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Message From The Author

	You Are A Gem!

	Thank you so much for ordering this book. I appreciate my readers everywhere. I hope you thoroughly enjoy this story and it takes you out of your ordinary day or evening. May it transform your world in a couple of hours!

	            Happy Reading,

	            Opal Nicks

	 


Chapter 1
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	Tango

	 

	The sound of the tattoo machine fills the air, a steady buzz that I’ve grown used to. I lean over my client, my arms steady as I work. The design is nature-inspired, with swirling leaves and vines that seem to come alive. My method is precise, each drop of ink placed with care.

	As I work, my mind drifts back to how I ended up here. The military was my life for so long. The structure and camaraderie was something I thrived on. But after losing my childhood friend in Afghanistan, everything changed. The noise, the chaos, it all felt too much. So, I came back to Cady Springs, back to the mountains as soon as I finished my twenty years. But I’ll always be a Green Beret and I’m proud of it.

	I don’t know why I’m thinking about the past. Maybe it’s the design with the leaves and vines. Somehow, it replicates the twists and turns in life. Things happen that change your perspective. 

	From childhood, I had a flair for drawing. I guess it was natural that I took up tattooing as a creative outlet. It became my mission, my new purpose. It's more than just art. I often find it healing. Every line, every color, every design tells a story.

	The tattoo is taking shape now, vibrant greens and blues blending together like a living thing. The client shifts slightly, and I pause, adjusting my grip. "Almost there," I reassure them with a smile. They nod, their eyes fixed on the mirror where they can watch the process.

	The smell of ink and skin fills the air. I love this part, seeing a design go from paper to skin, knowing it's something that will stay with them forever. It's a responsibility I take seriously.

	Finally, I step back, the machine quiet now. "Done," I say, handing them a mirror. They examine the tattoo, their face lighting up with a smile. "It's amazing," their voice filled with genuine admiration.

	"I’m so glad you like it," I reply. We chat for a bit longer, talking about the design and they share what it means to them. These moments remind me why I do what I do. As they leave, I feel a sense of contentment. 

	The shop is quiet now, just the sound of the machine cleaning and the faint hum of music in the background. I take a moment to clean up, the routine grounding me.

	Locking up the shop, I flip the sign to "closed". The cool mountain air is a welcoming change after spending hours in the warmth of the tattoo shop. Cady Springs is a small town, nestled in the heart of the Colorado Rockies. It's quiet and peaceful. It's exactly what I need – a place to heal and find my purpose again.

	As I drive up the winding road that leads into the mountains above the town, it’s like muscle memory after all this time. This area of the world has always been my refuge — even during my military days when I would come back on leave for some much needed solitude.

	I’m on auto-pilot as my mind wanders back to my military days. The adrenaline rushes, the camaraderie, the sense of purpose – all a distant memory now. I think about how far I’ve come since then – from fighting battles in foreign lands to returning home to a more ‘normal’ life. It hasn’t been easy, but these mountains have helped me heal.

	I turn onto the gravel road that ends at my cabin. Tucked away in the woods, it's my sanctuary — my escape from everything and everyone. I've spent countless hours here, surrounded by nature and my own thoughts. But, lately I’ve discovered a sense of loneliness inside that can only be filled by the beating heart of another. Yes, at thirty-eight, it’s time this old boy settled down with someone and made a family.

	Unlocking the door and stepping inside, it smells familiar — pine and wood. I light a fire in the stone fireplace and grab a cold beer from the refrigerator. Reaching for an old photo album on the bookshelf, I flip through its pages. Feeling myself smile, I turn the pages viewing images of younger versions of myself and my fellow soldiers. There are pictures from our training days, our deployments overseas, and our moments of downtime when we could laugh and forget about the dangers ahead we would face.

	There are also photos that bring back darker memories – friends lost in battle or forever changed by their experiences. These are images that sometimes still haunt me at night. I close the album with a sigh and place it back on the shelf. I’ve moved on from that part of my life. I want something or someone new to fight for.

