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      “JD! Your phone’s ringing like crazy!” Ap MacIntosh hollered on his way into the arena. “Who the fuck uses a howling bloodhound as a ringtone, man?”

      Jasper Doyle rolled his eyes, but he couldn’t fight his smile for love or money. It had been a great event here at Doña Ana fairgrounds—the bulls had done their jobs since they right near to Texas, the guys had been on their games this close to the state final, and the entire safety team was in sync, which meant head bullfighter Lee was going to be in a good goddamn mood. “Aren’t you retired, asshole?” he snapped back at Ap. 

      “I’m just here for the adoring fans.” Man, Ap was a hoot. “Signing autographs to pay for my eldest boy to finish college, you know?”

      “Oh, Lord. When does the next one go?”

      “She’s barrel racing on the Mountain States Circuit.”

      “Well, good luck to her!” His best friend and baby momma rode that route too, so she’d be in friendly hands. Jasper slapped Ap on the back as he went into the makeshift locker room. It was emptying out, the only guys left a handful of bull riders. Hell, none of the ropers ever stepped foot in these moldy places that reeked of bleach. He headed for his duffel so he could grab his phone. As a bullfighter, he couldn’t keep it close like most of the riders did.

      When he got the phone turned on, he was shocked to see thirty missed calls and dozens of text notifications. Jesus fucking Christ. 

      He thumbed through the calls, and three of them were from his best friend Kayla’s momma. She never called him, not ever. She just texted him pictures of Kayla’s babies when they stayed with her, which always made him smile. So he called her back first. 

      “Tammy? You okay?” Her answer was a soft sob, and he frowned deep, wondering what was going on. Was she hurt? “Tammy? Girl? What’s wrong? Are the kids okay?”

      “Th-they’re fine. I mean, as fine as they can be. I…” She sniffled and gulped. “It’s Kayla. Jasper. She’s gone.”

      “Gone? Gone where?”

      “She’s dead!” The wailing rang out, making him sway with the pain in the sound, and he could hear the babies screaming. “Oh no.” He sat down hard, and he could feel eyes on him, friends all around him like there was a bull loose in the arena.

      Tammy hiccupped. “Someone shot her.”

      “Someone…what the fuck? Where? What happened? Where are you?” Where the fuck was he?

      “I’m at home. In Trinidad. She’s in Grand Junction. There was a fight at the state finals. In the parking lot. Someone pulled a gun, and it went off, and she was hit. I don’t know what to do.” 

      “Okay. Okay, I’ll come to you. Sleep a couple hours and take y’all to Grand Junction. I can be there in ten hours, give or take.” Fuck him raw, it was fixin’ to be the first in a series of bad days.

      “I’ll call over to the funeral home. She’s all alone.” 

      God. He knew what she meant, but that sounded… well. He wasn’t going to think right now about what things sounded like.

      “You tell them we’re on our way.” He would push hard and get there as fast as he could. “You know she ain’t alone, Mama. Her rodeo family will be there with her.”

      “This isn’t right, Jasper! She’s got babies! She’s supposed to be home tomorrow afternoon!” The hollering stopped when the twins—Jacelyn and Kaiden—started screaming. 

      The sobbing was worse.

      “Can you call Jemma, lady? Have her come sit with you?”

      “She’s on her way, JD. She’s coming.”

      “Good. Good. I’ll be there like the Devil’s on my heels, swear to God.”

      “I’ll see you soon.” 

      He hung up, and Ap was right back there, hand on his shoulder. “What can I do?”

      “Kayla was shot and killed.” It didn’t make sense. Not a lick of it. Wait. Wait. Ap’s girl — had she been? “Your girl?”

      “Home this weekend, man. Her little sister’s birthday.”

      Oh, thank God. “Praise Jesus. I—have you heard?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, she called me. I got to get home. No more autographs. They need me.”

      Dan Moreno, their barrelman, came to sit next to him as Ap’s phone rang again. “Two things—I talked to the boss. Lee says go. He’s got your back, and he’ll get your trailer up to Chama and in storage.”

      Oh, thank God. He hadn’t even thought of the trailer. He wouldn’t need it again until the spring. “Thank y’all. Seriously. What’s two?”

      He was the rip-the-bandage-off type.

      “I got with Marlon there in the Junction. He was working the event. He saw it. You want to know?”

      He shook his head. “No, but I gotta. What happened?”

      “She was fixin’ to ride, warming up, and two asshole kids were fighting in the parking lot. One had a gun, followed the other into the back of the arena, shooting like an idiot. Hit three horses, one roper, Jessi Ryder, Betty Olivez from sports medicine, and a cop as well as Kayla. Kayla was gone before she hit the ground.”

