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      Be you!

      

      There comes a time when you have to be true to yourself. A few years ago, I decided to transition. I’ve changed my author name to better represent who I am. I hope you enjoy the Colorado series.
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      Tanner swung the axe, hitting the tree and making a notch in the exact place he’d been aiming for. A breeze blew in, cooling his skin. He swung again, striking true before hearing the crunch of leaves behind him. His heart squeezed as emotions twisted through him.

      Avoiding the other guys only worked if they stayed away. With a quick glance over his shoulder, he spied his sister and rolled his eyes. Of course, she would be the one to hunt him down.

      He stared at the tree he’d been cutting, judging if he should give a few more swings before he turned to talk to her. He hadn’t chopped too much from the trunk, so he decided it would be okay to leave it while they chatted. He put down his axe and moved closer to Suz, noticing the red rimming her eyes. The breath he blew out was mixed with a little dread. He knew his sister well. If she'd been crying, she was either sad or mad. He guessed she was angry as a hornet.

      “What brings you out here?” The question was neutral enough. What he really wanted to know was why had she been crying. She would get to it in her own time because that's how Suz operated.

      She’d adjusted fairly well to Wild Bluff. Considering less than a week ago, her boss had tried to kill her. She was taking everything in stride. Suz was strong, and he wouldn’t be worried at all if he didn’t see that damned panic look ghost over her features when she thought no one was watching.

      “Duff came to talk to me. Why didn’t you tell me?” Her words were full of anger. Her gaze had narrowed and her lips thinned.

      His breath caught, and he bit down on his tongue with his front teeth, trying to stop the immediate backlash. How the hell could he explain this to Suz without being an asshole? Sure, both of them had an issue with their dad, but she obviously didn’t know everything.

      He shrugged, weighing his words. “I didn’t think it would happen this fast.”

      Her gaze narrowed even more, and she stared at him like she thought he was an idiot. “He’s in jail. Duff thought you’d told me. Were you supposed to talk to me?”

      “Yeah.” He wished he’d just gone to talk to her in the first place. “I-I fucked up. You’ve been dealing with the abduction⁠—”

      She waved her hands and shook her head. “I’m fine.” Her words were crisp and full of anger.

      “Fine?” He shouted the word but paused before he said more. He knew Suz almost as well as he knew himself. Sure, they'd not spoken much after graduation. He'd joined up, and she'd hooked up with the Navy. Then she'd gone off and gotten her degree while she was in so she could join the FBI. Smart as a whip, Suz could best any man she came up against, whether in the gym, on the streets, or in an academic setting. The last thing Suz was, was weak.

      “You should have told me,” she spat out.

      Frustration ground through him. His sister knew how to get under his skin. At this point in their lives, she didn't really have to do anything more than look at him, and he felt her disappointment.

      “Yes, I should have told you, but I didn’t. You didn’t see him kill them, and I didn’t want you to have to know that about him. I was wrong.”

      “Our father was a bastard. You do remember he was the one who made me stand for eight hours without food or a break to pee when I stayed out late. He was the one who would beat my ass if I didn’t fold the laundry correctly. The bastard beat the shit out of our mom. You know, our mom. He beat her, and she died an early death because he was such an asshole. Do you think me knowing he killed two kids would make me think less of him?”

      Tanner shook his head. “No, I’m sorry. I just—it changed me.”

      Suz waved her hand and stared at the mountain before she turned to leave. “Finish up out here and come to the house. We have a meeting in an hour.”

      “Suz, don’t walk away like that.”

      “I need to get some work done in the barn, and then I need to have a chat with Grant about the place. I'm still here on a probationary status. I have things I have to do before I can stay.”

      “Fuck, Suz, please don’t be mad at me. You’re all I’ve got. I know the last few years have been…different.”

      She turned to face him, and her shoulders dropped a little. Her features softened, and her lips twisted as she rolled her eyes. “Hey, you're still my baby brother.”

