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Six months ago...

“You can’t go.”

Clothing in hand, Danielle Fletcher raised her face. Her father stood in the doorway, his wide square shoulders and barrel chest practically taking up the entire space. With arms crossed over his torso, his eyes pleaded with her to see reason. Summoning the last of her courage, she said, “I have to, Dad.”

He shook his head. “No. You don’t.”

Disappointment poured through her. She wished he could see the sadness. Why didn’t he feel the despair she did? The life they knew was over and picking up the pieces seemed too hard.

Dani sighed and tucked the stack of T-shirts into the bag. Zipping it closed, she swallowed against the heartache and met his hard stare. “I need space, Dad. The loss is too much.”

The stern lines of his face softened a touch but a blink later, the Colonel was back, as unyielding with her as he was his troops. “Don’t run away, Danielle. We still need you.”

“We?” Tears prickled her eyes. “You’re fine.” She waved a hand in his direction, suddenly angry with his ability to put the events of the last two years behind him. “But you can’t see it, can you? Afghanistan didn’t just take Matt and Paul, it took Fletch, too.”

He opened his mouth, as if to protest the argument they kept having. No words came. She didn’t know whether he finally understood her meaning or didn’t think it was worth the effort to once again insist her oldest brother was fine. He wasn’t. They weren’t.

Nothing would ever be the same but there was no convincing the great Morrison Fletcher that his family had been torn to pieces by the war on terror. He was career Army. He believed in everything the military stood for, even as it killed two of his sons and stole what remained of his oldest boy’s soul.

Dani’s heart wept for all of them while the little girl inside desperately wished for her mother to sweep in, wrap her arms around them all, and make everything better. But even that was impossible.

The tears fell and Dani swore, wiping at them with the back of her hand. Her father took a step forward, his arms loosening to reach for her, but she stepped back.

“I have to go, Dad. I’m needed.”

Confusion narrowed his eyes. “You’d prioritize treating a patient over your family?”

The dam wall holding back the rage broke. “What family?” she shouted. “You spend all your time at the barracks and Fletch is nowhere to be found. Who else is there? At least this way, I can help someone who wants to be helped.”

Her thoughts turned to the returned soldier with a leg full of shrapnel. Another Afghanistan survivor. Another tragic legacy threatening to ruin the life a young, vibrant woman who wanted to live. At least in Wills Crossing, Dani had purpose. What was there for her here besides anguish?

He shook his head, looking resigned to her leaving. “You need to accept that you are needed here, too. No matter what it looks like from the outside, what remains of your family needs your love.”

She blinked. He’d never been one for pulling on heartstrings. Made her wonder what else he wanted to really say. “I’ll be back,” she whispered. “Tell Fletch I’m just a phone call away.”

Gathering the largest bag, she slung the strap over her shoulder before lifting the other two. Dani shuffled toward the door where he stood, and waited for him to move out of the way. The pain in his eyes kicked her in the guts. Why wouldn’t he say more? Why did he insist on bottling it all up inside and playing the stoic?

Looking up at him, she hoped he wouldn’t hold this against her. “That goes for you, too, Dad. I’m just a phone call away.”

A single nod answered her before he stepped aside to let her through. It stung that he wouldn’t fight harder for her but she doubted she gave him much of an option. She took a step forward but a gentle touch to her shoulder grounded her. He leaned down to press a kiss to her hair.

“Come home soon, baby. I love you.”
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Chapter One
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Colt Manning glanced at the sea of faces around him, at the folk who’d become as close as kin over the last fifteen months. Nervous expressions stared back at him. Some were pale with worry and others jittery with anxiety. Hospital waiting rooms could be terribly impersonal and the one in Wills Crossing hospital with its bland white walls and rows of plastic seating was no exception.

Across from him, Stevie McQueen fidgeted impatiently. Every now and then, his colleague would turn to the doors in expectation of good news. When the surgeon didn’t appear, her face would tighten and she’d focus on her hands. He empathized with her sense of helplessness. As doctors, they were capable of more than occupying a waiting room chair, and as a talented surgeon, Stevie had more reason to want to help. Her close relationship to the patient put the kybosh on any such notion.

In the quiet, Stevie met his gaze. The corners of her pretty mouth tipped upwards and she blinked. An almost identical image of the patient they waited to hear about, she lifted her shoulders in a half-hearted shrug at him as if to say, no news is good news, right?