	I settle into my chair, picking up my laptop. The Mountain Mates site is still open, and I scroll through the profiles of potential women, my mind wandering.

	It's funny, thinking about online dating. It's not really my scene, but maybe it's time to take a chance. I hover over a few profiles, reading through the descriptions. Some are too much, others not enough. I feel a mix of amusement and curiosity. Some are too polished, others refreshingly honest. But I keep scrolling, curious.

	I think about my own profile, wondering if it really captures who I am. It's tough to put yourself out there, to let people see beyond the surface. But maybe that's what I need, to let someone see the real me. 

	The pictures show me in my leather jacket, standing in front of my tattoo shop, looking every bit the rugged artist. But does it capture the real me? Am I hiding behind the tough exterior? Would my perfect mate see beyond the ink and muscles to the real man inside?

	I click on my profile, staring at the bio I wrote a day ago. "Former Green Beret turned tattoo artist. Loves the mountains, art, and a good challenge." It's concise, but does it tell my story? Does it show the vulnerability I've worked so hard to hide? I don't know. Maybe I should update it, let people see the real me. But the thought of being that open is terrifying.

	A pop-up comes on the screen inviting me to allow the site’s matchmaking capabilities to do the work for me. The algorithm is a mystery, a black box that promises to find compatibility. Part of me wants to trust it, to let it do the work. Another part of me wants to take control. I sit there, torn, the cursor hovering as I weigh my options. I click it and say Yes. 

	The laptop closes with a sigh, the decision made. I'll let the algorithm do its work, and see what happens. 

	 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 2
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	Crystal

	The last needle slides into place with painless precision. I watch my patient's face relax into the serene expression I've come to recognize as healing in action. I’ve treated over sixteen patients today and I feel like celebrating. 

	This evening, I'll enjoy a glass of wine on my own, yet feeling joyful. A woman I've been treating for months finally got the news she's hoped for over many years. She's pregnant. I can't help but smile.

	As I wrap up with this last patient, I give her the herbs I’ve prepared for her with written and verbal instructions.

	“You can mix this measured tiny spoonful in a smoothie or any drink of your choice. I’ll warn you ahead that it doesn’t taste pleasant but will help balance your condition along with the acupuncture treatments.”

	She grimaces when I tell her this and I reiterate how important it is to keep those herbs in her each day so we can correct her Bell’s Palsy condition.

	“I’ll do it, even if it’s difficult,” she concedes.

	“Good, I want to see this clear for you quickly,” I reply. “I should see you again in a week if that works for you. Marla will assist you with an appointment that fits your schedule.”

	At Balanced Bloom, I specialize in assisting women with infertility issues. Most are referred to me by their reproductive endocrinologist. But I will help anyone with any condition that I can. Bell’s Palsy can respond well to Traditional Chinese Medicine techniques. Hopefully, she will regain all movement from the facial paralysis soon.

	"See you next week, Dr. Myers," my patient calls out as I tidy up my workspace, reorganizing the herbal supplements and wiping down the acupuncture table. 

	“Take care and keep working those muscles in your face like I showed you.”

	“Will do,” she says, as the bell rings upon her departure out the door.

	I approach my office manager, Marla, watching her enter billing information and then shutting down her computer. “It’s been a busy week, huh?”

	“Tremendously busy. But you’ve gained ten new patients just this week alone.”

	“I feel fortunate they are reaching out to me to assist,” I say, proudly.

	“You’re the best!” Marla says, smiling at me.

	“And, you are the best manager I could have. Thank you! Lock up tight, okay?" I reply, slipping off my white coat and grabbing my bag.

	"Always do," she assures me with a warm grin, her voice trailing off as I step out into the cool Colorado evening. 

	The drive home through Denver's bustling streets is a collection of sounds -- car horns, chatter, and the occasional loud muffler. My mind drifts to the sacrifices made for this career, the late nights and missed moments, all for the reward of helping others. Yet, amidst the professional triumphs, a quiet loneliness whispers through the noise, a reminder of the personal life often set aside. 

	I wanted to
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