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“Mommmmm!” Gavin called for what had to be the hundredth time that morning. The boys had been all over the ranch this morning. Starting with the barn chores they hadn’t finished and then only collecting half the eggs from the chicken coop. Sending the boys out to play had been as much to maintain her sanity as it had been to allow her to get her own household chores done. Katie rubbed her forehead before she bent to pick up the youngest Stone offspring and asked her. “What has your big brother done now?” 

The little one cooed and drooled at her and she smiled. She loved her kids but some days were easier than others. She hefted the kid on one hip and the laundry basket on the other, intending to drop it on the couch as she passed by it. Gavin came running into the laundry room and nearly ran her over. “Gage is hurt, mom. Ya gotta come see.” His body shook while his breaths came as short huffs and he tried to calm down. 

Her heart leapt into her throat and the laundry basket dropped to the floor with a loud thwack sound and she took hold of Gavin’s hand. “Show me where.” She prayed it was nothing like Gavin made it out to be. For as much as he was trying to put on a brave face, she could see the fear he tried so hard to hide. “What happened?” She needed info. Together they hit the screen door of the front porch at a dead run.

“We were playing in the creek. He slid down the bank and cut open his knee. He’s hurt bad mom.” 

Her heartbeat slowed down just a fraction and she took a breath. A cut knee wasn’t bad. She stepped off the porch, slowed her pace and stopped bouncing poor Grace on her hip. “Gavin, a cut knee isn’t that serious unless the bleeding won’t stop.” She tried to pause and slow her heart rate. She shook her head. One of these days her boys would be the death of her. Their antics would totally derail any plans she had for the day, week or month. The short breaks she got when they went to a friend's house or when one of her sisters in law would take them for the day was like a little bit of peace on earth.  

They had just reached the tree line when Gage’s scream filled the air and pierced her heart. It leapt into her throat cutting off her air but she managed to call back to him. “We are coming, Gage. I’m not far.” 

“There’s a snake! It’s gonna bite me! Hurry!” The high pitch scream pierced her heart. She had a baby on her hip, a ten-year-old at her side and a seven-year-old in danger. Gavin started to run ahead and she yelled at him. “Wait. You can’t....I mean here, take your sister.” She handed little Gracie off to Gavin and ran as fast as she could toward the sound of her son. “Gage, I'm coming. Try not to move and try to calm down. The snake will probably go right past....” Her words stopped the moment she came face to face with the copperhead inches from her son. 

A glance around was all it took to find a long tree branch. Her arms shook but not too much and slowly she managed to get the snake to focus on the leaves of the branch. It struck at the branch but now it’s attention was on her. 

“Gavin, help your brother.” She screamed as the copperhead chased her or the branch. She didn’t care which, as long as it got away from her kid. She worked to fend it off or scare it away and with a few more swats with the branch it slid down to the creek. 

From the corner of her eye, she saw her oldest come into view with his sister held tightly to him and he managed to set her down and help his brother stand. She turned to where the snake had been, and it was gone. Further down the creek and moving quickly away from them. She dropped the branch and ran to her kids. Dropping to her knees in the dried leaves and dirt she hugged them to her tightly and kissed their foreheads. 

“Are you okay?” She needed to know her boys had made it through yet another ordeal brought on by their own curiosity. 

“Yeah, mom. I was just scared.” Gage whispered. “I don’t like snakes.”

“I don’t either, honey, but it’s gone now.” She reassured him, but still couldn’t help a glance over her shoulder. “Now let’s look at that knee.”

“I told Gavin to just go get my horse. I told him not to bother you. You’re busy.” Gage crossed his arms across his chest and made a face at his brother.

She smiled. Her boys were growing up way too fast. “It’s okay. I’m your mom. You’re suppose to come to me when you need help.” Her heart hadn’t slowed down but it was out of her throat. “Gavin, can you sit with Gracie while I look at your brother’s knee?”

“Yep. Sure can.” Without any more fuss, he picked her up and took her to a mossy spot by a tall oak tree and sat with her while Katie took care of her other kiddo. She wouldn’t give up this country lifestyle for all the world, but dang did it do a number on her heart, having adventurous kids. Gage’s knee was already bruising and the cut was deep but not large. It looked more like a puncture wound through his jeans. She pursed her lips and chewed on the inside of her cheek. How was she going to get him home? He could stand and hobble, but if that wound was as deep as it looked, he’d be a bloody mess. Sitting here all day wouldn’t solve anything either. 

