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      He's got more than one kind of scar ... and she may be the only person who can heal him.

      Nelson Pratt isn't sorry he saved Weston Green's life while they were both enlisted. He'd do it again, no matter how much it's cost him.

      Now that he's back home, he can't help seeing Sophia, his best friend's sister. They would have been high school sweethearts except for the "bro code." She's being nice to him, but Nelson doesn't want her pity. He's no charity case.

      Sophia Green isn't about to let Nelson slip away again. They're right for each other, and always have been.

      In her eyes, his injury doesn't make him any less of a man. She'll do anything to prove it -- including help him fight to adopt Star, the canine partner who saved his life and is now in dire need of a new home.

      Can Sophia break through Nelson's shell and convince him to reach for what he's always wanted?

      Welcome to the small town of Elm Ridge, Kentucky, where you’ll swoon, smile, and fall helplessly in love with the Green family. This heartwarming romance has no cliffhangers and no cheating.
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      This book is a work of fiction.

      While references may be made to actual historical events or existing locations, the names, characters, places and incidents are completely fictional.

      All names, characters and events described within have been imagined by the authors.

      Any resemblance to reality (actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, event, or locales) is entirely coincidental.
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      If the answer is yes, then go to :

      https://oliviasands.com/BM

      to sign up for Olivia’s newsletter and receive

      * Flash Fiction stories,

      * exclusive previews,

      * special promo opportunities,

      * and be informed of new releases.
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      PS: If you don’t know what Flash Fiction is, please go visit my blog: https://oliviasands.com/blog/
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      Nelson could tell from the moment he woke up it was going to be one of those days. He sighed and heaved himself into a sitting position. Tossing the blanket aside, he looked down and scolded himself.

      Would the sight of his missing leg one day cease to surprise him? It’d been months now. It should have been his new normal, but it wasn’t. The therapist had told him that it took a long time for one’s mental image to change. She’d talk about skinny girls who still saw themselves as fat for months after they’d shed a hundred pounds.

      Well, he’d shed less weight, but not on purpose. It was a difficult thing to accept. Nelson gave adjusting his best effort but so far, he still didn’t feel like himself. Especially on days like this when the pain prevented him from wearing his prosthetic.

      He bent over to look at the stump. His leg now ended inches below his kneecap.

      “You’re lucky to be a below-the-knee amputee.” That’s what the surgeon had told him in Germany. The doctor had explained that, in theory, that made it easier to learn how to use a prosthetic. Right, except that he didn’t live “in theory,” he lived in Elm Ridge Kentucky, where things didn’t always go as planned.

      As far as Nelson’s estimation, that was nowhere near lucky.

      “Lucky would’ve been keeping the leg,” he muttered that aloud as he bent forward, wincing at the red spots on his stump. He could try forcing the prosthetic on, but he knew from previous experience it would be a bad idea. It would just rub against already tender skin. Blisters would form, and then he’d be stuck in the chair for more than a day or two. Last time he’d tried that stunt, he’d been off the leg and back on his butt for almost ten days.

      Been there, done that, wouldn’t do it again. Nelson made the sensible choice. Today, he would ride the chair.

      He maneuvered himself to the edge of the bed and used the bars the Greens had installed in their guestroom so he could get out of bed on his own and into the chair. They’d bent over backward to make sure he wouldn’t feel helpless. But some days, he was. But when he did, it wasn’t a lack of upper body strength. Oh no, he’d been diligent about practicing all the exercises the trainer had recommended to make sure he could maneuver himself as much as possible. The last thing Nelson wanted was to be a burden for anyone else.

      Helplessness came just from being stuck in the wheelchair. His prosthetic leg beckoned from the nightstand, but all he did was scowl at it as he rolled past, easing the chair into the bathroom.

      He needed to work on his mood. Instead of being grateful, he hated the entire world. Some days rolling into the bathroom did that to him. All he could see when he did was the time and expense the Green family had put into making it disabled-compliant while he was still in Germany recovering.