      “Baby? I was born before you.”

      “Yeah, but you’re the baby.” Suz came close and hugged him, wrapping her arms around him like she used to when they were kids.

      He sighed and buried his face in her neck, holding her tight. His years in the military had separated them, but she was still his other half. “I missed you.”

      “I missed you too.” Suz patted his head then held him, reminding him of the times he was frightened as a kid and needed comfort. “I want to stay because you’re here. I have a few things I need to wrap up, but I need to go figure out what I have to do to make sure Grant and Marshal don’t give me the boot.”

      He squeezed her again as memories filtered through his mind. They would be okay. He felt it in her hug, the way she sighed against his shoulder. “I like it here. I think we can make a go of it.”

      Suz stepped away from him and rolled her eyes. “You're too funny. We come from a broken family, and we've accomplished more than most people do in their whole lifetime. We're fucking amazing. We can more than just make a go of it.” She patted him on the back before turning to head to the barn.

      He laughed and moved to the axe, lifting it to swing. “You’re right as usual, Suz. I’ll see you in a bit.”

      He swung the axe hard, hitting exactly where he wanted to strike. He liked Wild Bluff. It was a nice change of pace after being in the army. Coming out here to cut down this tree, not having to spend the day around five, ten, or hundreds of other men, it felt good. His thoughts weren't constantly being interrupted by other people telling him what to do. He swung the axe again, then paused and stared up at the mountain. Suz should stay, but his sister had always done what she wanted to do. He loved how headstrong she was because it had kept her alive when they were kids.

      He got back to work, knowing he needed to make the meeting. Luckily, the tree fell after a few more hard strikes. Proud of his accomplishment, he gathered his tools. He would need to come back out in the morning and cut the trunk into logs they could use in the pit and the fireplaces.

      Tanner headed to the barn to store the equipment. The place was quiet, so he figured he was alone. He stepped into the tack room and paused as he saw Mike facing away from him as he wiped down a saddle. Mike turned, his eyes narrowing a bit as his frown deepened.

      “I—um, I didn't know anyone was out here.” Tanner's heart sped up and his body heated. He'd hoped to conquer his reaction to Mike with physical exertion. It had always worked in the past with other guys, but a fat lot of good it did him this time when he was face to face with Mike. The control he had been searching for vanished into thin air, leaving him wondering if he had any control where Mike was concerned.

      “Just finishing up,” Mike said.

      “Okay, I’ll—um, Suz said there was a meeting.”

      “Yeah, in about an hour, maybe less now. It’s been a while. I’m not sure how long I’ve been out here.”

      Tanner moved to the storage cabinet, where the larger tools were kept. After putting away the equipment, he turned and saw Mike jerk his gaze away. Had Mike been staring at him? Already hot from just being near the sexy guy, his body responded to the thought of Mike wanting him. He needed to stop this fantasy because it wouldn't get him anywhere. Mike had made it clear he didn't want anything to do with him.

      He'd lived through serving in the army with hot guys for years and hadn't done anything. Maybe if he talked to Mike about his stupid fantasies, the feelings would go away, and then he could function near Mike without thinking about sex. He was about to open his mouth when Zander showed up.

      “Hey, you two ready to join us for the meeting?”

      Surprise filled Tanner. “Oh, I thought we had more time.”

      “Fifteen minutes. So, get a move on.” Zander stepped in close to Mike, and Tanner felt like the odd man out. He was halfway out the door when Zander called to him.

      “Hey, Tanner, wait up.”

      He paused, catching a look from Mike, which froze him. It wasn't menace, but Mike was throwing off some strange vibes. The guys all liked Zander, and he guessed being the new one to the ranch, they didn't know him well. Didn't know he'd never be mean to Zander or anyone else here. Mike's lips thinned, and he looked away. His chest rose before he let go of a big breath. Navigating the relationships here on this ranch was going to be tricky.

