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      The ping on his laptop actually woke Sterling Jordan up from the first sound sleep he’d had since calving season had started. Shit, the way everyone kept texting and calling and pissing and moaning, he would think he didn’t have a foreman on this damn ranch.

      He had two.

      But that particular chime was enough to make him jump right out of bed and go see, because it was a very special kind of alert.

      That noise meant it was about his sister, Sierra.

      He pulled on his robe because it was chilly as all get-out, and he moved to the desk he kept in his room, where he kept his personal files and crap he didn’t want his assistant filing somewhere he’d never find it again. Where he put all the stuff the private detective who kept him apprised of Sierra’s life went to die.

      “What are you up to now, sis?” he murmured. It was nuts how he still talked to her like she was sitting right there, even though he hadn’t seen her in person since she’d run away from home more than a decade ago.

      Sterling missed her face.

      There was an email from Annie, simple and straightforward just like her. Call me.

      He grabbed the phone, hitting the number he had in his favorites.

      Christ, she wasn’t any more talkative now than she’d ever been.

      “Hey, Sterling.”

      “Hey, lady. What have you got for me?”

      “So, I have some news. Your sister has been through an adoption process and has moved to Alaska. She’s working with the Forest Service there.”

      He blinked. “‘Adoption’? What the hell does that mean?”

      “She gave a newborn male infant up for adoption in La Plata county. The paperwork is about three months old, and⁠—”

      “La Plata? Here? She was here?”

      “I said the adoption took place there, Sterling.”

      “So this is still her legal state of residence?” Shit, what he didn’t know about his own sister could fill the Grand Canyon.

      “Yep. She’s never had a job that required her to change it.”

      “How did she have a baby without you knowing?”

      “She didn’t have to use her real name to have the baby, Sterling, just to give it away.” The idiot was implied.

      “I thought you had eyes on her.”

      “No, only on her social. She disappears as easily as a raccoon in a trash can.”

      He snorted at that. “I hear you. So tell me about the kid.”

      “It’s a little boy, born November twenty-sixth. The adoptive father named him Xavier Scott Collier.”

      “‘Adoptive’? Do we know who the father is?” He wanted all the information, but he was a linear kind of guy.

      “Benjamin Collier. Thirty-one years old. Blond, blue eyes. No criminal record. Army veteran. RN in Durango. Owns ten acres and a three-bedroom, two-bath ranch-style home, paid-off GMC pickup. No significant credit card debt. Decent credit score.”

      “But he’s not the biological father?” This was getting weirder by the minute.

      “No, the biological father and mother both surrendered their parental rights.”

      “Damn.” What the hell had she been thinking? It wasn’t like he wouldn’t have taken her baby to raise. That baby boy would want for nothing with him. But she’d turned the little guy over to someone he’d never even heard of?

      “Where does she know this guy from?” Army vet? Maybe they’d met in the service, since that was where Sierra had run off to when she was eighteen.

      “I’m not sure. She had the baby in the Mercy Hospital in Durango, but there’s no proof she ever lived there. The biological father’s home of record is Seattle, Washington.”

      “Damn. Okay.” He chewed his lower lip. “I’ll need the adoptive father’s address.”

      “Of course. I’ll text it over. Do you want me to keep watching Sierra or switch to watching Mr. Collier?”

      “Keep an eye on Sierra if you can. I’ll check out Collier since he’s only a few hours down the road.” And maybe have a talk with the man about how that baby had family in Aspen who wanted him.

      “Fair enough. I love Alaska. I’ll send you anything I get. Have a good one. If you need me to find local help there, text.”

      “I will.” He would go in on the quiet, though. Well, as quiet as he could. He pondered driving, since it was only about six hours, but he had a plane at the field here in Aspen, and Durango had a nice tiny airport. His pilot, Jimmy, could arrange things far quicker than he could drive, and the flight would take less than an hour.

      He sat there for a long minute, then he went to find someone to make him a cup of coffee. He needed to talk to his assistant, Geoff, have him arrange the flights, and have him keep the lawyers and Dad off his ass.

      Thank God Mom was in Rome with her new husband, living the high life and sending pictures of pasta and old churches every day.

      Dad was closer, in Jackson Hole, so he’d have to play this close to the chest. Not everyone could be bought, so he needed to suss the guy out first.

