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      He leaned against the door, blocking it with his broad frame. The bottle was nearly gone from being full not even a few hours ago. Just another day, just another night of their father’s drunken tirades.

      Rain pattered against the windows, the night sky leaving them in their own little world in his father’s office.

      Beau was only sixteen, and he already had enough of the bullshit. Walker would have been here, but he was busy fixing the fuck ups their father had caused that day. He was only here to keep the bastard away from his other brothers. He could take what his father threw at him; the others were only eleven, nine, and six. No. Way. In. Hell.

      “Listen to me, you good for nothing son of a bitch,” his father slurred.

      Beau didn’t move, his eyes mere slits as he watched him.

      His father sneered, the veins in his neck bulging out. “Say something, you mute freak. All you’re good for is a damn guard dog. A fucking worthless one at that. You don’t even have a bark.”

      Beau bit back a growl. He hated when he called him a guard dog. He just protected his brothers. He was built for it; he was taller than the kids his age, wider and already had the strength from working the ranch with Walker.

      The man staggered towards him, the bottle’s contents sloshing back and forth as he staggered around the furniture. He grabbed Beau by the collar and heaved him closer. The whisky stench burned his nose as Beau stared blankly at his father. Every bit of him wanted to knock the man on his ass.

      “You hear me, boy?” His father roared in his ear as he shoved Beau back. “I’m talking to you.”

      In a flash, Beau’s head fell to the side, his cheek heating from the slap.

      “You fucking worthless piece of shit. You can’t do anything right. All you do is stand there doing nothing.” His father waved the whisky in the air again, bringing it closer to Beau each time.

      It wasn’t that he couldn’t talk. He just had nothing to say to the drunk.

      He sighed deeply and glanced towards the door. The last thing he needed was one of his brothers to get into the line of fire.

      The sound of shattering glass had him turning back to his father. The jagged top half of the bottle remained in his hand as the rest sat in a soaking pile of whisky around the desk.

      His father lifted the bottle to look at it, his face contorting into anger. “Fuck!”

      His father charged towards the door, but Beau stepped in the way.

      “Get out of the way.”

      “You’ve had enough.” Beau’s voice was deep, a warning beneath it.

      “I said,” He grabbed Beau by the hair. “Get. Out. Of. The. Way. Boy.”

      Beau held his ground, his eyes level as he looked at the pathetic excuse of a father. “No. Go to bed.”

      His father pulled painfully on his hair, pulling Beau further into the room. He let go and threw a punch. Beau knew it was coming; he could have just let the bastard pass. But the man was one chug away from damn near killing himself. Beau’s head slammed to the side, his mouth filling with blood.

      “I run this house. Not you. Not any of you little shits,” his father roared. “You’re nothing. A nobody freak.”

      His father threw punch after punch with his one hand. His other was still clutching at the bottle.

      Beau kept his hands up, waiting for him to tire himself out. His focus now and then moved to the door. Please let them stay asleep.

      Pain scorched through his collarbone, making him hiss as he staggered back and fell to the floor. He looked in shock at the blood staining his shirt. His father had hit them around, but this. . .

      His father looked almost as shocked as him as he looked down at the bloody edge of the bottle.

      “That will teach you, you damn mongrel. Go sleep out in the barn with the rest of the animals,” his father screeched, flailing the bottle around more.

      The door banged open. Walker stopped in his tracks, his Stetson dripping water, his clothes sopping wet. Beau watched his eyes widen as they moved from the blood soaking Beau’s shirt and busted lip to the broken bottle in their father’s hands. Anger whipped through Walker quicker than Beau could stop him.

      Walker charged into the room, his hands moving around their father’s throat as he snarled, “What the hell did you do to my brother, you bastard?”

      Beau moved to pull Walker off him, pulling his older brother off the drunk. The man fell in a heap to the ground. Beau kept his arms around Walker’s waist as he pulled him back.

      “You son of a bitch. I should have kicked you out on your ass a long time ago,” Walker spat.

      “Walker,” Beau called out. “He’s not worth it.”

      Walker stilled slightly, his breathing ragged.

      “This is my ranch!” Their father spat as he stumbled to his feet, knocking a shelf of books onto the ground.

      “Not anymore,” Walker growled, pulling himself from Beau’s grip.

      Walker grabbed their father by the collar of his jacket and practically dragged him out of the room. Beau followed, his eyes darting to the stairs.

      “Get your grubby hands off of me, damn it.” Their father struggled as he almost hit the ground.

      Walker grunted as he pushed him towards the front door and onto the porch. He gave the drunk a good shove, sending him into the mud below.

      Walker’s voice was cold, colder than he had ever heard before. “If you know what’s good for you, you will get in that truck and drive away. I should have fucking thrown you out before now. You will never lay a hand on any of them again. You come on this ranch again, and the only way you will leave is in a body bag.”

      Beau held his hand over the bleeding as he watched his brother fight his anger down. Walker’s hands were shaking violently at his side.

      “You wouldn’t dare,” their father spat.

      “Try me,” Walker growled.

      Their father sneered as he climbed into his truck and peeled out of the slick driveway—mud spraying behind him.

      They stood there for a moment, Walker clenching his fists over and over again as they watched the driveway.

      Walker turned to him, his eyes still cold as he moved Beau’s hand.

      “I’m fine,” Beau grunted.

      “You’d say that even if your entire hand was severed,” Walker grumbled as he inspected the wound. “Fuck. I should have been the one watching him.”

      “I knew what I was getting into. Had to keep him away from the others.” Beau shrugged.

      “Not your job.” Walker glared at him.

      “Not supposed to be yours either.” Beau locked his gaze with him.

      Walker pursed his lip.

      “Walker? Beau?” A small voice whispered from the front door.

      They turned to see one of the youngest, Lance, peering cautiously out the door at them.

      “Lance, what are you doing up?” Walker said, trying to rub the blood from his hands as he walked over to the front door.

      “Where’s Dad? I heard you guys yelling.” Lance stepped out to meet them.

