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      2 years ago…

      Why was she in so much pain?

      Kenna whimpered as all she could do was roll her head back and forth. Her head throbbed; she couldn’t think. Noises were muffled. Everything sounded like it was in slow motion.

      “Seb… Sebastian?” She croaked as she tried to reach up with a shaky hand.

      Her eyes fluttered. Why couldn’t she move?

      Her heart started hammering in her chest. The sound of a car horn continuously going off made her head pound worse. Why was someone laying on the horn? What was going on?

      “Sebbie?” She cried.

      They… They were driving, and then…

      Her eyes opened, everything blurry as she tried to look around. The headlights weren’t working, leaving the darkness of the night to engulf them. She felt droplets of rain against her exposed skin. This wasn’t right. Something wasn’t right.

      “Sebbie, pl-please,” she whimpered, her eyes closing again.

      The pain was too much. It needed to stop. All of it needed to stop.

      “Sebastian!”
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        * * *

      

      “Shit, this is bad. We need to get her out of here now… we’re going to lose her to shock!”

      Her eyes were so heavy. Her entire body was numb. She couldn’t even move her fingers. That wasn’t good, was it? She should be able to feel her fingers.

      “Just hang in there, Sweetheart.”

      They sounded nice.

      But what about Sebastian? Why weren’t they talking about him?

      She whimpered as pain seared through her leg.

      “Hang in there. Just hang in there. We’ll get you out.”

      No. They needed to stop. The pain had finally gone away. She didn’t want it coming back.

      “Sebastian, please…”
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        * * *

      

      “…Page the OR. We need a room now!”

      “Seb… Se…”

      “What’s she saying?”

      Her head was limp; it felt like she was lying down now. But her body still wasn’t working. She didn’t know what was happening or where she was, but she needed Sebastian. She needed him right now! Was he here with her?

      None of this was making sense. No one was telling her what was happening and where Sebastian was.

      “Honey, I need you to talk to us.” The voice was firm. “Open your eyes.”

      She didn’t want to open her eyes. She was too tired; her body wasn’t even working right. Didn’t they know that?

      “Sebastian…”

      Her head felt fuzzy as she faded out, the voices fading with her.
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      “I should shoot you!”

      “For fuck’s sake.” He raised the clipboard in front of his face. “Every damn time, Renee.”

      Ryker peeked around the clipboard, his heart beating faster as he looked down the barrel of the shotgun the middle-aged woman had leveled at his head.

      Seriously, again? Why was she always going for the damn rifle? It might explain why Bill had a limp. Maybe she shot him in one of their fights. Ryker wouldn’t put it past her.

      “Then stop stealing my car.”

      “Then make your payments. We go through this every time.” Ryker groaned as he banged the clipboard lightly against his forehead.

      He knew he should have had the sheriff follow him out there. This was the fourth repossession that he had done on her car.

      “And every time I threaten you within an inch of your life and you still come back,” she spat.

      She would look more intimidating if she weren’t wearing pink slippers with tiaras on them.

      “Make. The. Payments. You’ll never have to see me unless it’s to go fishing with Bill,” Ryker said as he lowered his clipboard. “I promise.” He sighed as he leaned against the bed of his tow truck. “I don’t like this any more than you do, but you’ve missed five payments on your car loan. I’m just doing my job.”

      Renee snarled, her plump face red with anger as she jabbed the gun at him. “I was going to pay. I was on my way down to the bank now.”

      Another repeat excuse. If she was seriously going to pay it, she would have done it by now. Not wait till he had her car on his truck and ready to go.

      Cahlon was going to kill him for this.

      “I’ll get my husband!”

      Ryker smirked. “Then go get Bill. I’ve been meaning to ask him to go fishing. We haven’t gone in a while. You know he’s my good luck charm. Just don’t tell Cahlon; he’ll pout and make my life a living hell.”

      She reeled back as she gawked.

      “Look, Renee.” Ryker softened his voice. “We both know you’re not going to get Bill because then he’ll know that you’re not making payments again on your car. Just go down to the bank, talk to them, and then you can get your car back. I’m just doing my job. I don’t want to be here any more than you want me here.”

      She pursed her lips, glaring at him as she lowered her rifle. “Fine, take it.” She stormed her way back into the house. “Bill should drown you in the damn river.”

      “Have a nice day to you, too.”

      She flipped him off over her shoulder just before slamming the house door shut behind her.

      Ryker sighed. Yeah, Cahlon was going to kill him for sure for this. The man didn’t like the repo jobs, thought they were too dangerous. But it brought in money for Sanctuary Garage & Auto. He liked the busy work of working on broken-down trucks, but it got him out for a bit of fresh air now and then.

      A small whine had him turned to look down at the old hound as he sat and wagged his tail.

      “Well, Spud,” Ryker huffed as he crouched down next to him. “I’m definitely not getting a Christmas card again this year. Might need to talk to Ford about having another chat about her and that rifle she likes so much.”

      Spud boofed as he leaned into Ryker’s pets.

      “Spud!”

      They both looked back at the house.

      “I’ll bring us both a beer next time,” Ryker sighed as he patted the dog's head as he stood. “Might need to leave one for Bill, too.”

      Spud huffed as he sauntered back towards the house.

      Ryker checked to make sure that the car was properly secured on the bed before he got into his truck. He sighed as he started her up and left.

      He watched the blur of the trees as he drove over the blacktop, heading back to town. Sanctuary, Colorado, was a small town, but everyone looked out for everyone. It was one reason he liked it so much. It wasn’t like the big city he grew up in.

      He sighed as he adjusted his grip on the wheel.

      He liked it, but there was still something missing.

      His phone rang. He shifted around to grab it from his back pocket, smirking at the name on the screen.

      “I thought you were nose-deep in interviews.” He raised an eyebrow.

      Landry scoffed. “Yes, and I swear if the next two are anything like the others, I’m going to finally fulfill my promise of running someone over with Jamie’s truck.”

      Poor Jamie. The deputy didn’t know what he was getting into when he moved here and fell head over badge for Landry. But they were good together. No one could deny that. Ryker hadn’t seen her happier.

      “I’m pretty sure that Jamie keeps the keys with him for that exact reason.”

      “You don’t think I can hotwire that truck with my eyes closed? Don’t make me choke it out of you again, Jerk,” Landry growled.

