizzles on the frying pan, waking my stomach. I rummage through Sierra’s cabinets until I find a bowl and start cracking eggs to scramble. There isn’t much food in the refrigerator—not with the way we eat. I’ll head into town later.

      I’d crashed hard the night before, sleeping until the sunlight streamed through the windows. My body aches, exhausted from the hard work the day before. We’re not firefighters, but the park needed us to do as much as we could to evacuate guests, and keep the fire contained.

      Now, I’m starving, and I know the guys will be too when they get up. The last thing Sierra needs to do when she gets up is feed us like a bunch of kids.

      We’re not kids.

      I hear footsteps coming from the back of the house. Smith and Holden both walk into the kitchen in T-shirts and shorts. Smith burst into the house yesterday, shouting for us to get up and grab some things. We scrambled, half-awake, smelling the smoke already in the air and the helicopters overhead. We did all manage to toss a few pieces of clothing in a bag along with a few personal items. The truth is that we all live pretty minimally, but big stuff like our camping gear and hiking stuff…it wasn’t possible to get it. Fortunately, it’s all replaceable.

      “Coffee is in the pot,” I say, pointing to the maker. “These eggs will be ready in a minute.”

      Holden rubs his face and stumbles over to the coffee. He pours two cups and takes one back to Smith.

      “I’ve been thinking,” I say in a quiet voice, “We need to make sure we chip in around here. Groceries, laundry, cooking, and cleaning.”

      “Right,” Holden agrees. “I figure we can help with some of the work she needs help with on the house.”

      I nod, pushing the spatula through the eggs.

      The guys are quiet, and I look over. They’re watching me carefully.

      “What?” I ask, turning off the stove.

      “We’ve been talking,” Holden says, glancing at Smith. “Sierra’s going out of her way to provide a place of us to stay. You’re right, we need to chip in, but we need to get a few other things straight, too.”

      “Like what?” I ask, trying to figure out where this is going.

      “You can’t put the hard press on her,” Smith says.

      “Hard press?”

      Holden rolls his eyes. “Yes, dude! You know how you are.”

      “No,” I say, leaning against the counter. “How am I?”

      “You have your eyes on Sierra. Which we get, seriously, we get it. But now that we’re homeless, and staying here, we can’t get kicked out because you want in her pants.”

      “Is this rule just for me or for all of us?” Because I know they both want her, too.

      “All of us,” Holden says, although he sounds like he’s trying to convince himself as much as me. “She’s doing us an amazing favor, and we can’t be dicks.”

      “Or put our dicks in front of our necessity,” Smith adds.

      “Okay,” I say, looking at the two of them. “I can handle it, but can you stop being an asshole to her? Whatever it is that went on between the two of you ends. Today.”

      Smith’s eyes are stormy, but he nods. “Fine.”

      “And you,” I say to Holden. “You have to maintain some boundaries. I know you think I’m a flirt, but you’re worse with all the helping and do-gooding.”

      “What?” he says, frowning. “I’m just being nice.”

      Smith and I both laugh. “Whatever. It’s your long-game, and we all know it.”

      His lips twist into a smile. He’s so busted. Holden is a nice guy. He is genuinely helpful. He also uses it to win over girls way out of his league. Girls like Sierra.

      “I can’t help it if a girl likes me as a friend before she sleeps with me.”

      I stretch my arm out, hand balled in a fist. “We’re not here to seduce, Sierra, okay? We’re here to live, and help out, and get our lives back on track.”

      Smith pushes his fist out and presses it to mine. Holden does the same. I sense the reluctance in both of them. I sense it in myself. They’re right, though. I like this girl, a lot, and the last thing we need is the three of us fighting over her and getting tossed on the street.

      The creak of a door alerts us to her coming out and we all straighten, pretending like we didn’t just have this conversation. I scoop eggs and bacon, arranging them on plates. She pads up on bare feet in a long T-shirt that hits at her upper thigh. If she’s wearing shorts underneath there, or anything at all, it’s hard to tell.

      “Good morning,” she says, stretching her arms over her head, letting that shirt tug a little higher.

      The three of us look at her, trying to keep the gawking at a minimum. She’s gorgeous, even still half-asleep, hair messy and out of control.

      “Good morning,” we all say, averting our eyes. I hand out the plates, realizing that it’s a good thing we just had that talk, because living here? Rules are definitely going to have to be in place.

      I just hope we can keep them.
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      Sierra

      

      The road to Lee Vines is never very busy, but with the fire in Yosemite, things seem extra quiet. Katie told me they’ve had cancellations at the lodge and a disaster like this can really throw off the tourist season. None of that is why I’m driving up to the Wayward Sun.

      The fire rattled me. I’d had a nightmare. Smoke filled my lungs and I stumbled through the house in Lee Vines, calling out to the boys. I woke with a start, sheets twisted and sweat down my back, knowing they were safe. The fire hadn’t spread that far, but I needed to see them for myself.

      I feel a strange apprehension as I drive up the road. What if they don’t want to see me? What if they’re upset at me for abandoning them? Especially George and Charlie. What if I walk in the shop and don’t want to leave? The pull of home—of my business and family was strong—but I’d left for a reason. I need to get my head on straight and that hadn’t happened yet.

      Haze from the fire lingers as I enter the small town of Lee Vines, passing the Epic Café and the Outdoors Shop. I pass the diner and green lawn on the lodge, slowing before the main office. Through the window, I see Katie talking to another girl at the counter. Starlee. My stomach rolls. I owe her an apology. I owe everyone an apology.

      I blink at the little town I’d made my home. I can’t do this. Not yet.

      I pull into the small driveway in order to turn around. My heart pounds as an eighteen-wheeler barrels down the road. I wait, the road is on a curve, and the truck drivers don’t always slow. It’s even worse with the hazy smoke, making visibility harder. Looking over my shoulder, I wait until it’s clear.

      The knock on the window scares the crap out of me.

      “Holy--!”

      George’s handsome, grownup face fills the window. With my heart in my throat, I roll down the window.

      “Hi.”

      “Sierra. What are you doing here?” He glances toward the shop. I follow his gaze and see Jake standing on the step, apron covering his chest.

      “Hey, I, uh, came to check on everyone. You know, the fire.”

      I look him over, then back at Jake, scanning him. He looks perfect. They both do.

      “The fire was wild, right?” he says, opening my door. “It was close—just a mile or so away, coated the place in smoke, but we’re okay. They stopped it before it spread too far.”

      His hand is on the top of the car—it’s not an invitation to get out.

      “I wanted…I wanted to come up and see how you’re doing.”

      “We’re fine, the shop is fine.” His jaw tenses. “We piled a lot of shit—stuff—on you over the years. It’s not a surprise you needed a minute to yourself. We’re okay.” He glances up at Jake, whose crystal blue eyes shoot daggers in our direction. “Even if we may need a little more time.”

      “Charlie, he’s okay?”

      He nods, a smile breaking across his face. “Freaking nerd got a huge scholarship. He’s at a tournament right now.”

      “Good.” I think of all the times I told him to get off the computer. Now he’s going to school for his passion. “I’m so proud of all of you.”

      Jake watches us carefully, my heart hammering around my chest. He’s huge, preparing for college football. I can’t help but notice his tight, set jaw, and the dark hurt in his heartbreaker eyes.

      “Dex told us that you’re cleaning up the house down in June Lake.”

      “I am.”

      “Then what?”

      “I’m not sure, I’m hoping to figure it out.”

      There’s a gap between us. I’d never struggled to talk to these boys. They told me everything—even stuff I never wanted to know. My job was to stick by everyone. I didn’t follow through.

      “Dexter’s at the big farmer’s market up north, but he left some tarts. They’re killer. That’s actually their name; Killer Tarts.”

      He chuckles at the cleverness, and I smile with him. I miss them so much. Despite the invitation, I don’t think he means it, not with the guard dog on the porch step.

      “Nah, I should probably head back. There’s a ton of work to be done at the house. Actually, I’m housing a few park employees who lost their housing in the fire.” I don’t explain further. I’m not sure how. “Thanks, though.”

      George says, “Why don’t you take some to go. I can go grab it.”

      It’s an offering. I take it. “That would be great. Thanks.”

      I wait in the Jeep as George walks across the lawn. He and Jake speak for a moment, before both head back into the shop. I consider bolting—getting out of there while I can, but that’s the wrong thing to do. If they need to let me back in on their terms, I can handle it.

      When George returns, he has a cup of my favorite iced coffee and a bag full of treats. I know that maybe we can work all of this out—someday.

      “Thank you,” I say once again, taking a sip of my drink. So good. “You guys take care, okay?”

      “We will,” George says, reaching into the window and squeezing my shoulder. I back out of the driveway, leaving the two at the shop, no longer looking like boys, but men.

      I drive away thinking about the good I did for them, and the bad, hoping that with three new lost souls in my house, I won’t mess them up, too.
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      Sierra

      

      “I’m going to do a load of laundry, does anyone need anything washed?” Adrian calls out from the small room next to the kitchen.

      “I’ve got a few things,” I say, placing the last glass in the cabinet. “I’ll go get them.”

      The front door is open because Smith and Holden have spent the evening up on the roof, fixing the flashing on the chimney. It’s been three days since the fire broke out. The guys are on leave, waiting to hear from their superiors about when the park will reopen and their new assignments.

      The good news is that we’ve been able to get a lot of work done on the house.

      The bad news is that working alongside three handsome, often shirtless men is a challenge of its own.

      In my room, I grab my hamper and take it into the laundry room, where Adrian leans against the washer. His shirt, thankfully, is on.

      “Thanks” I say, handing it over.

      “No problem.” He starts to load my clothing in. “I like to do laundry.”

      “Really?” I wrinkle my nose. “I kind of hate it.”

      He smiles. “Good, then it’s something I can take off your hands.”

      I happen to look down at his hands, where he’s inadvertently holding a pair of my panties. Blue lace.

      His eyes follow mine and the tips of his ears turn red. Quickly he tosses it in, along with a few other things, before dumping in the soap and starting the load.

      I pretend it didn’t happen.

      I pretend a lot of things aren’t happening in this house.

      I pretend that I don’t catch the whiff of their clean, soapy manliness as they exit the shower.

      I pretend that seeing them shirtless, in low slung shorts and pants, doesn’t make my lower belly twist with desire.

      I pretend that them being here when I go to bed and wake up doesn’t make me feel safer.

      I pretend that Holden’s easy smile and easy nature isn’t the sexiest thing I’ve ever seen.

      Or that catching Smith do something sweet, like straightening the couch pillows, isn’t charming.

      Or that brushing up against Adrian in the hallway, or by the kitchen sink, doesn’t make my skin itch.

      I walk back into the kitchen and find the pot in the sink, scrubbing the bottom. I’ve done a lot of dishes the past few days, keeping my hands busy and my eyes focused out the window. Which usually helps, except right now Smith and Holden are in the yard, cleaning up from their project. Smith’s shoulders are so broad, tanned and wide. My eyes follow the lean, tapered lines down to his waist, where his jeans hang over the curve of his ass, and two dimpled indentions sit just above. I swirl the sponge around the pot, eyeing Holden’s easy laugh and the casual way he does everything. He scratches his stomach, forcing my eyes down to the dark hair that runs down his lower belly. You’d never know he lost his home a few days ago. He looks up, and our eyes meet. He winks, and I swallow thickly—

      “Do you have a wrench?”

      I yelp, drop the pan and spin to find Adrian two steps away. “Jesus,” I mutter, reaching for the towel to dry my dripping hands. He grabs it first and hands it to me, our fingers brushing.

      Zing!

      Like a lightning bolt, running through my veins.

      “I’m sorry, a what?”

      “A wrench? I thought maybe I’d check out that leak in the bathroom while no one was using it.”

      “Yeah, sure.” My heart is still pounding, from both being startled and his proximity. I lead him to the hall closet and the box my father kept his tools in. He kneels on the floor and sorts through the tools until he finds the right one.

      “Got it.”

      “Need anything else?”

      “A flashlight, maybe?”

      That’s how I end up on the bathroom floor next to him, holding the flashlight while he takes apart the sink.

      “Hey.”

      I look up and see Holden in the doorway, his forehead furrowed as he takes us in, our positions awkward. “We’re going to head into town to hit the hardware store before it closes. Need anything?”

      “Yeah,” Adrian says, holding out a piece of rusty pipe. “Can you get me one of those? I can make a quick fix for now, but we’re going to need a new one.”

      “Sure,” Holden says. “Be back soon.”

      I hear the door slam and shift so I’m leaning on my elbow, holding the light against the underneath of the sink. “Can you hand me that duct tape?”

      “Yep.” I offer him the roll, watching as he tears off a strip with his teeth and then wrapping it around the pipe. “Where’d you learn to do this?”

      “I spent a summer helping my uncle. He was a handyman and did all kinds of jobs.”

      “How’d you end up a park ranger?”

      He grimaces, tightening the wrench. His arm muscles bulge and the bottom of his shirt rises up, giving me a view of his taut lower belly.

      “Well, that summer, I was sixteen, I became friendly with a few other guys on my uncle’s crew. They were a little older and would let me hang out with them. They shared their beer and weed. I thought it was pretty cool.” He spins the wrench one last time. “Even after I realized they were going back into the houses they were working on and stealing stuff.”

      “Oh.”

      His eyes flick to mine, shame evident. “My tenure as a thief didn’t last long. I got caught the second time I joined them. The judge was strict and gave me a choice of detention or a wilderness program. I chose the wilderness program thinking it would be easy.” He laughs. “Boy, was I wrong. It was hard as fuck, but I learned to camp, hike, track, hunt, and fish. My hands were busy and my lungs full of fresh air. It was a good fit, and when I graduated the program, they offered me a slot in the ranger training school. It was a no-brainer.”

      He shifts so he’s propped on his elbows. Sweat covers his forehead and his shaggy blond hair hangs in his eyes. “I was a dumb kid.”

      “I’ve known a few of those.”

      He laughs quietly. “I guess you have.”

      “I’m glad you found something that fit. That’s all I’ve ever wanted for the boys.”

      “It sounds like they’re on the right track.”

      I’d told them about the boys and where they are headed.

      “Yeah, I think so.”

      "I think I’m almost done.” He turns on the shut-off valve, allowing the water to run back through the pipes. There’s a loud pop and a curse tumbles from his mouth, right before water shoots out from under the sink, like a geyser.

      “Turn off the water!” Adrian shouts.

      “I’m trying,” I shout, the water slamming into my face as I scramble for the shut-off valve. My fingers are slippery, and I struggle to get a grip. Finally, I manage to twist the knob and a moment later, the water slows.

      My hair, my arms, every inch of me is soaked. With my hands, I wipe the water from my eyes. The first thing I see is Adrian, standing up and pulling off his shirt.  The second thing I see is his magnificent body, dripping wet and heaving from adrenaline. The lines of his chest are smooth and firm, this abdomen tight with laddered muscle. His pants, soggy and wet, hang low, revealing soft hair that my fingers itch to touch.

      He runs a hand through his wet hair and glances down at me, eyes jumping from my face to my chest. They linger, wide and appraising. I look down and see my cream-colored shirt clinging to the curves of my body. It’s completely see-through, the lace outline of my pale-pink bra showing through. My nipples are fully visible. Adrian licks a drop of water off his upper lip and my stomach bottoms out.

      I know I should be running for towels, that I should be doing whatever I can to clean up this mess. I know I should keep ignoring Adrian the same way I have been for days, but with him standing like this in front of me and my body intent on betraying me, I feel my resolve crumbling.

      He must feel the same because he takes a step closer, which we’re already very close, and he reaches out, pushing a wet strand of hair off my cheek. His eyes zero in on my mouth, and butterflies burst in my stomach.

      Adrian’s fingers trail down my cheek, gently lifting my chin. I swallow thickly, my heart pounding like a drum.

      “We’re back!” a voice shouts from somewhere in the house, followed by footsteps and a slamming door. “You guys still working in the bathroom?”

      We both jump back, feet sloshing in the water coating the floor. My face burns, and he glances guiltily toward the door.

      “Woah, what the hell happened back here?” Smith says, stopping just outside the door. He’s holding the pipe Adrian asked for, but slowly his gaze lifts from the mess to the two of us, standing wet and awkward in the small space. His jaw drops when he sees my soaked shirt.

      My body, already aroused, crackles beneath my skin at the way he looks at me.

      “Excuse me,” I say, squeezing past him and crossing my arms over my chest.

      I run to my room and stay there, ignoring the low voices of the guys down the hall. I don’t dare come back out for the rest of the night, not until the house is quiet, and everyone has gone to bed. It’s only then that I carefully open my door and tip-toe into the hallway. I flip on the bathroom light and see that the room has been cleaned up, the floors and walls dry. Fresh towels hang from the bar, and a shiny, silver new pipe is attached under the sink.

      I brush my teeth and wash my face, getting ready for bed. I turn off the light and open the door, heading back to my room. My heart skitters as I see that a faint light shines underneath Adrian’s door. I hesitate outside, wanting to thank him for fixing the sink and cleaning up. For running away. For putting us in such an awkward position in the first place.

      I hold my fist up to knock but before I can, the door swings open. Adrian stands in front of me, shirtless and in pajama pants.

      This is a bad idea.

      “I wanted to—” I whisper, but he doesn’t let me finish. He reaches for me, less gentle this time, less tentative, and without asking permission, he kisses me.

      I’m startled. Overwhelmed. Accepting. I’m not a fool. I’d wanted this as much as he did, which is why I stopped outside his door.

      His jaw is strong, his tongue skilled. Every inch of my skin pebbles with need. He pulls me to him, and I push up on my toes, grabbing at his upper body, feeling the lean muscle under my hands, the hard want between his legs.

      I step back, shocked into awareness by the feel of him.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, wiping his mouth, “that was…”

      “Thank you for fixing and cleaning up the bathroom.” I give him a slight smile, pretending my heart isn’t about to leap out of my chest. “Good night, Adrian.”

      “Good night, Sierra,” he says, clearing his throat.

      He watches as I enter my room, our doors right across from one another. My pulse is still erratic once I’m in the bed, and I have to force myself to stay in my room.

      That kiss?

      That kiss was epic.

      And there’s no way I’m going to only want one.
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      Holden

      

      Even though it’s my truck, Sierra has no problem adjusting the radio station as we drive into town. She flips past country, rap, pop, and thankfully the talk-radio channel, finally settling on classic rock. She spins the volume dial, cranking it up, and leans out the open window, hair flying, singing.

      I’ve never seen her so happy and I smile watching her.