      Anger swirled in Beau’s gut at the fear in his brother’s eyes. He was just a kid. He should be asleep instead of worrying about their drunk father.

      “Don’t worry about him. Let’s get you to bed.” Walker ruffled his hair before scooping him up. “Beau, go wait in the living room; I’ll be back in a minute.”

      Beau grunted as he looked back at the driveway. His father’s words were playing through his mind.

      He wasn’t a guard dog. He was a protector.
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      “Are you that stupid?”

      Ash flinched back at his tone as she looked up at her boyfriend. His eyes filled with disgust as he towered over her more petite frame.

      They stood in the middle of the living room of their apartment, their jackets resting over the back of the couch.

      “I’m sorry,” she said softly, scratching nervously at her head.

      She wasn’t even sure what she did this time to warrant his anger. He had been agitated lately, and she had tried not to mess anything up.

      “You’re sorry?” He huffed out a laugh, running a hand through his blonde hair. “That’s it? Do you know how embarrassing it is to have a girlfriend that is as socially awkward as you? I mean seriously.”

      Pain shot through her heart as she lowered her head. She had tried to be on her best behavior when they had gone out to meet with some of his friends. She really did.

      Ash rubbed at her bare shoulders as she shifted her weight from foot to foot. She wanted out of the dress that Jared made her wear. It was low cut, showing off her cleavage while hitting her mid-thigh. It was a far cry from her regular clothes. The heels were just as bad, but she couldn’t wear her cargo pants and sneakers to the club.

      She even took the time to put her makeup on, and it hadn’t turned out too bad, in her opinion. She never liked the stuff anyway. It always dried out her eyes or made them water, which in turn made her rub them, and at the end of the night, it would be ruined. Why did girls wear the stuff anyway? On average, women spend over fifteen thousand dollars on makeup in their lifetime. That could buy you almost one hundred thousand Lego pieces or seventy-eight years of Netflix subscription or–

      “Are you even listening to me?” Jared snarled.

      Ash flinched back as she looked up at him.

      “This is the shit I’m talking about. You space out like a damn freak while out in public.” Jared threw his hands in the air. “I try to take you somewhere nice, and this is the thanks I get. You space out while the normal people are trying to have a conversation.”

      “I really did try, Jared.” Ash could feel the tears burning her eyes.

      “Try harder.” He took a step towards her.

      She stepped back, her arms curling around her waist as she looked at him. His dark blue eyes were cold as they looked at her.

      She gulped as she watched him, completely frozen in place. A tear ran down her cheek.

      His gaze softened as his eyes followed the tear’s path. Jared reached out as she flinched back; he continued towards her like he didn’t even notice, his thumb stroking away the tear. His touch made her uncomfortable.

      “I’m sorry,” he sighed, speaking gently, his hand snaking around to the back of her neck as he squeezed painfully. “I just need you to try harder for me, Ashley. You know I still love you, Baby, even though I have to deal with all the weird shit you do. It hurts that you still won’t try enough that I’m not embarrassed by you.”

      She nodded her head as she looked down at the ground. His phone buzzed as he let her go. He stared at the screen for a moment before slipping it back into his pocket.

      “I’ve got to go out. I’ll be back later.” He gripped her chin and kissed her roughly on the forehead. “Think about what I said.”

      He slammed the door, leaving her in the middle of the room. She breathed out shakily as she started to frantically wring her wrists. The tears fell down her cheeks as she looked at the door.

      Was she not trying enough? She thought she had, but. . . She didn’t mean to embarrass him. She wasn’t good with crowds or new people. The new friends he was with kept looking at her funny; she didn’t understand why.

      She was average looking. Her hair had a mind of its own with large curls that never wanted to straighten. She was short at five-four. The only interesting physical aspect about her was her eyes. Heterochromia, with one green and one blue eye. Otherwise. . . She wasn’t anything.

      She just needed to try harder. She knew she was hard to handle, and she was trying to work on that, but it was hard to stop something you didn’t know how to control.

      Ash looked at the door again before shuffling slowly into the bedroom and changing into her Transformers pajamas. She walked out of the bathroom, still wringing her wrists. They already felt raw and no doubt would still be red in the morning.

      She pried her hands away, clamping them the best she could at her side, her hands shaking as they started to twitch. Her emotions were still haywire; the sadness, anger at herself, and guilt were eating at her, and she didn’t know how to handle it. She just needed a minute to think and calculate a new strategy to fix this.

      Sneaking a peek at the front door again from the hall, she scurried back into the bedroom. She crouched and pulled a small box from under the bed. Inside, she pulled out a small German Shepard stuffie.

      “Hi, Rufus,” she said, petting the stuffie’s head.

      She sat on the edge of the bed and held the dog close to her chest as she stroked his soft fur. At least she had Rufus. He wouldn’t judge her. She couldn’t embarrass him by zoning out in her head or randomly blurting out facts about anything and everything just because she was nervous.

      More tears were building as she clambered to her feet and paced the room.

      It had been a long day not only with Jared, but work was stressful. Project deadlines were coming up, and several still had a long way to go before they were finished.

      Her thigh caught on the corner of Jared’s desk as she yelped in pain, rubbing her thigh. Papers fell, scattering across the floor.

      “Dammit,” she mumbled. “Stay, Rufus.”

      She placed Rufus on the end of the bed as she knelt and started to pick them up. Her brows furrowed at the numbers and letters that filled the pages. Weird. Several were nothing more than clear plastic with red boxes on them. She looked them over. She’d never seen these before.

      Jared was an exporter. She didn’t know what these numbers could mean; they weren’t zip codes or addresses. But they were going to be in her brain for a while. Shaking herself out of it, she put the papers back on his desk.

      Grabbing Rufus, she sat against the headboard as she brought her knees up to her chest, her hair draping around her to her waist. Slowly she started to rock herself.

      “I don’t know what to do to fix this,” she whispered. “I know I need to change, but I don’t know how.”

      She turned Rufus around to face her. “Got any suggestions?”

      Silence.

      “Didn’t think so.”