      Ryker chuckled. “I give. You’re still the best mechanic out there, Landry. But I don’t think Ford and Jamie want the paperwork that would be involved with you maiming an interviewee.”

      “Then they need to be less stupid,” Landry groaned. “Most of these guys don’t know the first thing about nothing. They’re just posers.”

      Ryker grinned. “You’ll figure it out. You at least have three new hires. Business is doing good. You’ll find the extra help.”

      “Yeah,” Landry sighed.

      He didn’t even want to know how much stress Landry and Cahlon were under with having just opened the new part of Sanctuary Garage & Auto that serviced the ATVs, bikes, and farm equipment. It was Landry’s specialty.

      It still angered him how the only other shop in town treated her when she worked there. Her boss had dug his own grave when he sided with his employee who had tried to assault Landry. He ran himself out of business.

      Landry breathed out heavily. “Anyway, I was just calling to see if you survived the repo. Renee wants nothing more than to put a bullet in your ass.”

      Ryker grinned wider. “She tried, but I got her calmed down.”

      “Cahlon’s going to flip.”

      “Which is why we’re not going to tell him,” Ryker said firmly. “The man’s got enough on his plate. It’s nothing I can’t handle. Not to mention… He’s been acting strange lately. He’s been zoning out. And pacing his office.”

      “I’ve noticed,” Landry said. “It’s worrying me. Riven’s been looking pale, too. She doesn’t eat much at brunches either…”

      “Damn.”

      That wasn’t good. Cahlon and his friend Jonah had married Riven a few months ago. Menage relationships like theirs were common in Sanctuary. No one batted an eye.

      How they shared was beyond him. He couldn’t do that. He was a possessive bastard. He wanted his girl all to himself, to care for and cherish. He needed to be needed.

      He couldn’t wait to find her.

      “We’ll keep an eye on them. I’ll talk to Tripp and see if he knows anything.”

      “Keep me in the loop, or it will be you under the truck,” Landry growled.

      Ryker pouted. “I thought you liked me.”

      “Tolerate is more like it.”

      “Brat.”

      “Ass.”

      Ryker laughed loudly as he ended the call. Landry had too much sass, but he wouldn’t have her any other way.

      It was worrying him about Cahlon, though. The distance and if Riven wasn’t well either… Fuck, he hoped there wasn’t anything seriously wrong. It wasn’t like Cahlon to keep important stuff from them. So, what the hell was going on?

      He’d figure it out.

      But right now, he needed to figure out how to keep it from Cahlon that he was held up at gunpoint again.

      “This isn’t going to end well.”
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        * * *

      

      “Honey bunches of oats, I’m home,” Ryker rang out as he walked into the shop.

      Johnny’s groans echoed from the garage.

      He was too easy. Ryker grinned as he shoved his hands in his pockets and sauntered in to see Johnny still shaking that shiny bald head of his.

      “You call me Honey Bunches again, and I’m kicking your ass.” Johnny glared at him.

      Ryker grinned wider as he ran a hand through his messy brown hair.

      Johnny’s dark skin was covered in grease. Hell, all three of them were about one-third grease and engine oil at this point. But they all loved their job. Ryker liked to fix things that were broken. He liked knowing that he could help someone fix a problem.

      Ryker gasped dramatically as he staggered back, clutching his chest. “And I thought we had something special.”

      “Only in your head, Man,” Johnny snorted.

      Ryker shook his head as he patted Johnny on the back, walked into the lobby area, and headed back to Cahlon’s office. He couldn’t get over the constant feeling that something was really up with his friend. If he could, he would do whatever he could to help Cahlon out. The man had taken the chance on Ryker when he first moved to Sanctuary, just like the old man who owned the shop before him. They accepted Ryker and his quirks. It was more than he could say about his own family.

      He pursed his lips as he looked through the open door. Cahlon was spaced out again; his lips were pursed tightly, his blond hair a mess as he was zombied out on the mess of paperwork on his desk.

      Ryker sighed as he knocked on the door. “Boss Man?”

      Cahlon sucked in a breath as he jumped slightly. “Hey… Hey, Ryker. How did the job go?”

      “Nothing out of the ordinary.” He narrowed his eyes slightly at Cahlon as he took a seat across from him.

      Cahlon was former special forces, so what the fuck was eating at him? The last time he saw Cahlon this flustered and out of it was when Riven’s ex was hunting her down. The formerly alive mafia leader had beaten Riven and shot Cahlon to try and get her and her kids. It was hell on the entire town. They almost lost him. If that bullet had gone a little bit more to the side…

      Ryker clenched his jaw.

      Cahlon rubbed his face, the exhaustion still there. “So, Renee had you at gunpoint again?”

      Ryker stayed silent.

      “Damn it, Ryker. This is why I don’t like you doing this to begin with, let alone going alone.”

      “Bill won’t let her. Spud might have stepped in… maybe. That dog might be bipolar.” Ryker shrugged.

      Cahlon growled. “I don’t like it.”

      “And we don’t like that something is going on with you, and you won’t tell us so we can help you,” Ryker snapped back.

      Cahlon’s shoulders fell. “That bad?”

      “That bad.” Ryker leaned forward. “What’s going on? Landry said that Riven hasn’t been feeling well lately, either. Not eating a lot at brunches. Talk to us.”

      Cahlon nodded. “I know. I’m sorry for worrying you, but I promise that she’s alright. I’m alright. The kids and Jonah are good, too. Just… Can you give me a little more time?”

      Cahlon’s eyes were filled with worry and guilt. Ryker didn’t like that look.

      “Fine, but soon. You’re like a damn zombie.” Ryker pinched the bridge of his nose. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but… I actually miss you talking to yourself and yelling at yourself like you forget you’re the damn boss.”

      Cahlon laughed, lightness returning to his eyes; he stood, rounding the desk as he pulled Ryker into a hug. “Thank you, Ryker. I’m sorry I worried you.”

      “No problem, Boss Man.” Ryker patted his back, smirking. “Now go yell at yourself, give yourself some pep-talk or some bullshit like that. I’m going to finish the paperwork.”

      “I can do that,” Cahlon sighed.

      “And get some sleep,” Ryker snorted. “You look like shit.”