      “Tanner, what do you think of the ranch so far?”

      Zander’s question threw him. They walked another ten, maybe fifteen feet before he could come up with an answer.

      “I’m not sure. It’s been a little crazy since I first started. You know, this place is intense.”

      Zander laughed. “Tell me about it.”

      “Suz being here helps.” He glanced over to check Zander’s reaction, but his face revealed nothing.

      “She’s nice.”

      He wanted to know how the guys felt about his sister. If she left, he would still stay. At least he thought he would. “You know, we didn’t have a good family growing up. She’s all I’ve got. We haven’t been close recently, but that’s because we were living in opposite corners of the world doing too much and not taking time to talk. Military life can be hard on relationships. Do you have any brothers or sisters?”

      “One, a brother. We’re not close. He doesn’t like that I went into the military. I haven’t talked to him in years.”

      “Oh.” He’d distanced himself from Suz when he’d been in the army. He guessed the distance was natural. He couldn’t fault Zander for not talking to his brother. Maybe if he and Suz hadn't lived through hell together, they wouldn't be so close. Seeing her again after months of not being face to face was almost like they'd never left each other's side.

      “It’s not a big deal. I have you guys,” Zander said.

      “Suz is great. She's loyal as hell, and she doesn't put up with any shit. She'll be a great friend, and she is a great sister.”

      Zander stopped at the top step of the porch and faced him. “Thanks. I’ll remember that. Her coming to the ranch has been different. We’re still trying to figure out what to do with her.”

      Tanner shrugged. “She can’t go see Mitch. She’s dead as far as the government is concerned.”

      Zander’s gaze shifted away before meeting Tanner’s again. “Nope, her doing anything with any government agency is out of the question.”

      “Mitch works for the government, right?” Tanner had been curious about the other people in training with him. Everyone at the facility had been encouraged to keep to themselves.

      Zander shrugged. “In a roundabout way. Other agents go through the training. I know the CIA uses that facility, but there are other groups too. I trust Mitch to a point, but I don’t trust anyone else there.”

      “I'm glad you said it because I would have thrown a fit if she'd been sent there.”

      Zander chuckled as he headed into the house. Marshal turned and smiled as they stepped into the room. The look in Marshal’s eyes when he saw Zander made Tanner’s heart ache. He had never had anyone look at him that way. They were the perfect couple.

      “Hey, Tanner, go shower, then we'll get to it,” Grant called out.

      “Okay, I’ll be done in just a few.”

      He moved to his room, peeling off his shirt as he went. The door next to his room opened, and Mike stepped out. They both paused, and Mike's eyes flicked to Tanner's chest. His cheeks pinked up as he stared at Tanner's naked flesh for one, two, three seconds before jerking up, his gaze slamming into Tanner’s.

      “Um, I guess we’re meeting now,” Mike said.

      “Yeah. Um, how’d you get past me and into your room so fast?”

      “I went around the other way, used the other door. Plus, Zander doesn’t walk so fast.”

      “Oh, yeah. I was going to shower. Are you joining me?” Tanner's whole body went hot. “That's not what I meant. I didn't mean to say it that way. I meant, have you showered?”

      Mike's face was red, and his eyes stayed on the floor. “I guess I'll be showering with you.” Mike shook his head. “That's not—um, I need to shower.”

      Tanner chuckled. “God, can we just start over on this conversation?”

      Mike laughed. “Sure, I was just going to grab some orange juice before I shower. I’ll see you in a bit.”

      Mike squeezed past, and Tanner turned to watch him. His heart skipped a beat when he realized he was staring at Mike’s ass. He faced his door, then turned and called out to Mike before he left the hall. “Our rooms seem to be right next to each other. Do our beds share the same wall?”

      “No, your shower is next to mine.”

      “Jesus, the shower thing again.”