      “They get the little bastard?” 

      “Yeah. Yeah, they did. He’s gonna be lucky to see the light of day after he gets out of the hospital. He got beat down.”

      “Good.” He meant it. He didn’t give a shit about the whys and hows and all. This was Kayla’s first final after having the twins, and this happened? Those babies were just crawling, for fuck’s sake.

      “I feel you. You need help driving? I can go up with you.” That was John Dennison, one of the cowboys who rode for a hobby. I’ll get Harry to ride me up to Denver and fly home.” Harry lived up by Raton, and would always drive a man somewhere.

      “You don’t mind, man? I’ll get you a hotel room in Trinidad.” His soul was shocked, and it would hit again before he made this first leg of the drive.

      The momma of his twin babies was gone.

      “I don’t. You need to be able to sleep if you have to turn right around and drive to the Junction.” John clapped him on the back. “Let me get my go bag, and give my keys to Lee. He’ll get someone to drive my truck back to the ranch.”

      “Thanks, man. Seriously.”

      “We’ll get a collection going for all y’all.” Ap offered him a sad shrug. “For the funeral, the babies, all of it.”

      “Thanks, buddy.” He was still… in shock. Hell, he reckoned he would be for a long while. This was going to mean some serious shit.
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      “No, I still have to get the paperwork filed. Uh-huh. Well, and I still got this barrel horse…” Nash Remington signed the form they shoved in front of him at the veterinary surgeon’s, his gut churning. He’d lost his favorite roping horse, taken a long bullet graze to his own shoulder, and damn it all, a couple of good friends were gone. Just… dead. And for what?

      “I can send one of the boys to drive it back to… where did you say that poor girl was from?” His operations manager, Owen Grainger had his rodeo family emergency face and voice on for their FaceTime, respectful but all business and how-can-I-help?

      “No. No, they’re letting me keep the mare at the arena until the family gets here. They show up without a trailer, then I’ll help, but I’ll stay on until they get here.” How he’d ended up with Kayla Nutter’s barrel horse, well… Okay, he did know. He was the one who’d had to stay in town and deal with two dead horses. His and Lyle Weiss’s. So he’d taken the mare in his trailer. 

      The poor barrel horse was hysterical, hooves slamming at the metal walls whenever anyone got close, screaming like a mad thing. That baby was terrified, and he needed someone who loved her to come take her home.

      “You in touch with her people?” Owen asked. 

      “The arena boss said her momma was coming. I don’t know her, really, but I gave him my number to give to her. And he can call me too, if they show up there and need to get into my trailer.”

      “JD coming with her?”

      “Who?”

      “Jasper Doyle? The bullfighter? He’s her baby daddy.” Owen sounded as if Nash ought to know that. 

      For a second it was like the world had stopped. Just come to a screeching halt.

      “No shit.” That busted out louder than he expected, making the vet desk staff stare at him askance. He mouthed, “Sorry,” before ducking to the side hall by the bathroom so he could go more private with the conversation. “Are you sure?”

      The Jasper Doyle he’d known hadn’t looked at a woman for as long as he knew. And now he had babies? They’d known each other for ten years, easy. Maybe closer to fifteen, but he knew for a fact that Jasper was not…not one to swing both ways. Jasper was one hundred percent a swing-his-way type. So the baby daddy thing was a shock. Because he and Jasper had exchanged more than one long once-over and such.

      “Yeah. Everyone knows. She wanted babies, he was willing to jack off in a cup. It’s a thing, I guess. Except a favor for a friend just became being a full-time daddy.”

      “Dammit.” Why the idea that JD wasn’t together with Kayla let him breathe again, he didn’t quite know. He’d been infatuated with the fine son of a bitch for years, but they hadn’t so much as shared a kiss. Stress. It had to be stress. “Well, I can sure text him and let him know where I am.” 

      Surely he still had Jasper’s number thanks to the man being an organizer at the Chama Days rodeo one year. 

      Of course he did.

      JD was a little fantasy he pulled out when he needed a quick, hard tug and an orgasm to help him sleep.

      Too bad he’d never closed the deal outside of a dream. They just never managed to be in the same place long enough. In close enough quarters. 

      Hell, the one time they were, they’d both been otherwise engaged with a pair of twins.

      That had ended…poorly.

      “Yep. He donated to her effort, I guess. Like not the old-fashioned way, but in the test tube sort of thing.”