      Cahlon pouted. “Better than your ugly mug.”

      “You wish you had looks like me.” Ryker grinned as he looked over his shoulder.

      He grunted at the man, slamming into the doorway. Cahlon roared with laughter.

      “Oh, that was good.” Cahlon leaned against his table as tears fell down his face. “Karmas a bitch, and she hit back hard.”

      Ryker glared at him. “Asshole.”
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      She was going to walk in there and give him a piece of her mind. Right… now.

      Kenna cringed as she turned back around and walked back to her desk. Yeah, like she was going to walk right into her boss's office and accuse him of stealing her work as his own. It wasn’t going to go well. Didn’t matter that she had proof.

      She groaned as she leaned her head against her desk. “This sucks.”

      Where was Blob when she needed him? That was right; she stopped taking him to work after her evil coworker, Jenna, saw him and made vile comments about his big nose. It was a sensitive topic for Blob, but his nose was average size for a blobfish stuffie.

      At least he was home and didn’t have to worry about exposing his boss for being a fraud and a cheat.

      Kenna had busted her butt for the architectural firm. She thought her designs were actually really good. Apparently, her boss thought so too.

      Kenna turned her head to look back at her boss’s door with a glare. The stinkbutt.

      But what did she do? She couldn’t keep letting him do this. It wasn’t right. She didn’t necessarily want to be in the spotlight. She never wanted to be in the spotlight. Especially after…

      She sighed as she looked down at the picture on her desk. She and Sebastian smiled back at her from the picture frame. He looked so happy. It was on her college graduation. She had on her black cap and gown, and he was holding her. He had told her how proud he was of her. How much he loved her.

      She felt the tears burn her eyes. She couldn’t have asked for a better little brother. He would have known what to do.

      “I miss you, Sebbie.”

      Kenna took a deep breath and closed her eyes.

      “Kenna,” Her boss’s voice boomed, making her flinch as her leg tweaked roughly.

      She yelped as she stood quickly from her chair, sending it slamming back into the wall.

      Her boss, Garth, stood in the doorway of his office, his eyes narrowed on her. He wasn’t too bad-looking if you could overlook the snakiness of what he was doing. She didn’t like cheaters.

      “Y-yes, Sir?”

      “My office. Now.”

      He didn’t say another word as he turned and walked back inside. She followed slowly after him.

      She wished Blob was here. Her tummy did a flip as she closed the door behind her.

      Garth watched her closely as she approached his desk. “Sit.”

      “I’m fin–”

      “Now.”

      She practically fell into the seat as she watched him. What was going on? He never called her into the office unless it was to yell at her or tell her that she needed to start over on a design only to take it, and what she found out recently was that he would then take the designs and pawn them off as his own. It wasn’t right.

      As it was, she was working on a multimillion-dollar deal for a design that would bring in a lot more business for the company. It would be instrumental for them.

      He wasn’t going to take that one, too, was he? He couldn’t. It was her pride and joy.

      “Kenna, do you know why I’m calling you in here?”

      She shook her head. “N-no, Sir.”

      His eyes filled with humor as his lip twitched. He leaned back in his seat and rubbed at his beard.

      “First of all, I don’t pay you to sleep at your desk. It was bad enough that you were bringing in that damn stuffed monstrosity to work.”

      She bit her tongue as a growl wanted out. What did Blob ever do to him? He was a good blobfish.

      “Secondly. You’re being terminated, effective immediately. You’re not a good fit for this company anymore.” Garth grinned widely.

      Kenna’s body went numb as she looked at him in disbelief. She was… She was fired?

      She couldn’t… how?

      “S-Sir, you can’t fire me,” Kenna said as she dug her nails into the palm of her hand. “I-I… What did I do?”

      “You’re not a good fit.” He rocked himself back and forth. “I’ve also been told that you’ve been talking about how I’m stealing your work.”

      Her eyes widened as her heart pounded.

      “I’m not spreading rumors. I have proof.” She pointed behind her.

      “You have nothing. This is my company. What you do for my company is my work.” Garth cocked his head to the side. “I’m not stealing anything. It rightfully belongs to me.”

      This wasn’t right. He couldn’t…

      “Let’s face it. You don’t fit, Kenna. You haven’t fit from the start.”

      She sucked in a breath as she stood. “What are you talking about? I never fit?”

      She gritted her teeth. Damn, the tears were seriously going to fall now? She wanted to run, but that wasn’t going to help anything. It would only make her embarrassment that much worse.

      Her hand rested against the side of her right leg.

      Garth scoffed. “You haven’t taken this job seriously. Always running off to doctor appointments or something or other. I’ve lost track. You’ve practically made this company lose money.”

      “I lost my leg! It wasn’t like I was ditching work.” Kenna’s voice shook.

      She pressed her fingers into the hard material of her prosthesis.

      So much for confronting him; he was turning it all on her. This wasn’t right. He couldn’t do this.

      She squared her shoulders as she narrowed her eyes at him. “I have proof that you’ve been stealing my work, Garth. You can’t fire me for these lies.”

      Garth’s grin widened, making Kenna shiver. He would make a good villain.

      “Your proof is on a company computer. One that you no longer have access to as you are no longer an employee here.” He hit a button on his phone. “Security will make sure that you don’t access anything while you gather your things and leave.”

      A lump was forming in her throat. She couldn’t breathe. Her heart was pounding in her chest. This couldn’t be happening. She had spent the last two and a half years at this company, and it was all for this?

      She barely registered the door behind her opening. All she could do was watch Garth’s smug face and wonder how she could hit him with a baseball bat without going to jail.

      “Ma’am.” The gruff voice of the security guard behind her had her jolting.

      His arm gripped hers as he pulled her to her feet.

      “You were never going to win, Kenna. I wish it didn’t have to come to this,” he sighed mockingly as he eyed her up and down.

      “You know lying will only make you grow warts on your tongue,” she whispered as she turned and left the office, the guard breathing down her neck.

      She stiffened slightly at the sound of Garth snorting. Damn it. Why did her Little have to try and come out now? That’s right, she did when she was stressed or emotional.

      “Grab only your stuff. I’ve had orders not to let you on the computer,” the guard said.

      She bit her lip to keep herself from trembling as she grabbed the only thing that mattered on her desk. The picture of her and Sebbie. Picking up her purse, she headed for the elevator, not caring about the looks she got. If they didn’t want her, then she would leave.