      Mike laughed out loud this time as he continued down the hall toward the kitchen. Tanner couldn’t help but look at Mike’s ass one more time. They wouldn’t ever have anything other than friendship, but he could use the inspiration later when he had time.

      Tanner ducked into his room and stripped for his shower. He washed quickly, fighting hard not to think of Mike in the shower right next to him. Desire built, and he switched the water to cold and thought about missions instead of Mike naked.

      He dressed quickly, pinching the base of his dick to get it to go down. It didn’t help much when he opened his door and stepped out almost on top of Mike.

      “Sorry, I didn’t⁠—”

      “No worries. It’s all good. I’m not used to anyone being in your room. Do you like it here?”

      “It’s good. Weird because my sister is living here too. It’s been years since we’ve lived in the same house. She knows all my faults, but I kind of like it too.”

      Mike chuckled. “It would be strange. You’re lucky though, my sister stopped talking to me years ago.”

      “Sorry to hear that.”

      “It’s fine. She’s a nut job. Can’t understand why I left home and joined the army. She wanted me to stay there and take care of her and pay her bills. She’s still mad about that. It’s been, dang, almost twenty-two, maybe twenty-three years since I’ve spoken to her.”

      Tanner turned to stare at Mike, wondering how old he was. He didn’t look old, but maybe Mike and his sister hadn’t lived together when they were teens. He knew sometimes families broke up and went their separate ways.

      They stepped into the kitchen, and the rest of the crew was already there. Suz was talking to Jazz, Tex, and Ryan. They were laughing about something, which summed up how his sister operated. She either had people laughing or crying. He guessed she felt comfortable here because no one was bawling their eyes out.

      Grant stood up and moved to stand in front of the TV before he cleared his throat. “If you could all take a seat.”

      Marshal moved to a chair next to Grant, and the rest of the guys headed to the den. The group's dynamics were interesting. They weren't military, but a lot of their hierarchy was based on the military.

      “We've kept our ear tuned into the chatter coming out of DC. It looks like our plan worked. Every senator who was in on the plot to kill the president was implicated, and the justice system is taking care of the issue.”

      “That’s good,” Billy said.

      “Gives me a bit of my faith back in the government,” Suz said.

      “Well, you were still burned, so I wouldn’t get too excited,” Marshal added as he shook his head.

      “That leads me to my next point. I'm not sure what to do with you, Suz.” Grant's lips twisted, and he looked like he wanted to say something else, but then Marshal spoke.

      “I'm all for you going to training, but maybe we're opening ourselves up if we send you. It's not that we don't trust you, but you'll be in training with other people. If one of those people knew you in your past life, they would know you were still alive. It would not only put you at risk but us too.”

      Suz's lips twisted and her eyes narrowed. “The last thing I'd want is to put you all at risk.”

      Tanner knew his sister meant it. If she said she wouldn’t put them at risk, then even if her life was on the line, she wouldn’t say anything about the ranch.

      “Do you want to stay?” Marshal asked.

      Suz stood and moved close to Marshal and Grant. She glanced at Duff and then back to Grant. “Honestly, when I first came here, I wasn’t sure if you all weren’t just a bunch of cowboys hell bent on anarchy. After what you did with the president, I’m convinced you guys are the best chance of enforcing the law. I can’t believe I’m saying that, but even with my FBI background, I think you and your secret organization are better than law enforcement in the current environment.”

      “It was hard for me too,” Ryan said. “This place is different.”

      “It is,” Matthew said.

      “We’ve thought of leaving,” Tucker said. “But we can’t, not yet. Not when the ranch does so much good.”

      “Why would you leave?” Tanner asked.

      “It’s intense. The mission I went on in Florida, it was tough. Then in Turkey…” His gaze slid to Zander before he shivered. “I love these guys, and I love this place, but it is a kick in the seat of the pants that will twist you up and leave you gasping for breath. The only thing that has kept me here are these guys.”