      “What?” she asks, noticing me noticing her. She rests her foot on the seat, revealing a long, bare leg.

      “You must like this song.”

      “It’s Led Zeppelin. Of course, I like this song.”

      I’ve seen the songs on her playlist, the name of her business, her entrenchment in the Supernatural fandom. It’s weird, but cute—nice that she has something to cling to. “The Wayward Sun, that’s after the Kansas song, right?”

      Her face lights up. “It is. Did you know that, or did you look it up or something?”

      “I didn’t get it at first, but after looking at my mug this morning for like, thirty minutes, it clicked. What made you pick the name?”

      She shifts toward me. “A couple of things, I guess. The shop and house used to be a boarding house, and really the whole town of Lee Vines is kind of a pit-stop on the way to somewhere else. It felt likely that some lost souls would wander in occasionally.” She pushes her hair behind her ear, but the wind makes it fly back out again. “Then there’s the Supernatural connection. Sam and Dean, the real Wayward Sons, traveling across the country, fighting demons and saving the world. Once the boys all moved in, it gelled even more. It just felt like a good fit.”

      “I think it’s a very good fit.” I turn on the main road into town. “I also think what you did for Dexter and the other boys is pretty awesome. I could’ve used someone like you in my life when I was their age.”

      “Maybe. Sometimes I think I was too hard on them. Maybe I should have given them more time to be kids.”

      “You taught them self-reliance, taught them skills, and gave them a safe home. That’s the best thing for kids in that situation,” I say. She looks at me curiously and I grimace. “My house was a mess. My parents were divorced. My dad spent most of his day stoned, while my mom was too worried about giving me everything I wanted, never really thinking about what I needed. Our house became the party house—anything goes. Booze, drugs, sex. My mother turned a blind eye because she thought me being happy was the best thing for me. In reality, it was the worst. I stopped going to class and spent my days watching TV or fucking off. I got a couple DUIs and the judge came down hard on me and my mom. She sent me to a wilderness program and although it was hard, and at times I hated being there, it was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “Is that where you met Adrian?”

      I nod, surprised she knows. “And Smith.”

      “Huh.” She looks out the window. “By the way, if you’re trying to make me feel better about my skills as a quasi-foster mom, it’s working.”

      I laugh. “You did what you could, Sierra, and we met those kids at Christmas. They seem to be in a good spot.”

      She snorts and shakes her head. “They do, although they’re all sharing the same girlfriend, and I still don’t know what that’s all about.”

      “They what?”

      “I try not to ask too much about it but yeah, they all date the same girl.” She shrugs. “It seems to work for them.” I pull into the parking lot of the store. “Starlee has calmed them down, and honestly, I think they helped her deal with her own insecurities. Whatever it is, they’re happy, despite the fact I tried my hardest to ruin it for them.”

      “You did?” I ask, turning off the ignition. “Why?”

      “It’s complicated. I was worried about my foster care license—which was a valid concern. It did get suspended. But I know it wasn’t Starlee’s fault, and I know the boys love her. I do. It’s just unconventional, but they’re not exactly conventional guys.”

      Four guys and one girl--the idea is definitely unconventional--but I think about the situation we’re in, the three of us living at Sierra’s house. The three of us all interested in her if we’re willing to admit it or not.

      “You think they can keep it going—long term?”

      “I don’t know, but if anyone deserves to give it a shot, it’s them.” She reaches for the handle. “They’ve been through hell and back and deserve someone that loves them, even if it’s just for a moment in time.”

      I think about the possibilities—the options. Adrian, Smith, and I have been through a lot. A girl isn’t going to be the thing that splits us apart.

      But, I think, watching Sierra hop out of the cab, I wonder if it could be something that brings us together.
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      Sierra

      

      The smoke from the grill wafts into the house, making my mouth water. Holden had the idea while we were in town that we should cook out tonight. We bought the food we needed, and I pointed out the old charcoal grill under the house. The guys got to work.

      I’m happy to be in the kitchen, out of the heat, prepping a salad to go with the meal. I like having the guys here, really like it, actually, but sometimes just being around them can be overwhelming.

      I’m taking a sip of my beer when Smith walks in the room. He smells fresh, all the guys showered after either working on the house or heading into the Park for a few hours. Smith and I had done our best not to be alone since they’d moved in. Or at least, I’d done my best. I’d felt like he may be avoiding me all around, which made his appearance in the kitchen all the more surprising.

      “Hey, uh,” he looks around me, eyes searching, “do you have any soy sauce?”

      “I think so,” I say, opening the cabinet in front of me. I push through the bottles until I find the one I’m looking for. “Here you go.”

      “Thanks,” he says, taking it from me. I focus on the carrots on the cutting board, but notice he doesn’t leave.

      “Something else?” I ask, feeling that tickle of nervousness I get when he’s around.

      His jaw tenses. “I just want to thank you for letting us stay here. I know me being around isn’t easy.”

      I frown. “What are you talking about?”

      “I flipped out on New Year’s. That was on me—not you. I want to just make that clear.”

      I set down the knife. “Smith, you came to my defense in the bar the other night. You’ve replaced shingles on my roof. You even sat outside in the car to make sure I was okay. We’re good. Just because you didn’t want to kiss me doesn’t make you a bad guy.” I turn back to the carrots. “It makes me a really bad judge of a situation, that’s all.”

      Again, he doesn’t move other than the twitch in his jaw.

      “You’re not a bad judge,” he says quietly.

      My heart flips. “What?”

      “Your judgement wasn’t off, Sierra. I wanted to kiss you that night. Big time. But when it happened, it was…I don’t know…a little more intense than I imagined. I’ve got a lot of set rules in my life. Rules that keep me on track. Rules I learned the hard way.” He swallows. “Kissing you was breaking those rules.”

      Without another word, he takes the bottle of soy sauce and walks out of the kitchen as though he hadn’t just dropped a bomb. He’d wanted to kiss me too that night. I hadn’t misread the situation. The stuff about rules? God, he sounds like Dexter, too caught up in his own drama to enjoy the world around him.

      Or at least, he used to be.

      Dinner is nice; the sun slips behind the mountain, leaving cooler air. I zip up my hoodie and watch as Holden maintains the fire pit, tossing in new logs. The outside hadn’t fared so well without upkeep, but I’d been trying to spend a little time out here each day.

      “Too bad it’s still hazy up there,” Adrian says, glancing toward the sky. It can take weeks for the view to clear after a fire that size. “But they did say we could go back to the cabin soon and see if there’s anything salvageable.”

      No one seems very optimistic.

      Holden gathers the plates, and Adrian starts collecting bottles. They mention an early shift tomorrow in the Park, and a few minutes later Smith and I are alone on the deck, fire crackling between us.

      “So,” I say, in an attempt to lighten the mood. “I’ve heard that Adrian started life as a petty theft and Holden a gluttonous party boy.” I shift my eyes to Smith, who is poking the fire with a long stick, “What about you? What’s your story? How did you end up in the wilderness program?”

      “I told you,” he says, eyes glowing from the fire, “I spent the first half of my life breaking any and every rule I could. It was like a compulsion. The counselors called it 'oppositional defiance'. I just wanted to do what I wanted to do.”

      I take a pull on my beer. “What does that mean, exactly?”

      He shrugs. “It means I started driving cars when I was twelve. Stolen cars. It means I took what I wanted, money, drugs, and jewelry. Stuff I didn’t want. I just thought it was fun. I liked the risk, and the adrenaline that came with it. I didn’t care if I got caught. I didn’t care if I was failing school, or that my parents had no idea what to do with me. I was impulsive. Daring.” He laughs. “Stupid as fuck.”

      “But you finally stopped all that?”

      “My parents tried everything. Boarding school, the military academy, finally they decided I needed a little fucking perspective. So, they sent me to a program in the middle of nowhere, and from there I was tossed in the middle of the woods, and told to figure out how to survive. There was no safety net, no soft bed, no warm shower or prepared meals. It was all on me. There was no one to defy but Mother Nature.” He glances to the hazy sky. “And no one is controlling that bitch.”

      I lean back in my seat, listening and observing. He tells it all casually, without a trace of angst. He owns who he is—no excuses—and that is a little refreshing.

      “What rule did you break when you kissed me?”

      “The one where I don’t dump my baggage on other people.”

      I can’t help but laugh. “You are just like Dexter.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “My brother, he’s always making things more complicated than necessary.”

      “The baker?”

      “Yep. He’s gotten better, though.”

      “How so?” He seems to genuinely want to know.

      “By falling in love and not taking himself so seriously.”

      “So, a woman changed him?” I hear the eye roll even if I can’t see it.

      “No, a woman stood by him and he stood by her. Starlee taught him that he was more than his past and the anger and defiance that boiled under his skin.”

      He stares at the fire and admits, “Maybe we are a lot alike.”

      I may have had too much beer, because I make my own confession, “I kissed you that night because I liked you. You’re hot and I was looking for a little fun, not a commitment for the rest of my life.”

      His eyebrow lifts. “You think I’m hot?”

      “When you’re not being a jerk.”

      He nods, a small grin tugging at his lips. “I’ll remember that.”

      The fire crackles, but that’s not the only heat ebbing between us. I’m glad he can’t see how red my face is or how loud my heart is thundering. I don’t want to let him know that the dark side of him, the one he’s fought so hard to shed, is attractive to me, too. It’s probably the real reason I sought him out that night.

      And it’s also probably the reason I’m sitting across from him now.
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      Adrian

      

      I don’t know if it’s because I flooded the bathroom, or just because it needs to be done, but when the guys go into the Park for the afternoon, I volunteer to spackle the living room walls.

      I’m not alone, Sierra is working alongside me, wearing one of those too-thin tank tops with a strappy bra that criss-crosses over her back, and shorts that graze her upper thighs.

      It’s not helping me forget about that kiss. I’ve been replaying it on a loop. Her soft lips, the taste of mint on her tongue, the way she’d responded just before she pushed me away. The look in her eye wasn’t angry or upset—just cautious.

      “Agghhhh,” she groans, and I look over. A large glob of spackle fell from the knife. “This job is the worst. So freaking tedious.”

      “Yeah,” I agree, handing her a rag to wipe up the mess. “It’s not the best.”

      “Hey,” she says, suddenly, “do you want to go on a hike with me?”

      “A hike?”

      “Yeah, you know, hopefully without the bears.”

      “That would be awesome. I’d love to go on a hike with you.” I frown. “The Park isn’t allowing visitors yet.”

      “Actually, there’s one not in the park that I think you’d like.” Her lips twist into a smile. “Wear something you can swim in.”

      We clean up and change, meeting outside at the car. I drive and head toward the little local gas station with a surprisingly good deli. Sierra leans against the window, the tension I’d noticed in her earlier slowly easing away. Her hair is twisted up in a knot on top of her head, and she’s still wearing that tank, but the strappy bra has been replaced by the strings of a bikini. I notice she’s wearing the boots from when I found her lost in the park.

      “Want to tell me where we’re going?” I ask, cranking the engine.

      “Have you ever been to Star Falls?”

      “No.”

      “There’s this trail up near Lee Vines that leads to a waterfall.” She runs her hands over her thighs. “I haven’t been up there really since I left town, and I don’t exactly want to run into the guys, or anyone else I know.” She wrinkles her nose. “That’s why I asked you to drive.”

      “I think it sounds great.” I’m surprised she’s taking me somewhere personal. Maybe she’s finally letting down some of those walls.

      We don’t go quite into Lee Vines, turning off before we hit the one-light town. I sense her agitation as we get closer, her hands continuing to run up and down her legs. I reach over and take one, threading my fingers with hers. I expect her to pull away or flinch, but she doesn’t. Instead she tightens her grip, anchoring herself to me.

      “You can park up here,” she says, after directing me through a few turns. I ease the truck on the edge of the dirt road. There’s nothing much up here. Just some burned-out forest and an old, dilapidated cabin. I eye it cautiously, the doors are off the hinges, and there’s trash littered all over the floor. Mostly beer cans.

      “The teenagers come up and drink in there,” she says, walking past it. “Most of them have no idea about what’s just ahead.”

      The sun burns overhead, but it’s above the lingering haze from the fire. At first, the hike is nothing special, just a creek and some low-lying brush, but slowly, as we get away from the burn line, the area turns increasingly lush and green. Ferns line the creek, and the trees that surround the path are strong and tall. I follow Sierra, absorbing how her shoulders relax with each step forward and her gait picks up. I study the long column of her neck and the way the hair curls at the nape. My eyes skim down her body, eyeing her slim waist and curved hips, down to her long, strong legs. I feel like a douche, checking her out like this, but I’m only human—and male—she’s hot. I’m ridiculously attracted to her.

      The sound of rushing falls grows louder as we make the climb and there’s a break in the foliage as we reach an outcropping. I step next to her and take in the wide, flat stones. The flowing waterfall. The pools are deep and clear with round stones that line the bottom and the shore. It’s an oasis.

      “Legend has it, the founder of Lee Vines asked his wife to marry him here.” She removes her backpack, dropping it on one of the flat rocks. She kicks off her boots. “I know for certain my brother and the guys brought Starlee up here for their first kiss.”

      It’s a lot of information and I’m not sure why she’s sharing it, but it doesn’t matter much anyway. Sierra pulls her tank over her head, revealing a red bikini top that is more strings than fabric, and my brain stops functioning. Her body is perfect, her breasts round and firm. My fingers twitch, and I busy myself taking off my backpack and removing my shoes. When I look up again, she’s eased down her shorts. My heart stutters at the sight of her flat belly and curved ass. Jesus.

      “How cold is the water?” I ask, watching her dip her toes in.

      “Cold.”

      I’ve built up a sweat, but most of all, I need to just cool off.

      I pull off my shirt, and without the slightest hesitation, get in the cold, crystal-clear water. I duck my head, letting the cold water adjust my body temperature. When I look up again, I see Sierra watching me with those calculating, gray eyes.

      I move over to a flat rock that’s hanging over one of the pools and hop up on it, letting my legs dangle over the edge. The rock is hot, warming my cold ass, and it’s my turn to watch as she eases into the water, inch by inch. Her skin pebbles, shocked by the cold, and her belly caves in reaction.

      I’m going to have to get back in the water.

      The rush of water from the falls creates a noise barrier, but all I hear is the beat of my pulse. “Thank you for showing me this place. It’s special.”

      “You’re welcome. I thought you may like it—plus I owed you a successful hike after the last one.”

      She shivers and her nipples raise, peaked through the fabric of her top. I look away, but then look back. I can’t help myself.

      “Here,” I say, offering her my hand. Maybe if she warms up, it’ll stop, and I can behave. She climbs out of the water and sits next to me, leaning back on her hands. Once again, we’re wet and in close proximity. This time there’s no one around to interrupt.

      Her shoulder brushes mine and other than my building desire, I can’t help but think about how nice it is to just be here with her. Sitting side by side, enjoying the quiet of nature. It’s something I usually just share with the guys, but being with Sierra, it feels special. Like snapping a missing piece of puzzle into place.

      I look at her, swallowing thickly. “I’m not sure what you need, Sierra. A friend? A hiking buddy?” I push a wayward strand of hair behind her ear. “Or something else?”

      “What if I said all of the above?”

      Her eyes hold mine. She means it. She’s an adult. I’m an adult, and there’s no reason we can’t do all of that at once. What do I want? I want her, in any way I can get her. I also get the sense that if I turn her away, I may not get another chance.

      I slide my hand behind her neck and pull her toward me. Her tongue darts out, and I don’t waste another second, pressing my lips to hers. Energy triggers on contact, coursing through my veins, head to toe. Her lips part, opening her mouth for me to deepen the kiss.

      We explore one another through the kiss. Fast, slow, hard, soft; until we’re breathing heavy. I slide my hand down her arms, feeling her damp skin, and it takes everything in me not to tug at the string holding up her top, revealing her body further.

      I hold off, knowing I don’t want to push this too far. There’s something about Sierra that’s skittish—like a doe in a field. Regretfully, I ease us apart.

      “Another relationship confirmed at Star Falls,” I say, kissing her forehead.

      It may not be a marriage, and she may not even be my girlfriend, but it’s the start of something I can’t wait to pursue. Sierra Falco isn’t just some girl that came into my life. I know in my heart she’s the girl. I just have to get her to realize that, too.
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      Sierra

      

      Tick, tick, tick…

      The old clock on the bedside table counts off the seconds. I’ve been in bed for an hour, the house, and my guests, settled. I should be asleep. I’m physically tired from the hike—the first good exercise I’ve had in a week, but my mind and body won’t shut off.

      I keep reliving that kiss.

      Over and over and over.

      So much that I spaced out while cooking dinner, staring out the window at the guys while they threw an old football they found of Dexter’s in the garage. Although they’ve mostly kept their tempers even, it’s clear that losing their home, their belongings, and the uncertainty of their jobs has been a strain. It’s nice to see them relaxing and just messing around in the yard.

      Watching them throw the ball, their muscles bulging and their shirts growing sweaty…it has a way of doing things to a girl. Especially one left wanting more.

      Which is why I’m lying here now, staring up at the ceiling, willing myself to go to sleep. I don’t know if it’s being around these guys for all these days, or the release of endorphins from exercising, or if I’m just horny as hell.

      Whatever it is, it propels me out of the bed, and across the hall. It’s the second time I’ve come to Adrian’s room like this. The first time I got a kiss—the spark that ignited the feeling building in my lower belly. This time?

      I want more.

      This time there’s no sliver of light under the door and I don’t knock, thinking that if he’s asleep I’ll just go back to bed. I push down this building desire and, well, take care of things myself.

      I turn the knob and slowly open the door.

      Adrian’s body is stretched down the bed, feet hanging off the end. His elbows are propped behind his head, and his bare chest rises and falls evenly. I start to close the door, faced with the reality that he’s asleep but then I see him blink, and shift his gaze from the ceiling. He props himself on his elbows.

      “Sierra?” he whispers, like maybe I’m not really there.

      “Hey,” I say, stepping in and shutting the door.

      “Is everything okay?”

      Other than my body being on fire? Other than the fact I can’t stop thinking about your mouth? Yeah, sure, I’m peachy.

      “Yes, I just…” Came for a booty call? “I couldn’t sleep.”

      “Come here,” he says, not needing an answer. Of course, he doesn’t. I can’t be the first female to show up at his door like this.

      I walk across the room and he shifts over, his large frame taking up most of the twin bed. There’s a queen across the hall, but I’m not ready to do this in my parents' bedroom. I sit on the side of the bed, hesitating for a beat before lifting my legs and sliding them under the blanket.