He didn’t know but they both understood how quickly things could go downhill in an operating theatre. With a surgery as delicate as this, the stakes were high and the risk astronomical.

Beside her sat her father, the man who’d brought Colt to Wills Crossing for a visit, then somehow convinced him to stay. Damien McCafferty had long left the Army when Colt enlisted and served, but he’d come to learn the man was as formidable as the legend he left behind. Like a phoenix, Damien had risen from the ashes and righted half a dozen wrongs of the past, but neither he nor his legacy had any sway here. A mere mortal when it came to medicine, Damien had to wait for news about his other daughter just like the rest of them.

Damien took Stevie’s hand and the look the two of them shared signified a bond forged through the fires of hell. He whispered something in Stevie’s ear. The words visibly relaxed her, dropping her shoulders and allowing her to let out a long-held breath.

On Damien’s other side, his wife seemed content in her knitting. Her fingers moved deftly and the rhythmic click-clack of the plastic needles was the only sound in the room, but the façade didn’t hide the concern in her eyes. She tried to keep it hidden but it was genuine and entirely understandable.

Tension hovered in the air, thick and heavy, but nothing was as forlorn as the look on Ray Wells’ face. The detective smoothed his shirt with shaky hands. He checked his watch a dozen times over. Each time, his lips would press together in a tight, bloodless line before he took a breath and shook out his hunched shoulders. When their eyes met, Ray tried to smile but didn’t appear terribly convincing.

Colt couldn’t rightly say when he’d started thinking of them as family, but he knew deep in his soul he’d gladly give up a kidney for any one of them. He doubted he contained his fear any better than the others in the room. Though unrelated to the patient, his investment in the operation represented a level of commitment that made him altogether uncomfortable. After all, he’d recommended the surgeon. He was confident he’d done his research, crossing every t and dotting every i, but nothing was ever foolproof.

He swallowed to shut down the memories trying to push through. Not now. He cleared his throat, unwilling to let the uncomfortable silence last another second.

“How’s the bub fairing, Stevie?”

She smiled fully, her bright blue eyes sparkling. “She’s perfect.”

“How old is she now?”

It was a moot question, considering he’d seen the infant a week ago for a checkup, but no one made a fuss. “Two months.”

“Time flies,” he said with a sigh. “Have you seen Mia’s son?”

She beamed. “He’s adorable. All that strawberry blond hair and a cheeky grin just like his father.” Everyone loved the man they called Hollywood and it seemed he’d produced a child more enigmatic than himself. “You know he appreciates you helping out, don’t you?”

Colt shrugged. Offering to take on extra responsibilities at The Sanctuary seemed like a no-brainer in January when the baby arrived. In between his shifts at the hospital, he kept up Hollywood’s insane regime of planting native trees around the cottages, weeding garden beds and laying gravel paths. His body let him know in no uncertain terms the labor was not appreciated, but he felt like he owed Hollywood a mountain of gratitude for helping get him back on his feet.

“It’s my pleasure.” And pain.

Her eyes narrowed. “Sing out if you need help. My husband and the others can definitely pitch in.”

Beside her, Damien’s eyes widened. “I think he’s having far too much fun at daddy daycare.”

They all chuckled. Stevie’s husband, Richard Riley, had become king of the kids, regularly playing host not just to their own children, but to those of the other members of their group. The former soldiers who’d made Wills Crossing their home hardly resembled hard-nosed military warriors. They’d traded in their fighting personas for family lives and seemed ridiculously content.

To Colt’s right, Ray Wells stood. He wiped his hands down his thighs and began to pace. Impatience and imagination seemed to be taking their toll. Colt stood and went to his side. Ray shook his head.

“Don’t say anything.”

“You need some fresh air.”

“No. I need your surgeon buddy to walk through those doors and tell me Abi is fine.”

He will. Colt didn’t say the words. He couldn’t. He understood the danger of Abi’s surgery too well and making promises he couldn’t keep wasn’t in his nature. Falling into step with Ray, he paced with him.

“I shouldn’t have let her agree to it,” Ray muttered. “It’s too dangerous.”

“Al’s the best,” Colt reassured him. “The best of the best. He’s done it before. She’s in good hands.”