      “Huh.” He knew Kayla had… twins? There was the twin thing again. Damn. That sucked. He needed to text Jasper. Nash felt out of the loop. Hell, he was fairly sure the rope had passed right over the top of his head.

      “Right? I mean… wow. How did the rodeo go otherwise?”

      He snorted, damn practical cowboys. “You mean besides losing Tracker, getting shot, and folks dying because some kid couldn’t help waving this pistol around? Fine. Dustbucket bucked like a champ. I got to the short go in the team roping.”

      “Yeah? Good deal. What the hell happened out there? I need the dirt, boss. I’m stuck on the ranch, and I never hear a thing.”

      “Owen.” He glanced toward the desk. “What do you mean?”

      “Oh for fuck’s sake. You are the most clueless gay man I’ve ever met. Talk at you later.” Owen hung up, and Nash swore he could hear his manager’s eyes rolling.

      Nash sighed. Gossip. How about, I just got shot? That was more than he wanted to think about, and everyone else’s angst and love ‘em and leave ‘em stories could just fucking wait. 

      “Mr. Remington? Excuse me. There’s one more release. I’m so sorry about Tracker.”

      “Thanks. He was with me six years. A good roper, you know?” Nash signed the form, something in his heart aching.

      “Oh, that’s so hard. It’s the worst part of having animal companions, when we lose them.”

      “Yeah.” Nash glanced at a couple who sat in the lobby, crying. They had a laundry basket piled high with pillows and he wasn’t going to look to see who was in there, but he would bet they were having a damn bad day too.

      He sighed, then stood off to one side, not sure if they’d need anything else. On the ranch, Owen handled it if an animal passed, whether they were taking out the backhoe to bury or sending them off for cremation, so he wasn’t real sure about all the steps. 

      Meanwhile, he texted Jasper, not even sure if the man would answer him.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey. Nash Remington here. I have Kayla’s horse, buddy. Holler at me when you get to town.

      

      

      

      

      

      It took a couple of minutes, then he got.

      
        
          
            
              
        Heading into Junction. Hotel first. Then I’ll call

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Good deal

      

      

      

      

      

      Okay. He could meet them wherever they needed him to, and that poor mare was safe for now, even if she was damn unhappy. He rolled his shoulder, grimacing when it burned like hellfire and made his fingers go numb.

      “Did you want the ashes, sir?” the desk attendant asked. 

      “Uh. No. No, that’s fine.”

      “Okay, then, you’re all set.”

      “Thanks.” He smiled at her, then headed out to his truck, his heart heavy for Tracker the gelding and for everyone else in that emergency vet office who was waiting for news, good or bad. 

      All the loss this weekend, and for what? He just kept thinking that over and over. A couple of teenagers who were having a dick-measuring contest? Fuck him. And now he had to get the grieving momma to take a horse, and she wasn’t well, he didn’t think. How was she supposed to take care of babies and a high-spirited racing machine of a mount?

      
        
          
            
              
        There’s a Denny’s on Horizon out near the airport. Meet us there?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Gimme fifteen

      

      

      

      

      

      He hopped in his truck. Thank God, nothing in Grand Junction was more than twenty minutes away from anything else.

      His shoulder hated the seat belt, his soul needed a beer, and his belly was empty as a worm. Denny’s would have help for at least one of those things, right? He could so go for a Grand Slam thingy to fill the hollow in his gut.

      He was damn glad he didn’t have to diet like a roughstock rider anymore, and he’d seen Jasper eat. The man had a hollow leg on both sides. Then again, Jasper ran his ass off in the arena instead of sitting on a horse or a bull for five to fifteen seconds…

      He pulled into the parking lot at the restaurant, and there was the big F150 that had to be Jasper’s. No trailer attached. 

      Dammit. 

      God damn it straight to hell.

      Maybe they were going to drive Kayla’s trailer back. She had to have one, and it hadn’t even occurred to him to find out where her trailer and vehicle were. He made a mental note to call the arena manager.

      Nash headed inside, and Jasper stood to wave him down. He was alone.

      “Hey, man. Come on and sit. Tammy is having a nap at the hotel.” Jasper shook his hand. 

      There weren’t any little ones here either, so they must be with their granny. The lines around Jasper’s mouth and eyes were deep, the bruises dark. 

      “Thanks. I’m sorry about Kayla.” He didn’t know the situation, so that seemed the safest thing to say.

      “I am too. Are you okay? Hurt bad?” Those green eyes shone through the pain and loss, searching his body like a laser beam. That right there—that wild, sure, steady focus was why bullfighters were heroes.