      Ash curled under the covers and held Rufus for a while. She would need to put Rufus away before Jared got home; he didn’t like her sleeping with him; he said it was stupid and would throw Rufus out if he caught her doing it again.

      She sighed. She would figure out how to make it up to Jared tomorrow.
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      Beau shook his head. One day. He couldn’t go one day without one of his boneheaded brothers causing trouble.

      He crossed his arms as he watched Lance and Flint sword-fighting with the shovels in the middle of the stables. They were turning twenty-five this year, yet they were still at this childish bullshit. Flint stabbed the shovel out, nearly nicking Lance’s shoulder.

      “You shit,” Lance snorted. “That was a low blow.”

      “Bull,” Flint laughed. “You’re just mad that you’re losing.”

      Beau cleared his throat, causing them to freeze. He raised an eyebrow watching them. As they straightened, Lance swung the shovel over his shoulder.

      “What?” Lance shrugged, his signature dark brown hair stuck to his forehead beneath his trucker hat.

      “We were working,” Flint pouted. “Just having some fun with it.”

      “Before you skewer yourselves or, worse, a horse,” Beau growled. “Just finish with the hay and get out of here.”

      Flint rolled his eyes. “We are not going to hurt the horses. We’ve done this several times.”

      Lance slugged his arm. “Dude. You can’t tell him that.”

      “Why? Afraid he’ll beat your sissy ass?” Flint raised an eyebrow.

      Lance sneered at him before lunging, tackling his twin to the ground. Insults and names were being thrown alongside punches as they rolled around.

      Beau pinched the bridge of his nose as he walked out of the stables.

      They’d never learn.

      They were either goofing off or just plain doing something stupid. This week alone, they already had four calls from Ford, the sheriff of Sanctuary, about one of the younger three Harrisons causing some sort of trouble in town, from bar brawls here and in a few other towns to speeding and just plain being a nuisance.

      “Beau? Is everything alright?”

      Beau looked up at Riven, her light green eyes flicking to the stables and the scuffle still going on inside. Her black hair was up in a ponytail. Her daughter, Thorn, was on her hip, her blazing red hair in pigtails. Riven was his brother Jonah’s girl that he shared with his best friend, Cahlon. She was shy and timid but was slowly coming out of her shell after running from her abusive gang leader ex, who had tracked her down almost eight months ago. Both she and Cahlon had nearly died. Now, she lived here on the ranch with the Harrisons and her three kids.

      He looked down at her bare arms, the scars from her ex visible. He quickly pulled his gaze. She was still getting used to others seeing her scars, and he didn’t want her to feel uncomfortable.

      “They’re being idiots,” he grunted.

      “O-oh.” She flinched as one of the boys yelped.

      He took her shoulder gently and led her away from the barn. “They’ll be fine.”

      She nibbled at her bottom lip, looking back around.

      She still walked with a slight limp from where her bastard ex had shot her.

      “Mommy,” Thorn giggled.

      Riven’s eyes warmed as she stroked her daughter’s cheek. She was a good mother, just like Willow, Walker’s wife. It was a full household with his five brothers, Cahlon, the girls, and the kids. But it was home. It was full of life, something that had disappeared when he was a kid. After their mother was killed in a freak accident on the ranch and their father’s downward spiral with the booze, it took a while for it to feel like a real home again.

      “If you see Amarii, can you please send her back to the house? She didn’t do her homework again,” Riven sighed.

      He nodded. “I will.”

      Riven smiled as she headed back to the house, Thorn laughing as she gave him a tiny wave. He held his hand up as they disappeared.

      He looked at his watch. It was still early. Walker, Tripp, and Jonah were taking care of the cattle with the ranch hands. He had some free time to find Amarii.

      The ranch was over forty thousand acres, most being pastures for their large herds of cattle. It had been the founding ranch that started the small town of Sanctuary, Colorado. Their great-great grandfathers had wanted a place they could call home where they wouldn’t be judged for sharing a wife. More and more people had come looking for that same place to be themselves.

      Walker, the oldest Harrison, now ran it. Beau was the second oldest and helped make sure that everything ran smoothly and picked up the slack when Walker was buried in paperwork or when he was busy with his eight-month-old son, Noah.

      He didn’t know how Cahlon and Jonah did it, sharing Riven. He wouldn’t be able to. He was possessive and didn’t share well. But he would have to find someone who didn’t get scared because of his size and could handle his needs. He towered over his brothers, and he scared most people. It had taken a bit for Riven to warm up to him when they had first met.

      Beau walked along the path, his hands in his pockets and his black Stetson keeping the sun out of his face. Spring was in full swing, and the snow was finally gone. His mind wandered to tasks still needing to be done. Fencing needed to be repaired in the back pastures along with those to the west along the river. He still needed to talk to Walker and Cahlon about vehicle maintenance. The old tractor that hadn’t run in years just needed to be hauled out of there. It was no good to anybody.

      It was never-ending tasks on the ranch, but he liked the work. He wasn’t suited for a life behind a desk or dealing with people. Hell, he barely tolerated his brothers on a daily basis.

      He turned at the familiar squeals and laughs, stopping at a distance as he watched Amarii running around with a group of kids behind one of the cabins. The kids were all smiling as they tried to tag each other. The kids were those of the ranch hands.

      One kid stopped and noticed him as he stood back, his arms crossed. Soon more were stopping and staring at him warily.

      “We should go,” one of them whispered loudly. “He’s scary.”

      The others nodded before taking off and disappearing, leaving Amarii there. She stopped and turned, looking up at him with a smile spreading across her face.

      “Beau Beau,” Amarii yelled.

      The little six-year-old plowed into his legs as she hugged him. She looked at him through her messy red hair, her eyes bright.

      He raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t do your homework.”

      She pouted her lip. “I don’t like math.”

      He grunted as he scooped her up. “I don’t either, but you still need to do it.”

      “But. . . ”

      He held her gaze and raised an eyebrow. She deepened her pout while trying to give him her cutest puppy dog eyes. She was cute, but he wouldn’t let her off the hook.