Ray halted. “Really? He’s removed shrapnel embedded this close to the femoral artery before?” He held his thumb and finger apart by barely a millimeter and shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

Except, he had. Well, sort of. Wolfgang Alfred Hunt, or Al to his friends, had removed shrapnel from more dangerous places than Colt cared to explain. Telling Ray that the surgeon had successfully removed bomb fragments from one patient’s heart, and shotgun pellets from another’s brain, was an exercise in futility. The big detective wasn’t in the right frame of mind to listen. All he knew was the woman he loved could live or die by the surgeon’s knife. One wrong move...

Colt shook his head, preferring not to go down that rabbit hole. Abi was going to be fine. There simply wasn’t another acceptable alternative.

“Sorry, Colt.” Ray patted his shoulder. “Don’t mind this old bear.”

“You’re worried. Totally understandable.”

Ray frowned. “It doesn’t give me the right to be a douche. It’s bad enough I refused to let my sister bring Millie. The kid adores Abi but I couldn’t stand the thought of how she’d react if—” He cut himself off. Colt saw the big man’s eyes tear up before he blinked away the what if and let out a long, slow breath.

Colt set his hand on the redhead’s shoulder and squeezed, hoping it delivered some comfort. “Al’s got this. Can I get you a coffee?”

Ray swallowed. “Yeah. That would be great. Thanks.”

Colt turned to the others. “Anyone else?”

Heads shook in unison. Damien glanced pointedly at the multitude of paper cups strewn across the small table. “I think we’re good.”

“Won’t be a moment. I’ll sneak down to the doctor’s lounge and get you the good stuff, Ray.”

In the corridor, the weight of anticipation lifted from Colt’s shoulders. With his staff privileges, he took a detour through the surgical ward to find the place calm. Classical music wafted through the halls, a telltale sign that Al was hard at work. He’d heard it said the gifted surgeon could operate with a war going on around him. Colt wondered whether Al had ever needed to, then huffed at the thought that he could easily deliver a firsthand step-by-step lesson on the matter.

In the lounge, he ran into Wesley Crawford, the Crossing’s most experienced and respected doctor. The hospital’s fearless leader had been tending his first patients before Colt had started crawling. The older doctor shook his head at him. “You really do want to save the whole world, don’t you?”

The cranky medic hadn’t forgiven him for searching out a specialist to see to Abi’s injuries, and Colt doubted Crawford would ever absolve him for talking him into hiring Stevie to run the emergency ward. Crawford liked his little country hospital the way it was and refused to accept it was growing faster than he could keep up.

“One wounded soldier at a time, Crawford.”

“You’re an honorable son of a bitch, Manning. I just wish you’d take your honor to another hospital.”

The gruff reply made him chuckle. He patted Crawford on the back before saying, “Nah mate, you’re stuck with me.”

Crawford poured himself a mug of black coffee and shook his head. “You’ll force me into an early retirement, I swear it.”

“Maybe, but before you go, I’ll teach you a thing or two.”

With a growling laugh that jiggled his jowls, Crawford raised his mug in salute. “No one’s teaching this old dog any new tricks. Mark my words, kid.” Then he was gone.

Colt chuckled and selected a tall mug for the very tall Ray Wells. He poured it three quarters full and added a touch of cream. Without delay, he turned back and made his way to the waiting room, half hoping the surgeon hadn’t come by with news. He didn’t want to miss out when the moment finally came.

He found the others exactly where he’d left them. Ray continued to pace restlessly. Stevie had taken to crossing her arms over her chest and Damien’s cheeks had turned red. The only one who seemed unaffected was Penny, but it was a ruse. Her needles click-clacked quicker and she cursed under her breath when she dropped a stitch.

Colt checked the time. Abi had been in surgery close to six hours now. Al had warned them it would be long, but he hadn’t given a time frame. No wonder the others were getting impatient. They would need to have faith.

Stepping in front of Ray, Colt held out the mug. “It’s the good stuff, I swear.”

Ray smiled. “Thank you. This is torture.”

“I know. I’m not usually the one doing the waiting, you realize?”

No, being the one with the scalpel in hand was much more preferable than this. Still, he remained calm. If he could remove a bullet and stitch a man closed while gunfire raged around him, he could be unfazed while he waited for news. That much he could offer his new friends in their time of need.

Another hour passed. Outside, the sun set and the air cooled as night crept in. Between the grumblings of a father and the impatient sighs of a lover, the tension in the waiting room threatened to strangle them all. Just when Colt expected one of them to blow their stack, Al appeared in the doorway with a cocky grin and a twinkle in his eye.