      “Just a graze on my shoulder. Hurts like a bear. I lost Tracker. That hurts more. So fucking senseless.” He slid into the booth across from Jasper, who sat back down.

      “Oh fuck, man.” Jasper’s face crumpled, strong shoulders weighted like they were holding the world on them. “So much hate, and for what?”

      “I know.” They just sat there for long moments, staring at each other. Then he took a deep breath. “So, what’s your plan?”

      “I—I don’t have one. Johnny Dennison helped me get to Trinidad, I napped for a few hours, picked Tammy up, popped Jacelyn and Kaiden in their car seats, and headed here.”

      “Oh, hell, man. Get you some coffee in you.” He waved down the server, who smiled and brought them coffee and took their order. He did get a grand slam with all the things, including pancakes. Then he took a deep breath. “Kayla is at the morgue along with Betty Olivez. She passed at the hospital a few hours ago. I have Kayla’s horse at the fairgrounds. She’s in my trailer, and some of the guys are taking turns getting her out to walk her. She’s in a bad way.” 

      “Oh fuck. I didn’t even think about her. Poor thing.” Jasper sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know where to begin, really. I’ll figure it out, but…well, I guess that’s all I have.”

      “I think you’ll need to start with identifying Kayla officially, so they can release her to the funeral home. Her advance directives said she wanted to be cremated, and the riders’ fund will pay for that.” There had been so much shit to wade through he couldn’t barely stand it.

      “Yeah. The police said we’ll do that tomorrow morning, and her momma talked to a funeral home here.” Jasper smiled at him, eyes trailing over him. “What the hell were you doing out here? It’s a little…small potatoes for a cowboy like you.”

      “I sponsored a bunch of the buckles. And Dean Lattimer needed a heeler. His roping partner came down with that RSV stuff. So I played cowboy. Lost me Tracker to do it. I know it could have been a lot worse. Jesus, Jasper. Babies, huh?”

      “Kayla said her clock was ticking, and she wanted to do it, and God knows I know how to, uh…” Jasper made the universal jack-off hand motion. “Twins weren’t in the plan, but both babies took, so…Jacelyn Danielle was first, and ninety seconds later, Kaiden Sterling.”

      “Are they Doyles or Nutters?”

      “I’m not sure. I mean, we didn’t talk about that. They’re only babies.”

      “Yeah. There always seems to be time.” Except when there wasn’t.

      “Yeah. I just—I thought it would be me, you know? I’m the one in danger all the time.”

      “I reckon so.” He reached out, because Jasper was hurting. Nash could read it in the lines around his eyes and mouth, clear as the lines in a book. “I’m so damn sorry.”

      “Me too. She was a good woman, one hell of a friend.” Jasper let out a long breath before straightening his spine, and shook his head. “Her babies ain’t even going to know her.”

      “You’ll tell them all about her. I mean, are you— Is her momma going to take them?” How did that work, if Jasper was just the donor?

      “I don’t know. I don’t want to tell stories out of school, and I don’t want to make decisions without her momma and her will.”

      “Yeah. Well, I can stay and help with the horse for now.” He was signing checks for the relief fund, as well…

      “I’d appreciate it. Very much. Where are you staying?”

      “I’m at the Holiday Inn Express out here. And you have my number.” He hated the tight mouth and eyes Jasper was sporting, but this had to be a nightmare. Shit, it was for him, and he didn’t have to deal with the death of a family member, because essentially that was what Jasper was doing. Dammit. 

      Of course, any loss at the rodeo was family in some way. 

      “We’re there too. Clean, free breakfast, and a portable crib for the babies.” JD’s smile was barely holding on at the edges. “Babies, Nash. Babies.”

      “Lord, Jasper. That’s so cool, but damn sad. I can’t wait to meet them.” He sure hoped Jasper would let him. They were… friends, he reckoned, but they’d been out of touch for a bit, so he wasn’t sure how much Jasper wanted his meddling. He was a meddler. No doubt about it. Owen bitched about it all the time, because it made more work for him. 

      “They’re beautiful.” Jasper’s grin wavered between pride and agony. “Jacelyn looks like me—bright orange curls, dark green eyes, freckles—and Kaiden is dark-headed and brown-eyed like his momma.”

      “Wow.” That was crazy. Genetics were amazing. He knew that from breeding stock. But to have kids like that… “How did…I mean, they’re…”

      “They activated her eggs, did the turkey baster thing, and instead of one, two showed up. They said the chances of her keeping both were slim, but ta-da. Twins. Two different sets of babies. Wanna see a picture?” 