      “Fine,” she sighed, laying her head on his shoulder.

      He gently ran his calloused hand down her back as he headed for the main house.

      “Oh, you should hear what happened yesterday in class. Clark Bishop tried to stick a pencil up his nose to touch his brain. And then. . .”

      He let Amarii ramble about her day, grunting and nodding as she talked. She was the only kid that never was scared of him. She would follow him around and help him where she could. She could talk enough for both of them.

      Lance and Flint were heading up the backyard to the house by the time Beau and Amarii had reached it. Lance had a busted lip, and Flint was nursing a swollen cheek. Served them right.

      “Go do your homework,” Beau said, setting Amarii down.

      “Okay. Can we watch cartoons later?” She asked, smiling up at him.

      He nodded as she took off.

      “You could have at least pulled us apart, you know,” Lance grumbled as they stopped next to him, watching Amarii disappear into the house.

      “No.” Beau crossed his arms.

      “Ah. Come on,” Flint growled. “He was trying to kill me in there. I landed on that damn shovel. I think I have a new hole in my ass, thanks to the idiot.”

      “Me! You tried to choke me out, you jackass.” Lance shoved Flint, sending him staggering back a step.

      Flint ducked down, plowing into Lance, his shoulder digging into his stomach. They landed on the ground hard. It was pitiful to watch as they were basically grabbing the other’s forearms to stop them from punching the shit out of each other.

      Beau sighed as he bent down, grabbed them both by their collars, and pulled them apart. Flint yelped as he scrambled to get his feet underneath him before he choked. Lance just stood there with his arms crossed.

      “Enough,” Beau snapped, shoving them further apart.

      “Flint, finish with the stables and barns. Lance, clean up the damn sheds and stay away from each other,” Beau growled, walking towards the house.

      “What’s his problem?” Lance asked behind him.

      “Don’t know. Maybe he needs to get laid,” Flint snorted.

      Beau gritted his teeth. Maybe he needed to take his quarterly vacation early this year. Otherwise, it might be the year he goes down to three brothers instead of five.
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      Ash wiped the sweat from her forehead as she shuffled across the parking lot to her office. It was spring in upper Texas. The average temperature of eighty-seven was better than the forty degrees that states like Alaska faced, but it didn’t help her right now.

      She should have stopped for coffee, but she had woken up late. Jared never came home last night.

      She looked up at the large glass building in front of her. Her office was on the tenth floor. It looked sleek and modern, just what an engineering building should look like, but it wasn’t exactly her style. Frontier Innovations had recently moved into the renovated building to expand the company. Her work bay was several floors below her office. She missed how all she had to do was walk across the hall, and there she was. Change was hard for her; this was the biggest change she’d had in a while. She was slowly improving with the anxiety she felt every time she entered the building. She was finally at the point where she didn’t need to hide Rufus in her messenger bag anymore.

      She had always loved engineering. She loved inventing and solving problems while creating new machines and fixing old ones. She loved to see and know how something worked and then put it back together.

      She looked around at the cars coming and going, her eyes moving to a gray service van parked in the maintenance spot next to the curb. Ash furrowed her brows as she looked at it longer. It said it was a plumber on the side of the van, but they had been there for the past week. On average, a plumber only takes four to six hours to fix a problem, yet this van has been there longer. Whoever hired them should get their money back and find someone else because these guys obviously didn’t know what they were doing if it took them this long.

      Ash shook her head as she readjusted her messenger bag over her shoulder. She didn’t know them or the problem they were called in for. She had no right to say whether they were doing a good job or not. What was wrong with her?

      She watched her feet as she walked past the van. A hard shoulder slammed into her, making her nearly fall. A hand grabbed her arm, holding her up, its grip gentle.

      “Sorry. You okay, ma’am?” The voice was gentle.

      “I’m fine. I wasn’t paying attention,” she whispered, not looking at him.

      Her eyes moved to his feet, drawn to the shiny dress shoes that looked more like what an office worker would wear than a plumber. Not to mention, his hands were soft and not calloused, something you would expect from someone working with their hands all day.

      “I, um.” She scratched her head, flicking her eyes up briefly to his face. “I should get to work. Sorry again. Sorry.”

      She skirted around him without waiting for a response. She looked back once, seeing him watch her. His blonde hair was slightly messy, and his eyes framed with simple black glasses. His coveralls were covered in stains she didn’t want to know about. But the shoes and his hands were going to nag her all day. There was just something not right about that van or the plumber.
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      She set her bag on her desk and sighed, rubbing her eyes. Coffee would have been perfect.

      Ash smirked and pulled out her phone, texting Natalie. She hadn’t known her long, having met her a month ago when she was out with Jared. Maybe a nice coffee at lunch would be good, and she could get to know Natalie more. She didn’t have friends, and most of her coworkers didn’t know how to handle her or her quirks, which was fine. . . . She couldn’t force someone to be friends with her. She sent her invitation and set her phone down on her desk.

      She paused, her brows creasing as she looked around her desk. Something was off. Everything had its place; it was all organized just how she wanted it. But her keyboard was off, like someone had moved it. Her hands shook as she moved her fingers over the surface. It was tilted instead of sitting level with her computer. Her eyes moved to a drawer that was slightly ajar. Had someone gone through her office?

      “Hey, Ashley.” A knock on her door had her jumping.

      “Yes?” She whispered, not meeting their eyes.

      Rachel, her boss’s assistant, stood in high heels, a pencil skirt, and perfect blonde hair. She always looked pretty, while Ash looked like a college grad student. She was only twenty-five,so it wasn’t that far off. She had graduated from college with her doctorate four years ago and had immediately got hired by Frontier Innovations.

      “The boss wants an update on your work.” She looked Ash over as she spoke.

      “Right. I’ll, um, get those reports as soon as I can.” Ash scratched her head. “Do you know if someone was in my office earlier?”

      “Why yes, I do. After all, I spend my day keeping tabs on your office instead of doing my job.” Rachel rolled her eyes.