“We were successful,” he said of the team he’d brought with him from Germany. “Your Abigail is strong. She will be fine.”

Chaos erupted as everyone leapt to their feet and let out a cheer. Tears streaked down cheeks as they whooped and hollered with joy. Colt watched father and daughter hug in relief, while Abi’s mother planted a kiss on Ray’s cheek. As mother and daughter embraced, Damien shook Ray’s hand and offered words of encouragement. Ray turned to Colt and held out a hand.

“Mate! Thank you.”

Colt reached out to shake the hand offered, but Ray pulled him forward into an unexpected hug. The tug wrenched his shoulder and pain zinged down his arm and back again. The over-enthusiastic squeeze that followed compounded the discomfort. Colt tried to hide his reaction but was sure his grimace-come-smile was unconvincing. Thankfully, Ray was far too caught up in the joy of the good news to notice.

“Go!” Colt ushered him out. “Go to her.”

The whole family surged toward the surgeon who held up his hands to stop them. “One at a time, one at a time,” he bellowed with a laugh. “She’s still quite groggy. You.” He pointed to Ray. “You first, I think.”

As the detective left with the surgeon, Colt put his hand to his right shoulder half expecting to find it dislocated. The joint felt normal but the tenderness still bounding along his nerves worried him. Turning, he found Stevie eyeing him warily. Beside her, a new face had joined the throng.

Colt’s breath caught in his throat. The sight of Danielle Fletcher made his heart race and his cheeks flush. Months ago, he reached out to request her help with Abigail’s injuries and since the moment she’d rolled into Wills Crossing, the tiny physiotherapist had never been far from his thoughts. She’d made it clear she didn’t date soldiers but his body refused to listen.

A touch over five-feet, the physio was dwarfed by Stevie, but her dazzling smile captured his imagination along with his attention.

“Dani,” he gulped.

She chuckled and stepped up to him. “Abi’s my patient, too. You don’t have exclusive rights, you know.” She put her hand on his good arm. “Sorry everyone, but I need to steal the good doc away for a moment. I hope that’s okay?”

She didn’t wait for a reply, giving him a gentle push toward the doors. Colt let her bundle him out into the corridor before turning to face her. The blue of her eyes turned to steel as she stared at him expectedly.

“The surgery went well,” he offered. “Why are you looking at me like a I did something wrong?”

Her face softened a touch before her gaze darted to his shoulder briefly. “Care to explain?”

He took a moment to consider how much trouble it would get him in to keep playing dumb. While he took his time, her jaw tightened and her eyes narrowed, and he knew she meant to have the truth from him one way or another.

~
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HIS BOYISH SMILE TRIED to convince her he had no idea what she was talking about but Dani refused to budge.

When she’d heard the roar of cheers go up earlier, it lightened her heart to know Abigail had pulled through the surgery. After her trauma in Afghanistan and finding the family she’d always thought were dead, the kid deserved all the good karma the universe could muster. Dani wanted to celebrate the outcome as much as any of them, but she’d rounded the corner in time to see Colt grimace in pain as Ray Wells embraced him. The expression gave her pause for thought.

It seemed their friendly doc was trying to hide a few details. She’d seen the scarring. How could she not? Every time he wore a T-shirt, she’d catch an eyeful of the purple snakes that stretched from his shoulder to beyond his elbow. He assured her they were nothing more than artwork from his time in Afghanistan.

Artwork, my tush.

She’d get to the bottom of it. Why he thought he could keep her from it was beyond her. Growing up with older brothers had taught her to be tenacious. When Dani wanted something, nothing got in her way. She glanced pointedly at his shoulder again, causing him to stammer.

“I-It’s nothing. Just an ache.”

Dani stared up at him and shook her head. “Try again.”

Behind his graying five o’clock shadow, he bit his lip while his eyes betrayed the mostly calm exterior. That intelligent brain worked overtime to try and figure a way to weasel out of her interrogation. No. No, you don’t. Dani crossed her arms over her chest, leaned on her left leg and tapped the toes of her right foot. Colt pulled a face.

“I’m fine.”

Dani made a show of rolling her eyes and sighing. Without a word, she took him by the left elbow and practically dragged him down the hall, looking for an unlocked door. The third door on the right proved the winner. Pushing him inside, she shut them away for some privacy, except when she looked beyond the doctor, she found them in a cleaning store room.