      If Collier couldn’t be bought, then he’d have to hire someone to make the man’s life a bitch. That baby was a Jordan, no matter what Sierra thought. He was a Jordan, and he deserved that name, and the benefits that having it brought.

      He knew that probably made him as bad as Sierra had always accused their parents of being, but so be it. He’d worked hard to make it so no one in his family lacked for anything, and he wasn’t going to let Sierra’s son want.

      He called Geoff, because if he had to be up, well. So did everyone else.

      Every so often, it was good to be the king.
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      Xavier’s cry split the air right about the time Benji had actually fallen asleep.

      Fuck him raw.

      It shouldn’t be teeth for another month. Maybe gas.

      It wasn’t anger; it was pain, so he ran for the nursery.

      “What’s wrong, son?” He reached down, relieved as hell that Xavier wasn’t feverish. His baby belly was hard, though, so it was gas.

      Juana hadn’t believed him when he said that guacamole wasn’t good for babies. He’d read up on it, though, and it was all about the fat content mixing with the fiber. He was not ready for that kind of food yet. Lord help the wee one.

      Those grannies at the Abuelita Daycare were amazing, but they were set in their ways. And when he’d complained to his mom she simply said, “It was good enough for you; it’s good enough for my grandboy.”

      “Just how often did you have to massage my belly all night?” he muttered, working poor Xavi with his fingers to try to give him some movement.

      Xavi muttered and whined, telling him about it, and Benji nodded.

      “I know, sweet boy. I so know. This isn’t fair at all.” He sang and rubbed and rocked, dancing Xavi around in circles in the spare bedroom he’d decorated in ponies and big-eyed cows and leaping baby goats that were somehow terrifying this late at night when his world was one of light trails and near-hallucinations. Soon he was going to take the baby back to sleep with him. Just so he could sleep a few hours.

      Xavi finally burped and farted at the same time, his sharp wail of surprise almost funny. Benji didn’t laugh, though. He crooned to his boy, humming a nursery song he only half-remembered from his own childhood.

      Even after thirteen weeks, he still couldn’t quite believe he was a dad. Sierra had appeared out of the blue after he hadn’t heard from her in years, had stayed here for the last six months of her pregnancy, refusing to let him pay her medical bills, insisting that the money he’d saved go into a college fund for the baby. They’d spent hours playing Scrabble and card games they remembered from the service, and laughing.

      God, they’d laughed a lot.

      She hadn’t stayed long after Xavi’s birth, either. Just a week. Just long enough to finalize everything. Then she’d kissed them both on the cheek and promised to email.

      “She does, you know?” he whispered to his son. “About once a week. And every day I send her pictures of your angel face.”

      How could he blame Sierra for not being terribly maternal? She knew it. She was smart enough to admit it. And he’d gotten the most amazing thing in his whole life out of it.

      Benji had always wanted to have a family. To raise kids in the shadow of Purgatory and Mesa Verde like his folks had. To settle down like his brother and sister.

      But he was a gay man in a small western Colorado town, and he wasn’t getting any younger. So adopting seemed like the best thing.

      Especially when the situation had dropped into his lap like Sierra was laying an egg.

      “He doesn’t want anything to do with the baby,” she’d told him. “And I have this job opportunity up north. I—I’m not mom material, Benji. You know that. What am I going to do?”

      What she’d done was offer him the whole world swaddled in a tiny blue blanket.

      He’d been in love before; he loved his mom, but Xavi?

      This was like addiction and heaven tempered with exhaustion and the knowledge that he didn’t have any idea what he was doing. He was working hard at it, though.

      Xavi went to daycare while he was at work, at the same place he’d gone as a kid. His mom watched Xavi when she wasn’t working at the elementary school, and was as in love with him as Benji was. But between his job, his horses, the goats and chickens, and an infant who desperately wanted to be a night owl in a morning robin world…

      Xavi watched him with eyes that were altogether too awake for almost midnight.

      “Oh, sweet boy. You have to sleep.” He chuckled, though, and headed for his bedroom. They could doze together in his bed, with the glow of the TV bathing them. He had plenty of diapers and wipes in his room.

      Hell, he had baby stuff in every room of his house, in his car, and in his cubby at work.