      Garth didn’t do his own work. He stole from others, and now that she wasn’t there… she hoped that he would get what he was owed. At least now he couldn’t steal from her, but she just wished it hadn’t meant her losing her job.
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        * * *

      

      Kenna sniffled as she leaned her cheek against the railing. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go. She was supposed to stand up for herself and tell her boss where he could stick it.

      Not that she had been very good at that in the past.

      A huff had her lifting her head with a smile.

      “I’m sorry I’m not good company today, Storm Shadow.” She lifted her hand and stroked the horse’s muzzle.

      Her grey clouded coat was beautiful, and that was why Sebbie named her Storm Shadow. Not to mention his love for G.I. Joe. Kenna just wished that Storm Shadow didn’t have the scars from the abuse she suffered before Sebbie saved her. The scars were still visible through her coat on her flank from being whipped and who knew what else.

      She stroked down Storm Shadow’s neck as the horse leaned her head against Kenna’s shoulder, eating up the attention.

      Storm Shadow was the only connection she had left with her brother. Two years ago, he had died in the car crash that had taken her leg. It still hurt her to think about that night. He was really gone; he was her best friend. He was the one that gave her Blob. It was supposed to be a joke, but she loved that blobfish. He gave the best cuddles, but he could smile more instead of that frown he always had.

      Tears burned her eyes.

      “I miss Sebbie too, Stormie,” she whispered. “He would have known what to do.” She smiled. “He probably would have gone in there and given Garth a piece of his mind.”

      She rubbed her prosthesis.

      The night of the accident, a wolf had been on the road. It was late, and she had to go pick up her brother after a bad argument with their father. He was kicked out of the house and had nowhere to go. She had moved to one of the bigger cities a few hours away in California. Maybe if she had been driving, he would…

      She squeezed her eyes closed as she hugged Storm Shadow tightly. If only she hadn’t been so tired when she got there, he wouldn’t have had to drive back.

      “It’ll be okay. It will. It has to be.”

      Her phone chimed, making Storm Shadow whine as she trotted around her stall. She didn’t like it when someone or something interrupted her lovings.

      Kenna giggled before taking a deep breath and answering the phone.

      “What the hell happened?”

      Kenna cringed at her friend's frantic voice. “I got fired?”

      “What!” Chris screamed, making Kenna jerk the phone away from her ear. “What did he do? You had the evidence.”

      She bit her bottom lip. “I did…”

      “You did.”

      “I was going to…”

      “Yeees.”

      “He, um…”

      “I swear, you need to get to the point now, or so help me; I will hunt you down and make you regret ever letting me be your friend.”

      She rolled her eyes at his antics. “You know I will never regret that.”

      “Don’t butter me up, Kenna,” he sighed. “What happened?”

      “The evidence was on my work computer. He called me in because he found out that I had it and had security make sure that I couldn’t access any of it as I packed up everything.” She turned and leaned back against the gate. “It was embarrassing. Even Jenna saw.”

      “Damn,” he hissed.

      She looked up at the stable’s ceiling. “I don’t know what to do now. I’m not going to have the money to pay to house Storm Shadow. I’m going to lose my apartment. And what about Blob? He can’t be homeless. He already frowns enough.”

      “You’re going to take a breath, Kenna. Blob, Storm Shadow, and you are going to be fine. I promise. Maybe… I hate to say this, but maybe it’s time for a change of scenery.”

      She nodded. Maybe, but where? She would have to start all over, and that scared her. Maybe…

      She sucked in a breath. “Maybe you’re right. I’ll think about it.”

      Storm Shadow neighed behind her loudly as she pushed her muzzle into the back of Kenna’s head.

      Chris laughed. “I think Storm Shadow is trying to help you out, too. Go for a ride; it will help clear your head.”

      “You’re right. Thank you, Chris.” She pursed her lips. “Really. You’ve been there for me since the accident.”

      “You know I’m there for you. You’re stuck with me. Kind of like I’m stuck with you, too.”

      Kenna giggled.

      “You’re coming for dinner tomorrow, too. We’re going to cook for you. We’re going to spoil you, and if we’re really generous, we’ll even send you home with some treats for Storm Shadow.”

      Kenna smiled. “I can do that.”

      Chris and his roommate, David, were the closest friends she had in the city. They were there when she needed them. After the accident, they helped her get to her doctor appointments, even sat with her at the hospital, and helped her with the fact that she had lost her leg. By the time the paramedics and firefighters had gotten her out of the car, it was too late to save it.

      Hell, David had been her nurse throughout all of it.

      “Love you, Kenna.”

      “Love you too.”

      She let her hand fall to the side after ending the call. Maybe Chris was right, and she needed a change of scenery, but could she do it? She didn’t want to start over from scratch, but it might be good. More than likely, she wasn’t going to get a job in architecture in the city, thanks to Garth.

      She looked down at her phone. There was one place that she could go, though. She wouldn’t have to stress too much about it. Hopefully…

      She bit her lip as she dialed a number. Her hand automatically reached out to pet Storm Shadow, needing the courage for this call.

      “H-hey, Dad…”
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      “Fucking piece of shit.”

      Ryker gritted his teeth as he struggled, elbows deep, in the engine of an old Chevy truck. Honestly, they needed to burn the damn thing down. But the stubborn old man wasn’t having it, and he always told Ryker that it was fixable and that it still ran.

      The hunk of junk was only being held together by duct tape and sheer stubbornness.

      “I’m starting to think you shouldn’t be working on Victor’s truck anymore,” Johnny chuckled.

      Ryker glowered at him. “By all means. The man is senile and still thinks this car is worth something. Said he wouldn’t sell it for less than ten grand. It’s not even worth one.”

      “It’s worth something to him.” Johnny shrugged as he leaned against the cab.

      “Yeah,” Ryker sighed. “I’m doing what I can, but at some point, I’m going to have to put my foot down and tell him that it’s too dangerous to drive this damn truck.”

      Johnny snorted. “Good luck with that. More than likely, he’ll be pointing a rifle at you, too.”

      Ryker rolled his eyes.

      “Ryker!”

      He turned with a wide smile as Amarii slammed into his side. The little girl was all teeth as she hugged him.