      At the time, he had no idea where he was going to land. There was no particular reason to go anywhere. He had no family of his own. But then Weston had shown up to escort him onto a civilian flight back to Kentucky, and Nelson had said yes. He’d felt weak for doing it, but with no other options and being mainly wheelchair-bound at that point, he’d given in and allowed Weston to take care of him.

      That had been fine then, but it seemed like Weston was still taking care of him. Not Weston per se anymore. The man had moved into the retired foreman’s house on his father’s land and invited him to come along. The place was a ranch, so Nelson would have been able to manage.

      But he never had a chance to accept his buddy’s invite. Julia Green had given her veto. She’d decreed that, “Nelson will stay with us until further notice.” Sophia had seconded that vote, and it seemed that when the mother and the daughter ganged up together, the seven men of the family stood at attention and answered, “Yes, ma’am.”

      So, there he was, in Landon and Julia Green’s home until “further notice,” whenever that would be. The entire Green family was burdened by his new existence, and no matter how much he wanted that situation to end, Nelson kept on relying on their charity. He would continue to do so until he found a feasible way to get back on his feet… on his foot. Nah, that sounded bad. He needed to look for an appropriate expression.

      The pressure to leave was self-inflicted. No one had ever made him feel like he needed to rush onto the next phase. They wouldn’t. The Greens were decent people and deserved better than having him as a millstone.

      Finally, he shook off his melancholy long enough to prepare himself for the day. Given the choice, he would have stayed in his pajamas all day, but he wasn’t giving himself the choice. Jeans and a T-shirt it would be. He wouldn’t let himself wallow in those self-indulgent moments. If he did, he’d never get vertical, and there would be no chance for a return to any semblance of a normal life. He couldn’t be the dead weight hanging on the Green family forever, and he certainly didn’t want to be.

      He rolled down the hallway toward the kitchen. Somehow, he figured out Sophia was there even before he saw her. Maybe it was her complex and lovely scent of jasmine, vanilla, and something that was uniquely her. He doubted that was it though. He’d have to have a nose like Star to pick up that scent all the way down the hallway. It seemed like he was just tuned into Sophia. Not a good thing.

      Once upon a time, she’d been his best friend’s little sister. When he looked at her now, he wished he had disregarded the bro code. Ah, if only he hadn’t agreed that she was completely off-limits. That would probably be his biggest regret, not going after Sophia when he’d still been a whole, functional man.

      But then again, maybe it was for the best. Today, he was glad he hadn’t chased her. He knew he would have fallen hard for Sophia, and if she had said yes, she would have stood by him. She was the kind of woman who would’ve insisted on standing beside him even while he sat in his chair. She would have claimed she didn’t care at all that he’d lost a leg. As if anyone could disregard his condition. He would have had to be the one to break it off. No one could claim to love a woman and decide to burden her with that kind of life.
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      Sophia turned her head around when Nelson’s wheel banged on the door. She took one look at him and clicked her tongue softly. “Let me see your leg. Please.”

      As she stood up to come to him, he wanted to shove his stump under the table where she couldn’t get to it easily. He was ashamed of it and of the pain. That was not something he desired to share with her. That would have been a detestable kind of weakness.

      A few times, he’d tried to evade her exam, and it hadn’t ended well. She’d just persist with badgering until she finally won anyway. With a deep breath, he wheeled slightly to face her as she approached him and knelt. She unpinned the leg of his jeans and pushed it up enough to see the stump.

      Nelson gritted his teeth. Stoically he endured her touch. Her fingers ran over his sensitive skin. Her skin was fresh and soft. He groaned.

      “Sorry,” she said softly.

      He shook his head. Of course, the sore spots hurt, but that wasn’t what had caused his reaction. No, it was the frustration. When she touched him, it was like a jolt of electricity shot straight through him. The last thing he wanted was for her to figure out what he was feeling. That would be the ultimate humiliation. He couldn’t let that happen.