      “That’s not very professional.” Ash tilted her head, confused.

      Rachel scoffed, “It’s called sarcasm, Ashley. Try to remember that for next time.”

      “Oh.” Ash looked at the ground as she shifted her feet. “Did you know that sarcasm can be traced back to the Greek verb sarkazein, which later included meanings like ‘to bite one’s lips in rage’ or ‘to sneer’?”

      Ash looked up at the silence that followed. Rachel was looking at her, her face like stone.

      “Whatever.” Rachel shook her head. “I don’t care. Just get those reports to Eric.”

      Rachel turned to leave, muttering under her breath, “Freak.”

      Ash wrung her wrists as she turned back around. She was just stating a fact. She did that when she was nervous. Random facts just came out like word vomit. Many of her coworkers thought it was weird, but she couldn’t stop them from coming out.

      She rubbed her face as she sat at her desk, fixing her keyboard and drawer. This day wasn’t turning out so well. First, with Jared not coming home, running late, the strange plumber in his shiny shoes, and now this. Could she call out sick with her already at work?

      “Probably not,” she sighed.

      Ash wished she had Rufus, but she could at least use her headphones for a moment to wind down. She flinched as her raw wrist burned. She clenched her hands together as she closed her eyes and tried to steady her breathing.

      It was fine. Maybe Rachel didn’t mean freak like she thought. Or. . .

      Ash looked at the door, feeling her lip quiver. She couldn’t help that she was different.
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        * * *

      

      Ash checked on the stir fry on the stove. Her mouth was watering at the aroma that now filled the apartment. She was just glad she was home now. She spent a little time with Rufus before starting dinner. Rufus time was much needed after the day she had. Ash had caught Rachel laughing about her with the others in the breakroom, not even stopping when she came in. Several guys used sarcasm on her after that, laughing when she didn’t understand it.

      She had work she needed to do in her work bay, but instead, she hid in her office until it was time to leave. Natalie never messaged her back, not even to the texts to see if she was okay. Nothing. Maybe she had it wrong there as well, and they didn’t really hit it off like she thought. She took a deep breath, moved to the cabinet, and pulled out the plates.

      The front door creaked open, having her pause. A smile broke out on her face as she raced out to the living room.

      “Jared,” she said, hugging him.

      He shoved her lightly away as he took off his jacket. “Dinner ready?”

      She tried to ignore the pain that shot through her chest as she hugged herself. “Was just about to take it off the stove. I, um, I didn’t know if you were coming back tonight.”

      He snorted, walking around her. “I live here, don’t I?”

      “Of course you do.” She followed after him. “Your name is on the lease.”

      He glared at her. “Sarcasm, Ashley, for fuck’s sake.”

      “Sorry,” she whispered, moving to plate the food as he sat at the small island in the kitchen.

      They ate in silence; she mostly moved the food around her plate as he scarfed it down. She had lost her appetite. Maybe she could research sarcasm. Maybe?

      She doubted Optimus or Bumblebee had trouble understanding sarcasm, and they were alien robots.

      Her mind played back over the day, her colleagues' sarcastic comments and laughs. She stopped on the plumber. Why couldn’t she get it out of her head?

      “Um, Jared?” She asked, not looking up from her plate.

      “What?” He snapped.

      “Would a plumber wear nice dress shoes to a job?” She asked, looking up for a second before dropping her gaze.

      He barked out a laugh. “What the fuck kind of question was that? That’s the stupidest thing I have ever heard.”

      “There’s been a plumber’s van parked outside work for the last week. One of them was wearing dress shoes, and his hands were oddly smooth for someone that works with his hands all day.” She shook her head. “Never mind. Sorry I asked. It’s been a weird day. I probably imagined it like I did with thinking someone was in my office.”

      “What did you just say?” Jared growled, slamming his fork down on his plate as he stood, knocking his chair over.

      She scrambled back as he charged at her.

      “Repeat what the hell you just said.” He grabbed her, pinning her against the counter.

      “I just— My keyboard was moved, and-and one of the plumbers bumped into me, and he was wearing dress shoes.”

      Her heart was racing as he loomed over her, his breathing ragged as he gripped her tighter.

      “What did he look like?” Jared spat.

      “Blonde hair, brown eyes, and was wearing black glasses. He-he had a small scar on his chin,” she whimpered.

      He let her go as she slumped to the ground, curling into herself. Jared paced the room, running his hands through his hair.

      “Fuck!” He roared as he swiped the plates off the counter.

      She covered her face, screaming as the plates shattered around her.

      Jared was still screaming curses as he stormed out of the room and made a phone call. “Daryl. Get the damn warehouses cleared out now. . . I don’t give a shit what has to be done. Do it now. They fucking know.”

      The front door slammed, rattling the walls around her. Ash sat there, shaking frantically as she tried to breathe. What just happened? He’d never— She’d never seen him so angry before. She rubbed her arms, knowing she was going to be bruised tomorrow. Did he know the plumber from somewhere?

      Standing on shaky legs, she stepped over the glass carefully in her bare feet.

      She needed to clean up the mess. It would only anger Jared more when he came back.

      When she was done, Ash put the broom away, looking at the kitchen floor in case she missed a piece. Moving into the bedroom, she pulled Rufus out and held him as she rocked herself back and forth.

      It was fine. Maybe?

      Jared would come back and talk to her about what happened. It would work out. She clutched Rufus tighter.

      Picking up her phone, she scrolled through her texts with Natalie, sending her one more text asking if she really was okay. The few times they had texted, she had answered almost immediately.

      The phone chimed. Her shoulders slumped as she read.

      

      Natalie: I don’t want to be friends with you. Lose my number.

      

      Tears fell down her cheeks. She was wrong then. Ash had hoped that Natalie was different and had wanted to be her friend.

      She looked at the bathroom door in the corner of the room. A sickening dread churned her stomach as she quickly turned her gaze away. No. She was fine. She had Rufus. He loved her.