      “Hey, Little Bit,” he laughed as he hugged her tightly.

      Amarii was adorable and took after her mother, Riven. She was the kindest kid you would ever meet.

      “We brought lunch,” Amarii giggled.

      Ryker gasped. “How did you know I was hungry?” He narrowed his eyes. “Are you a mind reader?”

      She shook her head. “I’m only seven.”

      “Huh. I thought you were like forty. Fifty?” He tapped his chin. “Oh, no. Wait. I know. You’re one hundred billion, gazillion, million years old.”

      Amarii laughed louder as she clung to him.

      “Nah, That’s how old you are,” Jonah scoffed. “I’m getting me some coffee.”

      Ryker held Amarii as he walked out into the lobby. Riven was curled between Cahlon and Jonah.

      He grimaced. Landry was right; she looked pale. What the hell was going on, and why wasn’t Cahlon telling them anything?

      “Mommy, I found Ryker.” Amarii grinned. “He’s old.”

      Ryker’s eyes widened as he looked down at her. “I’m not old. I’m not even thirty.”

      “You’re old,” she giggled as she raced over to Cahlon.

      Ryker pouted as Cahlon grinned.

      Ryker turned to Riven. “How are the twins?”

      Riven smiled softly. “They’re spending the day with Willow and Noah on the ranch.”

      “We had some things to take care of in town today.” Jonah rubbed her back, his eyes never leaving her.

      Ryker could see the concern in the men’s eyes as they watched Riven. The way that they adored her and loved her.

      He couldn’t wait till he had that for himself, when he would have someone to cherish and love. He wanted what Cahlon and Jonah had.

      Anywhere else would have looked at their relationship and would have run them out of town with torches and pitchforks. But Sanctuary was one place where they didn’t have to hide their relationship.

      Ryker didn’t even have to hide that he was a Daddy Dom, but after what happened when his family found out, he wasn’t exactly ready to let that cat out of the bag again.

      “W-we brought some burgers for the three of you,” Riven murmured softly.

      Ryker grinned. “You are too good to us, Babe.”

      Jonah and Cahlon growled at him. He backed up with his hands out.

      “She’s yours, and the food's mine.”

      “You have to share, Mister.” Amarii pointed at him.

      “I’ll give them a tiny sliver.” Ryker motioned with his hand.

      Cahlon glared at him. “Hey, I’m a growing boy. I need more than that.”

      Jonah raised an eyebrow. “Says the man that was practically inhaling Riven’s cornbread last night like it was your last meal.”

      Cahlon rubbed his stomach. “It was good.” He pulled Riven into him as she blushed. “I can’t help it.”

      Ryker snorted. “You’re so going for the dad bod.”

      “I’ll still be cute.” Cahlon smiled widely.

      “I’m not touching that.” Ryker shook his head.

      “We should get going, too.” Jonah gripped Riven’s hand.

      “Everything’s good?” Cahlon looked between them, his face serious.

      Riven nodded.

      What the fuck was going on? It was starting to piss him off that he didn’t know what was going on. He couldn’t help if he didn’t know.

      “It’s all good. We’re going to go back to the ranch, and Amarii is going to help me outside with some chores.”

      “We’re going to take Loki for a ride too.” Amarii jumped up and down.

      Ryker smiled. “You have fun. I’ve got to get Victor’s truck fixed up.”

      Jonah’s eyes widened. “He’s still having that truck worked on? It’s too dangerous for him to still be driving it.”

      Ryker threw his hands in the air. “That’s what I’ve been saying. But the man is adamant that the truck is still good. I’m positive that if I try to tell him that again he’s going to shoot me in the ass.”

      Riven sucked in a breath. “B-but…”

      “I’m joking, Riven,” Ryker said softly. “Sorry. But he’s stubborn, and he doesn’t like people caring about him. But we do, whether he likes it or not. It’s what this town does.”

      Riven nodded.

      He wanted to ask what was going on. Cahlon wasn’t serious very often, but when he was, it was something to be alert of. It just didn’t make any sense as to why they weren’t saying anything about what was going on. If it was about Riven, he wanted to help.

      Hell, he was unconscious and in the hospital when her ex took Riven and Cahlon and almost died. He was still having headaches now and then from it.

      Cahlon embraced Riven, kissing the top of her head. “Take a nap when you get home, Babe.”

      She nodded. She looked exhausted.

      “Bye, Ryker.” Amarii hugged him.

      “See you around, Little Bit.” Ryker patted her back. “Tell you what, one of these days, I’ll come up, and we can go for a ride. Give you a taste of an ATV.”

      Amarii beamed.

      “We’ll get you a helmet and gloves, too. Make sure you’re safe, and we can see about getting Landry and Jamie to go, too.”

      “Yay!” Amarii jumped up and down. “Mommy, I’m going to go for a ride with Ryker.”

      Riven giggled. “You’ll have a lot of fun.”

      Ryker watched Jonah lead Riven out of the shop, his hold tight. He could have sworn he saw her swaying slightly as she walked.

      He looked at Cahlon, the man’s face tight.

      What the hell was going on?
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      Kenna grinned wider as the door opened to reveal Chris’s beaming face. His shaggy brown hair hung down in his face. His smile was something that she desperately needed, too.

      She squealed as she jumped into his arms and held on for dear life.

      “How are you doing, Kenna Girl?”

      “The ride helped,” she murmured into his shoulder as he carried her into his apartment.

      “Told you.” He practically sang.

      She laughed as he set her down by the couch.

      “Now he’s going to be puffing his chest up and walking around the apartment like the cat that ate the canary,” David grumbled as he came out of the kitchen with a glass of wine.

      Kenna smirked. “He does that anyway. He thinks he’s god’s gift to mankind.”

      Chris pouted as he looked between them. “And here I was trying to cheer you up.”

      David snorted as he handed her the glass. “Your favorite.”

      “You guys really don’t need to do all this,” Kenna said, taking a sip.

      She hummed at the sugary taste. She loved cotton candy wine.

      Chris gagged. “I don’t know how you can drink that stuff.”

      “It’s delicious.” Kenna swung back and forth.

      “And that’s why it’s all yours.” David nodded. “I’ve got beers for us.”