      “I do.” Of course he did, because celebrating life was a helluva lot better than talking about death anymore right now. “Show me.”

      The pictures were adorable—little babies in cowboy boots and tiny jeans, babies in Easter baskets, sweet little ones in a field of flowers.

      “My God, they’re precious, Jasper. Look at that red-headed baby. And your boy has sloe eyes. They’re stunning.” He loved how… happy they seemed. 

      “Yeah, and they both have her nose, and my pointed chin.” Jasper beamed at him. “I was there the day they were born. It was a planned deal, since she was having twins. They were born on the Ides of March.”

      “Wow. That’s so cool. Hard to forget that birthday.” That was a much better look for Jasper, and Nash would encourage it all he could. “They have the best smiles.”

      “They can roll over, but they’re not quite crawling. Soon. She’s trying.”

      “Girls always go faster.” He had more than a few nieces and nephews. The girls got there quicker every time. 

      “That’s what Tammy said. Kaiden watches her, and there’s pure frustration in his eyes, but as soon as he cries, she’s right there. All over him.”

      “Aw. That’s adorable. There’s a special bond with twins, they tell me. My sister has a set of identicals.”

      “Does she? Boys or girls?”

      “Girls. And a younger boy.” They ran his sister and her husband ragged, and they loved every moment.

      “Congratulations. Uncle Nash, huh? I can see it.”

      “Thanks.” Their food came, and his stomach growled so loud he had to laugh. 

      “I bet you’re loving being able to eat everything you want, old man,” JD teased.

      He looked at the bulging platter of food, grinning. “Hell, yes. But you run off all yours, so you always could.”

      “Too much cheese makes me bloated, but yeah. Otherwise I’m golden. Why the hell didn’t I get pancakes?” 

      He turned the grin on Jasper. “So get some.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, who knows when I’ll eat again.” JD lifted one hand. “Can I get an order of pancakes, please?”

      “Yessir! Be right there with them.” Their server headed to the back, and he buttered and syruped his pancakes.

      “You want me to go get y’all some groceries after this? Just some stuff you can eat on the go?” Nash offered. He would hit the Safeway right out by them right now. He could totally use some Cokes and some Slim Jims. Maybe some pepper jack and some Cheetos…

      “Can I give you some cash—just for Dr Pepper and some cheese and crackers, maybe diapers?”

      “You can. Just text me what kind of diapers. I know that can be pretty specific if they have any allergies or anything.” He licked a drip off his fork. That was worth catching. Buttery maple goodness.

      JD pulled out his phone and texted someone. “Tammy will let me know. Thanks.” 

      “No problem.” He salted and peppered his eggs. “I mean it, too. I have to deal with a few other things, and they told me not to drive too much the first few days, so I can help with anything you need.”

      JD’s pancakes came, and he pushed over the syrup.

      “Thanks. Is it bad? The gunshot?”

      “It burned me more than anything, but there’s a furrow right across my shoulder, and it cut into the muscle in one place pretty good.” Nash made a wry face, nose wrinkling. “Let me tell you, when they say ‘it’s just a graze’ in the movies and go on like it’s nothing? It’s utter bullshit.”

      “Yeah, I never been shot with more than rock salt. Definitely not like that.” JD glanced up at him. “Did you see? Did she hurt?”

      “I—” He took a deep breath, because he had relived it—over and over. To the cops, to the EMTs, to a half dozen rodeo guys. He didn’t want to go over it all again, but Nash reckoned he owed it to Jasper. “I saw it all. I was the last one to get hit. Betty went down, and she took a while. She died in the hospital. Jessi took a round the ribs and was yelling bloody murder. The horses were bad. Kayla was gone before she hit the ground. Then the bullet got me and went into Tracker’s neck. He bled out in seconds. So no. She didn’t suffer. It was so fast no one could even blink.” There. That was out, and it was like lancing a wound. 

      JD’s eyes filled with unshed tears, the huge, scarred hands clenched into fists, bending the cheap silverware. “Thank you. Thank God. I—It was killing me, not knowing for absolute sure. She was my best friend.”

      “She was like the damn wind in the arena. I know that. Amazing.” He cleared his throat. “God, what a mess.” 

      A small sound made them both look up, and an older couple stood there, their faces full of sympathy. “I’m sorry to intrude,” the lady said. “But we were at the rodeo, and we heard you— Well, we were wondering if there was anything we could do. Someplace to make a donation to the families?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He put on his business face and pulled a card out of his wallet. “This is the relief fund. Any donation you make, just note that it was for the Colorado State Finals victims.” People wanted to be decent. Wanted to help. He couldn’t be mad about that.