      He might even have the world’s tiniest diaper in his wallet.

      They cuddled on the big bed, Xavi happy to snuggle up to him, jabbering away. Benji listened, drifting a little, because damn it had been a tough day at work. They were less crazy than they had been a couple of years ago, but there were still a lot of little ones in his part of the four corners who got pretty sick, and it was Benji’s job to help them out.

      The idea that he’d bring something home to Xavi terrified him, but he masked up, he washed until his hands were raw, and he did everything he could. So far, his mom had been far more likely to come down with something. The kids she taught seemed to be germ factories.

      It kind of made him want to homeschool, even if that would make his mom crazy. He grinned, shaking his head.

      “She would beat me, kiddo.”

      Xavi blinked at him, cooing softly, tiny fist waving at his face.

      “I know, right? It’s hard to imagine your sweet granny beating on me, but she’s a tough old broad, I can tell you. Don’t let her fool you.”

      The TV flickered, the sound almost inaudible, but it was enough to lull him. Too bad Xavi was all energy all of a sudden.

      Sucking on his fist, kicking like a mule, rocking back and forth in happy baby pose.

      His baby boy was not acting sleepy at all.

      “Maybe I should put you in your swing.” There would be a screaming fit if he moved Xavi in that direction, but the kid would be asleep by the third rocking tick-tock of the damn thing, and then Benji could doze a bit harder…

      He hated making Xavi cry, though. Especially when he was in such a good mood.

      So he stayed where he was, letting his boy coo and hum, letting sleep sort of catch him in waves.

      Benji had years ahead of him to be the dad of a grown man. He was going to enjoy having this baby.

      Even if it killed him.
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      The sound hit Sterling a heartbeat before the wheel of the rental truck jerked in his hands, trying its damnedest to toss him off the road. The big pickup wasn’t exactly maneuverable, but Sterling was a damn good driver, and he was not going to let a tire blowout throw him into the river bubbling along like it was laughing at his happy ass.

      His security team, and Carson in particular, when they caught up with him, would never let him hear the end of it if he allowed that to happen.

      Of course, that was how his day was going, wasn’t it?

      “It’s all we have on the lot right now,” the guy at the Hertz had told him when he bitched about the Ford Super Duty. That was what he got for flying in at seven in the morning.

      And then he had nowhere to go until after three, when he could check into a hotel, so he’d had to cool his heels until a reasonable hour before he could go out to the Collier place and put his thing down.

      He’d ended up in a diner, munching pancakes and bacon, which had been so worth the calories, but the coffee hadn’t been worth the heartburn.

      He managed to avoid the river, but the ditch? That was too much to ask, wasn’t it? Dammit…

      He sat there a second, staring at his hands on the steering wheel. It was damn dark for eight thirty in the morning on a Saturday.

      Had he hit his head? No, he was pretty sure he would remember that. The airbag hadn’t even deployed. So he crawled out of the driver’s door and stared at the damn truck, then checked the sky.

      Fuck, those clouds were near-black and menacing. Of course they were.

      A bright yellow truck headed down the dirt road, moving nice and careful, and to his shock, pulled over. A smiling guy hopped out, jeans and CU sweatshirt, Broncs cap and work boots, screaming Colorado. “You need help, man?”

      “God, yes. I had a blowout. At least I went off the road on the good side huh?”

      He got a warm grin that would have been pure sex if the guy hadn’t had bags under his eyes that would fit enough clothes for a sixteen-day cruise. “You did. I’d ask if you had a jack, but we’re going to have to winch you up onto the road first.”

      “I have no idea if there’s a jack. It’s a rental.”

      “Lord, it is not your day.” The guy chuckled and shook his head. “Let me get you hooked up.”

      “Thanks.” He was used to being the one to help, to be honest. This was a novel experience.

      “Sure. Anytime, just give me a second to grab my tow rope and pull around.”

      That fucking river wasn’t giggling anymore. That was a full-out laugh.

      “Thanks.” He shook his head, trying to get it to clear up, the ringing in his ears not so fun.

      “Hey.” The guy turned around, came right to him, and those eyes were green as emeralds, flecked with gold. Jesus, that was pretty as all get-out. “Did you hit your head? Let me see your eyes. Did you lose consciousness?”