      She pinned his jeans behind the leg again and sat back. “It’s not too bad, so you should be able to use the prosthetic by tomorrow or the next day. You really need to make sure you keep the stump dry, and don’t push yourself. If it starts to hurt⁠—”

      “Take off the leg and rest.” He finished her usual statement tersely. It wasn’t like he hadn’t heard it a thousand times before, both from Sophia and his doctors, first in Germany and then at the VA. He hadn’t had the prosthetic in Germany, but even then, they’d been admonishing him not to try to push his recovery so fast.

      He understood what they were trying to tell him. He did. But understanding it was one thing, and accepting his new limitations was a different kettle of fish. He wanted to be active. He needed to move. Stuck in the Green house, as lovely as it was, wasn’t the life he wanted.

      “I’m just trying to help.” She sounded hurt.

      He gritted his teeth hard and then breathed. “Look, I’m fine. I understand what happens if I push, and I didn’t put the leg on. I’m okay. Really.” His tone had softened slightly.

      She nodded and looked away blinking fast. Had he brought her to the point of tears? The thought ate at him while he observed her fixing a plate. A plate for him. Hers was already waiting for her, and she’d abandoned it to get cold in order to check on him. Even after he’d hurt her feelings, she was still thinking of him.

      He squirmed with guilt when she picked his favorites. He’d been here long enough for her to know what he liked best. She’d been nothing but kind to him. He had no right to snap at her like an angry bear. It wasn’t her fault she made him want things he could never have.

      With that thought in mind, as she set the plate before him, he managed a small smile. “Thank you.” He patted her hand awkwardly, barely resisting the urge to fold her fingers in his and hold on. He was afraid he wouldn’t let go if he did. “I do appreciate everything you’ve done for me.”

      Sophia frowned. “We’ve done just what we would for Weston, and it’s not anything special. You’re practically family, and we wouldn’t have part of our family without you.”

      He knew she was sincere. To her, what the Greens had done for him was no big deal. It was what they would’ve done for anyone important to them. They were genuinely trying to help him, yet none of them could understand how helpless and frustrating it was to need their help to start with.

      He looked down at his plate, shaking his head at his own lack of ability to even prepare that for himself. He could’ve managed with reaching what was nearby once he wheeled into the space under the table, but he wouldn’t have been able to get the plump strawberries on the other end, at least not easily. Those little reminders of his current state left him raw and abraded. He was doing his best not to pass on that attitude to those trying to help him, but it was difficult to be upbeat or optimistic all the time.

      “Seems like Mom made the bacon extra crispy this morning.” Sophia grimaced.

      “Maybe for me.” He bit into a piece with just a hint of theater to put a smile on her face. “Perfect,” he said as it crunched audibly between his teeth, and she grimaced again.

      As depressed as he was sometimes, it was almost impossible not to smile around Sophia. She was living proof that happiness was a state of mind. She was sunshine personified and the complete opposite of everything he’d become. Maybe that was what made her so desirable—that and the fact she was forbidden.

      He imagined Weston might eventually forgive him if they started to date, after he’d come to terms with the idea, but Nelson could never do that Sophia. She was forbidden for a completely different reason than she had been, and he just needed to remember that.

      As though thinking of Weston had summoned him, the back door opened, and his friend stepped into the kitchen a moment later. Nelson was amused by the way Weston sat at the table and reached for a plate. He had his own place on the massive Green homestead, but he was clearly comfortable in his parents’ place too.

      Nelson envied that. He’d lost his parents at the worst time. Not that there was any good time to do that, really. But he hadn’t been old enough to have a memory of them on which to build. They were nothing more than vague shadows in his mind. And he had been just old enough not to be desirable for adoption. As a result, he’d bounced around the foster system most of his life. Weston and the Greens were the closest thing he had to any kind of connection or family.

      “The bacon’s too crispy.” Weston shook his head, and his nose curled in almost the same way Sophia’s had moments before. They were definitely siblings, though Sophia had darker brown hair that was wavy and gorgeous. Right now, she had it pinned up and wore her scrubs for the clinic, but he’d seen it down on more than one occasion, and it was glorious.