Colt eyed their surroundings, his eyebrows arching high on his forehead in amusement. “Well, this ought to get tongues wagging.”

The small confines of the room served to magnify his presence. Dani felt her body respond to his woodsy cologne and wanted to kick herself. He could joke all he liked about the rumor mill, but the truth was he didn’t stand a chance. Not with his military background and she’d made that clear when they first met.

Frustrated and impatient, she shook her head. “Tell me about your shoulder.”

“What are you? The injury police or something?”

Dani found herself wagging a finger at him. “Don’t try to fob me off. I saw you wince back there. You’ve told me it doesn’t hurt but what I saw proved otherwise. Something isn’t right, and I want the truth.”

He jerked backward. “The truth is very simple, Dani. Ray squeezed so hard I thought he was going to pop a rib. I’m perfectly fine.”

Liar. She raised a hand. “Well then, let’s celebrate Abi’s good news with a high five.”

Chuckling as if to cajole a wayward child, Colt lifted his right hand but as soon as it went above shoulder height, he gasped and reeled back. His other hand instantly covered the shoulder and he hugged his right arm to his chest. Dani nodded in victory before the defeat in his eyes knocked the wind out of her sails.

“It’s nothing,” he repeated, the sound hollow. Stepping around her, he opened the door.

“Colt, I’m sorry.”

“You have your answer now.”

Then he was gone, leaving Dani to wonder what had riled him so. What was the harm in admitting his shoulder hurt? Like he said, Ray had bear-hugged him tight enough to lift him off his feet. If the pain was a product of the embrace, why pretend it didn’t exist?

Confused, Dani straightened her shirt and stepped out into the corridor where she practically ran into Stevie, Abi’s sister. Avoiding a collision by the skin of her teeth, Dani apologized but the trauma surgeon’s face brightened. She threw Dani a dazzling smile and took hold of her arm.

“No harm done.”

“Have you seen Abi, yet?”

Stevie’s grin widened. “Just a quick check. What kind of big sister would I be without making sure she was alright? What about you? You look bewildered.”

Unsure what to make of the exchange with Colt, Dani nodded. “What do you know about Colt Manning?”

Stevie, who stood almost a foot taller than her, leaned closer. “He’s been through a lot but he’s a good man.” She winked. “I saw the way he looked at you.”

Surprise heated Dani’s cheeks. “That’s not what I was asking about.”

“Oh, come on,” chuckled the tall, blond-haired blue-eyed goddess. “Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed?”

“No, I haven’t,” she parried weakly. “Besides, I have more pressing matters than...” Words failed her.

Dani bit the inside of her cheek and swallowed a groan. She’d thought she’d nipped that in the bud long ago. She didn’t date military men. The hard and fast rule had served her well all these years and she wasn’t about to break it.

So what if he was ruggedly handsome?

And yeah, he was a great doctor. The way he comforted babies and worried mothers impressed everyone, and he’d amazed her with his treatment of injured mountain bike riders. He had the kind of bedside manner patients craved. If only he could bottle it.

Still, what did it matter if he made her blood run hot?

Dani took a breath and swallowed to calm the sudden arousal that streaked through her. Why did he have to be a soldier?

Stevie threw her a wicked smile. “Don’t knock what you haven’t tried, sister. Although, I have to say, Colt is one of a kind and if you have no interest, then best toss the fish back in the sea. There are dozens of single women practically throwing themselves at him around here.” She chuckled again and shook her head. “They have no shame, I tell you.”

Dani schooled her expression in the hope of hiding the sudden sting of jealousy Stevie’s words evoked. It was stupid, really. She had no intention of ever getting romantically involved with someone in the defense forces, so why the envy?

“He’s staying at the Sanctuary, isn’t he?”

Stevie nodded as her phone buzzed. “He has a lot in common with the other ex-soldiers around here. Without his influence, I dare say I might not have a sister to fuss over.” She glanced at the screen of her phone and sighed. “I’m being summoned. No rest for the wicked. Say, I’m having a bit of a girl’s night on Saturday. Would you like to come?”

Taken by surprise, Dani blinked. Being a tom-boy all her life had always seemed to ward off other women. “So long as we’re not doing makeup and hair,” she joked.

Stevie laughed, her blue eyes sparkling under the florescent lights. “Hell no, but us girls need some time out and a whole lot of woodfired pizza. We’ll be at the pub if you decide to join us, say around seven? We’d love to have you.”