      “Of course. Absolutely. We’re praying for y’all. If you need anything while you’re in town, here’s my number.” The gentleman handed him a business card of his own. “I own a local feed store. Please. Call if we can help.”

      “Thank you. We have a couple of animals that we need to house for a bit, so I might hit you up.” He nodded, and the couple left without any more chitchat. Which was good, because JD was head down, eyes on his plate, jaw set. 

      He knew JD wasn’t mad. He just couldn’t cope with that type of kindness right now. 

      “Eat your pancakes. Then you can go to the hotel and rest. Hell, you want, I’ll come watch a movie with you or something.”

      “I want that. I— I need to be there, but Tammy is so tired, and I know we can’t do anything until tomorrow at the— where Kayla is.” JD glanced up, green eyes meeting his. “I’d like the company.”

      “Then you got it.” He would hang out, let JD know he wasn’t alone and that there was help available. 

      “Thank you. Seriously.” JD started demolishing his food, just powering it down. When was the last time he’d eaten? Christ. Maybe they ought to get a couple of orders to take with them. He waved the server over. 

      “Can we get two burgers and fries and an order of pancakes to go?” Miss Tammy could have pancakes when she woke up. And he could order groceries for delivery instead of leaving to go to the store. 

      “Absolutely. We heard about what happened. My manager says y’all’s food is on the house.”

      “Oh.” JD swallowed hard, the coffee cup clattering as he sat it down. “Thank you. That’s a kindness.” 

      Her cheeks were red as a beet. “We’re not—that’s not us, you know? That is not who we are.”

      “I know that.” Nash smiled. “I’ve ridden the Mountain States Circuit for years and never had a problem here. Y’all have been incredibly helpful. Thank you.”

      “Any time. I’ll put that order in.”

      JD took two twenties out of his pocket and put it under the sugar container. “That’ll help her out.”

      “It will.” He liked that JD had beaten him to it. There wasn’t a bit of stingy in that Texan, no sir. A lot of hard-headed, sure, but generous to a fault. “Do you need me to pitch in too?”

      “You can get the next one.” JD yawned, covering his mouth with his hand. “Sorry.”

      “That’s okay. You can get a nap in too.” If someone needed to watch those babies, well, he knew how to change a diaper. Even with one arm.

      “Naps are important, or so I hear.” JD shook his head and grinned at him like he’d just reappeared. “Lord, life does move fast, don’t it?”

      “It does. And we’re all scrambling.” He chuckled, trying hard to lighten up a heavy situation. “Like that feller in the dinosaur movies says at the beginning, right?”

      “No shit on that. Yes.” One bright red eyebrow went winging up, pretty as you please, and Nash felt that crazy tug in the pit of his belly. It wasn’t rational, but nothing about today was, so he’d just go with it. “I love them silly movies. I’d pay to see Eduardo Vargas ride one of them raptors.”

      “Oh shit, you’re evil.” He laughed his ass off at that thought. “I bet a triceratops would be enough. That’s a sight bigger than a bull.”

      “Can you imagine if he threw his head back? It’d pierce your damn skull.”

      “That’s it.” He snorted. That was a path he did not want to go down. “Man, that was a good Slam there.”

      “The pancakes made it.”

      “You and your pancakes. It was good to see you eat.” He’d always enjoyed that more than was reasonable. 

      “Mmm.” JD winked, but the motion was more tired than flirty.

      Their to-go orders showed up, and they got up, thanking all the staff on their way out. “I’ll see you at the hotel. Just meet me at the front?” Nash asked.

      “You got it, buddy.”

      Nash nodded, letting JD take the food. He had no idea what they would do tomorrow.

      But today they had a plan.
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      “Can you take them for a few hours, Jasper? Please? I’m throwing up, and I just can’t.” Tammy had been mourning herself into anemia, and when he’d called to offer her food, she’d answered sobbing.

      “Of course, lady. Sure. I don’t mind.” He was their father, at least biologically. “Let me grab their bags and all.”

      “Thank you. All their stuff is there, and their schedule is on my phone.” She handed him her phone.

      “Okay. Let me take the bags. Then the babies. Then the crib?” He could hear them crying, fussing and wiggling around, and he reckoned the stress was leaking out of their granny.

      “Yes.” She sniffled. “I appreciate it, Jasper.”