“Well, there’s not much we can do out here.” She told her youngest son. “We need to get you back home.”

The quivering of his bottom lip pinched her heart and she kept her thoughts to herself. If all this turned out to be was a banged-up knee, it would hurt for a while, but he would be fine. She would know more when they got back to the house. 

“Okay, mom.” He struggled to stand and finally took her offered hand. “Okay. Let’s walk slowly though, okay?” 

“Okay. I’m sure Gracie would like that too.” She hoped using their little sister as an excuse, Gage wouldn’t see it for the ploy it was and wouldn’t feel so bad. “She can’t walk as fast as you two anyway.”

“I can carry her, mom. I don’t want her to find another snake.” Gavin was still worried. 

“That’s a great idea, but if she gets too heavy, you hand her over.” She told him.

They took their time but finally made it back to the house about the time the sun started making its descent in the western sky. Mack stood on the porch, hands on his hips like Superman. He had finally made it home. Her lips pulled into a smile she couldn’t hide. Damn she’d missed him. His truck and trailer were parked at the barn and she wondered for the millionth time where he had gone and why he had been so pissed off when he’d left four days ago. Right now, none of it mattered. Her hero was home and just in time. She hated dealing with stuff like this on her own. She didn’t sign up to be a single parent and she’d be damned if she was going to do it by choice. 

“Mack!” She yelled and waved her arms until he saw them. It took him several seconds to realize something was wrong, but when he did, he started running toward them. Her racing heart found a new erratic pattern to follow. Mack was the one man who could make everything better. He always had. Thank the gods he was home. He stopped just in front of them. 

“What the hell happened?” He wasn’t angry, his tone told her that. He was just as concerned as she had been. Hopefully none of them would mention the snake and she could keep him just mildly upset. 

“They had an accident. Gage fell and banged up his knee. I’ll fix it up when we get to the house.” She explained before Mack could open his damned mouth again.

“Sn...sna.” Gracie cooed and reached for Mack.

“There was a snake too, dad.” Gavin told him. “I went to get mom and when we got back a snake was getting close to bittin’ Gage.” 

Mack looked up at her and she shivered. So much for keeping that a secret. She hadn’t seen that look on his face in a long time. After all these years Mack’s anger was still scary. She frowned. Why would he be mad about this, when it was no more or no less than he and his brothers had done. Maybe he’d had a bad day. Maybe he wasn’t mad. Maybe that look on his face was just from him being tired. Four days on the road could do that. She hadn’t talked to him in more than four, so she had no idea what was going on with him and he didn’t seem all that excited to share anything. 

“Why were you two out looking for snakes?” He almost growled at the boys. 

“We weren’t dad. We were just in the woods playin’.” Gage told him. “I slipped down the creek bank by the big oak tree and tripped over myself and hit the ground hard. Maybe a rock, but my knee hurts pretty bad.”

Nothing would be solved standing out here so she told them. “Let’s just go inside, so I can get his knee looked at.” 

She gave Mack her shoulder and picked up Gage as best she could and hefted him up the stairs. 

“Let me help.” Mack’s voice broke into her scattered thoughts. 

“That would be nice, but you seem a bit busy worrying about things that can’t be changed or helped.” She snipped at Mack and then glanced down at Gage’s face and took a breath. It would do nothing but worry her kids if she and Mack started fighting. She blew the hair that had come loose from her ponytail out of her face and hefted Gage into Mack’s arms. He looked so tiny compared to his dad. One day both boys would dwarf her. She shook her head and scooped up Gracie. She’d never dreamed she’d be a mother, let alone a mother to four kids, but here she was, exactly that. To top it all off, now that she was a mom, no one except her kids seemed to notice her anymore. Not even her husband. 

She shook her head. “Come on, let's get Gage inside and bandaged up.”

She waited for Mack to proceed ahead of her and Gavin opened the screen door. “I’ll go grab the first aid kit and meet you in the kitchen.”

“Okay. Where’s Grant?” Mack was gruff, but he was always gruff. “He’s with his football team at practice. Lexie said she'll bring him home after.” She tossed the info over her shoulder as she headed down the hall to the bathroom. She set Gracie on the floor in the small room and dug in the cabinet beneath the sink for the first aid kit. The boys were filling Mack in on all the things they’d done in the last couple days and she couldn’t stop the smile. She loved that Mack was patient enough to listen to their wild stories. Finally she found the kit, way in the back of the cabinet. She didn’t even look inside it, before she picked up Gracie again and headed back toward the kitchen. She rounded the corner and her heart stopped beating for a full second. She came up short, and almost dropped the first aid kit.