      To him, Weston’s hair wasn’t at all glorious, but Veronica probably thought differently. “How are things with Veronica? I haven’t seen much of her lately.” Or of Weston.

      “We’re… adjusting.” Weston’s neck looked a little flushed. “Transitioning from friends to…”

      “Husband and wife?” Sophia offered.

      “Yes, that. Well, it makes us want to spend more time together, just the two of us, you know.”

      Nelson nodded. Not that he would have any idea about that. He’d never gotten serious about a woman before he and Weston joined the military. He’d fooled around when serving, and now… Well, now it wasn’t as if he had many options for dating. He wouldn’t pursue any if he did. He couldn’t in good conscience.

      Maybe someday, when he adapted to the leg consistently and he had purpose in life again, he’d be able to think about sharing that life with someone else.

      That was the hope that kept him going.

      And maybe, if he was lucky, Sophia would still be around.

      Luck owed him that much.
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      “Mom’s going to want you to bring Veronica around again soon. She’ll want to check in on your progress.” Sophia grinned at her brother.

      Nelson frowned. He’d been deep in his thoughts and had lost track of the conversation. “What progress?”

      “Well, you know, Veronica and you beat everyone to the punch…”

      Weston and Nelson shook their heads in perfect unison to indicate they had no idea what Sophia meant.

      “And she’s not getting any younger, and she wants grandchildren … and she claims she can spot a pregnancy way before anyone.”

      “What?”  Weston asked.

      Sophia laughed. “No worries. I was just teasing you. I think Veronica and you are good for now.”

      “What do you mean?” Weston asked.

      “Well, you know, she has enough on her plate.”

      Weston and Nelson looked at each other and nodded as if to confirm they were agreeing on something.

      “It’s not as if Grace or Willow’s moms were going to step up and take charge.”

      “Oh.” Weston was the first one to properly process the information. “You mean that Ma will get to do everything?”

      “There’s two ways to look at it. You can say she’ll be saddled with everything, or—and I think that’s how she takes it—she’ll have a free reign on the organization of those two weddings.”

      “Who’s organizing another wedding?” Julia asked entering the kitchen.

      “It seems you are,” Weston answered.

      “Not one, two!” Julia said with enthusiasm.

      “Couldn’t you, like, group them?” Weston asked.

      “What?” Julia and her daughter shouted out at the same time.

      “What, what?” Weston echoed.

      “He’s a lost cause,” Nelson declared.

      “I am?” Weston sighed. “So, tell me, what am I missing here?”

      All eyes were on Nelson now. Praying he had understood the ladies’ reaction properly, he explained, “No bride wants to share the spotlight. So, what they mean is that even if your brothers would agree to get married on the same day, their future brides would probably object.”

      “I always knew you were smart,” Julia declared patting Nelson’s shoulder. “You’re so attentive to the feelings of others. You’ll make a lucky lady a perfect husband someday.”

      Nelson mumbled a thank you and looked down to his plate again. He never knew how to react to compliments. They’d been too few and far between in his youth to figure it out.

      “What’re you doing today, Nelson?” Weston asked that with a full mouth as he crammed in a bite of biscuit.

      “Maybe teaching you some manners,” Julia suggested with a grin and a chuckle. “I shouldn’t have thrown in the towel when you turned twenty.”

      “Nah, you did good Ma. I behave when I need to. The rest of the time, I’ll admit I’m a lost cause,” Weston said.

      “Also, don’t forget we were trained to eat quickly in the military. Especially when we were on the front lines, we never knew if we’d have five seconds or fifty minutes undisturbed to finish a meal.” That didn’t mean he still ate like a savage though, and Nelson was careful to use a knife and fork to cut his food before sending Weston a smug look.

      “Yeah, yeah.” Weston swallowed the mouthful and accepted a glass of juice Sophia handed him. “What are you doing today?”

      Nelson wished he’d forgotten that question. “Nothing.” Wincing at the note of bitterness in his tone, he swallowed the “just like every other day” he had been tempted to add.