      But was it really that bad to be her friend?
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      Beau grunted as he brought the axe down into the log, splitting it right down the middle. His shoulders burned as he swung over and over again, his sweat building on the nape of his neck. He leaned the axe against the side of his truck as he started to pile the split logs. It was still chilly during the night and would be for a bit longer.

      He looked out at the pastures, the sun blazing over the mountains in the distance that still held a blanket of snow.

      It would soon be tourist season, and then all the idiot rich boys would be swarming the dude ranches around here to play cowboy. Last year, three of them tried to “teach” him a thing or two about ranching. Those dumbasses wouldn’t know a heifer from a cow to save their lives. They had no business being on a ranch. They’d pass out as soon as their finger touched shit.

      Ranching was in Beau’s blood. It was in all the Harrisons’ blood. It was the only thing they were good at. It was the only thing that he was good at.

      His phone buzzed in his back pocket. “Hello.”

      “Beau, Baby,” a woman laughed on the other end.

      “Inarah,” he grunted, rolling his eyes.

      “Oh, come on. Is that any way to greet an old, ah,. . . young friend?” Inarah huffed.

      He raised an eyebrow as he leaned against the truck.

      “Anyways. I was wondering when you were going to come back for a visit. It’s been a while.” Papers rustled in the background.

      He glanced down the path as Lance and Tripp appeared, walking side by side. Tripp shoved Lance playfully as they laughed.

      “Been busy,” he responded, looking around the ranch.

      “I know. But you overwork yourself. I know you do. You’ve been that way since we were kids. I’m only asking because I don’t want you running yourself into an early grave. I’m not saying the ranch or your family isn’t worth it, but I do worry about you, Beau.”

      “I’m fine,” he said.

      She sighed heavily. “You would say that even if you were dying.”

      “Don’t need to worry about me. What about you?”

      He could practically see her smiling on the other end. “I’m great. The club is doing amazing. My boys do keep me busy otherwise. But I’m okay with that.”

      He snorted. Of course she would be. Inarah grew up in Sanctuary, but she was different. Her all-black wardrobe and pale skin left her a target for bullies. He had stepped in to protect her after seeing a few kids pinning her down behind the middle school. He had seen red. It had left the bullies with broken bones and swollen black eyes. But she was safe, and he had gladly taken the whipping from his father for it.

      Now she was in Midnight Bayou, Louisiana, running her own BDSM club with her two subs. He would visit a few times a year, getting away from the ranch for a time. He would play now and then. But mostly, he helped with the Littles, ensuring they played safely. He was a Daddy Dom but had never had a Little of his own. His brothers weren’t even aware of that side of Beau.

      “Reaper and the others want to know when you are coming back. Havoc wants to have a barbeque with you as the guest of honor,” Inarah giggled. “I told him I’d order you back here if needed.”

      Tripp took off with Lance’s hat, making him chase him. Beau shook his head as Lance plowed Tripp to the ground, the hat flying in the air. For the second time in two days, his brothers were fighting, rolling on the ground, and trying to kill each other. Had they nothing better to do?

      “Believe me; the offer is tempting,” he grumbled. “It would give me an alibi if one of my brothers goes missing.”

      “Let me know, and I’ll be your witness,” Inarah snarked. “I’m always there to help a friend.”

      That she was.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Beau leaned back in the chair as he sat across from Walker in the office. Walker was busy sifting through paperwork with one hand while his son was curled in the other. Little Noah was busy sucking on his father’s fingers while looking at Beau.

      Beau ran a hand down his face as he slouched in the chair. It was just after dinner, and Walker and he were looking over ranch business. The man needed to take a break and spend time with his wife and kid, not sitting here staring at papers all day. The man had worked nonstop on the ranch since he kicked out their good-for-nothing father. At least Beau got out four times a year for a few days.

      His hand moved to his collarbone absentmindedly, tracing over the scar that had been there for the last eighteen years.

      “It pulling again?” Walker grunted as he flicked his eyes up at him.

      Beau shrugged, dropping his hand. “Doesn’t matter.”

      “It does matter, Jackass.” Walker slumped back, keeping his grip on Noah.

      Beau arched an eyebrow as he looked at his brother. “It’s a scar from a long time ago. It’s nothing.”

      “A scar you should never have had in the first place.” Walker pursed his lip, looking away.

      “You get emotional on me, and I’ll kick your ass,” Beau murmured.

      Walker snorted as he hoisted Noah in his arms. “I know things have still not gotten back to normal yet. Riven and the kids moved in. Noah. Everyone is still working things out. Cahlon and Riven’s recovery after being shot was hard on everyone. Tripp finally stopped riding to the pond at night to cool down. Never should have let him go with Jonah, but you are all grown men and can make your own decisions. And I knew Jonah wouldn’t let anything happen to him.”

      Not to mention that Jonah and Cahlon were former special forces. Jonah at least had that under his belt besides ranching.

      “I know Lance, Flint, and Tripp have been fighting over the littlest of shit lately. I hope giving them a few days off here and there over the next few weeks might help mellow them out. Otherwise, I’ll shoot every last one of them. They have too much damn energy.”

      “Inarah said she would help.” Beau’s lip twitched. “An alibi if you need one.”

      “Might take her up on that. You going to visit her soon?”

      “We’ll see. Got a lot going on here.” Beau shrugged.

      Walker was the only one who knew where he went on his vacations, just not the whole story of what happened there. The others knew about Inarah, but he didn’t need them joking around about a possible relationship between him and her. They were just friends. Nothing more.

      “Beau,” Walker groaned, rubbing his face. “You can have a life outside of the ranch. Do you think I can’t handle things here if you decide to go meet a girl?”

      “Didn’t say that.”

      He wouldn’t know what to do outside of the ranch. His family was here; his life was here. Besides, most girls in town were nervous around him. They would instead go after the better-looking Harrisons. Not the guard dog.

      The door swung open as a blonde streak bolted into the room.

      “Hello, Willow,” Walker chuckled, wrapping an arm around his wife.

      Willow smiled at him as she looked at Beau. “Good evening, gents.”