      Kenna followed them into the kitchen, taking a big inhale of the delicious smells. Chris’s mother was originally from Italy and had made sure that she had taught her son how to cook. She had met the woman once, and his mom wondered why Chris hadn’t wooed her with his cooking skills. It was funny to watch her glare him down as he cooked dinner. He was so nervous about messing up that he kept fumbling with everything. It was a real comedy show. His mother just winked at Kenna with a small smile before glaring at her son again.

      She needed to remember to send her a card one of these days.

      She settled into a seat at the table as Chris stirred one of the pots on the stove.

      “How’s the leg?” David asked as he sat down next to her.

      She rubbed her upper thigh. “The scar still tweaks now and then, but I’ve gotten used to it. Garth yelled at me, scared me so bad I jumped out of my seat. Twisted it a little. But it held up during the ride. Stumpy’s been doing great.”

      Stumpy was what she called her prosthesis. It made her feel better about having it. She even had a running blade prosthesis she called Speedy.

      David scowled. “I wish you didn’t have to hurt, though.”

      She hugged him tightly. “I’m good.” She exhaled deeply. “Just need to figure out what I’m going to do now. Garth’s got me blackballed in the entire city. No one will hire me, and with Storm Shadow’s fees for the stables, I can’t just work at a diner for minimum wage.”

      Chris shook his head as he looked back over his shoulder. “Just wait till Garth has to actually do some work. That project you were working on for him is going to go down the drain and hurt the company deeply. But it will be his fault for firing you and for using you like that.”

      “But that might also mean that you could be losing your job, too,” Kenna whispered as she fiddled with her glass of wine.

      Chris’s hand enveloped hers. “Don’t worry about me. You do what you need to do. I’ll be fine.”

      She squeezed his hand back. “I think… I think I might take you up on what you said earlier. About a change of scenery, too.”

      “Oh?”

      She didn’t look him in the eye as she spoke. “I called Dad. I’m going to go back with them for a bit until I can figure things out. He said they had a barn for Storm Shadow. Said something about needing some repairs. I guess they’ve moved to a small town called Sanctuary.”

      Chris’s eyes darkened. “Like hell you’re going back there, Kenna. No. I forbid it.”

      “Chris,” David growled.

      Kenna hunched in on herself.

      “No, David.” Chris pointed at him. “They weren’t there for Kenna when she was in the hospital. Not once did they call to check on her. They were the reason she and her brother were out on the road that night!”

      He was right. They had kicked Sebastian out because he finally came out to their dad and stepmom that he was gay. Dad hadn’t taken it well and had thrown him out of the house. It was why she went to pick him up.

      Sebbie had been driving them back to her place because she was so tired from working all day and then driving well into the night to get him.

      “I know things have been tense… But they are still my family. I haven’t seen them in two years. I just… I don’t…” She felt the tears burn. “I don’t want to lose any more family. And I know that my moving there will mean I’m farther away from you guys. You’re my family, too, but I don’t want to be angry anymore, and I need to think about Storm Shadow. I can’t let her go, and I can’t afford her stable fees with no job. It’ll be temporary.”

      Great, it was supposed to be a fun night, but she was messing it up.

      “Sorry. I’m messing up tonight, aren’t I?”

      Chris sighed as he hugged her tightly. “No, Kenna Girl, you’re not. I am. I just… I don’t want you hurt again.”

      She hugged him tightly as she nuzzled into his chest. “I know. You’re a fantastic brother. So is David.”

      “So was Sebastian. I know that he would be proud of you. I do really wish I could have met him,” Chris whispered.

      David stroked her back. Her heart warmed. The three of them would have been good friends.

      “Come on. Let’s eat, and then we can talk about moving your stuff. We have room in our storage area if you need to store some things, too.”

      “Thank you. Really.”

      She sipped her wine as Chris went back to cooking, both he and David talking.

      She didn’t want to leave. She didn’t know anything about Sanctuary. But what she said was the truth. She didn’t want to be angry anymore. She didn’t want to lose her dad or stepmom and stepbrother. It hurt what they did to Sebastian, but… She needed to try. Right?
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      Kenna gripped the steering wheel tighter as she moved over the blacktop. The flowery sign of ‘Welcome to Sanctuary’ blurred past as she moved her truck closer to the small town. She looked into the rear-view mirror at the horse trailer. She would need to check on Storm Shadow soon to make sure that she was okay. It was a long drive from Los Angeles to Colorado, and she was ready to crash herself.

      Storm Shadow wasn’t a fan of the trailer but had gotten better with them.

      Sebastian had rescued her from an abusive owner when he was only fifteen. Kenna had helped where she could, but she was starting college and couldn’t do much on minimum wage. He had that horse trusting him as soon as he told her she was safe with him. He worked hard to make sure that he kept that promise and kept her safe.

      Kenna loved how caring he was for animals and other people. He was amazing.

      After he died, she had begged her father to let her purchase Storm Shadow as Sebbie had to leave her behind that night he was kicked out. She had to give up a lot of her savings to get Storm Shadow, but Chris and David helped her bring Storm Shadow home. She even made her father sign a contract saying that the horse was hers. It was still back with Chris and David, along with all her other records and documents. She could only bring so much with her.

      She sniffled as she tried to blink back the tears. The last two years had been tough for her, and now she was moving away from Chris and David.

      She breathed out slowly as she reached the town edge. The cute little shops and flowers everywhere. She opened her window and smiled as she took in the scent of the fresh flowers. The town looked homey. She liked it.

      She looked over at the passenger seat and smiled at Blob. The peach colored stuffie had seen better days and was all frowns.

      “We got this, Blob. We’ll get to the house, and then we can crash and not wake up till tomorrow,” she giggled. “After we get Storm Shadow settled in the barn.”

      Kenna stopped at a red light as she used the lever to break. That was the thing with losing her right leg; she had to have a special kit added to her truck so she could drive. She couldn’t get the hang of driving with her left foot, so the kit was the way to go. There was a lever she operated with her left hand that controlled acceleration and braking, and she steered with her right hand.

      It would have been easier to learn with her left foot, but she couldn’t do it. It had taken a year for her to drive again. Every time, she would have a panic attack, with flashbacks from that night.

      Her eyes wandered to a nearby bookstore. Books in Bloom. She would have to check it out one of these days. She could see the rows and rows of books through the window. It looked amazing.