      “This place is stressful,” Grant said. “We've been operating for a while as a cohesive unit. Wild Bluff is important—it's mission-critical. But we're all getting older. People like you, Tanner, and your sister, are our hope for doing physically taxing operations. I'm not going to lie to you. This job does take its toll. Doing a mission now isn't like it was when I first started.”

      “Tell me about it,” Roger said. “I was fine on the last mission, but I’m exhausted. A few years ago, I bounced back so fast it made Duff’s head spin.”

      “True story,” Duff said.

      “Now, I’m thinking it will take days to get back to feeling fine.” Roger stretched one arm across his body and groaned. “We need someone Suz’s age.”

      “Me too. I’m exhausted,” Mike said.

      Matthew chuckled. “It wasn’t too bad for me. I feel fine.”

      Everyone threw wadded-up napkins or paper at Matthew. They laughed, and Grant rolled his eyes.

      “That’s because you’re what, eighteen?” Billy said.

      “Hey, I’m twenty-five.”

      “Oh God,” Marshal said. “He’s twenty-five.”

      “God, Tex, you’re a baby,” Zander added.

      “And I’m good-looking too. You’re just jealous I have Jazz in my bed each night.”

      “Jesus, don’t get started on that.” Roger rolled his eyes and stood, moving to the kitchen. He poured himself more coffee while a couple of the guys got up to get snacks or drinks as they joked about Matthew. The jokes died down as they took their seats. Roger came back in and stood next to Grant.

      “This place is magical. I know you haven't been here long, Tanner, but I wouldn't live anywhere else. We need to take breaks, and we're aging, hopefully not aging out of the place, but Suz, Tanner, Tex, and even you, Jazz, you four are the future. You're all very young. Matthew, you and Jazz are the two youngest we've had at the ranch. Grant and I are still up for missions, me maybe more than him since he's taking a stab at running the whole shebang, but we're still in there, ready to take down the sinners and false saints who threaten our world. But at thirty-eight, I know my time is limited. I'm not saying I'll be done here in the next ten years, but thirty years from now, I won't be mission ready.”

      Zander shook his head. “I’m too injured. I guess I could do some things, but I’d be noticeable on a mission, which is the last thing you need.”

      “I was okay on the last mission, but if I had to do more, it wouldn't have ended well. I still don't have enough control over my shooting arm. I wish I had that back, but I don't,” Marshal said.

      “I’m in good shape,” Davis said. “But I’ve got to tell you, running down those stairs after Matthew took the shot, it was hard. I love this place, and, Dad, what you did here is amazing, but my time is limited. Not too limited, but I think if I stay in shape, work hard, eat right, I’ve got maybe ten good years.”

      “This is making me sad,” Ryan said. “We’re not old. None of you are old.”

      Grant stepped into the center of the room. “No, none of us are old, but we've taken some hits. I'm trying to be realistic. We've been shot at, held hostage, almost blown up, and in an all-around sense, we've been injured. It's slowing us down, and the last thing we can be is slow when it comes to life and death situations. We need people like Tex, Jazz, Tanner, and Suz. I need you four to create the foundation for the future. In ten years, all of us old-timers will be gone. It will be up to you to carry this torch.”

      No one said anything. Tanner took in the seriousness of what Grant had said. He looked at his sister and saw the determination burning hot in her eyes. Before she’d been betrayed by the government, he would have tagged her as someone who would progress through the ranks of the FBI, maybe even becoming a deputy director one day. That path was closed to her. Now, he had no doubt she would take Grant’s challenge seriously and become the leader of this group in time.

      Suz cleared her throat and stood again. “I promise you this. I’ll take this job seriously and do everything I can to make sure the ideals which founded this organization stay with this organization. As long as I’m here, we will operate with the idea and the full appreciation of making the world a better place.”

      Matthew and Jazz both stood. “We’re both in,” Matthew said.

      “I may not have my leg, but you can count on me,” Jazz added.