      Beau shook his head. Willow was something else, but he wouldn’t change her for anything in the world. She was like a sister to them and was the only one who could handle Walker’s bullshit. They balanced each other out.

      “Woah, Buddy.” Cahlon’s voice carried down the hall.

      A redheaded baby zoomed into the room, giggling. As he came closer to Beau, his chubby little legs tripped. Beau swooped down, picking him up before he could hurt himself. Liam was Riven’s only son, Thorn’s twin brother. All of her kids had the same father. The former leader of the Iron Snakes Mafia had abused her and the kids to no end.

      Beau still got angry just thinking about what she went through and all of her scars.

      Cahlon stopped in the doorway, a sheepish grin on his face. “His girlfriend left his sight.”

      “Hey, don’t blame me,” Willow giggled.

      Liam smiled up at Beau as he patted his face. “Beau Beau.”

      Amarii’s little nickname for him was catching on. Beau rubbed Liam’s back, grunting as the boy looked at Willow with the biggest grin.

      “Since when can a baby outrun a soldier?” Walker arched an eyebrow, his dark eyes filled with humor.

      “Since that soldier took his eyes off him for a second and, come on, I’m an old man,” Cahlon pouted playfully, running a hand through his messy blonde hair.

      “Like hell,” Walker grumbled. “That would mean I’m a damn caveman.”

      Willow snorted, looking away.

      “Hush, woman,” Walker growled as he smiled.

      Cahlon snickered in the doorway.

      “Do you want me to put Noah down for the night?” Willow rubbed Walker’s shoulders.

      Walker sighed, “Yeah, otherwise, he will be cranky later. I’ll be up soon.”

      Willow cradled their son on her hip as she kissed Walker gently. She gave Beau a peck on the cheek as she passed. “Goodnight, Beau. Good night, Liam.”

      “And I’ll take the little man,” Cahlon said. “Sorry for the interruption.”

      Beau handed Liam back to Cahlon as he left the room. “Alright, Speedy. Let’s see what your mom is up to. I think she made cinnamon rolls earlier. We can sneak some before Jonah finds out.”

      Liam’s giggles filtered into the room. Cahlon was asking for it. But he and Riven had Jonah wrapped around their fingers. Riven, at least, didn’t push it. . . too much.

      The house was pure chaos. He didn’t mind it as much, but there were times that a bit of peace and quiet, a little relaxing, would go a long way. He was happy for Jonah and Walker for finding their soul mates. They had people they could curl up in bed with, confide in and be happy with.

      He just wouldn’t have that for himself. But what he wouldn’t give to have a Little to hold and protect. But would what he had to give be enough?

      “Let me know when you want to go to Inarah’s. We’ve got things covered here, Beau,” Walker sighed. “You take on any more jobs, and there won’t be any for the others. You want to put our ranch hands out of work?”

      Beau grunted.

      “Just. . .” Walker stood, walked around, and leaned back against the desk, his eyes on the ground. “Don’t lose yourself in this place. I want this to be your home, not a damn prison.”

      “I know,” Beau grunted. “I’m fine.”

      Beau stood and gripped Walker’s shoulder tightly before walking out. His hands were in his pockets as he went to his room for the night.

      Walker didn’t need to worry about him. He was content for the time being with his life. It wasn’t like a girl would magically fall into his lap.
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      Ash sighed as she sipped her coffee. It had been two days, and still nothing from Jared. His outburst was still reeling in her head. She rubbed her arm over her sleeve. The bruises were still there from when he had grabbed her. Did she do something wrong? Should she not have mentioned the plumber?

      If only her stupid brain was normal.

      Tears gathered in her eyes as she took a shuddering breath.

      Why can’t you try harder?

      But she was. She was trying.

      Can’t you be normal for once?

      Jared shouldn’t be embarrassed by her. Maybe he wouldn't get angry with her if she was a little more normal.

      She could figure it out later. It was four in the morning, and she hadn’t been able to sleep. She was hoping, waiting, for Jared to come back through the door and tell her everything was alright. Her routine had been off kilter all week. She liked her routine. Get up and shower, make breakfast, go to work, come home, clean the apartment, then cook dinner to have ready when Jared got home. If she still had time, she would work on her projects or read.

      They had been living together for almost five years. They had their rough patches, but they made it work. She met him during her last year of college. He was with a blonde at the time, but she wasn’t around for long. He had met Ash at the campus bar and had been adamant about a date with her. She hadn’t understood why he picked her, but he did.

      Ash set the cup on the counter and moved to her room. There was no point in going back to sleep if she would have to get up in two hours anyway. Pulling the box out from under the bed, she pulled Rufus out and set him on the covers.

      Jared never liked her Little side, so she tried to keep it hidden. Like most things she did, he said it was weird and abnormal. But with everything going on this week and his temper. . . She just needed a minute to unwind and reset.

      She smiled sadly as she pulled the Transformer action figures out of the box. She only had three, picked up from a thrift store a while back. Optimus was missing an arm.

      Wouldn’t it have been cool if they were real? If your car could turn into a superhero robot?

      You can’t live in la-la land, Ashley!

      She dropped the toys into her lap. How many of her foster parents had told her that? How many times had Jared? She never fully understood the phrase. What was la-la land? Why would she want to live there? She lived in the real world. So what if her mind wandered? It wasn’t harming anyone. . . at least, she didn’t think so.

      It was lost on her as to why they would care. She never lasted long in the foster homes. They would have her for a week to a month, and then she was sent back to wait for another home and another and another. . .

      She shook herself out of the memories and looked up at Rufus. “I think we can squeeze in some world-saving before we have to get ready for work. What do you say?”

      She scooped up the toys and Rufus and moved to the more open area at the end of the bed. She took two of the Transformers in her hands and started to battle with them, her giggles filling the room as she tried to keep the enemy from destroying the planet. All before breakfast.
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        * * *

      

      She had a pep in her step as she locked her car and moved across the lot. She had a coffee in hand, and she had successfully stopped the destruction of the earth this morning with Rufus as her general. Not a bad morning.