      Accelerating through the green light, Kenna wondered what the house looked like. Dad had told her the barn was going to need a bit of work. But he never said exactly what was wrong with it. Hopefully it wasn’t too bad. But she would find out soon.

      Her smile faltered as she watched a group of kids run down the sidewalk. They looked happy and carefree. Her eyes latched on to a girl in shorts.

      Would people in this town be okay with her prosthesis? It wasn’t like it was rare for people to have prosthetic limbs. Over two million people in the United States alone have suffered the loss of a limb. It made her feel less alone, but still… people stared because she looked different. She didn’t have both legs.

      The people at work were constantly making remarks about Stumpy. Making her feel like an invalid. The few times that she had taken her prosthesis off at her desk, she had heard not only Garth but others mutter disgusting or other rude remarks that she never did it again, even when it was causing her discomfort. She had learned to deal with it.

      Chris had helped where he could at work. But she hadn’t wanted him to lose his job because of her. It wasn’t fair to him.

      She sighed as she followed the map on her phone. Maybe it would be best to cover it up for a while.

      “One day at a time, Kenna Girl,” she murmured. “One day at a time.”
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      Kenna sucked in a breath as she pulled into the driveway. This was… Not what she expected. The house looked like it had seen better days, the paint chipping and wood weathered. The house sat on the left side of the lot, with the barely hanging on barn and open land on the right. It looked to be about five acres of land, and all of it was overgrown with weeds and tall grass.

      She grimaced as she came to a stop next to an old camper trailer. Her stomach was queasy. This wasn’t what she thought the place was going to look like.

      But then again, it had always been Sebbie and their mother who had done the gardening and mowed when they were still alive. Their mother had died when she was around ten after having a stroke. It was sudden. It wasn’t even two years later when Dad had married Kathy and took both her and her son in. It wasn’t the same, and both Kathy and Dylan made sure that Kenna and Sebbie knew they weren’t welcome there.

      Kenna rubbed her stomach as the nausea grew worse. “It’ll be okay. We’ll be fine. It won’t be forever.”

      She sucked in a breath as she stepped out of her truck, just as the front door opened and her father stepped out.

      Kenna tried to smile as he scowled at her. “H-hi, Dad.”

      He looked her up and down, stopping on her leg, still not saying a word. She hunched in on herself. Her father hadn’t changed much. He was lanky and tall, his hair more grey than dark brown. His eyes were dull and filled with disappointment. She never knew what she did to deserve that look, though.

      Storm Shadow huffed and snorted in the trailer, drawing her father’s attention away from her.

      “You still have that shit horse?”

      She nodded. “She’s just worked up from the long drive. She’ll settle down once I get her out of the trailer.”

      Only thing was, she didn’t want to put Storm Shadow in the barn. It didn’t look safe. It was falling apart and looking like one touch would topple it over. But Kenna knew that she wasn’t going to like having to stay in the trailer overnight, but she didn’t have a choice.

      The last thing she wanted was for Storm Shadow to get hurt.

      Her father snorted. “Don’t care. It’s just a damn animal. Either it follows the damn rules, or it's going.”

      Kenna sucked in a breath as she watched her father.

      He couldn’t do that. Storm Shadow was a good horse.

      “Same goes for you.” He jabbed a finger at her.

      “Y-yes, Sir,” she whispered.

      “The last thing I need is another mouth to feed. It’s not my fault that you lost your damn job,” he snapped.

      She looked away as tears burned her eyes. She had tried to explain what had happened, only for him to stop listening. But it wasn’t her fault that she was fired. Hell, Chris had wanted her to try and sue Garth for what he did. It was blatant discrimination against her and her disability.

      She inwardly flinched at that term. No one wanted to lose their leg, but she didn’t like to think about it like a disability. She had her prosthesis. It took a bit for her to learn how to walk with it and everything, but that word… it was like a chain around her body, weighing her down. It made her feel different. It made her feel like she wasn’t normal.

      Her hand brushed against her jeans and the hard material of Stumpy beneath.

      “I-I’ll, um, just take my things to my room then, and then I’ll get-”

      “You’re not going in the damn house,” her father growled. “Like I said, I don’t need another mouth to feed.” He pointed at the rundown camper. “You can stay in there. You’re paying for your own food and rent. You’re an adult.”

      He turned and stormed back towards the house.

      Kenna’s heart sank as she watched him turn his back. They never had the best relationship after Mom had died, but this was… Why did he hate her so much?

      She looked over at the camper and rubbed her arm. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.

      Kenna nearly gagged as she opened the door. The air was stale and moldy. The inside was coated in dirt and dust. Stains and mystery spots covered the counters. Her stomach clenched, taking it all in. She was going to have to do some serious cleaning, and even then, she figured the only way to really clean this place was to set it on fire.

      Storm Shadow called out again.

      “Coming, Stormie,” Kenna called out as she stepped off the step and walked over to the trailer.

      One thing at a time. Get Storm Shadow out of the trailer and then find a way to clean without fire. Then, figure out what to do with Storm Shadow for the night.

      It would work out. Hopefully.
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      This couldn’t keep going like this.

      Ryker gritted his teeth as he watched Cahlon space out over his desk. He knew the paperwork was always something the man hated, but this wasn’t normal. This wasn’t right. What was going on that had him constantly like this?

      “Again?”

      Ryker turned to see Landry looking into Cahlon’s office behind him.

      “Yeah, I think he’s been like this for ten minutes now.”

      Landry pursed her lips. “This is bullshit. If something is going on, we need to know. We can’t help them like this.”

      Ryker sighed as he stepped into the office slowly. Cahlon didn’t move.

      “Boss Man?”

      Nothing.

      “Cahlon,” he said louder.

      Cahlon sucked in a breath as he stiffened before turning to look at them.

      “Hey.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “What’s up? Need help with a car?”

      “Cut the act. You were spacing out like a damn zombie, Cahlon.” Landry crossed her arms over her chest. “What’s going on? And no more of this ‘I’m fine’ shit. We can’t help if you’re keeping us in the dark.”

      Cahlon’s eyes flicked between them, his shoulders slumping. “I know. I’ve been considering hiring some office help.” He laughed rigidly. “I’m not the best at it, and it's just been piling up lately.”