      Adrian props himself on his side, head cradled by his hand, a small, pleased smile on his mouth. “I couldn’t sleep either,” he admits. “I kept thinking about our hike.”

      “Yeah, me, too.”

      His eyes flick to my lips and he leans forward, his warm, clean body pressing against mine. Our mouths meet, lips then our tongues, a few seconds later we’re back were we left off, wound up and breathless. Except this time, we’re in a bed.

      Weeks of tension builds. Adrian’s hands skim down my side, stoking the fire as his fingertips touch my skin. I push away the blanket, brushing my hand over his hip and startling myself by grazing his erection. I gasp in surprise. He grimaces, shifting back. “Sorry.”

      “Don’t apologize,” I say. “It’s flattering.”

      “That you make me hard like a teenage boy with zero self-control?”

      I could shove his hand down my pants and show him that I’m just as aroused. I don’t, but I could.

      “A little bit, yeah.”

      “Well, in that case you should be ridiculously flattered. I’ve been rock hard for days.”

      I laugh and reach for him, running my hand over the cotton of his shorts. His cock reacts at my touch, growing larger, fuller. He touches my chin, lifting my focus back on his face, his mouth. I continue to stroke him, and he kisses me again.

      We’re not horny teens, grappling and unexperienced in the backseat of the car, but we do have to be quiet. It’s a challenge, because he knows what he’s doing. Knows what he wants. Knows what I want.

      He knows his way around a woman’s body, and I’m glad, because I don’t want fumbling awkwardness. I want Adrian to blow me away.

      It’s obvious from the first touches, the tiny licks, that I won’t be disappointed.

      His frame shadows over me, the two of us still on our sides. His finger trails down my neck, over my chest, and between my breasts. It’s a gentle touch—a warning—and my body reacts accordingly. My nipples peak. My stomach flutters. Heat builds between my legs. I want friction, and I press my hand against his chest, flattening him against the bed, then climbing over his hips.

      I hiss when our bodies meet, both still covered with cotton. Adrian smiles up at me, although it’s tight with need. I can’t help but assess his body. His broad chest, his defined abs. I run my hands over his warm skin, fingertips grazing over his nipples. It earns a low groan from him, and his fingers thrust into my hair, then clasp behind my neck, yanking me forward.

      We kiss, lick, rub, grind.

      My body heats, my skin burns. I feel him everywhere, want him everywhere. Adrian takes his time pushing up my shirt, then pulling it over my head. He blinks when he sees me bare, eyes wide, tongue darting out.

      “Jesus,” he mutters, ghosting his hands underneath. My back arches, and he leans up to kiss each breast, lingering over the peaks, working me into a state.

      I grind down on him, moaning quietly. Desperately. I don’t have it in me to care how it sounds. I want him, and I want him to know that I want him.

      His fingers trail over my hip bones as he tugs at the waistband of my shorts, lowering them inch by inch. I don’t know how he’s so patient, because I’m not. I am absolutely not. When they get to my hips, I rise up and kick them down my legs, then reach for his own shorts, tugging them away. His cock frees, bobbing under the cut of his muscular waist, beneath the soft hair that trails down his body. I graze my fingers over the tip, swirling the fluid dripping down the side. Adrian’s eyes darken as he watches me.

      “You’re beautiful,” he says suddenly.

      “Because I’m naked and holding your cock?”

      His lips twitch. “Because you’re strong and smart and funny.” His thumb parts my lips. “I’ve wanted this for a long time, Sierra.”

      I open my mouth and suck his thumb, then rise up, centering myself over his body. His hand trails between my legs, feeling the pool of slick wetness. He grips my hips, and guides me down, his girth and length pushing past long-set barriers. It’s been a long time since I’ve been with a man like this, but my body doesn’t care. It reacts on instinct, expanding with his size, with his demand. I have my own demands, my own need for control, and I take it, setting the pace, fucking this handsome, charismatic man I’ve let into my house, and now into my bed.

      I roll my hips, taking him in, and he thrusts with every move. In this position he continues his touches, his kisses, his adoration. I close my eyes, feeling his hands all over me, his tongue and god, his cock. My breath rattles, growing less controlled with every move, every thrust, every roll. The coil in my belly winding, tighter and tighter, until my vision glazes and every inch of my skin because over sensitive. A moan falls over my lips, too loud, too much, and he pulls me down to kiss him, covering my mouth, absorbing the sound. The movement triggers the wave, and as I taste him, breathe him in, consume him, I come, body shaking, limbs quivering, soul quaking.

      Before I fully finish, Adrian rolls me over, pressing my back against the twin mattress, and slams into me. It brings on a second wave, something I’ve never experienced, as he hitches up my useless legs, and plows forward. He lays a hand flat against the wall, holding himself up right as he shudders against me, in me, and comes in long, sweeping thrusts.

      He braces himself over me, a hand on each side of my head. He smiles down, satiated, pleased. I smile back at him, feeling the same.

      When he kisses me, just before pulling out, I tell myself that this was a good thing, that we hadn’t crossed any lines. I’m buoyed by the fuzzy feelings, and the way his arms feel around me as he pulls my back against his chest.

      I just hope I feel the same in the morning.
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      Sierra

      

      I slip out of the room before Adrian wakes. I’m not running, but awkward mornings after are not my thing. I quietly cross the hallway and reach for my phone on the bedside table, where I’d left it the night before.

      S: I slept with Adrian.

      K: O.M.G. I need to know everything. EVERYTHING.

      I smile down at the screen, loving Katie’s enthusiasm.

      S: Breakfast? And don’t tell Robbie. This is between us for now.

      K: Gotcha. Diner. 30 minutes?

      I agree and gather my things for a quick shower. As the water heats, I get a good look at my body in the mirror. There are pink marks all over my body. The side of my breast. My hips. It’s discreet, and nowhere really visible, but Adrian definitely marked his territory.

      I’m actually pleased I can’t scrub away the evidence of our acts from the night before.

      I don’t waste time, hopping in and out of the shower quickly. I wrap the towel around me and head out in the hall. Adrian waits in his doorway, with tousled hair and a sleepy face. His eyes sweep over me, taking in my towel and exposed skin. The tug to go back in the room with him is strong.

      “Avoiding me?”

      “No. I’ve got to head into town.” His hand snakes around my waist and he pulls me to him, tongue darting out and licking a droplet of water sliding down my cheek.

      “Last night,” he starts, eyes holding mine, “was amazing.”

      “It was.”

      “Any regrets?” he asks, cutting to the chase.

      I shake my head. “Nope. Not one.”

      “Good.” He kisses my forehead and releases me. “We have a meeting in the park today. Hopefully some good news about our assignments.”

      I nod. “Keep me posted, okay?”

      “We will.”

      Like teenagers not wanting to say goodbye, we stand before one another a few seconds too long. I force myself to walk into my room, knowing if I stay around any longer, I’ll push him back in that room and explore his body once again.

      That will have to wait until later.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “So now that you and Adrian hooked up, does that mean whatever was going on with you and Smith is over?”

      I take a bite of bacon. “Only you would think me and Smith ever had something going on.”

      She shrugs. “I’m just calling it like I see it. Adrian is adorable. Sexy. Totally fuckable and boyfriend material. Smith is like, that guy you want to just toss you around and make you beg for it.”

      My jaw drops. “Katie!”

      “What?”

      “You have a boyfriend, remember?”

      “So.” She shrugs. “I’m allowed to have fantasies. Don’t tell me you haven’t thought about it.”

      I have thought about it. I’ve thought about all three of the guys, and what it would be like to kiss and touch them. Adrian made that a reality last night, but that doesn’t mean I’m not curious about the others still.

      I make a face. “Do you think I did something stupid? I mean, what if things get weird between all of us now?”

      She takes a bite of pancake and chews. “Those three are close. Really close. I’m sure they’ll have a way to figure out how they want to handle it.”

      We finish up and I walk Katie out to her car. She needs to head back to the lodge and I have tons of work to do back at the house. As she pulls off, I search for my keys in my bag, rummaging through all the stuff I have inside. I don’t notice the person walking up to me until they’re a few feet away. I glance up and a chill runs down my spine.

      Reid.

      He’s just as big as I remember him and there’s a faded, yellowing bruise near his eye.

      “What do you want?” I ask, still feeling around.

      

      “I wanted to talk to you,” he admits, looking slightly contrite. “That was out of line the other day.”

      “You’re damn right it was,” I say, pretending my heart isn’t beating wildly in my chest.

      “I was drunk. I got your signals mixed up.”

      “Dude, I told you to stop—there were no mixed signals. I said no.”

      He narrows his eyes. “Whatever. I wanted to apologize for the misunderstanding, but obviously you’re just a frigid bitch.”

      “You’re a fucking predator.”

      “What did you call me?”

      I swallow, realizing how alone we are in this stretch of the parking lot. There’s no one around and Reid is big enough that he could overpower me in seconds. Again.

      To prove this point, he rests his hand on the top of my Jeep, blocking my way inside.

      “I called you a bitch, but really I should call you a liar. If you really thought I did something wrong, you would have reported it to the police. Your boyfriend already got me arrested, but you didn’t press charges,” he takes a step closer, so close I can smell the coffee on his breath, “because you know that you wanted it.”

      My fingers finally graze my keys and I pull them out.

      “You’re delusional,” I say, swallowing back bile. “Here’s a little tip: no girl wants you to shove your tongue down her throat or your fingers up her pussy without a fucking invitation. Stay away from me or I will call the police.”

      That’s when I drop the fucking keys.

      They land with a clank, right between the two of us. He doesn’t move, and I realize just how alone we are right now. I can’t bend over, giving him a view down my shirt or of my ass. I’m frozen with the reality of the situation.

      A horn blares on the street, breaking the silent impasse, his eyes flicking toward the road. I dive for the keys and shove them in the door. Despite my shaky hands I manage to get it open, although I’m forced to brush against him as I push my way past him to get inside.

      His smirk is nauseating, victorious as he watches me lock the door. He knows I’m scared. Gets off on that more than anything. Fuck him. Fuck him. Fuck him, I mutter. I manage to slide the key in the ignition on the third try. Reid hasn’t moved an inch, and I make no efforts not to run him over as I back out of the parking spot and into the road. I floor the gas, well aware that he’s watching me, and wondering if maybe it’s not the first time.
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      “We’re working as hard as possible to get everyone reassigned and into housing,” Brent, our supervisor, says from the head of the table. “We do still need people working up on the east entrance. Obviously, housing is limited, so if you have options in the area, please let me know.”

      “How long are you thinking?” Smith asks.

      “A few weeks, maybe four. We’d already planned to open a new ranger lodge near the midpoint. Luckily, it wasn’t damaged in the fire. It should have been ready by now, but since we’ve had to divert resources and the park has been closed, it fell behind schedule. I’m confident it will be ready to occupy by the end of the month.”

      “We can stay where we are for a few more weeks,” Adrian says, confidently.

      Smith and I exchange looks. Sierra probably will let us stay, but Adrian shouldn’t say so until we talk to her first.

      “And you?” our boss asks Robbie.

      “I’m good,” he says. Staying with Katie is definitely not a hardship. Those two are barely coming up for air.

      “Okay, Adrian, Smith, I need you to go check the upper trail today. A few hikers said a tree fell across the trail. Take the chainsaws.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Holden, you can take the afternoon off. I need you on gate duty tonight.”

      I nod. We all take night shifts. I’m not going to complain about an afternoon off.

      We’re excused and meet the guys on the front steps of the building. “Dude, you shouldn’t have said we can stay at Sierra’s without asking.”

      “She’ll be fine with it,” he says, tugging on his brown baseball cap. He’d been in a relaxed, easy mood all morning. “But if you want, I’ll talk to her tonight.”

      I shake my head. “I’m headed back for the afternoon. I’ll bring it up.”

      We part, and I get in the truck, heading back home.

      Home. I laugh to myself. No wonder Adrian had been quick to say we were staying. A stable home was something we hadn’t had in a while. We all know staying with Sierra is temporary—even she isn’t staying for long, but it’s been nice.

      I get to the house and see her Jeep in the driveway. She’d been gone when we left that morning—off to breakfast with Katie. I park and climb the front steps, tugging on the door. It’s locked. That’s good. We’d all told her to keep the doors secure when she’s out here alone. I run my hand under the window ledge, looking for the key mounted underneath. I pull it out and slide it into the lock. The door opens but doesn’t go far, jerking to a stop.

      She’d chained the door. That’s unusual.

      “Sierra?” I call. I hear footsteps on the hardwoods, and a flash of dark hair in the crack between the door and the wall. When she looks at me her eyes are red and swollen. Fear grips my heart. “What happened? What’s going on?”

      The crack closes, and she unlatches the chain. The door opens and she’s already halfway across the room, climbing onto the couch to wrap herself in a blanket. The TV is on but paused.

      “Hey,” I say, dropping my backpack on the floor, “talk to me, what happened?”

      She swallows. “I saw Reid downtown.”

      “Bastard,” I swear under my breath. I didn’t like him the day I met him, and what happened with Smith only confirmed it. “Did he do something to you?”

      “He’s just a fucking asshole.” She takes a deep breath. “He came up to me like he wanted to apologize. Really he just wanted to intimidate me and let me know it was my fault for sending mixed signals.”

      I’m standing above her, thinking about how I want to rip his fucking balls off. This guy is a total asshole. I don’t like hearing that he’s harassing anyone, but especially not Sierra. I’m one second from driving into town and finding him, when I look back down at her and see how much she’s struggling.

      “Can I sit down?”

      She nods, pulling away the blanket.

      “I’m really sorry this is happening to you. You don’t deserve it—no one does.”

      “I hate how he makes me feel helpless.”

      “You’re not helpless—that’s why he does it. Guys like him hate seeing strong, capable women. You intimidate him, and he feels like has to prove himself.” I shake my head. “He’s weak and pathetic.”

      “Thank you,” she says, giving me a smile. “I’m really happy you guys are here. Not just because I’m not alone all the time, but because it’s nice to have people here to talk to.”

      “I’m happy to talk whenever you need it.” She relaxes a little, leaning into the arm of the couch. “I have the afternoon off. Is there anything I can do for you?”

      “Want to watch TV with me?”

      “I’d love to watch TV with you. What’s on?”

      She gives me a look and rolls her eyes. “Supernatural, obviously.”

      “Obviously.” This girl and this show. I’m not sure what it is, but she loves it.

      She presses play, and a few moment later offers me part of the blanket. I take it, spreading it over my legs. Her knee brushes against mine, and I worry I’ve encroached on her space. The absolute last thing I want to do is make her uncomfortable. I relax when she doesn’t move, and in fact, shifts a little closer.

      My heart flips in reaction.

      For the next four episodes we sit like this, side-by-side, sinking into the leather couch. Through it all, Sierra tells me all the tiny details of the show, the background and histories of the characters, why something is funny or what makes another situation sad. We’re in the middle of an episode about shape shifters when I realize her commentary has slowed, and she’s leaning against my side. Her eyes are shut and she’s breathing evenly.

      My heart pounds at her closeness, the weight of her next to me, and I shift, lifting my arm. Quietly, I say, “Sierra.”

      She hums softly, and wraps her arm around my stomach, settling in.

      Brushing her hair off her cheek I decide to let her stay, and slouch next to her, letting my own eyes flutter shut.
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      Sierra

      

      I wake slowly, pulled from a deep, foggy sleep, blinking at the late afternoon light streaming through the living room windows. The couch beneath me is warm—hard, but warm--and I shift, looking down at a familiar white-T shirt.

      No wonder the couch is so hard. It’s a man. Holden.

      My movement wakes him and there’s no way to hide the fact I’m completely sprawled across his body.

      “Hey,” he says, through squinty eyes.

      “Hi.”

      I place my hand between us, looking for leverage, and instead of the couch, grip the flesh just above his shorts. He jerks, laughing. “I’m ticklish,” he says, grabbing me by the wrist.

      “I see.”

      I also feel—him—underneath me. I raise an eyebrow and his eyes pop open wide. Neither of us move.

      His cheeks turn pink. “Yeah, um, sorry?”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No. Not after everything you went through, you should be able to take a nap without being violated.” He swallows. “It’s just—"

      “Nature. Got it. I have an eighteen-year-old brother, you know. Raised four boys. It was morning wood and spontaneous erections all the damn time.”

      He laughs, and I think his cheeks turn even redder.

      “You’re something else, did you know that?”

      I shrug, and my hair falls over my shoulder. It’s the second time I’ve been on top of a man today. I consider how this should make me feel. Slutty? Lucky?

      He pushes the hair off my face, warm fingers trailing against my skin. I feel him swell beneath me.

      “Thank you for being with me today.”

      “You’re welcome.” His voice is raspy, his eyes soft.

      I bend over and brush my lips across his. He seems startled, and that makes me smile, because Holden is so sweet, so easy, that now I feel like the one taking advantage.

      We part, and he admits, “That’s not helping the state of my erection, you know.”

      I consider offering to help him with that. Truly, really consider it, the way he helped me through my crisis that afternoon, but the sound of an engine barreling down the dirt road shatters the moment. Holden’s eyes flick to the clock on the mantle.

      “Shit.”

      “What?”

      “I’m on gate duty in thirty minutes.”

      I nod, sliding off his body, catching a sight of what I’d felt underneath me. The bulge between his legs, and the grimace on his face as he stands. He drops a kiss on the top of my head and walks to the back of the house. A moment later he’s in the shower, and I’m left to face the man I slept with the night before and the other man I’ve kissed once.

      I knew inviting three handsome men into my house would be interesting.

      I didn’t realize it would also be this exciting.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Smith and Adrian are filthy when they come home, covered in dirt and sticky tree sap. They’d spent hours cutting up a large tree blocking some trails. They’d showered, eaten, and both headed to bed not long after they arrived.

      Leaving them to sleep, I collected the leftovers and loaded them up in my car, heading to the East Gate. Holden had rushed out of the house after his shower, hair damp and smelling of soap, trying to get to his shift on time. After being so supportive this afternoon, literally, the least I could do is take him dinner.

      It’s been a few weeks since I’ve taken this road. It’s only recently reopened. Not many people come to the park at night, but hikers arrive at all hours, pitching tents by lantern light.

      I pull up to the little wooden shack. Holden leans out the window and smiles in surprise. “What are you doing here?”

      “I brought you dinner.” I lift the containers.

      “Thank you.” He thinks for a moment. “Want to hang out with me while I eat?”

      “Is that allowed?”