“Oh, my gods! I didn’t know it was that bad.” She cried out, forgetting her earlier wish to not upset the kids. Gage’s knee was sliced open so much so the blood bubbled and leaked down his leg. Gracie started wailing and she handed her off to Mack without taking her eyes off Gage’s knee. Not only was it bleeding, the more she pushed and probed on it the faster it bled. Shit. “Mack, call....” Before she could finish her command, she glanced up to see him already on the phone. 

“Yep. That's the address. I’ll meet you at the end of the driveway.” He set Gracie in her highchair at the table and focused on Gavin. 

Gavin took hold of her shirt and asked. “What’s wrong, mom?”

Oh, good gods. She didn’t want to upset him and Gracie was already crying with her thumb in her mouth. “Gavin, it's okay. The cut on Gage’s knee is just worse than we thought and he’s going to need stitches.” She tried to reassure him but with her own heart racing a thousand miles an hour it was so damned hard to catch her breath. “I can’t stitch the wound here. The doctors will have to do it. All we can do is wrap it up tight.” She reached for the one small roll of gauze they had and her heart dropped. This wouldn’t work. The blood would soak right through faster than she could wrap it. She turned and took Gavin by his small shoulders. “I need you to run as fast as you can to the barn and get the first aid kit out of the tack room.”

She watched Gavin cut around the kitchen table and hit the screen door at a dead run. She smiled. She wasn’t at all sure if she would need the other kit, but it would give the kid something to do while she bandaged his brother’s knee. Mack was still on the phone with the 911 operator and she motioned for him to hold Gage’s leg up. He took hold and lifted it while she grabbed a clean washcloth from the drawer and put that on the wound before she started wrapping the gauze. She smiled when she saw Mack place the cell phone on speaker and lay it on the counter so he could rub Gage’s back. Right on time Gavin came through the door, head first as always. She would laugh when this was over about how the boy was just like his dad, a bull in a china shop. Right now, she didn’t have time. She hadn’t had any spare time in a long time. 

“Here ya go, mom.” He told her and dramatically huffed out his breaths. “I ran so fast; I think I broke a world record.”

“I bet you did.” She told him while she finished wrapping the gauze around Gage’s leg. She heard Mack moving around them but didn’t pay him any attention. She glanced up at Gage’s pale face and to keep her own lip from quivering she bit it. “You’ll be okay. I just can’t stitch this here.” His lip started to quiver and she added. “I guess I could, we just don’t have anything to numb it before I stick a needle in.” 

“Naw, mom, I think I'm good with the docs. I can make it.” His face went white and he glanced from her to Mack and back again. “Are any of you gonna go with me?” 

“I have to stay here with your brother and sister, but your dad can go.” She regretted the words as they left her lips. Gods, she wanted nothing more than to go with him and coddle him like he wanted, but she couldn’t leave her other kids alone. “I tell ya what. You go with dad to the end of the drive right now and get in that ambulance and I'll be right behind you in my truck.”

He swallowed and nodded. She glanced up at Mack and his stoic expression didn’t help anything, but that was Mack. “Mack, I will meet you at the hospital.” She stepped up to him as if she were going to kiss the big stoic idiot and whispered past her clenched teeth, “Don’t you dare let him ride in that ambulance alone. He might be a boy, but he’s not yet a man.” She let the threat hang in the air between them, smiled and patted his chest. 

The minute he looked like he would argue the point she crossed the room and held open the screen door so he could step through with Gage in his arms. “Gage, we’ll be there as quick as we can follow. I promise. I love you.” She called after them. She waited only long enough to watch Mack load him in the passenger side and turn the truck around. She needed to grab Gracie’s diaper bag and head out the door. Lexie should be dropping Grant off after his football game. Shit. She glanced at the clock. They wouldn’t be done with practice for a couple more hours. Maybe she could get Lexie to keep him until they got done at the hospital.

“Come on Gavin. Do you have everything you need?” She asked. He nodded and she ushered him out the door in front of her. She didn’t bother locking it. The ranch hands were still in the barn working and no one would bother the main house. She crossed the yard to her truck and tossed Gracie in the backseat before climbing up to get her into her car seat and buckled properly. “Here we go.” She told her youngest and kissed her forehead. 