Pleased by the invitation, Dani nodded. “I’ll see you then.”

Stevie squeezed her arm before finally letting go. “Excellent. Oh.” She sighed with longing. “A night with the grown-ups. Don’t get me wrong, I love my children and my husband but I can’t wait. You won’t regret it.”

She watched the lithe amazon sashay away, her long blond hair swaying with each step. Dani gave a shake to rid her of the mini-trance she found herself in and wondered if she’d bitten off more than she could chew. Too late now.

Making her way to the small consulting room offered to her by the hospital, she hoped she wouldn’t stick out like too much of a sore thumb during the girl’s night. That wish alone made her shake her head. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d worried about impressing a bunch of women and the very notion made her chuckle as she tidied her desk for the night.

Dani lifted her coat off the back of her chair and considered this new life in Wills Crossing. She hadn’t heard from her father or her brother in months, despite leaving numerous messages for them both. No Christmas cards. No Happy New Years. Their silence was deafening and it broke her heart—a mean feat considering she’d thought it was broken long ago.

Sliding her arms into the garment, she tried to shake off the melancholy by remembering the good times she’d forged over summer. Hikes through the wilderness connected her to the earth and Mother Nature had gone a long way to consoling her fractured spirit.

A soft knock behind her made her look up. Colt stood in the doorway, his body language repentant, his expression apologetic. The vision of humility pulled her out of her reverie and blindsided her.

“My reaction was uncalled for,” he offered, leaning against the doorjamb. When he crossed his arms over his chest, the bulge of his biceps under his sweater caught her attention. “And you didn’t deserve it. Please accept my apology.”

Dani rounded the desk and sat on the corner. “Do you want to talk about it?”

He gave a wry smile. “Not really. It’s a touchy subject.”

“I see that.”

His mouth pulled tight, his lips becoming a thin line. “After my behavior earlier, I feel like I owe you some sort of explanation.”

She considered him for a moment, wondering how hard it had been for him to come back. “Answer me this. Are you in more pain than usual?”

He conceded with an incline of his head.

“Is that normal?”

“No. I never lied to you. My shoulder had been fine until that hug.”

She suspected as much. “Would you like me to take a look at it?” By the expression on his face, she gathered he did not.

“Ray might have just tweaked it,” he reasoned.

Stubborn. She wanted to scold him but let it go, worried he’d clam up again. “I’m here if you want, and I promise, I won’t ask any more questions.”

Colt threw his head back and laughed. “Sure,” he drawled with a smile. “I’ll be fine.”

As he turned to go, a small voice whispered through her mind. Don’t let him go. “You’ll be back,” she called after him, unsure why she wanted him to stay. “Mark my words.”

His laughter echoed down the corridor and she couldn’t help but wonder who was kidding who.

As far as she knew, he’d sustained his injury in Afghanistan. How? She didn’t know. The extent of it? She didn’t know that either and she wasn’t sure she wanted details. War tended to take an enormous toll on the human body, but no one deserved to live in discomfort, least of all those who’d served their country.
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Chapter Two
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His alarm clock went off at sunrise, but he didn’t need it. Unable to sleep a wink, Colt knew he was in trouble. Even before he threw back the covers, he could feel the stiffness in his shoulder joint. It was worse than usual. He groaned and stared up at the ceiling. The thought of moving roused a well of dread in his gut. At least lying motionless, he had no pain.

Tentatively, he felt around the shoulder with his left hand. Though the skin was warm, there was little give in the scarred tissue. On the bright side, he could locate the unique landmarks, and dips and bumps of his joint. It wasn’t like his left shoulder and it sure as hell wasn’t like anyone else’s but it worked and that was all he cared about. Grateful for the lack of swelling, he let his eyes drift closed. The prospect of continued pain left him anxious.

After Afghanistan, the months of relentless physical agony had been mental torture, the kind not even an oxycodone dependence could conquer. If he’d thought Kabul had been bleak, the months after the IED went off corrected his thinking.

Colt swallowed to combat the rough road of the three and a half years since that day. The nightmares might be gone and he could conjure the memory without effort, but he didn’t want to relive it today. He didn’t need to see his mates die again any more than he needed to see himself pile their bodies into a stolen jeep amidst heavy gunfire—all with one arm tied to his side.

He reached out to switch on the lamp beside the bed and let the light chase away the coldness creeping through his veins. The small cozy room of the cottage wrapped him in familiarity and encouraged him to sit up. A zing of pain exploded in his shoulder and sizzled down the length of his arm.