      He shrugs. “It’s the night shift. Whatever we can do to stay awake is accepted.”

      He points to where I can park my car—there’s a small ranger station just ahead with bathrooms and maps. I park my car and grab the food before walking back to the gate house. When I walk up, he opens a door on the opposite side of the window. I walk in, and it’s immediately obvious how small the room is, although there is a small sitting area.

      Holden doesn’t hesitate to take the dinner from me, open up the containers, and grab the silverware I brought. “Hungry?” I ask, half kidding. He’s already shoved a roll in his mouth.

      “Starving,” he says around the bread. “Thank you. Seriously.”

      “I owed you one.”

      His eyes lock with mine. “You don’t owe me anything, Sierra. You’ve given us a place to live, you make amazing meals, you’re fun and awesome to be around…we’re lucky you let us in your life.”

      His words warm my heart.

      “I told you, it’s nice to have people around.”

      “Well,” he says, starting in on the green beans, “I hope you mean that, because they told us today we can’t move back into the park housing for another three weeks or so.”

      Three weeks?

      That’s all?

      I’d known it would be temporary, but hearing it said out loud brings it home. “Three weeks is fine,” I say, over the lump in my throat. “Maybe I need to set a similar deadline for the house.”

      “You think we can get it all done by then?”

      “I’m up for it,” I say, not wanting to think about all the work that needs to be accomplished before putting it on the market. The list is long; painting and sanding and cleaning out the garage. “That is, if you guys are?”

      He holds my eye. “I think we’re up for almost anything.”

      My skin prickles, and I think about how he felt underneath me that afternoon. Hard and ready. I blink first, looking away from his intense gaze, my eyes landing on a deck of cards. I lean over and pick it up. “Want to play a game?”

      “That may not be a challenge you’re ready for,” he says. “I’ve had countless hours of card playing experience sitting in this box.”

      I pull out the cards and expertly shuffle the deck, rolling them over my fingers in a flashy way. Holden’s eyebrow raises and a curious grin tugs at his lips.

      I spread them across the small table and look him in the eye, “Challenge accepted.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      An hour later, he’s beaten me three times in War. I may have quick hands, but he’s had hours of boredom to perfect his card-playing skills.

      I toss the cards on the table in defeat. “What else do you do in here to pass the time?”

      I look around the small shack. We’re sitting at a tiny table with two chairs. There’s a counter with a coffeemaker and sink. A huge first aid kit hangs on the wall. On the opposite side of the small space is a stool next to the window that slides open to greet visitors at the gate. A small shelf juts from the sill of the window, giving a place for maps and a clipboard. Only one car drove up while we were playing cards—the driver looking exhausted from a long day of travel. Holden greeted him cheerfully, handing him a map and directing him to the lodge nestled in the middle of the park. Occasionally, the walkie-talkie crackles, and another ranger’s voice carries over the speaker. They alert one another about bear sightings, a lost hiker who is found a few minutes later, and a car broken down on the side of the road.

      “Not much.” He stands and opens a cabinet against the back wall. It’s filled with paperbacks, puzzle books, and magazines. “I think I’ve read ninety percent of those. Twice.”

      “No phones?”

      “Service is spotty out here.”

      Holden stands and raises his arms over his head, stretching in the small space. There isn’t much room, and his hands touch the ceiling. My eyes fixate on the sliver of skin showing where his shirt rises up, on the scattering of hair that trails beneath his belly button. He’s wearing loose-fitting hiking shorts with a belt strapped to hold them up. Tiny flutters fill my stomach. It’s like being with Adrian the night before awakened a dormant fire deep inside. The nag of consciousness that should make me want to stay away from another man is nowhere to be found. Just the lick of desire traveling up my spine.

      We look at one another and the room is too small to hide the fact my ears are burning from my dirty thoughts or the twitch of his fingers as he coils them into a balled fist.

      “Oh shit,” he says, looking out the window.

      “What is it?” I ask, drawing my eyes from his body.

      He looks over at me, slightly panicked. “My boss, Brent. I’m not supposed to have anyone in here with me.”

      “What? You said it was okay!”

      “I didn’t want you to leave,” he says, sheepishly. In the tiny space, he manages to move in a series of directions, trying to figure out what to do with me. An idea flickers in his eyes. “Over there. Hide beneath the shelf, against the wall.”

      He points to the ledge that hangs from the window sill.

      “Seriously?”

      “Please. It will just be for a minute. I’m sorry.”

      I move quickly, ducking low and crawling on my knees until I’m under the flat surface. I press my back against the wall. Holden steps in front of me, hips at eye level, and I hear the slide of the window.

      “Hey, man, everything okay?”

      “Just doing a check before I head home. I went out to check on the group with the broken-down car. They just needed a jump.”

      Holden’s hips rest just below the ledge, level with my eyes. I’m feeling mischievous, ridiculous, hiding down here like this. I reach out and graze his ankles with a light touch of my finger-tips.

      “You got the car working?” Holden asks, shifting his feet, but I continue, skimming up his legs, knowing his boss can’t see me.

      “I did, but I told them I’d get them the name of that garage that will bring in a new battery and hook it up.” There’s a pause. “Would you happen to have that information in here?”

      “Uh, sure,” Holden replies. “I think all of that is in this book.” I hear a thud overhead and the shuffle of papers. The flicker of troublemaking compels me to continue messing with him and I allow my hands to travel upward, running up his thighs. A hand drops beneath the ledge, swatting at me. I grab his fingers and hold them, kissing each tip, sparking a fire between us. His voice wobbles when he says to Brent, “I’m sure it’s in here…”

      His hand vanishes, and I focus back on his legs. They’re tan and strong, his calves muscular. I feel like I’ve lost my mind, but I explore each knee. On a whim, I pucker my lips and kiss each kneecap, one at a time. Feeling bold, I move upward, pushing my fingertips up the hem of his shorts, spreading them over his inner thigh.

      His legs wobble and I straighten, eyes landing on the taut fabric on the front of his shorts. That bulge, the one I’d felt earlier, is back. The tickle in my belly returns, and I can’t help but think about waking from our nap earlier that day—the way his body felt under mine. The hard, swollen arousal. The gentle way he’d kissed my forehead.

      “Here,” Holden says with a cough, “I think this is it.”

      “Let me see,” Brent replies, oblivious to what’s going on inches away. I hear the slide of whatever book they’re perusing cross overhead. “No, that one doesn’t do the delivery.”

      Holden exhales in frustration. I smile, knowing I’ve got more time to torture him.

      I’d wanted to take care of that need earlier today, and despite the risk of the moment, I want to take care of it now.

      I inch my fingers upward, grazing over the hard bulge. He startles, hips moving back, before settling again. I feel him, the heat pulsing through the fabric, wondering exactly how far I can push this. I feel like I know Holden. We’ve worked, and played, alongside one another. We’ve slept with one another on the couch. He’s comforted me, defended me. Is he the kind of guy that can handle an on-the-sly hand-job with his boss two feet away?

      I’m considering this as he and his boss talk, when his hand slips under the shelf once again. This time he fumbles around until he finds my face. He strokes my cheek and grazes my bottom lip with his thumb.

      If that isn’t a green light I don’t know what is.

      Again, I kiss his fingers, then find his zipper, slowly tugging the pull over the swell of his erection. His hips sway, and I reach inside, surprised to find he’s bare underneath. One less obstacle to go through.

      I focus on the task at hand, ignoring Brent and Holden talking, along with the crackle of the walkie-talkie as they figure out how to help the park visitor. His cock is hot and hard. When I release him from the confines of his pants it bobs toward me eagerly. It’s the second cock I’ve touched in twenty-four hours. This one as impressive as the last. Holden’s tip is bigger, his skin darker. As much as I want to take my time, I’m already pushing limits. I run my hand down the shaft, feeling how big he is, and flick out my tongue, licking the tip.

      Holden’s body has gone full rigor, frozen in his spot. He speaks to Brent in slow, controlled words. I move at a similar speed, tasting the salty precum, and slowly stroking his length.

      “Did you hear the call about the bear?” Brent asks just as I reach behind his cock and fondle the soft, silky flesh of his balls.

      “Y-y-es,” Holden stutters, fingers gripping the ledge.

      “Huge motherfucker,” Brent says. “Jameson sent me a picture. Three cubs following it. Luckily the driver saw them on the road and let them pass.”

      I’m not brave enough to suck his dick while his boss is right there, but I can’t stop myself from touching him, licking him, kissing the velvety soft skin.

      “I found it!” Brent says, slamming down on the ledge with enthusiasm. “I’ll let them know. Thanks, Holden, do you need anything before I head in for the night?”

      “No, sir. I’m, uh, good.” I hear him swallow. “Really good.”

      “Excellent. Try not to fall asleep.”

      “I don’t think that will be a problem, sir. Goodnight.”

      He slides the window shut, but he doesn’t step away, Brent obviously still in sight. He waits a heartbeat, one where I’m not sure how he really feels about this moment. Pissed? Excited? Humiliated. He reaches over and he tugs a string, making a shade fall over the window in a rush. He shoves a sign against the glass that says, “Ring bell for assistance.”

      He looks down at me, eyes narrowed, cock hard, bobbing, and wet between his legs.

      “I’m sorry if I took that too far, it just seemed like a good idea at the time, but obviously it was stupid, like really stupid.”

      He pulls me from under the ledge, yanking me flush against his body.

      “You’re a very naughty girl.”

      I blink. “Something just came over me.”

      He bends and kisses me hard, like he’s been dying to do it. His beard is scratchy and his tongue soft. He releases me and says, “I’m not mad. That was the fucking hottest thing that has ever happened to me, but if you don’t finish what we started, or let me bend you over the fucking counter, I may actually combust.”

      His eyes are glazed with lust, and what I did to him wasn’t nice, but damn, if it wasn’t fun. I flick my eyes down to his buckle, then the button on his shorts, unfastening both. He stands, and they fall to the ground, pooling at his ankles. Without the slightest hesitation, I reach for him again, holding the hot, hard length in my hands. He groans, long, loud, and from deep inside.

      I bend, and take him in my mouth, giving him the happy ending he deserves.
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      Adrian

      

      “I need to talk to you about something,” Sierra says. It’s 2 a.m. and we’re sweaty and naked in my bed. She’d come to my room again, three days after the first time, half dressed and wet between her legs.

      It was getting harder and harder to stay quiet, in or outside the bedroom.

      “Sure,” I say, skimming my fingers down her side. Her skin is sensitive and pebbles easily. She’s staring at the ceiling.

      “It’s more like a confession.”

      “Okay.”

      She turns her head and faces me, those steel gray eyes peering into my soul. “I feel like there’s no easy way to say this, so I should just say it. Like, blurt it out.”

      “Sierra, I can take it—whatever it is.”

      It’s a lie. My heart pounds, wondering what she has to say. Is she kicking us out? Does she want to stop this? Have I gone too far?

      She swallows and tugs the sheet just over the swell of her perfect breasts.

      “I sucked Holden’s dick the other night. In the guard shack. It was my idea. I just…I don’t know, got a little wild.”

      I lay there as she speaks, processing the information. My brain tells me to be furious. Offended. Betrayed. My heart doesn’t take that path. “You like Holden?”

      She rolls over to face me fully, sheet falling enough for me to get a good look at her ample cleavage. “I do. I like you, too. I like all of you.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “Even Smith.”

      She grimaces. “That’s complicated.”

      I sigh, running my hand through my hair. Her relationship with Smith is actually more concerning than her sucking off Holden, because when he finds out she’s fucking both of us after we made a deal to stay away from her…

      “Are you upset?” she asks.

      “No, I’m not.”

      She frowns and sits up on her elbow. The half-moon of her brown nipple peeking out from under the sheet. “You’re not?”

      “Remember how you told me about your brother and his friends are all dating that one girl? How they all can give her something that individually they can’t?”

      “Yes.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that a lot. Holden and Smith are my best friends. We’ve been through a lot together. So much. And the one thing that never seems to work is women, because they don’t like the fact we’re so close. They feel threatened by it. You’re not like that, and maybe this is why. Maybe we all know there’s room for more in our lives than one person.”

      She touches my bicep with a warm hand. “I like how close you all are. It reminds me of the boys at home.”

      I lean over and kiss her gently on the mouth, our tongues stroking together.

      “Thank you for telling me,” I say. She sighs and falls back against the pillow, the worried expression back on her face. “What?”

      “I’m going to have to tell Holden.”

      “He doesn’t know?” I’m a little surprised, but not fully. He would have said something if he knew Sierra and I are sleeping together.

      “Do you think he’ll be mad?”

      “Holden? Probably not. Just be honest with him. He’ll be honest in return.” If he can get past his insecurities, he’ll likely be as into it as I am. This girl, she’s worth a little sacrifice.

      “What about Smith?

      “That’s a whole other situation.”

      “Should we tell him?”

      I curl into her, wanting her warmth. “I think you need to work on your relationship with Smith first, then we can tell him about the rest of this.”

      She nods and presses her lips against mine.

      Baby steps.

      That’s how we’ll have to approach it.

      And hopefully, Smith won’t lose his shit and screw it up for all of us.
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      Holden

      

      If I hadn’t forgotten my jacket, I never would have seen Sierra walking out of Adrian’s room before daybreak. I pause at the end of the hallway, startled, and process what I’m witnessing. She looks up, eyes lighting up at first, before fading when she sees my expression.

      “Hey,” she says, sweeping her hair over her shoulder. It’s a wild nest, probably assisted by Adrian’s hands.

      “Hi,” I reply quietly, heart hammering in my chest. What does this mean? Is she fucking Adrian? I almost laugh out loud. Of course, she’s fucking Adrian. We all knew this was going to happen sooner than later. I just didn’t expect this…whatever this is.

      “I wanted to talk to you.” She looks down at my hoodie and shoes. “Do you have time?”

      “I was going to hike the trail behind the house, catch the sunrise.”

      “Can I come?”

      My insides scream no. Disconnecting from this girl now is the smart move, but that’s not what I do. I nod and tell her I’ll wait on the back deck. I can’t help but want to be around her. I like her. A lot.

      I slide open the back door and wait on the deck. It’s still dark out, the sun not quite ready to rise. It’s cool. The temperatures don’t rise until later in the day, making mornings the best time to get exercise.

      She meets me a few minutes later wearing leggings and a baggy sweatshirt. Her hair is twisted in a messy knot on top of her head. I force myself not to stare at her lips—they’ve been taunting me since she wrapped them around my cock two days ago, rendering me helpless in the guard shack, pants around my ankles, cum spilling down her throat. She shoves her hands in her pockets, and we walk down the stairs toward the trail that leads right from her backyard and into the hills.

      We don’t get far before I ask, “Are you sleeping with Adrian?”

      She glances over, gray eyes clear. “Yes. Twice now.”

      I grimace. “I guess I want to know why you, you know, with me.”

      “Because, Holden, I like you, too. A lot.” She steps over a large rock. “I’m trying hard to not close myself off and be open to new things.” A smile tugs at those lips. “You and Adrian both just happen to be new things.”

      I wait for the bloom of jealousy, the upset or the anger. But the way she talks about it, so free, and openly, it makes it hard. “So, what? You want both of us?”

      We’re climbing a stretch that goes up a steep hill. Her butt is right in my line of vision, curved and perfect. I’d meant it in the guard shack. I wanted to bend her over the counter and fuck her silly. That desire hasn’t quelled. We reach a small plateau, and she pauses, waiting for me to catch up.

      “I want both of you,” she repeats. “I want your friendship, and companionship, and bodies, and everything else.”

      “So, you’re one of those 'wants her cake and to eat it too', type people.”

      She laughs, and the sound warms my heart. She also doesn’t deny it.

      I know her brother is in a relationship like this. One girl, four guys. Adrian? I know him well enough that he’s game. He likes Sierra, maybe more than any girl I’ve ever seen him around. I understand. I feel it, too.

      “How does this work?” I ask. “We swap beds every night and hope Smith doesn’t find out?”

      “I’m not sure, but I’m willing to figure it out, if you are.” She reaches for my hand. “You don’t have to say yes. If you’re not into it, that’s fine, we’ll chalk what we had up to a crazy night. A story to tell when people ask, 'where’s the craziest place you’ve had sex.' I won’t be mad. Sad, but not angry.” Her fingers squeeze mine. “You’re important to me, Holden, and I want a relationship with you, however you’re willing to give it.”

      “And Adrian agrees?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

      “He does.”

      A sliver of golden light brightens her face, and she holds up her hand to block the glare of the rising sun. She shines like an angel, a divine gift. Only a fool says no to something—someone—like that.

      “I’m in,” I say, not sure if that’s the right wording, but this is new for me. New for them, too.

      She smiles and wraps her arms around me, pulling me in tight. That single move, along with the scent of her perfume and warmth of her body, let me know I’ve made the right decision.
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      Sierra

      

      “I like what you’ve done,” the realtor, Monica, says. “The fresh paint really brightens it up, and I love the color palette.”

      “Thanks,” I say, not sure how I feel about having her in the house. I forced myself to call her, knowing it needed to be done. The guys will be gone in a few weeks, and I’d set a deadline. I couldn’t drag this out forever. “Like I said on the phone, it’s a three-bedroom, two-bath. The roof has been repaired, and we’ve painted a few of the rooms. The AC still needs a tune-up, but I’m getting through most of the list the inspector left.”

      “Good, good,” she says absently, eyes focused on the house. She runs her hand down the wooden mantle that is mounted above the stone fireplace. She’s only a few years older than me, the daughter of a well-known real estate agent. Her hair is shiny and styled in fat curls that hang over her shoulders. She’s pretty, and compared to me in my paint-splattered overalls, I feel like a mess. “Can I see the kitchen?”

      “Of course.”

      She’d shown up without much notice, and I hurry ahead to toss the coffee cups in the sink. I’d lingered over breakfast with Holden, whose habit of getting up early to hike allows us a little private time. “Breakfast” consisted mostly of kissing and a little dry humping against the counter top. We were two seconds from going further when Smith walked out of the bedroom, rubbing his eyes and fumbling for the coffee pot.

      “You have a husband or a partner?” Monica asks.

      “Roommates,” I reply. “Sort of. I’m letting a few park rangers that lost their house in the recent fire stay with me until they get a new assignment.”

      “Oh.” She smiles, tucking her hair behind her ear. “That’s very generous of you.”

      “Well, they earn their keep.” My cheeks warm at the thought of how two of them are repaying me right now. She raises an eyebrow. “You know, around the house. They’ve helped me with a lot of the clean out and repairs.”