She hopped out of the truck and before she opened the driver side door, she bowed her head and prayed for the strength she needed to get through this next hurdle. It seemed like that's all life was lately, hurdles and challenges. She would endure and she would come out stronger on the other side. She was no quitter.
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Halfway to the hospital Gavin had to pee and Gracie was crying, so she pulled over at a gas station and took them both inside to the bathroom. She grabbed the diaper bag and Gracie and stepped back from the truck. A chill snaked up her spine and she froze. Her skin crawled as if someone were watching them. She pulled Gracie close to her chest and swung her head around, surveying the parking lot. Nothing seemed out of place. A couple different trucks with regular guys filling up. A minivan full of ball players, loading up with snacks and drinks. Nothing odd. She took a deep breath, brushed it off and headed for the bathrooms. The quicker they got in there and got done the quicker she could get back on the road. 

Once she was back in the truck and everybody was buckled in, she took a moment to call Lexie. She pushed the button on the door and her window whirred down and she leaned against the window edge. The cool evening air washed her heated skin and she sighed. Damn that felt good.

“Hey girl.” She started to ask a question and Lexie jumped right in, with, “Hey. what’s up?” 

“Well, Gage busted up his knee and right now he’s on his way to the E. R. at Proctor Hospital.”

“Oh my gods!” Lexie gasped and Katie finally let it hit her. Her kid was en route to the hospital and she had two more with her, her fourth was in the care of friends. It was all too much. Shit was spiraling out of control. If she wasn’t careful, she’d be picking up the pieces in the next county.

“It’s okay.” She reassured herself as well as her friend, even though she wanted to break down and cry herself sick. She just didn’t have time. “It’s just a bad cut, but we couldn’t get the bleeding to stop. So, it’s gonna need stitches.” 

“Oh ok. Well, that's better, I guess? These dang boys are just like their fathers.” Lexie’s little laugh helped Katie gain some sort of composure. For now, at least. 

“So, if you could keep Grant until,” 

Lexie cut her off. “Oh, don’t be silly. It’s Friday night. He can spend the night and I'll bring him out tomorrow.”

Katie leaned forward and rested her forehead on the steering wheel. She was so blessed to have such good friends. She wasn’t sure how it had happened but somehow the gods had gifted her with true, genuine friends. Back in the days when she and her horse traveled from ranch to ranch working where she could, when she could, she’d never dreamed she’d be surrounded by so many friends. 

“Thank you.” She whispered into the phone, barely able to keep the tears from her voice. She didn’t dare glance in the back seat at Gavin and Grace. She had more to do before the night would be over. 

“You’re welcome.” Lexie told her and Katie heard her say something muffled and then Lexie’s voice came back and said. “Hey, Luke said he can handle the boys, if you want me to come get the other two.” 

She couldn’t find the words. She hadn’t had a sitter for all the kids in a long time, a really long time now that she thought about it. “That would be great, but I couldn't ask you to do that.” 

“Yer not. I’m offering and I'm coming to get them, whether you want me to or not. You need a hand and I have one to offer.” Lexie told her and Katie took another deep breath and raised herself off the steering wheel. It would be okay. It would all work out. 

“Well, I guess the only thing left to say is thank you.” Katie told her. “I’ll see you at the E.R.”

She hung up and took a fatal glance in the back seat. The kids had reached out to each other from their car seats and were holding hands. Her heart squeezed hard in her chest. She couldn’t hold back the tears anymore. She had been working so hard lately to be a great mom and run her part of the ranch, she hadn’t had much time to slow down. She was missing all the good stuff. All the little moments, like her kids holding hands, because her husband couldn’t be bothered to be home, let alone engage with her. So, everything on the ranch was left to her. Everything. The business side and the work side. At least she had a couple ranch hands to rely on. She had help, she just needed to make use of it. She could do this. She took a deep breath. She had kept going this long. She had been alone before, but not when she had kids she needed to raise. They needed her almost more than the ranch needed tended to. She wiped her tears, put the truck in drive and her heart on lock down. Mack could change or he could leave.