      “Cahlon,” Ryker said impatiently. “Stop. The. Bullshit. You’ve been spacing out. Riven’s looking pale, and you and Jonah have been treating her like she’s more fragile than ever. What the hell is going on? Is she okay? Does this have to do with her bastard ex again?”

      Landry sucked in a breath, her eyes widened. “But he’s dead. I swear if his friends are back, I’m running their asses over. They’re not touching her again.”

      Cahlon’s gaped at them. “Guys, it’s not that… You see…”

      He rubbed his face as he paced. It only had Ryker more worried.

      “She’s… She’s not dying, is she?” Landry’s voice cracked.

      Cahlon wiped around. “God, no. Shit.” He grimaced before closing his eyes and breathing in slowly. “We were waiting. Riven asked us not to say anything because of her history, and she didn’t want people hurt if something… happened…”

      “Spit it out,” Landry growled.

      “Riven’s pregnant. About three months now.” Cahlon grinned.

      Ryker froze as a grin slid into place. She was pregnant? That was a good thing.

      “You son of a bitch,” Landry growled as she launched onto Cahlon and started to smack him. “You had me thinking my friend was dying.”

      Cahlon yelped as he tried to throw his arms up. “I’m sorry. Seriously. But she didn’t want anyone to know yet.”

      Landry stopped her assault.

      Ryker pulled her back. “Why wouldn’t she want us to know?”

      Cahlon sighed. “Because of Gavin, she had two miscarriages from the abuse he put her through. Being pregnant again… It’s bringing back a lot of PTSD for her. She’s terrified of losing the pregnancy. Willow introduced her to her doctor, and meeting outside of the clinic has helped, but she’s still stressed every time we go. It’s been hard on her. She didn’t want anyone hurt if they knew about the pregnancy, and she lost it.”

      Riven was selfless, but she needed to worry about herself and the baby and not about anyone else.

      Landry sniffled. “That girl needs her ass paddled then. We’ve all been worried anyway.”

      Cahlon smiled softly. “I know. Believe me.” He looked down at the paperwork. “But I’m serious about hiring more help. With the two shops up and running, there’s double the paperwork. We need the help. I’ve been stuck here trying to sort through all of this, but right now, Riven needs me more.”

      Ryker watched the stress tighten the man’s face.

      “Put an ad in the paper. Johnny and I can pick up the slack where we can, too.”

      “I’ll see what I can do about the paperwork for the other shop.” Landry brushed a few strands of her red hair out of her face. “You focus on Riven. She’s more important right now.”

      “Thanks, guys,” Cahlon breathed out slowly.

      “But you keep zoning out like a zombie, and I’ll have you committed.” Landry snorted as she walked out. “You look like a creep when you do it.”

      Ryker laughed quietly, shaking his head.

      Cahlon pouted. “I’m not that bad.”

      Ryker narrowed his eyes. “Cahlon, you’ve been that bad for weeks now.” He didn’t want to ask. “Is Riven not doing well with the pregnancy? Is that why there is so much worry and the PTSD?”

      Cahlon shook his head. “No, she’s healthy. So is the baby. But… There’ve been a few times when the boys have gotten too rowdy, and she’ll have panic attacks while wrapping her arms around her belly. Takes us a bit to get her to calm down.” Anger flashed across his face. “I wish I had gotten a chance to take out the piece of shit for what he did to Riven.”

      “You and me both.” Ryker gritted his teeth. “Just wish I hadn’t let Larry get the drop on me.”

      “Neither you nor Johnny should have been put into that situation. Scared the shit out of me to see you two on the floor like that.” Cahlon’s eyes grew distant.

      That wasn’t good.

      Ryker grinned. “I knew you liked us. How about a raise to show how you really feel?”

      Cahlon cocked an eyebrow at him. “You’re such an ass.”

      Ryker rolled on the balls of his feet. “Anytime. But remember, I’m not the one that talks to myself.”

      Ryker dashed out the door as Cahlon threw a rag at him.

      His grin fell as he walked back towards the shop. Riven was pregnant. Cahlon and Jonah were going to be fathers again. Now if only he could find that happiness for himself.
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      Kenna groaned as she sat back on the lumpy couch. She looked around the camper and grimaced. It at least looked better after she had spent the rest of the day scrubbing every surface and crevice she could find. It smelled better, too.

      But there was still a lot to do to make it feel… homey.

      The walls were stained and dreary. The carpet wasn’t any better. Everything was worn and looked ready to fall apart with one simple touch.

      The couch sat at the front of the camper, looking out over the small kitchen counter with the rusty sink, the small, smelly fridge, and the very tiny dining table. In the back sat a small room with a bed and an even smaller room with a shower and toilet that she couldn’t use. She nearly had a heart attack at the giant spider webs she found inside of the toilet. Kenna shivered at the memory. She would have to sneak inside the house to use the bathroom, she guessed.

      She pursed her lips as she slid the socket of her prosthesis off and leaned it against the couch. Her leg throbbed from the cleaning.

      At least it was done, and she could relax. Storm Shadow had some time outside of the trailer, and it broke Kenna’s heart to have to put her back in again, but she wouldn’t put Storm Shadow in the barn without making sure it was safe for her.

      She curled her leg to her chest, her arms wrapped underneath her thigh. Kenna turned and looked at Blob next to her, his eyes out on the camper like hers.”

      “What do I do, Blob?” Kenna whispered. “I feel like this is only going to get worse, and I don’t know why. It’s only temporary.”

      She didn’t like the bubbles in her tummy. Didn’t like them one bit. It made her stomach churn, and she didn’t feel good. She didn’t like the guilty swirls.

      This was her family. She should be happy to be home… right?

      She raspberried her lips as she fell on her side, still curled into herself. It was only the first night, and she already felt like she had made the wrong decision.

      Her phone rang, making her groan. She pulled her phone out of her back pocket. Her hand tightened around the phone as she looked at the caller ID.

      She sniffled as she tried to put a smile on her face. “Hey, Chris.”

      “Hey, Kenna Girl,” Chris sighed. “How was the drive?”

      She felt the tension leave her body. It was good to talk to Chris. She missed him and David already. It felt wrong to leave them behind in California, but they wouldn’t let her kidnap them. She had tried, literally; they were way too heavy.

      “It was… good
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