Colt gritted his teeth and waited until it faded. The cool air made his skin prickle but he ignored it and attempted to circle his right arm at the shoulder. The movement was difficult, the scar tissue almost unyielding. He had some range of motion and thankfully the pain didn’t make him want to blackout.

We can work with this.

Pushing the covers off, he swung his legs out and got to his feet. In the living area, he located the wheat bag and put it in the microwave for two minutes. While he waited, he set the kettle to boil and slid two slices of bread in the toaster. As the microwave beeped, he lifted out the hot bag and set it on his shoulder. The warmth spreading through him convinced him to get dressed. Colt strapped the bag to himself and threw on a pair of cargo pants and a cotton T. Back in the living area, he buttered his toast and poured himself a coffee.

He took his breakfast out onto the small porch of the cottage, startling a pair of wallabies grazing on the frosty grass. The rising autumn sun lit the area and made a good show of scaring away the morning chill. A kookaburra laughed somewhere nearby while a family of magpies flew down from a tree to see if he had anything for them.

“Not today,” he murmured as he sat in the wicker chair.

Before he went to war, he never understood how privileged he was to live in a peaceful country full of beautiful nature. The sandy deserts of Afghanistan taught him more lessons than he could count, not least of which was the truth behind the saying Australia is a lucky country. Even before the roadside bomb took out his team, he’d vowed to be more grateful for everything he had. This morning, he gave silent thanks.

His cottage was one of six, set out in a wide circle on a large bush estate. Four more had been started and were in various states of construction. He scanned them and made a mental list of things he needed to communicate with the construction crew. He smiled, glad he could give back to the project that had breathed new life into his lungs. When he’d agreed to stay in the Crossing, he could never have predicted just how desperately in need of saving he was.

Colt adjusted his focus and glanced up at the large homestead. The gray exterior soaked in the morning sunlight and he wondered how the new parents were getting along. Hollywood and Mia had welcomed their boy, Robert Evan Wright, into the world in January and the little family proved an unexpected inspiration. Though he and Hollywood shared a history of serving in the military, that was about where the similarities ended.

Up at the homestead, the man in question appeared on the veranda, dressed for another day of hard labor. He waved down to Colt before descending the steps and jogging across the dewy expanse. His breath fogged in the morning air and he smiled when he reached Colt’s cottage.

“Morning.”

“Morning,” Hollywood puffed. “You’re up early.”

Colt nodded. “Early shift today.”

“I heard Abi pulled through.”

“She’s a fighter, but no one should be surprised. The surgeon was able to remove the two most dangerous pieces of shrapnel cleanly, along with a whole host of others.” The impressive array of metal had shocked even Colt. “She won’t know herself.”

Hollywood’s grin stretched from ear to ear. Despite being seven years older, the former soldier had a full head of blond hair and a face that defied age. Colt suddenly felt old. With his hair more salt than pepper and his poor excuse for a beard a nice shade of gray, he looked like an old man. Sure, Afghanistan was tough, but no more difficult than what Hollywood had experienced. Colt wondered which was worse: being blown up by an IED or captured and tortured by guerilla forces?

“You okay?”

Colt blinked, focusing back on Hollywood. He sucked in a long slow breath in a bid to rein in his wandering mind. “Do you ever feel like you’ve lived two lifetimes?”

Hollywood chuckled and slapped his thigh. “Have a kid, then you’ll really feel old.”

Colt smiled. “How is the babe?”

“Cries most nights, sleeps most days. I think he came out back-to-front or something.”

“You need Penny to work some magic.”

“I wish. I think she’s got her hands full with Max and Hope.”

“What about your parents? Or Mia’s?”

Hollywood glanced toward the house. “Mia’s father, Bob, has offered to come and stay for a while, but we’re maxed out with Gabe and his family. It’s a beautiful but messy chaos.” He smiled. The look of contentment on his face roused jealousy in Colt’s gut. “We wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Something told Colt a very tired Mia might disagree. With four adults, three children underfoot, and the responsibility of overseeing the Sanctuary project, he doubted she got much rest. “If there’s anything I can do, just sing out.”

“Mate, you’re doing everything we need. I don’t know how to thank you.”

Let me stay as long as I can. Colt didn’t want to move out. The company and camaraderie here helped fight the loneliness.

“I’ll let you finish your
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