      “That sounds like a nice arrangement.” She opens the pantry and scribbles a few sentences on her notepad. She heads out of the room. “Are the bedrooms back here?”

      “Yes,” I say, running to catch up to her, “but we haven’t had a chance to tackle much in there yet.”

      Monica continues making notes, asking me questions about the age of the appliances, if anything has a warranty. My head starts to spin with all the questions, not just because I have to come up with the answers but because this step is major. I’m really selling my family home.

      I’ve almost completely tuned her out when the front door opens, and heavy boots cross the threshold. Smith stands in the doorway, clutching his backpack over his shoulder. He’s dirty—dust and grime smudged down his cheeks and forearms. I’m not even sure how these guys get so filthy at work.

      “Hey,” I say.

      “Hi.”

      That’s about the extent of our conversations these days, both of us on edge around one another. The hostility between us is less, but neither of us know how to proceed. The fact I’m holding back the truth about my relationship with Holden and Adrian isn’t helping ease the tension.

      Monica shifts noisily behind me.

      “Oh, this is Monica Larson. She’s a realtor.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Monica says in an overly friendly voice. “You must be one of the displaced rangers staying with Sierra. The fire was so dreadful. I’m glad to see you got out safely.”

      “I did,” he says, eyes sweeping over her. I don’t blame him. Monica looks like a runway model next to me. I could possibly pass as a maintenance worker. What I don’t like is how seeing him looking at her like that makes me feel.

      “How long will you be staying here?” she asks.

      His eyes slide from her face to mine, then back again. “I think we’ll have housing again in a few weeks. Sierra has been very generous to let us stay until it’s available, but really, it’s time we stopped imposing.”

      “Well, if you need anything, let me know. I’m a big supporter of our service people. The national parks are what make this area so appealing for people to move here.” Monica stands a little straighter, making those curls hang closer to her breasts. A flare of irrational jealousy ripples through me.

      “I will,” he replies, a small smile tugging at his lips. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to go take a shower.”

      “It was nice to meet you,” Monica purrs.

      Smith nods and walks past me, elbow bumping into me as he squeezes through the tight space.

      Monica watches him go, like a vulture eyeing a piece of carrion. Honestly, I don’t blame her. Smith is hot. I’m the idiot that has a strange, strained relationship with him. Plus, I have two other handsome rangers in my life and bed. I may have a serious case of wanting my cake and eating it, too.

      “Wow,” she says, gripping her notebook, “do the others look like that, too?”

      “Adrian is prettier. Holden sweeter.” I nonchalantly tuck a lock of hair behind my ear. “Oh, and they cook.”

      Her perfectly sculpted eyebrow raises. “Really?”

      “Yes.” I open my mouth, wanting to brag about their tongues and fingers, and of course, their cocks, but I don’t, because that’s crazy. Even though I think these men have made me lose my mind a little bit, I’m not that far gone.

      “I’m sure you’ll be sad to see them go.”

      “It’s a temporary situation. They have their lives, and I have mine, but it’s been nice having them around.”

      The bathroom door closes down the hall and I give Monica a tight smile. “If that’s all, I probably should get back to work.”

      “Of course.” She tears off a sheet of paper. “Overall, I think the house has great bones and I like what you’re doing aesthetically. I’ve made a few suggestions on the paper—things I think will open up the rooms and make it more appealing. I’ll check comps in the area and get back with you on a price tomorrow. Oh, and don’t forget, you’ll need to get your brother’s signature for the paperwork.”

      “Right.” I take the paper from her, pushing aside the uncomfortable feeling in my chest again. Selling the house. It’s the end of an era. I have a lot to do, including talking to Dexter.

      She leaves, skirt swishing behind her while leaving a lingering hint of her perfume. I scan the list. One of the things she’d like me to do is move the big bookshelf by the fireplace. Her note says it would look better against a different wall. The shelf is empty, we’d already cleaned it out and boxed up the books and knickknacks.

      I cross the room and size up the bookshelf. It’s not a built-in, but it’s tall. I walk up to it and spread my arms. I can get my hands around each side. Moving it a few feet shouldn’t be a problem.

      Positioning myself on one side, I wedge it out from the wall. It’s heavier than I expected, but if I take it a few inches at a time, it should be fine. I tug and twist, shifting it slowly, dragging it across the floor. Everything goes smoothly until I move to the front, grabbing it by both sides to turn it. I jerk it too hard over an uneven spot in the hardwood and it lurches forward. “No, no, no, no…” I mutter to myself, feeling it topple toward me. The scene feels like it’s in slow motion, yet I can’t manage to get out of the way. The shelf falls, slamming hard against the coffee table and trapping me between it and the side of an arm chair. I’m completely stuck—unhurt but stuck—and before I have the chance to figure out what to do, Smith comes rushing around the corner.

      Completely wet.

      Soap still trailing along his neck and down the hard curves of his chest.

      Oh, and he’s only wearing a towel that barely hangs over his defined hips.

      “What the—” he says, the panic slightly diminishing from his eyes. “How the hell—”

      He can’t complete a sentence, but he doesn’t hesitate, leaving wet footprints on the floor. It’s embarrassing how easily he lifts up the bookshelf.

      “Are you okay?” he asks, squatting next to me once it’s stabilized. The flap of his towel gapes and I look away, focusing on his face.

      Nope. That’s dangerous, too.

      “Yes. I thought I could move it and it fell.”

      “You scared the hell out of me. It sounded like the whole house fell over.”

      I scramble to my feet, uncomfortable with how close I am to his nearly naked body. He smells so good, so soapy and clean. Somehow the water glistening on his skin only accentuates his muscles. Of course, the simple act of getting off my feet is awkward, and I quickly realize I’m not okay. I wince, swearing under my breath.

      “What’s wrong?” his eyes skim over me.

      “My wrist.”

      I hold it up and he gently runs his fingers around the tender skin.

      “The shelf was probably too much weight on it. Can you bend it?”

      I test it. It moves, but a sharp pain shoots down my arm. “Yes.”

      “Let’s get some ice.”

      He doesn’t let go of my hand as he walks me to the kitchen. It’s not an intimate gesture, more like he’s making me keep it elevated. He leads me to the counter and in a swift, sudden move, he lifts me on the counter.

      He doesn’t speak as he grabs a clean rag out of the drawer and adds ice to the center. I stare at the lines of his back, at the muscles carved into his body. My eyes roam down, following the tapered angle of his waist, obsessing over the small indentions above his ass. His skin is very tan from so many hours outside. There’s a confidence that he carries—that all the guys carry. I sense that it comes from experiences they’ve had in nature and learning to survive; it’s made them trust their bodies.

      It’s incredibly attractive.

      The truth is that I've been desperately attracted to Smith since day one, and I’ve done my best to give him space. When he walks over with the ice pack and takes my wrist, pressing the cold against it, I can only think one thing; this is not space.

      “I’m just glad you were home. God knows how long I would have been stuck under there.”

      “It really did scare me,” he admits, blue eyes flicking up to mine. “I nearly broke my neck getting out of the shower.”

      “Is that why you didn’t manage to put on any clothes, or did you think Monica was still out here?”

      His face scrunches up in question. “Monica?”

      “The gorgeous realtor?” I roll my eyes. “Don’t pretend you didn’t see her. She was flirting hard.”

      “I saw her.” He shrugs his mountain-sized shoulders and continues to hold the ice against my skin. “She didn’t make a huge impression.”

      I snort. “Stop. She’s gorgeous and was totally into you.”

      “Are you trying to set me up with her or something? Do you think you’ll get a cut on the commission or something?” he eyes me skeptically.

      “What? No.” I shake my head. “Never mind.”

      We both stop talking. It never works when we do. Every step forward we make equals two steps back the next time we speak.

      “She’s not my type, if you want to really know.”

      “I would think Monica would be the type for anyone with a cock.” His eyebrow raises at the word, and that small grin that I find so deadly tugs at his lips. “What? Are you offended by my use of the word cock? Dick, maybe? Johnson? I lived with four teenage boys. I can make a complete list of what guys call their junk.”

      “See that’s the thing about you, Sierra. You can toss out the word cock and have no idea what it does to a guy. Just like how you walk around here all the time looking ridiculously, cluelessly hot.”

      I roll my eyes and glance down at my overalls. “These? They’re awful. I’ve been wearing these for three days.”

      “And driving me crazy for three, full days.”

      My heart somersaults in my chest. “You’re being stupid. I look like a fourteen-year-old boy lost in a junkyard.”

      He hovers over me, so very, very close. “Monica looks like she’s wasting her life in an office, earning money to support a wardrobe.” He stops in front of me. “You look like the woman someone wants to spend the rest of their life with.” He lifts his hand and grazes my cheek. “Don’t underestimate your appeal, Sierra.”

      “If I recall correctly,” I say with a tremble in my voice, “you didn’t find me appealing enough to kiss again.”

      Heat flickers in his eyes. “That may have been the dumbest decision of my life.”

      My insides quiver. “So, what? You’re ready to share some of that baggage with me?”

      He exhales slowly. “I think I’m ready to get rid of it all together, try carrying around something lighter. Easier. Someone who looks like a sexy junkyard worker and tosses around the word 'cock' like it’s nothing.”

      It feels like a swift turn around, but I know better. This low boil has been burning between us for months. He probably can smell the sex on me, the sex in the house, and his body is telling him it’s time to join in.

      I know that I should tell him about the others before this goes any further, but he’s made me woozy with the scent of soap and clean skin, with the gentle touch of his fingers on my wrist. I’ve waited months for a do-over on our failed kiss. When he bends toward me, I’m not willing to blow it. It may not be fair. It may not be right. But I’m not losing a second chance.

      Smith’s lips brush against mine, slow and tentative at first, giving me a chance to back out. It’s fair, he does basically have me trapped between his body and the cabinets. But I want this, too. I take my hand, cold from the ice, and run it down his neck, pulling him to me. That’s all it takes for him to deepen the kiss. His mouth is hot. His lips scalding.

      The first kiss we shared had been good. Great. It’s why I wallowed over it for months.

      The second one? It’s different, because he’s not holding back. He’s showing me how much he wants me, and I feel it in every inch of my body, all the way down to my toes.

      We’re both gasping for air when we part, chests heaving, breath shallow.

      “Wow,” he says, shivering when I thread my fingers through the hair at the back of his neck. “I never knew fourteen-year-old boys could kiss so good.”

      I laugh. “Gross.”

      “Thank you for giving me another shot.”

      “Thank you for taking it.”

      I know I should tell him about the guys. I know I should start this off on the right foot, but right now, I just want to feel his lips on mine and have a moment of peace before all the other shit barreling down at us.

      When he pulls me against his bare, damp body, that’s exactly what I do. Take that moment and kiss it as hard as I can.
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      Sierra

      

      “I think we need to have a discussion,” I say, cornering Holden and Adrian in Dex’s old bedroom. “Before things go too far.”

      Adrian tugs a clean shirt over his head, giving me a quick view of his body. Now is not the time, Sierra…

      “What are you talking about?” Holden asks from the desk chair.

      I run my fingers over the bandage on my wrist. “I kissed Smith. Or really, he kissed me. We kissed, and I didn’t tell him that we’d kissed.”

      Adrian breaks into a wide grin. “Really? He finally did it?”

      I nod, feeling sick to my stomach. It’d taken me and Smith weeks—months, really--to get to this place. I didn’t know how to go forward.

      “We should just tell him,” Holden says. “We’re adults and we’ve chosen an unconventional relationship. He can make his own decision.”

      “What if he gets mad or says no?”

      Adrian frowns. “He won’t get mad at you, Sierra.” He glances at Holden. “At us? Possibly. You? I don’t think so.”

      I grimace. “Why is this so awkward?”

      “Because there are three dicks involved and sharing isn’t very common.”

      “That’s not helpful,” I tell Adrian. “But you’re probably right.”

      “We can all tell him,” Holden suggests.

      “No. It needs to come from me. He can make the choice without any pressure.”

      “Are you going to ask him while you’re naked or wearing clothes?” Adrian asks.

      “Does that matter?”

      Holden nods. “Definitely. If you’re naked he’s not going to be in his right mind. He’d agree to anything.”

      I roll my eyes. “That’s ridiculous.”

      The expression on their faces tell me it’s not.

      Shit.

      There goes Plan A.

      Holden has night duty again, and he reluctantly accepts that I’m not coming by to help him stay awake. I’m going to take the opportunity to talk to Smith. Alone. If he’s mad, he’s mad, but it’s better than lying.

      Or at least, that’s what I tell myself as I stand outside his room. Adrian gives me a kiss, whispering a quiet, “Good luck. For the record, you’re probably still wearing too many clothes.”

      “I’m in a hoodie. And wool socks.”

      “And fucking sexy as hell.”

      “Stooooooop.”

      He smiles wickedly and vanishes into his room. I take a deep, steadying breath and knock on Smith’s door. He calls out and I open the door. Holden’s side of the room is tidy, the bed made, and his backpack tossed on the middle. I’m a little surprised to find Smith lying on the bed shirtless and in shorts, reading a book. I’m definitely surprised to see the black, square-framed glasses perched on his face.

      “I didn’t know you wore glasses.”

      “Just to read.”

      “They’re pretty sexy.”

      He lifts a dark eyebrow.

      I shut the door behind me and the lock clicks. He places the book on the side table and I glance around the room. My mother painted it lavender when I was twelve. We never changed it even when my interests and tastes changed. Pin holes signify where I’d put my most cherished photos of Sam and Dean Winchester, torn from fan magazines long ago. The dresser still holds a few trinkets, an old jewelry box filled with strange mementos that I can’t really remember what they were about. Ticket stubs, dried flower petals. Everything is old and brittle—from another time and place—including the purple-checked bedspread underneath Smith’s body.

      “My thirteen-year-old self would be pretty freaked out right now to know a man is in my bed.”

      “What about your twenty-three-year-old self?”

      “Ah,” I say, leaning against the white dresser, “that’s a different situation. Part of me wants to show the teenage me exactly how far I’ve come.”

      “And the other part?”

      “Needs to tell you something,” I admit. “And I’m nervous.”

      He frowns. “Okay.”

      The fear I have comes from wondering what happens if he says no. If he tells me to leave. Do the others go, too? Is this all over before it really began? I ignore the ticking clock in the back of my mind, the one saying this is a short-term thing anyway.

      I shove all of that aside. “If I were talking to Dexter right now, or any of the other guys, I would tell them that if they aren’t mature enough to have this conversation, they aren’t mature enough to be in the situation.”

      He blinks. “I can get behind, but I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I like you, Smith. A lot.”

      “I like you, too.”

      My hands grip the edge of the dresser. “I also like Holden. And Adrian.” I swallow. “As much as I like you.”

      I hold his blue eyes and wait as the reality of what I’ve just admitted sinks in. It takes a second—but not much more. “You like all of us.”

      “Yes, and it’s important for me to be honest, I should have said something earlier, before we kissed. I just…it was unexpected, and we’d been tip-toeing around it for so long.”

      He takes a deep breath and takes off his adorable glasses to rub his eyes. “Have you…”

      “I’ve kissed them both,” I blurt, wanting it out there. “And…I’ve slept with Adrian. And been intimate with Holden.”

      He swears, jaw clenching. “We agreed not to hit on you.”

      “It was me as much as them, if not more so.”

      “I don’t know what you want me to say, Sierra, or what I’m supposed to do.”

      “What do you want to do?”

      His eyes skim my face. “I want to kiss you. Make love to you. Hear my name on those lips.”

      My heart thunders. “We can do those things.”

      “But…” His hands run through his hair.

      “But what?”

      “But I’m also selfish. Greedy. I’m not going to lie, I want you for myself. Sharing you, even with people I care about, isn’t something I can do.”

      “I understand.” My voice is weak, and I blink back tears. “I’m sorry I let this go this far.”

      I move, ready to get out of the room, away from his pained expression and beautiful face. I can’t get out of there fast enough, jerking open the door and stumbling into the darkened hall. I don’t go back to my room; instead, I walk through the living room searching for my shoes.

      Holden walks out of laundry room with an armful of clean clothes, as I slip on my hiking sandals. I spot my keys on the dining room table and grab them.

      A line of concern slashes his forehead. “What happened?”

      “I made an ass of myself. Again.” I blink back tears. “I need to get out of here.”

      “Let me come with you.”

      “No, I need a little space to think.” I give him a tight smile. “I won’t stay out long.”

      “Be careful,” he says.

      I walk out the door and take a deep breath. The night is warm—at least for the mountains. I’ve started the car and driven halfway down the dirt road before I realize I have no idea where I’m going. I idle at a stop sign and pick up my phone.

      Sierra: I fucked up.

      Katie: You are fucked up or you actually fucked up?

      Sierra: I screwed up—with the guys—big time.

      Katie: I doubt that.

      Sierra: You don’t know what I’ve done.

      Katie: Meet me? At Wooly’s?

      It’s a bar in Mammoth Lake.

      Sierra: On my way

      [image: ]
* * *

      Wooly’s is loud and I’m just thankful I don’t recognize anyone inside. It’s two blocks from my high school and some nights it’s like a class reunion. I find an empty table out on the deck that overlooks the lake and get the feeling most everyone here is a tourist.

      I’ve already ordered two beers by the time Katie shows up. While it looks like she dressed in a hurry, she still looks more put together than I did. That’s the difference between rushing out of the house and running. My hoodie, leggings, and messy hair are the result of a girl on the run.

      It’s a hard habit to break.

      I don’t even give her a chance to say anything before I look around the deck and say in a low voice, “Remember how I told you that I had cake with Adrian?"

      “Cake?” She frowns. “Oh, right cake.”

      “Well, I had uh, a cupcake with Holden, too.”

      Her eyes widen, and she slowly eases into her chair. “Okay, I mean, that’s a lot of sugar, but not the worst thing, you know, if all the cakes know they’re being…eaten.”

      “Right. Completely consensual, aware cake eating.”

      “Then what’s the problem?”

      “Earlier today, I ate some frosting with Smith.”

      She takes a large gulp of beer. “Frosting.”

      “Yes. It was impulsive, but not a huge deal. I mean, it is a big deal because the last time Smith and I shared frosting, I screwed up everything. It looks like that may be the case again.”

      She frowns, trying to follow my strange analogies.

      “So, he didn’t like the frosting?”

      “Oh, he liked it, he just didn’t like the fact I’d eaten a cupcake and had some cake.” I look down at the table. “And when I went to tell him about how gluttonous I’d been, he made it pretty clear he did not believe in mixing up desserts like that and wanted no part of it.”