      “Anything, Tammy.” He grabbed the bags to transfer them to his room. “Can you give me a hand, Nash?” he asked when he got there, praying to God the man said yes.

      Nash frowned a bit. “Sure, man. She need a break?”

      “Yeah. I hope she takes a pain pill and crashes, you know?” Tammy was in agony, and he hated it. He was miserable, but Kayla hadn’t been his child. He couldn’t imagine raising a baby just to have her be gone, no more than a couple videos and a memory.

      “I do. Knock and let her know I’m coming with?”

      “Yeah.” He rapped on the door between their rooms before passing back through. “Is it okay if my buddy Nash comes in to help?”

      “Uh-huh.” She turned so her back was to him, covers over her. 

      “Sorry, ma’am.” Nash took one of the twins when JD lifted her and handed her over. He took Kaiden, the boy.

      “I’ll be back for the crib,” he murmured.

      They took the babies to his room, and he put Kaiden on the bed. “Can you watch him, and I’ll be right back?”

      He didn’t wait for Nash’s answer; he just ran back to Tammy’s room. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

      “No, honey. I’m sorry.” She sobbed a little, and the scent of pain coming off her made him gag.

      He shook his head since she couldn’t see him. “You let me know if you need some Sprite or some soup, okay?” Nash had reminded him they could order stuff and have it delivered even if the hotel didn’t do room service.

      “I will. I promise. Go on, now. Go to them. They need you.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry. Holler if you need me.” Then he rolled the crib out and back into his room. “Jesus, she’s in a bad way.”

      “She is. She’s not doing well anyway, is she?” Nash had one baby on the bed, one in his good arm.

      “No, she’s got MS real bad. Kayla did a lot of taking care of her.” And now, he wasn’t sure what was fixin’ to happen. He knew Miz Tammy, sure, but not—it wasn’t like she was his momma. His folks were still in Texas, so far as he knew. They’d been ignoring each other for years, and while Tammy was always kind to him, they weren’t crazy close.

      “Oh, man. That’s shit. I— Is she on acreage somewhere?” Nash laughed a little at Jacelyn, who wanted to be with her brother on the bed, not with this man she didn’t know. 

      His girl sure knew her own mind. 

      “She’s got three acres and a little house. She’d been talking about selling to Kayla and getting a one-story condo.”

      “Wow.” Nash shook his head. “That’s hard. That’s gonna be small for the kids.”

      JD shook his head. “I need to—shit, man, I need to talk to her. Kayla’s will has me as their guardian should something happen to her. I know because she asked me when they were born. But I’m on the road nine months out of the year…” He had no idea what to do about this.

      Nash’s face was shell-shocked as all get-out. “Damn…” 

      “I know. I know it, and what about when I get hurt again?” It wasn’t like he rode a desk. He threw his happy ass in front of bulls for fun and profit.

      “Yeah. I mean… I guess you can’t hire a nanny.” Nash’s wry smile told him the man knew the answer to that. Who the hell had nannies?

      Wealthy folks, maybe? Movie stars? Maybe someone who owned the rodeo? How the fuck would he know. He wasn’t none of the above.

      “Can you imagine that? Me? With a nanny?” Lord have mercy, he couldn’t fathom trusting someone he didn’t know with Kayla’s babies?

      “Yeah.” Nash chuckled, and they grinned at each other, setting off a quiet spate of laughter. 

      JD appreciated that Nash didn’t want Tammy to hear them. She wasn’t ready to wonder why they were cracking up in the next room. They were supposed to be all serious and mourning. Dammit.

      Jacelyn turned toward them, her eyes tracking them as they laughed. She was so damn smart, and so curious. He loved how he could see her thinking about whether she should smile or not.

      “You’re okay, little girl.” He reached down, and she grabbed his finger with a strong grip.

      “Look at that.” Nash bent to catch Jacelyn’s eye. “She’s a strong little one, aren’t you, baby girl?”

      She gurgled and kicked and laughed, and he had a feeling she was now enamored of Nash. 

      Her brother scowled, flailing out and whacking his sister, who immediately burst into tears. 

      “Oh, dammit.” He sat on the edge of the bed. “No crying, y’all.”

      “Shhh. Hand her to me.” 

      So he picked up Jacelyn and handed her back to Nash, who this time bounced her and cooed at her, and damn if she didn’t settle down in a heartbeat. He picked up Kaiden so he had someone too, and that seemed to make it all better. 

      Kaiden snuggled into him, blowing wet raspberries like he was the happiest little boy on earth. 