Now back on the road and her truck cruising down the highway she couldn’t wait to get to Gage. She bet he was scared but no way would he let that show to his dad. The boys tried to imitate their dad every chance they got, and she wouldn’t have it any other way. Mack was a good man. He just didn’t remember he had a wife most days. She huffed. If she were really honest with herself, she wasn’t as mad at him as she was lonely. She missed him. He had problems with the ranches and lots of responsibilities, but couldn’t he set that all aside when he came home to be with them? Instead, it was night after night of a dinner with her kids, while Mack brooded at the dinner table, only to disappear into his office until way after she’d gone to bed. Most nights she couldn’t remember him getting into bed, which meant it was way after she’d fallen asleep. Gavin was almost old enough to notice the distance between his parents. She wouldn’t be surprised if he asked her about it any day now. 

She finally pulled into a parking spot at the far end of the emergency room lot. She turned off the truck only to rest her head once again on the steering wheel. She needed to get herself together. ‘Cowgirl tough’ and nothing else would do.

“Are you okay, mom?”  Gavin asked.

She took a deep breath and pulled herself together. Her kids needed her, even if her husband didn’t. She’d been on her own before and was just fine. She needed to give herself a good swift kick in the ass and get it together. She swiped a hand through her hair and realized her ponytail was a mess. She took a second to get it pulled back again and told him. “Yep. I'm alright. I just needed a moment to collect myself and now I'm back on track.” She said it and sort of felt better. Hell, if just telling herself out loud how great she felt would help, she’d do it every day. She opened her door and hopped down. She touched Gavin on his shoulder as he did the same and she walked past him, around to the other side of the truck to get Gracie out of her seat. The little one smiled at her and tossed a toy almost smacking her in the face. “Dang it, Grace.” She snapped and Gracie's pouty lip sent instant regret lancing through her. She unlatched and lifted the buckle out of the way and hoisted Gracie out of the truck. She hugged her close for a second and rubbed noses with her making her giggle. Tossing the diaper bag over her shoulder she glanced up and she froze. There in front of her holding on to Gavin’s shoulder was the one man she had prayed was really dead. Her heart lodged somewhere in her throat. She sucked in as much air as she could get between her clenched teeth and closed her eyes for a moment. It couldn’t be real. It couldn’t be possible. Goosebumps swept across her skin as nightmares of all that slimy son of a bitch had done to her, hit her. 

“Well, hello sexy.” His voice dripped venom and if she wasn’t careful, she’d get bit. Again.

“Kyle.” She breathed his name. Hoping like hell this was a waking nightmare and maybe if she wished hard enough, he would disappear like smoke in the wind. 

“Kyle. Go away.” She wouldn’t beg, but she had Mack’s kids with her. Everyone deserved a chance, but only one. Kyle had had his. Holding Grace close to her chest she moved her to the left side and slid her hand beneath the seat and fiddled with the latch hidden there. He needed to go away for his own safety. He was the one person Mack knew nothing about. Oh, Mack knew about her past, but he didn’t know about just who had done it.  

“Oh, I have no intention of going away, but I do like it when you beg.” He took another step toward her and away from Gavin. A cold chill slid down her spine. Kyle wasn’t anyone to mess with, but now that she was married and had a real family she could count on, she wasn’t as scared. Mostly. 

“I’m in a hurry and I don't have time to talk to you.” She tried to keep the quiver from her voice and stood her ground. Every part of her said she needed to turn and run as fast as she could, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.

“That’s okay.” He told her. “I’m not. Why don’t I escort you inside so you make it safely.”

“Stay away from my mom, dude.” Gavin stepped away from Kyle and placed himself in front of her and her heart leapt up in her throat.

“Let’s go.” She faced Kyle again. The hatred written all over his face was more than enough to give her nightmares. She couldn’t even imagine what it would do to her children. Nope. This wasn’t going to happen. They needed to know she could protect them, no matter what. 

She pushed Gavin behind her and turned to face the dirty son of a bitch again and told him. “Kyle, leave. I don’t need you now and I didn’t need you then.” She was shaking like a leaf, but hoped she covered it well enough. She made sure to lift Gracie onto her left hip, leaving her right, where she had slipped her .22, accessible. 

“I told you then.” He took a step closer. She reached for her gun, thankful now she had kept the thing in her truck. “You aren’t good enough to keep a man. I’m the only one who should be touching you. I touched you first.”

He glanced at her hand, when she unclipped the holster, stepped back and turned as if he would actually leave. She let out a breath and he called over his shoulder. “I’m a patient man. I can wait. Someday you won’t have protection with you, gun or otherwise.”