      Katie thinks for a moment. “So what you’re telling me, is that you wanted all the cake.”

      “Yep.”

      “Three slices?”

      “Yep.”

      “All at once?”

      God, I’m not sure I could handle that.

      “No, not all at once, but like,” I search for the words, “maybe one piece a day, or two.”

      “And all the pieces would be aware of one another.”

      I take a sip of beer. “Yep.”

      “And the cake and the cupcake are into this, but the frosting, he’s not.”

      “Nope. The frosting made it very clear that although I got a taste of him, he is not willing to let me try the full piece.”

      Katie stares at me for a minute. “This analogy is bananas, you know that, right?”

      “I know that I’ve got a problem. A cake problem, and I don’t know how to fix it.”

      Her eyes flick over my shoulder. “Well, it looks like the baker just showed up. You may want to talk to him about it.”

      I frown. “The baker?”

      A figure hovers over the table. I look up and see Smith. My cheeks turn red from embarrassment.

      “Hey, Katie,” he says, eyes focused on me. “Can Sierra and I have a minute?”

      “Yep.” She grabs her glass and stands. “Take all the time you need. I’ll be right over…” she looks around and spots a seat at the bar, “there.”

      He takes Katie’s empty chair.

      “I’m sorry about earlier. I just hope this doesn’t ruin the little bit of progress we’ve made in our relationship. Or totally fuck up your friendship.” I can’t stop talking. “It was dumb to think this could work, you know? You said you’re greedy, but really, I’m the greedy one. I’m not even satisfied with one amazing guy. I need three. What the fuck is wrong with me?”

      “Nothing,” he says. “That’s the problem, Sierra, there’s nothing wrong with you.”

      “You didn’t give me a chance to finish in there,” he says, the sharp angles of his face highlighted in the moonlight. “I am greedy. I’m totally selfish. And seriously, I don’t like to share, but that stubbornness is something I’m working on.”

      “Is that like, one of your rules?”

      “I’m learning when it comes to you, none of my rules seem to stick.”

      “You know Adrian says we’re too alike.”

      “Don’t tell him, because it’ll totally go to his head, but Adrian is usually right.”

      I giggle at his admission, a lightness filling my chest. He smiles and it’s amazing, brightening his whole expression.

      “So, what does this mean?”

      “It means that I’m not ready to let you go. That I’m willing to explore what you’ve suggested.”

      “It won’t ruin your friendship with Holden and Adrian?”

      He shakes his head. “As long as they don’t hurt you, nothing can come between the three of us.”

      He picks up his chair and moves it next to mine. From there he doesn’t hesitate to kiss me, thank god, because I was terrified he’d never do it again. It’s as good as the first time, and the second, and I have no doubt it will never change. There’s a buzz between us; relief, desire, exhilaration.

      “What does your thirteen-year-old-self say about what’s going on now?” he asks, brushing his nose against mine.

      “That girl would be impressed that a hot guy is kissing her in a bar. Like super-duper impressed.”

      He laughs and wraps his arms around me, and for once, I think the two of us are willing to do something that’s never been easy for either of us: just to be in the moment.
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      Smith

      

      Waking up hard is part of being male. It’s a regular occurrence, something to contend with before starting the day.

      But with Sierra in the bed next to me, “morning wood” takes on a whole new meaning. It’s not just an involuntary reaction. It’s a physical demand, especially when I see her curled up on her side, that little tank stretched tight over her tits, and exposing her belly. I want her, so fucking bad, but I have enough self-control not to throw a leg over her and hump her while she sleeps.

      I grimace, shifting uncomfortably as blood travels to my already erect cock, making it insufferably harder.

      Her eyes flutter, and she wakes.

      “Sorry,” I whisper. “I didn’t mean to wake you up.”

      “This isn’t the best mattress.”

      “I slept great.” It’s the truth. I’d fought my attraction to her for so long, that coming to terms with it was a relief. After we left the bar, neither of us wanted to say goodnight, so she invited me to her room. The two of us, even snuggling, wasn’t going to happen in my small, single bed. We didn’t do much more than kiss and talk, both of us nodding off around midnight.

      “I did, too.” Her eyes drop to my lips. “Would it be gross for me to kiss you before brushing my teeth?”

      “Nope, not gross at all.”

      I reach for her, throwing an arm over her waist and dragging her across the bed. She laughs, but I cut it off with my mouth, dying to feel her lips against mine. They’re perfect, soft and pink. I’ve dreamed about them—no, fantasized—ever since we kissed that first night. Now that she’s willing to kiss me again, I can’t get enough.

      Thankfully, she responds the same, eagerly. I waste no time coaxing her lips apart and sweeping my tongue inside. Her body presses against mine, those perfect, round breasts, her flat lower belly. My cock feels like it could shatter.

      I pull back.

      “I probably should go…”

      Her gray eyes hold mine while her hand runs down my stomach. “You sure?”

      I tilt my head. “Sierra, willpower is not my strong suit, and you…you strain my self-control. I am barely keeping it together.”

      “Then stop keeping it together.” She lowers her head and kisses my neck, sending chills down my body. “I’m not afraid of you, Smith.”

      I’m afraid of her. Deathly. I know that once I claim her, fully claim her, there will be no going back. I’ll be in this with her and the guys. Something I can accept—something I want. I also know that being with this girl will change me, and I’ve worked so hard the past few years to keep my shit together. If I loosen my grip, will everything fall apart?

      These questions run through my mind as I feel the weight of her hand on my hip, and stare into the deep gray of her eyes. Jesus, her lips. So kissable. Absolutely fuckable. Her body sexy and lithe. The urge to love her, bend her, claim her, is frighteningly strong.

      “Take me,” she says, knowing she’s stoking a fire. “I won’t break.”

      She lowers her hand, grazing it over my painful erection. My reaction is instantaneous.

      I want this girl to be mine.

      We crash into one another; mouths, lips, teeth. Clothing shed, bodies ready. I hiss when her nails scrape down my body, flicking against my nipples. She cries when I spread her legs and suck against her heat. We’re erratic, crazed, consumed.

      I shift an elbow and she yelps, her hair trapped under my weight.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, stroking her hair.

      She shakes her head in forgiveness, climbing on top of my body. I’m not ready and she lands hard on my cock, bending it oddly. I wince.

      “Oh god,” she says, looking between us. “Did I break it?”

      “No,” I grimace. “No. It’s fine. Just…”

      We lean toward one another to kiss and our teeth knock together, rattling and hard.

      “Fuck,” I mutter. Nothing we do is right. Every move, every twist, every touch. We part, both frustrated and breathing hard.

      “It’s like we’re fucking magnets—but not the good kind—the ones that repel against one another.”

      “No,” I say, refusing, abso-fucking-lutely, refusing to believe that. I look at Sierra, tugging the sheet to her chest, covering her fantastic body. Someone needs to take control.

      I’m that someone.

      I touch her chin. “Do you trust me?"

      She nods.

      She’s right, whatever brings us together is strong, but not innately in synch. It’s been that way from the beginning, out on that cold dock. We’re fire and ice, the sun and moon. We need to align, and my cock is like a compass pointing north. I untangle myself from the sheets and stand at the end of the bed. I yank the covering off her body, taking in her perky, fabulous tits, the curve of her hips, landing on the mound between her legs. I hold her eye and in a fast move drag her down to the edge of the bed, flipping her on her stomach. Before I can ask if this is okay, if this is what she wants, she lifts up on two knees, back arched, ass lifted. I lay a hand on her back and stroke the length of her spine.

      “Spread your legs,” I tell her, nudging them at the knee. She does as I ask, looking back. A sexy smile twists at her lips. I lean over her body, both sliding my cock between her thighs and pulling her toward me for a kiss. She exhales a small whimper into my mouth as I slowly begin to move, making my cock slippery and wet, making sure she’s ready.

      With one last kiss, we part, and she falls forward, giving me full access. I glance down, taking in the curve of her ass, using my fingers to spread her apart. I find her entrance and ease inside her warm, tight pussy. I groan once I’m in, hips already moving. I can’t stop myself and she doesn’t make me, instead encouraging me on with breathy moans.

      All the frantic energy from before settles, shifting to a pounding rhythm. Our bodies work in motion, our breathing falling in pace. Coming at the same time is a fantasy, something in movies and romance novels, but I feel the build, the strain in my balls, and the tightening of her pussy as it clamps around me. I hold out. I hold on, fingers digging into her hips, as she cries out and shudders beneath me. I thrust into her, consumed by euphoria, consumed by her. We ride the wave together, until it’s too raw, too good, to go any further.

      Sierra falls forward and rolls on her back, splayed naked and sweaty on the bed. She looks up at me, blissful grin on her mouth. I grab a shirt off the floor and clean up.

      “If I’d known you could do that, I would have pushed this weeks ago.”

      I raise an eyebrow. “If I’d known you’d be willing to do that, I would have bent you over that deck railing on New Year’s Eve.”

      She motions for me to get back into bed. I crawl in next to her, kissing her shoulder, then her neck, then her mouth. Despite the frustration and the fights and the miscommunication, it’s probably better that we had to wait, to get to know one another. If I didn’t know Sierra’s strength, I never would have risked taking her like that. But she’s right. She won’t break and if she ever does, I think, wrapping my arms around her body, I’ll be there to pick up the pieces.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The tree is up in the distance, obstructing the path. Even before I saw it, rhythmic thuds bounced off the landscape, leading me in the right direction. Adrian holds the axe over his head, bringing it down hard, cutting into the dead tree.

      “Hey,” I say, walking up. I rummage through my pack for the extra water they’d radioed for and place them on the ground. “Looks like you’re making progress."

      “A little,” Holden says, kicking the tree. Ants swarm out of a rotting hole. I wrinkle my nose. I’m not a big fan of insects. Adrian takes another swing, dislodging another chunk.

      The two guys fall silent and I glance up. “What?”

      “You’re really not going to tell us what happened with you and Sierra last night?”

      It’s the first time we’ve been together—all in the know. All on the same page. All lovers of the amazing woman that let us into her home.

      “As you know, she ran off and I took off after her. I called Robbie and he asked Katie if she’d heard from her. She had, and I found them down at the lake at a bar.”

      Adrian wipes his forehead. “And?”

      “And I apologized and told her what I wanted.”

      “Which is…” Holden prompts. They know I hate sharing shit like this, but we’ve entered a new territory, and I’m going to have to adapt.

      “Her. I want her, and I’m okay with everything else.”

      Holden smiles and claps me on the back. Adrian smirks. “So, you two…”

      “Yeah, we did.” I fight a smug grin. God, it had been perfect.

      From the looks on their faces, they get this. It’s a strange sort of solidarity, having this understanding with other men. But they aren’t just men—they’re my brothers. We’ve been through a lot of shit together. Good and bad. There’s no reason we can’t take that higher.

      “Should this be weird?” Holden asks, reaching for the axe. “Because it doesn’t feel weird.”

      Adrian runs a hand through his sweaty hair. “It doesn’t, but then again, none of us has ever been conventional.”

      “That’s the damn truth.”

      Holden hefts the axe and takes a swing, ending the conversation. There’s not much else to say. We’ve all fallen for the same girl and instead of fighting it out and destroying our friendship, we’ll share.

      It’s kind of fucking amazing.
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      Sierra

      

      The roller squeaks with each pass, coating the walls in a pale gray. I’ve got the music cranked to level ten, pouring out of the speakers across the room. After cleaning out Adrian’s things, I decided to paint Dexter’s bedroom first. It’s the room that holds the least emotional history for me and seemed like the best place to start. Two hours later, I’m thinking this was really an awful idea.

      Painting is the absolute worst.

      I pull my damp tank away from my body. I opened the windows to ventilate the room and with the sun beating down outside, I’m sticky and hot.

      My phone buzzes midway through the second wall, interrupting my fantasies. I glance down at the screen.

      Adrian: You home?

      I wipe my hands on my overalls.

      Sierra: Yep

      Adrian: Wanna unlock the door?

      Sierra: Did you forget your key?

      Adrian: I was a little distracted this morning.

      Distracted was an understatement. He’d joined me in the shower and by the time he left I was in a complete and utter post-sex fog. By the time we’d both made each other a shuddering mess, my brain as well as my body was made of jelly. I had no problem believing he’d forgotten his key.

      I walk out of the bedroom and down the hall. I catch a glimpse of him out the window in the front door. I smile and lean back against the way, still typing.

      Sierra: I don’t know. I’m a little busy.

      The little dots bubble at the bottom of the screen, telling me he’s replying. My heart flip flops when he replies.

      Adrian: I brought pizza.

      Sierra: Pizza? I’m listening…

      Adrian: Yes, and I know you could use some help painting the room…

      Sierra: You’re offering to help?

      Adrian: Well, Holden is.

      I push off the wall and head to the door, turning the bolt. The two men I’d welcomed in my home, and into my bed, stand outside, holding pizza and beer.

      “You didn’t mention the beer,” I say, taking the box of pizza. The scent hits my nose and my mouth starts to water.

      I put them straight to work; painting, eating pizza, and drinking beer at the same time. Multi-tasking is something I learned at the Wayward Sun.

      With full bellies and the music cranked up, the squeaking rollers and the sound of tape ripping into strips signals our progress. We make our way around the room and I find myself in the corner, can of paint at my feet, walls finished on either side. I look around and see Holden and Adrian, both making their way toward me. Adrian is up on a ladder, reaching over my head to get the final section, just under the trim.

      “Oh shit,” he says, just before a cool drop of paint lands on my forehead. “I’m so sorry.”

      I reach up to catch it before it rolls down my face. Holden lunges toward me, holding a cloth.

      “I’ve got it,” he says, one hand cupping the back of my neck, and wiping off the paint. I hear Adrian come down off the creaky ladder and he stands behind me.

      “Got it?”

      “Yeah,” Holden says, inches away. Close enough for me to smell his warm, soapy scent.

      His eyes flick over my shoulder and then back to mine. He leans in and kisses me. I kiss him back. It’s the first time we’ve done that in front of Adrian.

      I look over and see approval on Adrian’s face.

      Every nerve in my body twinges with anticipation. I’m not sure what’s going on here, if this was planned, or just a coincidence. My body wants to know, as evidenced by my stomach fluttering nervously; a bundle of twitchy, excited, panicked nerves.

      There’s a moment of tension, pulled taut like a tight rope. Holden reaches forward and wipes my forehead again. “I’m going to go clean this up.”

      I exhale as he leaves the room, my eyes glued to his broad shoulders. I haven’t forgotten Adrian is still behind me and when he slips an arm around my waist it’s like my whole body is about to combust.

      “You look like you may have a panic attack,” he says, kissing the shell of my ear.

      “I do?” I ask, knowing it’s the truth. “I know this is what I wanted, both of you, but together…”

      “If it’s too much, we can forget it. Forever. Or put it on pause. H and I talked about it on the drive home, it’s something we’re comfortable with, if you are.”

      “To be honest, I feel like I’m leaving one person out—an important person. If we do this and without a conversation with Smith, is he going to be pissed?”

      “What if I told you we had a conversation with him.”

      My body warms, from the conversation and his closeness. “Did you?”

      “He’s okay with all of this, Sierra, but I think he just wants to take it slower between the two of you, at least right now.”

      I have options, so many of them, and it stabilizes me in a way I never expected. All my urges to run, to build walls, vanish. The more I’m with the guys, the more we push our boundaries, the deeper I get.

      The harder it will be to leave.

      I push up on my toes and kiss him on the mouth, attempting to quell some of the hunger inside of me. He kisses me in return and the wave builds inside of me. I have a strong feeling that the hunger won’t diminish.

      It will only get stronger.
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      “I’m sorry if I crossed a line,” I tell Adrian, when he comes out to check on me. I’m standing at the work sink in the garage, cleaning brushes. “It was probably too much.”

      “I don’t think so,” he says, handing me two more. This is new for us, too, although we’ve been through a lot together. Enough highs and lows that new experiences and challenges are just a way of life. “I think she’s trying to figure everything out—and giving her options isn’t a bad thing. We can be good for her, if she wants to take the chance.”

      “What did she say after I left?”

      “Not much,” he admits, a small smile tugging at his lips. “But she did kiss me, which makes me think she’s not scared at all.”

      We finish up and head back in the house. Sierra isn’t in the bedroom, but I hear the sound of the shower running. I raise an eyebrow at Adrian, known his mind is probably traveling the same route as mine. Sierra wet, soapy, and naked. I try to keep my body in check. It isn’t easy.

      “Didn’t she say those boxes need to go to the garage?” Adrian asks, obviously needing as much of a distraction as I do.

      “Yep,” he says and we each load up on boxes and carry them downstairs. When we finish we walk back up and she’s in the living room, clean and smelling like soap, dark hair wet around her shoulders. The sexy overalls are gone, replaced with a black tank and jean shorts. Also sexy.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” she says.

      “We’re here to help,” Adrian says, wiping his face with his shirt. “Anything else?”

      She looks between the two of us, her eyes deep in thought, like what she wants—or maybe needs, it's too hard to ask for, it’s behind that wall. The one Adrian has promised to help tear down. But this is a situation where we can’t make the first move—no more than we already have.

      Sierra has to want this. Want us.

      And I’m just waiting for her to ask.
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      I’ve been flustered for an hour. Not even the long, cold shower helped.

      Two guys?

      Two at once?

      Even guys this handsome? This amazing? This sweet and kind?

      How does that even work?

      I stand before them, caught between wanting to ask all of those questions, and wanting to just go for it.

      I go for it.

      “How does it work? The hands and mouths and, uh, you know,” heat rolls up my body, settling in my cheeks, “all the parts.”

      Holden takes a step forward, closing the gap between us. “Let us take care of the specifics.”

      I look to Adrian, his gaze intense. “We’ll take care of you, Sierra.”

      Being taken care of? I’m not sure I remember what that feels like. Adrian moves closer, he grazes his fingers across the back of my neck, sending a chill down my spine. Holden, tall and lean, stands over me, and I decide maybe it’s time to find out again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They start slow, with tiny but sensual kisses. The kind that make the hair on my neck stand on end. They alternate, which is good, because both at once would be too much. Adrian focuses on my neck and shoulders, Holden on my mouth. My body reacts to both of them like a needy, starved woman. Which is exactly what I am.

      This all takes place in the space between the kitchen and the living room, a no-man’s land. No bed. No couch. No countertops to sprawl on. Adrian pulls me against his body, leaning his back against the wall. He’s a stabilizing force—the guy who found me when I was lost. The one that answered when I called. I feel the swell of his erection against my backside, the hard muscles of his abdomen, and the warm of his mouth as he sucks my skin.