      “Listen to you. You got the cuteness thing down.” How was he going to do this? Lord have mercy. He would have to, though. There was no way in hell Tammy could. As they got older and more mobile…

      He needed to learn to travel with them. Somehow. Maybe Lee’s wife would babysit during the events… Then it would just be rearranging his off time to suit having kids. 

      Thank God he wasn’t the team lead. He didn’t think he could do the boss’s job and raise these two.

      Did he have to, like, go in front of a judge of something? He never even hired a lawyer before.

      He guessed he would find out when they did Kayla’s will. She hadn’t had a lawyer, but he thought she had an executor.

      Kaiden started fussing, and JD realized he had been tensing up. Dammit.

      “They know, huh?” Nash shook his head. “It’s just like the animals we work with. They take their cues from us.”

      “It’s crazy, you know? I mean, I’m an only child, so I’m not totally baby-literate.”

      “Well, I can help out some, like I said. And God knows we know folks who have babies. There are hundreds we can call to ask.”

      Did Nash know he was saying we? If he was volunteering to hang out for a bit, JD would take it.

      Of course, Nash had a ranch to get back to, horses, cattle, all that mess, but he wasn’t proud. He needed help. 

      “Yeah. That’s true enough. Look, I appreciate everything, and I’m totally not above leaning some, if that’s okay.”

      “It’s more than okay. You tell me what you need. I feel— I feel like I was there. Right there. And I know now I couldn’t have helped her, not the way it went down, but that doesn’t stop me feeling like I need to do something.” Nash gave him a wicked sort of look. “And I always have liked you, buddy.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You are a good man, and you always have been.” Nash was one hell of an all-around cowboy, but he didn’t ride bulls, so they hadn’t had much opportunity to work together. Or travel the same circles some years. He wouldn’t mind reconnecting, even in these awful circumstances.

      “Thanks. And you’re in a shit position, and I can help. So I want to.” Nash got up to dance little Jaci around until she started to yawn, and if the man winced a little, he didn’t seem to be too bad off. 

      “Should we feed them before they crash?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I reckon they haven’t eaten. Let’s see what you got.” Nash put Jaci next to him on the bed, then got to digging, pulling out bottles and canisters like the man knew what he was doing. “Okay, cool. My sister used this.”

      “Yeah? They’re weird-looking things, but I’m guessing the bags are easier to deal with?” The nipples were big and flat, and the bottles were plastic cages, kinda.

      “I think it’s more sanitary, for sure. No boiling or washing and hoping it got clean? But it’s way harder to feed a calf…” Nash winked over at him, the expression making his cheeks heat, then set about making up two bottles like a pro.

      Jasper rolled his eyes at himself. “Less bruises to do this. You got a big spread now?”

      “I do.” Nash tested the formula on his wrist, then came to hand him a bottle and take back Jaci. “I have a couple of hay farms. A main ranch that’s twenty thousand acres, and an old hunting lodge that I run elk, deer, and buffalo on the land for conservation.”

      “Oh wow. Good on you.” He had an apartment in Chama and a fat bank account. 

      “Thanks.” Nash fed Jaci easily, and he was still struggling to get Kaiden to take the damn nipple. There. Whoa. “It’s a big operation, but I love it. I always wanted to be that kind of rancher, you know?”

      “Yeah. I keep thinking about what I intend to do after I retire, but there’s not a huge call for old bullfighters, so I’d best keep working.” He wasn’t all morose about it. He wasn’t a rancher; he was a rodeo man. He knew animals, but he didn’t know how to start working a ranch.

      “Eh, you’d miss the adrenaline.” Nash smiled down at Jaci. “She’s a good eater.”

      “I finally got him to stop fighting me.”

      “Your son is going to get it.”

      His son. He swallowed back a throat full of bile.

      Jesus, no one had ever said that to him before. His heart raced a little, everything in him on high alert. This was his. His responsibility. His kid. 

      “You okay, JD?”

      No. No, fuck. How could he be okay? “Yeah, just tired.”

      “I get that. You’ve had a long day.” When Jaci was done with her bottle, Nash put a towel over his shoulder and burped her as if he did it every damn day. “We’ll get these two down and you can have a rest.”

      He turned Kaiden over his thigh, patting him gently. “Come on, boy. Burp for me.”

      Kaiden burped like a sailor, his little body vibrating with the force of it. He did everything with gusto.

      “Attaboy. That was a big bubble.” 

      “Now the changing.” Nash wrinkled his nose.

      “Now, I know you’ve dealt with a lot of poop in your time.” In fact, he had too.

      “Yeah, and at this age, they still smell
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