      What? “I don’t think so? I mean, the airbag didn’t go off. I bet it’s more whiplash that rang my bell.”

      “Yeah…I don’t love that.” The man’s lips tightened, and he had the urge to reach out and touch them, smooth them out. “Luckily I⁠—”

      A sharp crack of lightning hit the road, not ten feet from them. He barely registered the scent of ozone before a clap of thunder almost deafened him. From a weird distance, he heard a baby screaming.

      “Fuck me. Grab your stuff, man. My house is right here.”

      “Okay.” He fetched his bag and closed up the truck, because he wasn’t going to put this guy and a baby in danger to tow him back on the road. He’d sit in the guy’s truck and call Hertz.

      The hail started about the time they got to the truck, the baby in the back seat screeching his head off as chunks of ice pinged off the metal.

      “It’s okay, baby. It’s okay. Daddy’s got you. We’re heading home.” The guy pulled out as soon as Sterling closed the door. “This storm is going to get rough. You can wait it out, and we’ll get you help.”

      “Thank you. I really appreciate it. That blowout shook me.” He was way more… capable, as a rule. Maybe he had whacked himself. He’d have to check for bruises.

      Then again, maybe he was lacking sleep.

      “No worries. Seriously.” The sky got darker, the ice got thicker on the road, and he was feeling utterly out of control.

      They turned into a long driveway, and then under a carport with a covered walkway into a perfectly decent ranch house. It seemed solid enough to handle the storm that was starting to make the wind whistle, and the lightning that was crashing around them.

      The guy parked, then took off his coat. “The hail shouldn’t get you, but I have to make sure Xavi’s safe. You good?”

      “Solid as a rock.”

      “Get ready to run!” The guy got out, taking the baby out of the car and covering him or her with the coat. “Here it comes. Come on.”

      By the time they slid into the kitchen of the house like a pair of runners plowing into third base, the hail was coming down in crunchy sheets, they were both soaked, and Sterling was fixin’ to toss cookies.

      “Come on in. Candles are in the desk drawer right there. Can you light some? We’ll lose electricity, sure as shit. I’ll heat up some water and get towels.” He hauled the baby with him, bouncing and murmuring all the way.

      “Got it.” He lit a couple of candles, thankful the man was organized enough to have a lighter in the drawer as well. Lord, it was bitter all of a sudden. Hail storms did that, though. Just sucked any warmth right out of the air and replaced it with that falling ice.

      “I have a fire set. I’ll start it in a few. I need to let my mom know I’m okay. She worries.” He got a warm smile. “I’ll grab you a water and some Tylenol.”

      “I appreciate it.” He glanced around what he could see in the gloom, noting a neat, clean kitchen done in bright colors with baby stuff strewn all over. Bottles in the dish rack. Towels and bibs in the little alcove by the washer and dryer.

      It was sweet as hell.

      He sat on one of the dining table chairs, his ears ringing a bit.

      “No, Mom. Yeah. No, he had a blowout and knocked his head. No, I’m fine, but we’re going to wait this storm out. What? Yeah. Yeah, I totally have wood and supplies. You stay in town.”

      The guy handed him a mason jar of water and a bottle of hard core Tylenol.

      He tried not to be nosy, because that was rude, so Sterling focused on the wild cacophony of the storm outside and took the pills, knowing they would stave off a nasty headache if he went ahead and swallowed them now.

      The baby went into one of those wind-up swings, then his rescuer hung up his phone and bent to start the fire, which was already laid. The mantel was covered in coffee mugs, the wall above holding even more on hooks. “So, the storm is a booger-bear. You might be here for an hour or so. At least I have coffee and soup.” Sterling got an eye-roll, another grin. “I’d plug in your phone, though. I can’t guarantee that we’ll keep electricity.”

      “That’s fine, man. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate not having to be sitting in the ditch in that rental.” Especially since the county road he’d been on had seemed less than well-traveled.

      “No worries. I’m glad I found you.” The fire started up like it was meant to, and then the guy was in the kitchen, making coffee, pulling out a box of doughnuts. “I was heading out to take my mom shopping and an early lunch. She wanted some baby-time. I’m Benji, by the way. Benji Collier.”