      Holden positions himself in front of me, fingers trailing up and down my arms while his tongue explores my mouth. He tastes like beer, his touch heavenly. Gentle, but firm. Strong, while attentive. Neither pressure me to reciprocate. Thank god. My brain can’t even process it.

      “Tell me if I go too far,” Holden says, holding my eye with his. I nod, thinking it’s probably not possible. How much water can you give a woman dying of thirst?

      His hands start to roam, first down my sides, grazing the underside of my breasts. I inhale sharply, feeling the pebbling of my nipples poking through the thin fabric of my shirt. Holden’s thumbs find them, rubbing over the excited peaks. A jolt of desire rushes down my belly, pooling between my legs. I clench my thighs and allow a deep sigh. My fingers seek an anchor, and they thread with Adrian’s.

      Using his mouth and hands, Holden licks and sucks and explores my body, starting with my neck, and heading downward. He pushes up my tank as he goes. He and Adrian work together to pull it over my head. I can’t stop watching him when he sees my breasts, eyes wide and in awe. He cups one gently in his hand and licks the nipple while rolling the other between his fingers.

      I may combust. I’m sure I will.

      I’ve enjoyed both these men. Felt their bodies, tasted their skin. But this? It rocks me to my core, chipping away at the final barriers I’d set up. It’s hard to maintain artificial boundaries when a man’s mouth is latched to your breast and another one has to hold you up.

      I press back into Adrian, his cock hard between us. His mouth is close to my ear and I hear him whisper, “It’s okay to let go, Sierra. It’s okay to feel good.” His teeth tug on my earlobe, sending shivers down my spine. “Let Holden know what you want.”

      I part my legs, knees wobbling, stomach fluttering.

      Adrian holds me up while Holden notices the shift and travels downward, kissing between my breasts and across my belly, kissing the soft flesh of my navel. He thumbs at the button, unfastening it with deftness. I’m already so close to the edge that I know it won’t take much, that I can’t take much.

      “Just touch me,” I say.

      He looks up at me. “Anything you want.”

      But he doesn’t just touch me. He taunts me. Moving at an excruciatingly slow pace. He tugs down my shorts, easing them over my hips, then kissing the flesh above my panties. My shorts fall to my feet and he kisses my thighs, my knees, my ankles, before lifting them off my feet.

      I burn.

      As if it wasn’t all enough, Adrian’s hands cup my breasts, once again applying delicious pressure to an area of my body I didn’t realize is so sensitive. Holden takes his time, kissing his way back up, stopping only to barely, gently kiss the swell of my cotton-covered mound before rising back up.

      I almost cry out in distress, but he cuts me off with a kiss. It’s strong and forceful, and his fingers run between my legs. I sigh against his mouth, panting, as he strokes me over and over. It’s on one of these passes that he eases under the fabric, our skin finally coming in contact. Wet. Sticky. Slick.

      “So close,” Adrian says, feeling the trembles wrack through my body. “So fucking close.”

      He’s right, all the angst, the fear, the sorrow and frustration wells up inside of me, bound in a bundle of exposed nerves. Adrian pinches my nipples while Holden sucks my tongue. His fingers swirl in the wet heat between my legs, building me up, up, up.

      “It’s so much, so much,” I choke, the words caught in my throat. I break like water, a stone dropped in a crystal-clear lake, waves rippling away from me in magnificent shudders. My brain fogs over, my body scalding. I feel, I feel, I feel so much of everything, so much of nothing. A lightness, a freeing. I fall against the man behind me while still riding the hand of the man in front of me, his fingers slowed but still stroking.

      As my body recovers, I float back down, exhaustion and relief settling in my bones.

      Once again, I’m covered in small, sweet kisses as both men help me back in my clothes. I should feel embarrassed, or exposed. I just feel safe.

      Adrian tugs my shirt over my head and Holden buttons my shorts, then cups my face in his hands. “That’s how this works, Sierra. Your terms. Your body. You’re in control.”

      I nod, feeling shaky. Not just from the orgasm but from the idea that a moment like that even exists. From the truth that I could have it over and over again. It’s exhilarating. Thrilling. Terrifying.

      Because our time in this house is limited, and I don’t know how we exist beyond these walls, or if it’s even possible.
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      “A package came in the mail,” Adrian says, walking through though the front door and over to where I’m caulking a window. He plants a kiss on my neck, sending shivers down my spine.

      I glance at the thick envelope. “That’s probably from Monica—the realtor. She said she was sending over the paperwork.”

      “You think the house is ready?”

      I look around at all our hard work over the past few weeks. We’ve sanded, primed, and painted. The wood floors are shiny, the carpets clean. All the boxes and items for storage or charity are in the garage or shipped off. Dexter still needs to come get his things, but beyond that, the house is in good shape.

      Although we should all be pleased--proud, really--of the hard work we accomplished this summer, the moment is bittersweet. I still haven’t decided where I’m going from here. Back to Lee Vines? Somewhere else? I’ve been so busy with the house and falling for the three handsome Rangers that overtook my life, that I haven’t made a decision.

      I keep wanting to talk to them about it, but I keep putting if off. Even if I didn’t sell the house, even if I asked them to stay…this thing we have going on? There’s no way it can last forever.

      “Yeah, I think I’ll call Dexter to let him know I have the papers and make sure all of that is squared away.”

      “I’ve been thinking,” he says, leaning against the doorframe that leads to the kitchen, “what if—”

      Heavy boots on the front steps interrupt him, and we both look at the door. Holden and Smith both appear, sweaty and dusty from work.

      “Hey,” Holden says, eyeing the two of us. Smith hangs his hat on the hook by the door, before walking over and kissing me on the cheek. “Brent caught us on the way out of the park.”

      “Oh yeah?” Adrian’s eyebrow raises.

      “He says our housing will be ready to move into this weekend. The building passed inspection today."

      “This weekend? Wow, okay, last I heard there were plumbing hold-ups.”

      Smith shrugs. “I guess they resolved them.”

      No one looks very happy about this good news. An ache has developed in my stomach.

      I gesture to the paperwork and swallow past the lump in my throat. “This is from Monica. Looks like everything is falling into place.”

      Carrying the caulk gun, I walk past them, heading to the laundry room work sink. I turn it on and start scrubbing my hands, working to get the dried caulk off. I hear a tap and look over my shoulder. Holden stands in the doorway.

      “You okay?” he asks, voice concerned.

      “I’m fine.”

      I lather my hands with soap, burning them under the hot water. I’m fighting panicked tears when I feel Holden behind me and his arms wrap around my waist.

      “We’ll figure this out, okay?”

      I nod, not believing him, no matter how much I want to. It’s hard not to take a little comfort when feel the tickle of his beard on my neck.

      “Come on,” he says, handing me a towel. My hands are red. “Smith promised to make dinner tonight, and you promised we could play the Supernatural drinking game.”

      I laugh. It’s something I could never do with the guys and also the only way I could get Smith to watch the show. “I did, didn’t I.”

      “Yep. Adrian’s making some kind of theme punch.”

      He links his fingers with mine, and I follow him out of the room, ready to spend the night with my guys. I may not have many left.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Everyone have their card?” I ask, holding up mine. I’d bought them at a conference. Supernatural Bingo. I’ve been dying to play. “Each square has a scene, like, 'the boys have a heartfelt bro talk', and you cross it off. If you don’t have it, you have to drink.”

      “How about we make this more interesting,” Adrian proposes. Smith made spaghetti with the most divine sauce for dinner, and now we’re sitting in the living room, the three boys on the couch. I’m standing in front of the paused TV, drink in hand.

      “I’m listening.”

      “We do what you said, losers have to drink, but the person who has the square…they get a kiss.”

      I look at the guys. That’s a lot of kisses. I’m definitely game.

      “Deal,” I say, grabbing the remote and taking my seat in the arm chair.

      I start the episode and within two seconds, Holden announces, “Someone dies in the opening scene. I’ve got it!”

      I press pause, and the rest of us scan our cards. I don’t have that one. Me, Adrian, and Smith take a drink. Holden stands up, saunters over, and pulls me out of the chair. His arms wrap around my waist and he bends over, mouth close to mine. He doesn’t rush, even though we’re playing this game, and I lick my lips in anticipation. When he finally kisses me, it’s gentle, with the tiniest bit of tongue. Warmth spreads through my body. We part, and I look over at the other guys. Smith swallows thickly, and Adrian has a mischievous smirk.

      I sit back down and press play, my lips still tingling, thinking Crowley must be around the corner, because agreeing to play this game? It’s like making a deal with the devil.
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      “Babe?”

      I scrub the pot, round and round, with the sponge.

      “Babe…Sierra.”

      I look up and see Adrian leaning against the counter. How long had he been there?

      “Yeah?”

      “I think the pot is clean.” He shuts off the water, then takes the pot and sponge from me. I dry my hands on a towel. “What’s going on?”

      “I guess I’m just nervous about Dexter coming to the house today.” I don’t mention how I’m sad that they’re moving out tomorrow. Their stuff is packed, and the house already has an empty feeling. I’m dreading staying here alone. “What if he doesn’t like the changes?”

      “He could have come down here at any point and helped out.”

      I frown. “I guess.”

      “Anything else?”

      Don’t go? Stay with me? Let’s run away together? There’s a sense of dread combined with the nervousness. Things the last week or so have been good. No, they’ve been amazing. Any issues that I thought may come up, jealousy, awkwardness…it hasn’t happened. We laugh, eat, sleep, and play happily. We screw with abandon. I had no idea it could be like this, but even in the glow, I have a very distinct feeling that once the guys move out, and I sell the house, we can’t keep this going. I’m not ready for it to end.

      The reflection of a car coming down the road draws our attention to the window. I take a deep, settling breath. Adrian pulls me into a hug and whispers in my ear, “I think he’s going to be impressed.” He gives me a kiss of encouragement. “I’m going to take off. I know you want some privacy to do this alone.”

      I nod, squeezing his hand as he heads for the back door. Smith and Holden are at work already. Adrian stuck around to help me tidy up, but he’s right; Dexter and I need to talk about this alone.

      Adrian grabs his backpack and heads out the front door. I walk over to the front window and stop short when I realize all the guys are here. Dex gets out of the front seat and Jake from the passenger. Charlie and George climb out of the back. I didn’t expect them to all come.

      I watch as my brother and one of my lovers meet in the driveway, shaking hands and making small talk. I try to imagine what they’re saying as they both glance up at the house, but I can’t tell. This is going to either go great or badly. I have no idea which.

      Adrian leaves, getting in his truck, and I step outside, waiting for the boys on the porch. Dexter comes first, assessing the house as much as me.

      “Hey, baby brother,” I say, stomach twisting.

      “Hey, sis.” He smiles. “You look good.”

      We hug, and as much as I believe in the saying tattooed on our arms, there’s also something about real family. It’s different. Especially when you’ve been through as much as me and Dex.

      The other guys climb the stairs, Jake gives me a tight, wary smile. George pulls me into a hug. Charlie stops before me, pushing his glasses up his nose.

      “Hey,” I say, heart threatening to break. They’re not boys anymore, but men. They’d done that without me. “Congratulations on the scholarship. I’m so proud of you. All of you.” I glance at Jake, his eyes shifting to the ground.

      “You guys want to see the house?” I ask, hoping to cut the tension.

      “Woah,” George says, taking in the changes in the room. “You changed things around.”

      “I like the paint,” Charlie says.

      Dex looks runs his hand down the mantle. “Did you get the HVAC fixed?”

      “Yep. Took the last little bit of the insurance money, but I think it was a good investment.”

      “It looks way better than when we were stuck here in the snow storm.”

      I grimace. That snow storm had been what started a lot of our problems. The boys and Starlee went missing during a sudden storm. They’d thought fast and taken shelter in the house. Unfortunately, a vengeful girlfriend had gotten police got involved. From the tight set of Jake’s jaw, he remembers all this, too.

      “You rearranged,” Dex says, noting the new furniture placement. “Did you do all this yourself?”

      “I tried,” I admit, thinking about how the bookcase almost crushed me. Thank god for Smith. “I had help.”

      “Adrian?” I nod. “He seems cool. He said you were awesome and let him stay after the fire.””

      He wanders down the hall to check out the back of the house. I follow, overwhelmed by the urge to be truthful with my brother. He pauses in front of the bedrooms. I hadn’t gotten a chance to clean them up. It’s obvious that one of the guys is staying in my old room. Male clothing is folded neatly on a chair. My bra is by the pillow.

      I take a steadying breath. “Adrian’s not the only one staying here. Smith and Holden, the other Rangers, are staying here, too.”

      “You’re dating?”

      “Yes, but not just him. All of them.”

      The boys, crammed in the narrow hallway, process this information.

      Dex runs his hand through his hair, his jaw clenches. “All of them. What the hell, Sierra?”

      “Don’t tell me you don’t understand.”

      “I understand that guys are perverts, even when they seem okay. What do you even know about them?”

      “I know that they’re good guys. I know they had tough backgrounds, kind of like you. I know that we didn’t just jump into this; that it took work and understanding and compromise.” I’m rambling, justifying myself. “I’m a big girl, I can handle it.”

      But even as I say it, I’m not sure it’s true. Sure, I can handle them here, playing house together, but once we get outside, what’s going to happen?

      Dexter shakes his head and heads down the hall. “I need some air.”

      I start after him but a strong hand grips my shoulder.

      “Let him go,” George says. “He’s your brother. It’s hard enough thinking about you with one guy, much less three.”

      “You’re seriously seeing all of them?” Jake asks, breaking his silence.

      “Yes.”

      “Even after you tried to push Starlee away from us?”

      “That was different. The situation was tense. My foster care license—”

      “It’s bullshit and you know it.”

      “Dude,” George says in warning. “Sierra warned us what would happen. She was protecting us. It all worked out.”

      “Barely. The shit that went down with you and your dad.” Looks at Charlie. “That got bad, and Sierra promised to stick by us. She bailed. And now, she comes back with three guys she’s screwing, wanting us to pretend like everything is normal? It’s not normal.”

      “Are you sure they’re not taking advantage of you,” Charlie cuts in. “I know we’re in a similar relationship with Starlee, but it’s unconventional.”

      I take a deep breath. “Jake, I’m sorry I hurt you. All of you. Walking away that day…I just couldn’t handle it anymore. For my sake and yours, I needed a break. I wasn’t a mom. I was barely older than you. I just lost it.” I look at Charlie. “Thank you for your concern. I felt the same way about you guys and Starlee. I was worried someone would get hurt, but I get it now. Sometimes attraction is bigger than two people. They’re respectful and kind and,” I gaze around the house, “they helped me pull this off.”

      “It’s not easy,” Jake says. “You have to share a bond bigger than the whole.”

      Charlie nods. “A lot of balancing and trust.”

      A line forms between George’s eyes. “The guys are right, Sierra. It’s hard and we’re still figuring things out. I’m not going to judge you for who you like or even love, but getting involved like this requires a deep understanding of one another. It took the four of us and Starlee a long time to work it out.”

      It’s a switch-around from the past, them being worried about me, but not only that, these boys are giving me advice. Well-thought-out advice, which is unexpected. And a little unnerving. Me and the Rangers have had it pretty easy; circumstances putting us in this house together, with no outside judgement.

      I fight past the insecurities and say, “Dex’s boxes are out in the garage, if you want to start loading them up. I marked them with his name. I’m going to go check on him.”

      I grab the papers off the counter and head out the back door. Dexter is standing on the deck, looking out over the hills. It’s late afternoon and the sun is already falling behind the hills.

      “Dad picked a great view,” I say, walking over.

      “Yeah,” he says, hands shoved in his pockets.

      “Are you mad about the Rangers?”

      He shakes his head. “No. They seem like good guys. Robbie really likes them.”

      “The guys just gave me a warning about how hard it’s going to be.”

      “It is hard, Sierra. There are days I don’t want to share Starlee and I just want to keep her all to myself.” He glances over. “We make sacrifices, but it’s worth it. She wants all of us, and we want her. I trust you to make the right decision.”

      “I should have trusted you better.”

      He shrugs. “We were all in a tight spot, one that we never should have been in. We all had a shitty situation and you stepped up to help us. We made mistakes. It’s all in the past.”

      I take a deep breath of fresh air. “Are you going to be okay with selling the house?”

      He looks over at me. “Yeah, I think so. You really did a great job fixing it up. Mom and Dad would have been proud.”

      “They would have been really proud of you. So proud.” Tears prick at my eyes. “There were days I didn’t know if you were going to make it. The fights, the drugs, the attitude…but you figured it out. Look at you now? You’re an amazing person.”

      He smiles and throws his arm over my shoulder. “I had a good mom that loved me no matter how much I fucked up.”

      That one gets me, and I can’t fight the tears that spill down my cheeks. “I do love you, you know that, right?”

      He squeezes me. “Yep, and I love you, too.”

      I hand him the papers and together we agree it’s time to let the house, and a lot of hurt from the past, go. Dexter’s future is bright—and so are the boys'. There’s only one of us that still needs to figure out her path.

      The Wayward Sons are no longer lost, this sister is still standing at the crossroads, but now that I’ve shed the baggage of my past and started repairing the relationship with my brother and the guys, I think I may know better what I need to do.

      And who I want to do it with.
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      “You ready to go?” Smith asks as we drive through the gate. He’s stepped out of the shack, leaning into the open window.

      “Sierra called and said she was headed into town and would meet us back home.”

      “Now?”

      “Yeah, she had to take the papers into town and wants to get a few things for a special last-night dinner.”

      The three of us share a look, and I have no doubt they feel the same sense of dread that I do. We’re moving out tomorrow, into community housing at the new Lodge. Not exactly the place for an unconventional relationship. She still hasn’t said, maybe doesn’t know, where she’ll go after she sells the house.

      None of us wants to give this up, but Sierra has to figure out what she wants next in her life.

      Smith’s fingers grip the window. “Let me grab my stuff.”

      He straightens, about to head back into the shack, when I see Brent walking up.

      “Hold up,” he calls. He’s carrying envelopes in his hands. “The compensation came through for your losses during the fire.”

      I frown at the envelope he hands me. I hadn’t thought much about any kind of compensation. We’d filled out forms after the fire, listing our possessions. There’d also been other assessments for overtime and displacement; a stipend for housing.

      “Don’t spend it all in one place,” Brent says, waving to us and walking back to his truck.

      Holden tears open his envelope. “Holy shit.”

      “What?” Smith asks, ripping into his. “Fuck.”