A cold, bone deep chill, swept up and down her spine. She secured her gun and  hastened her feet. She had to concentrate to keep from running into the hospital. Poor Gavin was running as fast as he could to keep up and little Grace had a death grip on her shoulder, which included her hair. It didn’t matter. Her heart was in her throat and it was all she could do to suck air in. Normally she wouldn’t run from a predator, but this was different. The light from the hospital doors shone brightly in the dusk and shadows. If they made it there, they would be safe. She had to get her kids to safety. Once inside the doors, she stopped and tried to catch her breath. Dang she was out of shape. It had been a long time since she’d exercised other than running after the kiddos. Another breath in and out and she was ready to stand upright.

“Ma’am? Are you and the little ones alright?” A man in a blue uniform approached and she glanced one more time out the front doors. Kyle hadn’t followed and now she needed to focus on finding her son.

“Yes, we are fine. We ran in here to find my son. He came in with my husband.” She told the man. “Mack Stone is my husband.” 

“Yes ma’am.” He replied,and turned to lead them down the halls but hesitated and turned back to her. “You sure you’re okay?”

She smiled at him, took a deep breath, and confirmed. “We are now. I just need to get to my other son.”

You said the last name is Stone?” The guard asked again.

She nodded and he smiled.  “Follow me.”

She breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” 

They followed the man just through the double doors and down the hall, just a little way and before they entered the room, she could hear Mack telling Gage he didn’t have to be brave all the time. Sometimes it's okay to be scared. If only that were true or if only adults didn’t get scared ever. Her heart still hadn’t slowed down from her run in with Kyle and she was still worried as hell, he’d be waiting for her when they left the hospital. 

She pushed those thoughts out of her head. Right now, her kids needed their mom. She stepped inside the room and Gage’s face lit up. He had a sheet covering his legs and she glanced at it and then up at Mack. 

“He’s okay. He’s gonna need stitches and a brace. He twisted his knee in the fall too. That's why it swelled so much.”

He opened his arms to her and with Gracie still on her hip she melted into him. He stiffened and pulled back. He took her by the shoulders and dipped his head to look her in the eyes.

“What’s wrong? Gage will be okay. They got the bleeding stopped.”

She bit her tongue. Right now, was not the time to tell him. 

“Some guy was mean to mom in the parking lot.” Gavin piped up.

She hid her face in Mack’s chest, or tried to, but he pulled away and she dropped her eyes. She couldn’t look at him. Her heart was racing too fast and she was doing everything she could to hold it together. One of her boys was in the E.R. while her little girl was on her hip and her other boy watched the whole thing. She couldn’t give in to her emotions. Now was not the time and it was not about her. She took a deep breath, closed her eyes and slowly let it back out.

“It was no one. The kids are fine.”

“But you’re not.” Mack didn’t miss a thing. Damn it. 

She looked up to stare directly into his eyes. His dark brown, almost black eyes. “Mack. I’m good. We need to focus on Gage.” 

He glanced at Gracie and then down at Gavin and told the boy, “Well then, I'm glad you were there with mom to protect her.”

She breathed out a long sigh and finally stepped up next to Gage. “How are you? Did the doctors and nurses take good care of you?”

“Yeah mom. I’m fine.”

“But you’re not.” Mack said it again and her heart dropped. He wasn’t going to back down or let this go. He wanted answers.
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Katie had breezed through the door to the little room in the hospital while he was doing his best to comfort Gage. A diaper bag over one shoulder, Gracie on the same side and the pistol she rarely carried, tucked into the waistband on her right side. Her gorgeous chestnut hair flying in loose strands from her ponytail, just the way he liked it. Her green eyes filled with fear. Fear? Wait. Hold up. Katie wasn’t afraid of anything. What the hell had happened? The fact she wouldn’t tell him what or who had scared her, worried him even more. Her past hadn’t been an easy one and he’d done his best to make her life with him easier. Keeping her safe was at the top of his list. If Katie wouldn’t tell him, he’d get the answers from Gavin later. One way or the other he would find out who had scared the holy hell out of the only woman on the planet that mattered to him.

She leaned over Gavin with Gracie still held tight and talked to their son. Gracie reached for him and he gladly took her from Katie. Her arms were shaking and she almost wouldn’t or couldn’t let go of Grace. Something had scared her and shaken her up pretty good. He couldn’t keep the frown off of his face and damned if Katie didn’t notice when she turned toward him.