      Ash looked at her phone. She tried to check in with Jared again this morning, but nothing. No response. Her eyes moved to the conversation with Natalie. She should delete the messages. It wasn’t like she wanted to talk to Ash anyway.

      “Just let it go. It’s what normal people do, Ash,” she mumbled, stuffing the phone back into her back pocket.

      She turned to the maintenance spot. The plumber’s van was gone. They must have finished their job. How bad it was that it took them that long?

      She scoffed. It wasn’t her business. Just let it go.

      Ash put her bag on her desk, pulling out her notebook and laptop. It was going to be a mostly out-of-the-office day today, and she was excited about it. She could play her music and just let loose on her project. She was making good progress, and at this rate, it would be done way ahead of schedule.

      “Ashley,” Eric’s voice rang out.

      She turned as he stormed into the office.

      “What is this?” He slammed the papers down on her desk.

      She picked them up, still not looking up at him.

      “These are the reports you wanted. I sent them to you yesterday,” she murmured, flicking her eyes up.

      “These calculations are never going to work. They are wrong. You have to redo them,” he spat, running a hand through his greying hair.

      She furrowed her brows looking back at the calculations. She had triple-checked them all. They weren’t wrong.

      “I’m, um, sorry. I triple checked these. They are right, sir,” she said, handing him back the files.

      “Well, you missed something,” he said, tossing the file on her desk.

      “Are you sure you didn’t miss something?” She asked.

      Eric’s face turned from blank to pursed lips. His face turned red.

      “I didn’t miss anything. Redo these numbers now. Because what you have here is shit. There is no way that any of this will work. Fix it, or I’m scraping the project completely.”

      Eric stormed out of the office.

      Ash stood frozen.

      Why was he mad at her? She just asked a question. All she asked was if he may have miscalculated the numbers instead of her. But if she wanted to keep the project, she needed to do what he said, even if her calculations were spot-on.

      She slumped into her chair and looked at her computer. So much for her plans. But the project came first. If it were a success and worked out as she hoped, it would help a lot of people. It had the potential to expand into other opportunities.

      She was currently working to create the next line of military vehicles, ones that could withstand more strain and move more efficiently. It was a long shot, but if anything else, it could mean more people would come home to their families. She hoped it would be successful and end with many lives being changed for the better.

      If she wanted it to work, she needed to fix the numbers. Eric was the life or death of it.
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        * * *

      

      She was the last to leave the office; her caffeine from the morning had burned out at lunchtime, and she didn’t have any time to take a break to eat or get more coffee. It took her the entire day to fix the numbers. Ash was hesitant to give the new reports to Eric. There were too many flaws with the calculations that he wanted. Not to mention that Rachel was in his office when she went to give him the report. She was sitting on Eric’s desk; her shirt buttoned lower than it had been during the day and her face flushed.

      It made her uncomfortable. Eric wasn’t even wearing his wedding ring. But it wasn’t her business. She just needed to give him the reports, and she could go home. He seemed thrilled with the numbers and told her good job, but his tone seemed. . . condescending.

      “See, I told you, you were wrong. You shouldn’t argue with those that have been in the field longer than you. We are only here to help you.” He patted her on the shoulder.

      She shivered. She didn’t like him touching her. She didn’t like many people touching her. It felt weird.

      She stepped outside the building and looked at the stars. They were dim behind the glow of the city, or shining as brightly as she wanted. One foster family she had been assigned to lived in the countryside, away from the city and the people. It was nice. Peaceful. She was only there for a week. They couldn’t have her around their dogs. They were on a small farm and needed their dogs to chase away the foxes and coyotes from their chickens.

      Ash wasn’t good with reading body language and behavior and hadn’t known what it meant when the dog was growling at her. She didn’t know that he didn’t want to be petted, and he had bit her on the hand. Since then, she had been terrified of being around animals. She didn’t want to be bitten again because she couldn’t read the situation. She still had the scar.

      She sighed as she walked sluggishly to her car, her keys rattling in her hand. The project was safe, at least for now. But still. . . the calculations would lead to many bugs in the system and wiring. She would just have to figure that out tomorrow. Her head had been killing her for the last four hours.

      Ash slowed as her eyes moved to the shadow figure walking slowly towards her. Their hands were in their pockets. She didn’t like the look of them. She couldn’t see their face with the shadows and ballcap hiding them. She faltered in her steps and gripped her keys more tightly .

      She turned at the sound of tires screeching to a halt beside her. Gasping, she looked at the blacked-out Suburban as a man rushed out of the backseat and roughly grabbed her arm.

      “Get in,” he growled, his dark grey eyes piercing.

      “N-no. Let me go,” she panicked, struggling to get away.

      “FBI. Now get in the car. We are taking you to a safe house,” the man snarled as he flashed a badge in her face.

      She froze, her eyes wide as she looked at him. FBI? Why was she being arrested? Her eyes flickered to the figure who had stopped moving before shifting her gaze to the gun holstered on the man holding her arm’s hip. A gun. A real gun.

      She looked around frantically.

      “Get in the car now.” He pulled her towards the car.

      She looked back at the figure, ready to scream for help, but they were gone.

      She whimpered as the FBI agent pressed against her bruises. He grabbed her bag and shoved her into the back seat. She hurried to the other side, curling into herself.

      “Cell phone.” The man held his hand out to her as he closed the door, and they were lurching out of the parking lot.

      “What?” She looked over at him.

      He moved his hand closer. “Give me your phone.”

      Ash pulled her phone out of her pocket with shaky hands and placed it in his. Her heart was racing as she looked from him to the one driving. Her breathing hitched.

      “You. . . You were that plumber with the nice shoes,” she whispered.

      The plumber turned slightly to look at her, giving her a small smile. “Sorry about that. I didn’t hurt you the other day, did I?”

      “N-no. I’m fine.” She rubbed her arms.

      “I’m Agent Elliot Reed. This is my partner Davis Rathmore,” Elliot said. “We need your help with something.”

      Her help? How could she possibly help the FBI? She was a nobody. She went to work and went home. She
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