      I follow suit, easing open the flap. My heart pounds, terrified at their reaction. It wouldn’t be the first time we’d been screwed on pay. The government shut-downs are the worst.

      I pull out the check and my eyes nearly pop out of my head at the number listed on the right-hand corner.

      “Is this for real?” I ask.

      Holden holds up his. It’s for nearly an identical amount. Same with Smith.

      Seeing the dollar amount triggers something in my head—an idea—a dream, maybe. I put the truck in reverse, taking care not to back over anyone, and head to the parking lot.

      “Where are you going?” Holden asks. I don’t have to look to see that Smith is staring after me.

      I slam the car in park and grab the check, gesturing for Holden to follow.

      “I think I have an idea.”
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      Standing by the Jeep, I perform the challenge of juggling grocery bags and looking for my keys at the same time. I’ve got steak, potatoes, and enough beer and wine to hopefully soften the blow of the conversation we’re going to have tonight.

      It was hard not to notice how together the boys were today. They have plans, big ones, and are weeks away from launching into their future. And the Rangers…they’re passionate and dedicated to their jobs. We’re selling the house, Dex is taking care of the Wayward Sun. There’s only one thing—well, three—keeping me from starting fresh and finally figuring out what I want in life.

      I’m not running.

      I’m not.

      But I am tired of treading water.

      With the keys finally clasped tight in my fingers, I manage to get it into the slot without dropping anything. Once I load up, I see the thick envelope I need to take over to Monica’s office. I grab it and slam the door shut, knowing the food should be okay since I only have to drop it off. I turn the corner and head across Main Street.

      That’s when I see Reid.

      I panic, frozen in place, nausea engulfing me.

      He’s walking down the street, six pack of beer in his hand. He looks up and our eyes meet.

      He can’t know I’m scared. He can’t know I’m about to barf. He doesn’t know that all I can think about is his violating hands and foul breath.

      We stare at one another for a long, painful moment, until the bile running up my throat propels me into action. I make it around the corner before I vomit all over the pavement.

      What the hell am I doing? Why does this guy scare me so much?

      I run back to the Jeep, envelope in hand, and hop inside.

      I crank the engine and edge the car toward the street. He’s not there.

      I breathe a sigh of relief, knowing that leaving June Lake and the surrounding area will ensure one thing; I won’t ever have to see him again.
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* * *

      Throwing myself into dinner is the only thing that settles my nerves. I marinate the steaks, chop veggies, clean and prep the potatoes. I won’t have the boys find me curled up on the couch like my last interaction with Reid. If anything, they’ll go into over-protective mode, and my plans for a smooth, steak-filled break up will implode.

      It’s already going to be hard enough.

      I don’t want to break up with the guys, but after talking to Dex and the boys, I realize I am not ready to take on the challenges of this relationship outside this house. It’s too soon. We’re too fragile. Dexter still struggles with some of the shared aspect. How would he handle it in public? I certainly can’t bed hop at the Ranger Lodge.

      I finish the glass of wine I’d poured to settle my nerves and grab the lighter off the counter. It’s time to start the grill.

      I hadn’t realized how dark it’d gotten until I go out the back door. It’s a moonless night and the hills are barely visible in the distance.

      I flip on the light and it doesn’t turn on.

      “Shit.” Must’ve burned out. I turn on my phone to use as a flashlight. I can find a bulb in a minute.

      I step outside and simultaneously hear the crunch of glass and feel the sharp blades cut through the sole of my foot. I yelp, dropping both the phone and the lighter, blood already dripping from my foot.

      I grip the door frame, wincing through the pain. I’m scared to put pressure down on my foot in case there’s still glass in the wound, but it’s too dark to see anyway.

      I shimmy down the wall and feel around for the phone, my finger seeking the square device. Instead they brush across the warmth of another hand.

      “Who is that?”  I ask.

      “Who do you think, sweetheart?” Reid’s smug voice cuts through the dark. “I saw you downtown—don’t pretend like you didn’t see me. Figured I’d follow you out here to see if you needed any help finishing up the house. Looks like you’ve done a good job without me.”

      “Get out of here, Reid.”

      “Why? You’ve already proved you don’t have the guts to go to the police. Your boyfriend—or boyfriends—I can’t quite figure out what’s going on there, aren’t here. Don’t worry. I checked. We’re all alone, and I work fast.” He grins, and I can see the faint outline of his white teeth in the dark. “Unless you’d rather me go slow.”

      He pushes me into the house, and I cry out, stumbling over my injured foot. Blood tracks across my sparkling, freshly waxed floor. I hop on one foot, making it to the kitchen. I look up and see a picture of myself tacked on the refrigerator, it’s me, Jensen, and Jared, at a convention. Their adorable smiles make me think of the Rangers, and that makes me think about how they would never, ever let an asshole like this get away with trying to destroy their lives.

      My default lately has been fear. Soul-crushing fear, but anger wells up inside of me—it’s so much greater than the fear. This time he’s not just fucking with me, but he’s fucking with my house. My parent’s house. The house I put two months of my soul into, the house I let the Rangers move into. The house I fell in love in.

      I lean against the counter seeking balance. “Do you know how much time I spent getting this house ready? Cleaning this floor? Get the fuck off my property, Reid, or you will regret existing.”

      He sneers, reaching for his belt. “I’d like to see you try.”

      I fumble behind me, knocking into the cutting board, feeling for something, anything to protect myself with. I fall down on my foot, slipping on the blood. I turn, and cry out when he slams me forward, stomach into the jutting counter edge, his hands on my ass.

      I reach for the only thing I see.

      A knife.

      I close my eyes and channel my inner Winchester, mustering all my strength and rage. Ignoring my foot, the blood and the pain, I manage to turn, pushing Reid back. I catch him at a point of weakness, focused on removing his pants. His disgusting dick hangs from his pants. I hold out the knife.

      His eyes widen, and he holds out his hands. “Woah, calm the fuck down.”

      “No, you calm the fuck down. Get your pants back on and get the fuck out of my house before I cut that right off your body.”

      Heart pounding, I hold the knife with a shaking hand. His eyes shift between me and the knife, like he’s contemplating his move. I promise myself not to let him take the knife from me.

      I see the flicker of in his eyes, his jaw set, and a look of crazed determination on his face. I sense the decision and I brace myself.

      The slam of wood against wood shatters the tension of the moment, both of us looking toward the door. Three figures, three men, stand in the doorway, vengeful anger etched on their faces.

      I grip the knife, unwaveringly even after Reid darts toward the back door, pants halfway down.

      “Motherfuc—” Smith says, going after him, fast for such a big man. Adrian darts back out the front door. Holden rushes right over to me, slowing as he approaches. He looks down at the bloody floor.

      “I cut my foot,” I say, voice shaking.

      He nods. “I’ll take a look at it.”

      I don’t move, still clutching the knife, adrenaline still pumping through my veins. I’m focused on the door.

      “Babe?”

      I swallow thickly, unable to let down my guard.

      “Sierra.”

      I look at him.

      “Can I have the knife? Then I can look at your foot.”

      I nod, hands still gripped around the weapon. A sob rips through me. “He was outside. He busted the light…”

      “You’re safe, Sierra.” Holden reaches for the knife, prying it from my hands. He sets it on the counter and bends, placing one arm under my knees and another behind my back. He lifts me up and a shudder rolls through me.

      “He ruined my floors.”

      “We can fix the floors.” He kisses my temple and carries me over to the dining room table, leaving me only to grab clean towels and the first-aid kit. When he comes back, sirens are wailing in the distance and Adrian comes through the doorway, sweaty and wild-eyed.

      “Smith has him. The police are on the way.” He walks over, assessing me. “Are you okay?”

      I nod, not completely sure, but I feel way better now that they’re here.

      “I wanted one last night together,” I tell them.

      “Last night in the house?”

      I shake my head. “For good.”

      Adrian steps in front of me, lifting my chin. “If you think we’re walking away from you without a fight, you don’t understand us very well.”

      “It’s too complicated, without the house—”

      “That’s not a problem.”

      “Of course, it’s a problem!” My nerves are frazzled, now is not the time to talk about this. “This whole thing is crazy, Adrian. The four of us together? Once we leave this house, it will fall apart completely.”

      “I don’t believe that, but say you’re right, there’s something we need to talk to you about—” he glances at Holden, who nods.

      Bright lights flood the driveway and footsteps pound on the stairs. EMTs come through the door.

      “We’ll talk about it later,” Adrian says, squeezing my hand, “But know that we’re not going anywhere and this time, we’re not letting you go, not again.”

      He kisses me on the cheek before stepping back and giving the EMTs space to work. Holden holds my hand the whole time, not caring who sees.

      Within minutes, the police are in the room. This time I’m not afraid to give a statement. We’ve just finished up when Smith comes in, dirty and worn, his lip busted again. He walks over, and I hold out my arms, and he buries his head in the crook of my neck.

      I glance at the police, at the EMTs, looking to see if they notice the closeness of me and the guys. No one pays the slightest bit of attention as they pack up their supplies. A moment later, it’s just the four of us.

      “I flipped out when I saw the blood,” Smith says, cutting the silence.

      I kiss his forehead. “Thank you for showing up.”

      “Why wouldn’t I? It’s my home.”

      Adrian and Holden nod in agreement, their worried expressions replaced by something else; something I can’t pinpoint.

      “What’s going on?”

      Adrian grins. “Like I said before, we have something to talk about, or really a question for you.”

      “Okay,” I say.

      Holden scratches his neck and Smith crosses his arms over his chest. I wait for Adrian to speak, feeling a sudden flood of nerves.

      “We don’t want to move out—or really, away from you. Thinking about moving to the lodge and not living together feels like a nightmare.”

      “It feels wrong,” Holden says.

      Adrian nods. “We have faith that we can work it out, one way or the other, but tonight we got some good news.”

      Smith reaches into his pocket and pulls out three slips of paper. “We got paid.”

      “Big time,” Holden adds. “And with the money we’ve already saved since we live in park housing, we want to combine it together and well, can we buy your house?”

      I blink. “You want to buy my house?”

      “For all of us to live in together,” Adrian says.

      I feel lightheaded. “You want us to live together? In this house?”

      The idea is crazy. Deranged. Impulsive.

      “We put our blood and sweat into this place. As crazy as it sounds, it already feels like ours.”

      “As for a relationship with you,” Smith says, “were in. One hundred percent. None of us have had a home since we were kids, Sierra. Nothing permanent, but you opened your doors and let us in. When we lost everything we owned, you let us in, fed us, gave us a roof over our head.”

      “It’s my weakness, sheltering lost boys.”

      Smith takes my hand. “Your heart is so big, and I know that you and the boys you raised had a hard time, but this is different. We found a home, we found you, and don’t want to leave.”

      My heart swells, but Smith isn’t done. “We’re committed and,” he glances at the others, “we love you. This is what we want. You are what we want.”

      Did he just say they love me?

      I swallow back emotion, a tear falling down my cheek. “I love you, too. And I want you, all of you, but I can’t sell my house to you.”

      Holden’s face falls and Adrian blinks.

      “Wait!” I say, “I’m not finished. I can’t sell my house to you if we’re all going to live in it. This relationship is about the four of us.”

      “What are you proposing?” Smith asks.

      “We go in together and own the house four ways, buy my brother out. I want to build a life with you, on equal footing.” A new life, one revolving around a different set of souls. Men, not boys, who need a partner, not a mom.

      “I think that sounds like an amazing idea,” Holden says. “Although I do have one condition.”

      “What’s that?” I ask.

      “I can’t sleep on that little bed anymore and Smith’s snoring is making me crazy. We’re going to need another room.”

      “An addition?” I ask, liking the idea.

      “With a king-sized bed.” Adrian winks.

      My belly warms at that idea.

      “Good idea,” Smith says, grabbing a sheet of paper off the notepad affixed to the refrigerator door. “Really, the best thing would be a new master suite, with plenty of room.”

      They start talking excitedly. There are a million possibilities, all leading back to the same thing. A home.

      “What about a mudroom with a shower—so you’re not dragging your filthy clothes in here all the time?” I ask, in complete seriousness.

      Adrian gives me a lopsided—cheeky grin—and says, “You like us dirty.”

      God, I really do.

      I smile at the three of them, relief washing over me. I can finally stop running. Not only have I found a home, it was here all along.
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      “I brought you a plant,” Katie says, bounding into the room. Her hair is in two knots on top of her head. With the black choker around her neck, she looks like a kitten. She shoves the flowerpot in my hands. “Now, I want to see everything.”

      She’s excited, really excited, and I guess I don’t blame her. I’ve been talking about the addition for months and I’d finally agreed to have a housewarming party to show everyone the finished product.

      The truth is that we could have had this party weeks ago, but I’ve been selfish. I’ve wanted it all to myself. Well, myself and the guys. We’ve been breaking it in. The new, extra-large, king-sized bed, the tile and glass shower with two rain features, the walk-in closet complete with a plush chaise lounge, and the French doors that lead to the deck that has four comfortable seats and a sturdy railing.

      I give her the tour and Katie misses nothing, assessing everything with a critical eye. “Talk to me about this handheld shower device? Do you even need that?”

      I shrug. “Not yet, but Adrian has a few ideas.”

      She nods appreciatively, and I lead her back to the bedroom. She picks up a framed, new photograph. It’s of me, Jensen, Jared, and the three guys.

      “You took the guys to a convention?”

      “Yep. They had fun.”

      “So like, even though you have three of your own guys, you still obsess over these people?”

      I take the frame from her and place it back on the bedside table.

      “Family is more than blood,” I tell her, touching the tattoo. “The Winchesters taught me that, the boys proved it, and it’s why I could open my heart to the rangers.”

      “Fair enough.” She starts toward the hall but stops and points to a door, “What’s that?”

      My stomach flutters anxiously. “Nothing. Just storage. We decided to add on a little bit more while we were doing it. You know, it’s cheaper that way.”

      “Right,” she says, heading into the hall. She starts poking her head into the other three bedrooms, private space, decorated specifically for, and by, each guy.

      I’m not ready to tell Katie the real reason for that room. It’s for the future. A possible nursery. This relationship is still fresh and new, but we all agree on one thing. Family is important.

      Which is why when I hear Dexter’s voice in the living room, I leave Katie to her wandering and go greet my brother. He’s standing just inside the doorway with Starlee.

      “Hey,” he says, when he sees me. I’m thankful his smile is genuine.

      “Where are the guys?” We’d picked a weekend when they could all take off time from school. It was important for everyone to be here. I smile at Starlee.

      “Charlie and George are helping Holden with the grill, and Smith cornered Jake outside—football talk. I’m not sure they made it out of the driveway.”

      I nod. Smith is ecstatic to have someone to share his love of the sport, and I think Jake is happy to have someone in the house that prefers sports to demon hunting, computer games, and baking pies.

      “The house looks great,” Dexter says. We’ve spent the past few months getting back on track. At first it was out of necessity. We needed him to sell his portion of the house and he asked me to sell the house and the Wayward Sun to him. In the end, I sold him the property, but not the business—but we did make some changes. We’re now co-owners of the Wayward Sun and are in talks to expand.

      After I go back to school.

      “How did your final go?” he asked, truly interested. I enrolled in culinary school and Dexter wants to know everything.

      “I had a head start on the rest of the class since we were doing pie crusts and pastries.”

      He laughs. “I bet you killed it.”

      “The instructor asked for the recipe.”

      He snorts. There’s no way either of us are sharing that.

      “Hey, man,” Adrian says, walking over to Dexter. They do one of those half-hug-half-handshake things. “Want a drink? The cooler is out back.”

      “Yeah, thanks.” He squeezes Starlee’s hand and follows Adrian out the back door.

      I face the girl my boys love. “Want to see the house?”

      Out of everyone, I know she’ll appreciate it the most, and when I show her the bedroom, her jaw drops.

      “Oh my god, I am so jealous.”

      “Right?” The bed is massive but fits the dimensions of the room nicely.

      “I can’t imagine having this much room. Do you—” Her cheeks turn pink.

      “Do I what?” I ask.

      “Never mind. It’s personal.”

      “We’re family, Starlee, and although I don’t need specifics about your sex life any more than you need them about mine, if you have a question, I can answer it.”

      “Do you all sleep in the bed together?” she asks, eyeing the bed.

      Now it’s time for my skin to flush. “Sometimes.”

      “And everyone is okay with that?”

      “Holden and Adrian are. Smith…he’s coming around.” I think about the last time we were all together. Smith, I still can’t get him in the bed, but he’ll watch, and participate in his own way. Which frankly, is almost as hot.

      “You guys move fast,” she admits, hands fidgeting.

      “Well, we’re older. Your relationship with the guys is your first one, Starlee. It may take longer to explore.”

      “True.”

      A loud crash reverberates through the house and we look at one another and say at the same time, “George.” We break into laughter.

      “I’m glad you’re part of the family,” I tell her, wrapping my arm around her. “I’m surrounded by too much fucking testosterone. It’s probably what broke me in the first place.”

      She nods. “You may be right.”

      We leave the bedroom and follow a trail of sticky fluid from the back door to the kitchen, where a bottle of soda has exploded in the room. George is soaked head to toe.

      “I promise I’ll clean it up.”

      I shake my head and leave him with Starlee—he’s not mine to fuss and fight with anymore. Thank God.

      Outside, I find the whole group. Dex, Jake, and Charlie, mingling with Adrian, Holden, and Smith. Katie and Robbie are right in the middle and a moment later, Sierra and George appear. He’s got wet hair and is wearing Adrian’s clean shirt. He grins sheepishly.

      Dexter walks over and tosses his arm around my shoulder. “I know I never said it enough, but thank you.”

      “There’s no need to thank me, Dex, we’re family.”

      “It’s not just that, Sierra. You brought all of us together, you’ve given us a family. A big one.”

      I look at everyone, remembering how they’d all come into my life seeking shelter—but Dexter’s right, I’d given them a home. In return, they’d anchored me to this place, to these people.

      I couldn’t be happier.
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      To keep up with Angel for fun, entertainment and exclusive book updates please join, Angel’s Antics, on Facebook!

      

      Readers! I always think I’m ready to let characters go. Wayward Sister is proof I wasn’t quite at that point yet. Sierra needed her story told just as much as the boys. I hope you enjoyed it.

      

      Thanks to those who help keep this train rolling; VC Edits, Angstyg Designs, Jennifer and Lisa, all the gals at Angel’s Antics!

      

      I’ve got a new idea brewing. I’ll keep you posted!

      

      Angel
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