“I’m fine, Mack. I promise.” She stood on tiptoe to whisper in his ear. “I may not have married the bogeyman, but yer pretty damned close. As long as I’m with you, I’m okay.”

He wrapped one arm around her waist, pulled her to his chest and told her. “Maybe not, but I try like hell to give him a run for his money.”

She smirked. “I’m sure your brother appreciates the competition.”

His brother was known as the Bogeyman only because he kept to himself and was still a mercenary. So, when a guy couldn’t talk about the work he did or anything else, it left a small town ripe with rumors about who or what he really was. Bull was no more the bogeyman than he himself could be when someone threatened his loved ones. Nobody threatened his loved ones, least of all Katie and lived to tell the tale. He released Katie and stepped back to settle into one of the two chairs in the room, waiting for the doctor to return to stitch up Gage’s knee. Little Grace looked just like her mom. Chestnut hair and deep green eyes. “Oh, little Lady. You are gonna be a heartbreaker, just like your momma.” He murmured and Gracie cooed and babbled at him. Gavin had just settled in to lean on his arm when his brother’s wife, Lexie popped her head into their room.

“Dang, is it crowded in here!” She teased and smiled at the kids. “Is anybody here ready for Pizza?”

“Heck yeah.” Gage and Gavin said almost in unison. 

“Ooo.” Lexie told Gage. “Not for you, today. Next time though.” You need to stay here and get your knee fixed up, but I'm gonna get your pesky siblings outta the way.”

“Oh.” Gage frowned and stared at his chest. 

“Buck up, buddy. You know yer welcome to come over anytime.” She smiled. “Just right now, ya gotta get fixed up and besides it will be a lot quieter without Gracie here.”

She picked up her niece and took the diaper bag from Katie. The relief that spread over Katie’s face shocked him. What was wrong? Why did Lexie taking their kids make her so damned relaxed? All she had to do was keep the house and the kids all day. He’d made sure of that. Once the kids were born, he’d made sure they hired extra help on the ranch so Katie wouldn’t have to do much out in the barn. He didn’t want her too overworked. She had had it pretty rough before they met, so he tried to keep her life easy. He had a ranch to run. Business to conduct in between breaking horses and teaching horses and working cattle and working with buyers and everyone else. Hell for a long time he had been running their ranch and his sister’s ranch, while she grieved for her dead husband. So he himself didn’t have time to help Katie run their place. 

He had learned real quick which corners he could cut to turn a fast profit, but now that his sister had full control of her ranch, he had lost the most profitable piece of his pie. It had been a big blow. He closed his eyes and wiped a hand over his face. She went traipsing into Talon’s office one day and he let her sign everything. The entire ranch was hers and she had set aside alcohol and was once again running the damned thing. It all appeared great. To the outside world. Inside, his sister was recovering and he was circling the drain, because he couldn’t seem to bring in more money than his ranch was losing. If she’d have left everything status quo he wouldn’t be having to resort to extreme measures just to keep his ranch afloat.

Now they would have yet another bill he would need to figure out how to pay it or hide from Katie, the fact they couldn’t. He had promised her when they married, she would never know hunger again and she would never want for anything. He promised he would provide everything for her. Katie hadn’t had it easy and it had made her the strong woman he admired today. He shook his head and stared at his boots. He had messed everything up. He had gambled one too many times and now his ranch and his family were about to pay the price.

“What’s wrong?” Katie sat down next to him in the uncomfortable hospital chairs and he didn’t have the guts to tell her.

She tentatively slid her hand over top of his clenched fist and he couldn’t make the words he needed to say. He nodded and lied to her. “Not a thing, baby. Not a thing. I’m just tired.”

“I bet. You’ve been gone for four days.” She stated the facts. Or so she knew. He had kept her as far away from his dealings as he could, but now he’d have to bring her close. Close enough she’d follow his lead, but not close enough to get hurt.

“Where did you go?” He glanced at Gavin whose sole focus was on the little tv above their heads watching whatever cartoon was on the cartoon channel.

He looked back down at her and patted his knee. “Sit down. I have news for ya.”

A smile lifted just the one corner of her pretty lips and her cheeks turned rosy before she glanced back at their son. 

“He’s fine.” Mack told her. “Sit down and I'll tell you all about it.”

She nodded but didn’t say anything as she lowered herself down to just barely sit on his lap. She held herself rigid, ready to run. He ran a hand up and down her back, trying like hell to get her to
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