      Tanner moved closer to Grant and the center of the room. “There's one thing I know about Suz; she's determined. I'm proud of all she's accomplished, and I know she'll do everything here with honor. I've bought in on your mission. Heck, you saved my sister when you didn't have to. I haven't been here long, but I've been here long enough to know you guys are the real deal. This is exactly what I thought being in the military would be like. I'm in for staying here and making sure this ranch stays true to the principles it was founded on.”

      He finished speaking and looked around, catching Mike’s gaze. When their eyes met, he felt the strong pulse of energy exchanged. There was something different about Mike. He wasn’t sure what was brewing, but there was a little spark that seemed to flare each time he made eye contact.

      Reluctantly, he dragged his gaze away from Mike’s. He was probably making too much of the way Mike had looked at him. Plus, they were working together, which meant it could get messy if they ended up in bed.

      After he was free to head into town, he would drive up to Colorado Springs or Denver and find someone. He needed a release, and maybe if he got someone else in his bed, it would cure his ache. Or maybe it wouldn't, and he would still want Mike.

      Grant cleared his throat. “Well, I wasn’t really expecting the meeting to turn this way, but I’m glad we have the four of you committed to keeping Wild Bluff alive. Now, back to our latest mission. It looks like someone in the FBI is looking at Suz’s past and her family.”

      Tanner took a seat on the opposite side of the room from Mike, hoping the distance would allow him to gain some perspective on whatever was brewing, and help him gain some focus on Grant's words.

      “Well, I guess that means they know I'm out there somewhere,” Tanner said.

      “Exactly. They know where your dad is,” Grant said.

      “They can do whatever they want to him. Makes no difference to me.” Tanner had gone through too much to care about the old man.

      “What are they going to do to him?” Suz asked.

      “Nothing so far. They did go question him under the guise of an interview about his crime. Some behavioral analyst type guy went. I'm sure there were plenty of questions about the two of you.”

      “We can’t contact him, ever,” Suz said.

      “I never would want to.” Anger grew hot, and Tanner squeezed his hands into a fist, his nails biting into his flesh, to stay calm. His father had done some despicable things and didn't deserve any breaks.

      Suz was quiet, but she met his gaze, and he knew they would have to talk later. But they were here now, and maybe it would be better if they had this conversation in public.”

      “Just say it here, Suz. These men are our family now. They have your back.”

      Suz shook her head, and Tanner got up, moving to her and sitting on the edge of her chair. He took her hand, and she met his gaze.

      “How can you abandon Dad so quickly?”

      “I’m not. This has taken years to build. He wasn’t a nice man.”

      She shook her head. “No, he wasn’t, but you’ve seen what these people at the FBI have done.”

      “Yes, and our father killed two young men who weren’t even twenty years old. They didn’t have any more birthdays, no Christmas or Hanukkah, or whatever they celebrated. They had nothing at all just because they were gay.”

      Their gazes held. He felt her pain, but he wouldn't feel bad about a man who didn't care about him. He'd gotten past the pain, maturing as time healed his wounds. Their father had never been kind to them, and he couldn't allow misplaced sentiment to factor into the equation.

      “Just give me a few days to get over him. I don’t want them killing him. If he rots in prison, I’m fine with that, but if they murder him, I want them to pay for it.”

      “Suz, Tanner, we’ll do what we can to make sure he’s not murdered by anyone in the FBI. He doesn’t have much to give them, so it’s doubtful they’ll come back to him. He’s a pawn, not a player,” Marshal said.

      His sister's lips thinned. “If you don't think they're targeting him, I'm okay with sitting on our hands.”

      “We’ll continue to monitor the situation. Their biggest issue is you disappeared. They need to find you. We don’t know how we’re going to deal with the issue long-term.” Grant pulled out his phone and looked at the screen.

      “Suz, we will keep you safe,” Duff said.

      “I have no doubt you will.”

      Grant lifted his
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a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