      He closed his eyes after catching the uncomfortable glance Sophia and Weston shared. The last thing he wanted was to make them feel uncomfortable. He opened his eyes again and tried to soften the terse answer with a feeble smile. He was certain it fooled no one.

      “Hey, I know. Why don’t you come with me to the factory today? There’s always something to be done, and I wouldn’t mind an unpaid assistant.”

      It wasn’t exactly the opportunity of a lifetime, but it would get him out of the house for a while. “Sure, sounds like a good idea.”

      Sophia let out a small sigh. “I hate to be the dampener of your fun, guys, but Nelson can’t wear his leg today.”

      Weston gave his sister a blank look. “So? It’s not like it’s required for him to go out in public, is it?” His tone wasn’t nice.

      She glared at her brother. “You don’t have to be grumpy with me. I’m just pointing out your office is on the second floor, and he can’t get up there. The wheelchair isn’t safe on the factory floor. I think it’s a great idea if you want to take him to work with you, but you probably should wait until he’s able to wear his leg for the day.”

      Nelson grimaced, half-tempted to ignore her sage advice and claw his way up the stairs if he had to. Instead, he did the sensible thing and nodded. “Yeah, you’re right, Sophia. Maybe next time, Weston?”

      Weston looked serious. “Anytime you want, buddy. If you just want to get out of here for a while, let me know. We’ll have a drink or something.”

      Nelson nodded, not bothering to remind Weston he’d spent most of his free time with Veronica lately. Nelson didn’t begrudge him that. They were still in the honeymoon phase, but he missed seeing Weston.

      “So, what will you do today?” asked Sophia.

      He shrugged, saved from answering by the arrival of Hudson and Landon, who looked like they’d been out working already before Hudson had to head to school in a bit. Nelson battled guilt once more that he hadn’t been out helping them. There was a lot to do on a working farm, especially one that also kept horses and livestock, and he could’ve been a big help once upon a time. Once upon a time not so long ago. Before he became this useless lump stuck in a chair.

      Breakfast went quickly after that, and Nelson was glad he was no longer the center of attention. Weston finished first, gulping down another glass of juice before mumbling partings to all of them and hurrying out. He was going to be late, and Colton would get on him for that. Nelson noticed Weston sneaked along a biscuit and bacon, probably as a peace offering to his older brother.

      Sophia was next. She lingered over her breakfast. Some mornings he imagined she stayed after her brothers left just to spend more time with him. It was probably wishful thinking. But maybe it wasn’t. Sophia did like him a lot. That he knew for a fact. She had acted sweet and sisterly toward him since his stay with the Greens began.

      Finally, she stood up to carry her plate to the sink. “I’ll see y’all later. Nelson, I brought home some new magazines from the clinic. I mean, they aren’t new-new, but they’re from last month, if you want to get sort of caught up with the news. Oh, I also have some new art supplies. Help yourself.”

      He nodded, not bothering to answer. Sophia probably thought she was being subtle, but he could see right through her. She was trying to engage him in anything that would stimulate him mentally or give him a reason to get out of bed. Of course, he liked to draw, but there wasn’t an artist bone in his body. He never touched her art supplies. Maybe he should because he’d never seen her use them either. Since they were something she had brought home to entice him to find a new passion, he would take another look at them.

      Magazines were a nice distraction. He did read a few despite the fact that it was hard to care what was going on in the world when his had been reduced to the lower floor of the Greens’ house. Well the house and the parts of the property that were accessible via wheelchair or were level enough for him to walk on with his prosthetic.

      Landon and Hudson finished at almost the same time. Landon mentioned returning to repair shingles that had blown off the barn while Hudson scooped up his backpack near the door and rushed to his truck. As soon as they had left, Nelson attempted to help Julia clear the table. He managed about three-fourths of it but couldn’t reach the other corner. His frustration was overwhelming. At least on days when he wore his leg, he could maneuver around the table well enough to do the cleanup. That was his sole contribution to the household, and he couldn’t even do that today.

      Once finished in the kitchen, he rolled down the hallway to
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