      Oh, holy shit. His eyes widened, and he shot a look at the baby in the swing. That was his nephew. Sierra’s baby. This was the guy who’d adopted Sierra’s baby.

      He was going to pass right the fuck out.

      “Sterling.” He stood and stuck his hand out, his mind racing. He could tell this guy who he was, and they could go right on the defensive, or he could wait until the storm was over, at least, and get a feel for the guy. So he made a split-second decision and gave his middle name, which was his mom’s maiden name. “Sterling Blair.”

      “Pleased.” Benji shook before nodding to the chair. “You want a doughnut? They’re a day old, but they’re still amazing. I’m addicted to Long Johns.” Benji didn’t react to his first name, which was unusual enough that, if Sierra had warned Benji about the family, ought to mean something.

      “I’d love one.” If his stomach rebelled, so be it, but all he had down there was coffee and pills, and that might be a bad combo.

      “Yeah, it’ll settle things.” Benji handed him the box, and there was a glazed one in there, waiting for him. That shouldn’t suck. “So are you heading to the ski mountain? You got your Sunday go-to-meeting clothes on, and it’s only Saturday.”

      His Sunday… Oh. Yeah, he was wearing a sports coat with his dark Wranglers and his good boots and hat. “I was traveling, yeah. So I hadn’t settled in and gotten comfortable yet.”

      “Well, you can relax here. I don’t have any ceremony to stand on. I’m a full-time RN with a fourteen-week-old son—my life is all bodily fluids, all the time.” Benji didn’t sound like he was bitching. In fact, he sounded tickled.

      “Who’s the little guy?” Sterling asked, smiling at how the kid was deep asleep, as if he knew he was safe and sound with the storm raging outside.

      “This is my son, Xavi. He’s the light of my life.” Benji beamed in the direction of the swing, watching that little one with what read to him as adoration mixed with exhaustion. He looked like Sierra—dark hair and a dear little button nose.

      “He’s adorable. How old is he again?” He tried for casual, but his head was a tad spinny, so who knew if he was accomplishing that?

      “Fifteen weeks on Tuesday.” Benji leaned in, checked his eyes again. The man smelled like Ivory soap, fresh laundry, and rain. “I’m going to ask that you don’t go to sleep, man. You want to watch TV?”

      “Uh, sure.” He never did that, but it would probably keep him awake, and was less rude than getting on his phone or something. “Thanks. You a rodeo man or something?”

      “Me?” Oh, that was merry laughter. “God, no. No. I’m an animal lover. I have two horses, six goats, eight llamas, and a coop of chickens.”

      “Oh. I only mean because you seem to be on top of the concussion game.” And God knew he’d had his share of them as a rodeo man himself. His momma had liked to have died when he’d had the last one, which had been a career-ender.

      “Ah.” Benji wound up the swing again, then came to sit in an obviously well-loved recliner. In fact, that would be how he would describe this house. Cozy, well-loved, nothing ostentatious or trashy. Just a home. There were pictures of horses and big horn sheep on the walls, a sofa covered in blankets, and a fuzzy rug spread out in front of the fireplace. The built-in bookshelf was full of knickknacks and well-read books. There wasn’t a bit of design. “No. I was trained as a medic in the service, and then I went to nursing school. I worked in the ER a lot, and now I am the head nurse at the pediatrics office. I see a lot of bumped heads.”

      “I bet you do.” He’d seen his share, and some of them didn’t come back from the injury. “This isn’t my first go-round, unfortunately.”

      “Well, I’m a professional, and I can tell you that your pupils are fine, everything is the same size, and I’m not worried. I am, however, going to insist you sit and stay awake. Let me get you the⁠—”

      Another round of lightning hit the ground, and BANG, there went the electricity.

      He hooted. “So no TV for me.”

      “Nope.” Collier glanced around, lips pursed again. Okay, that was a tell. “Would you like to play cards?”

      “That depends. I’m miserable at poker, but tolerable at rummy and cribbage.”

      Benji chuckled softly. “I’m decent at those. I am also, amazing at Scrabble, Simon, and Bop It.”

      “I’ve never even heard of Bop It.” It sounded kind of naughty, which he was sure meant it was a kids’ game.

      “It’s a—like a handheld deal? I use it at work all the time to impress the kids.”

      “Huh.” He grinned. “I’ll have to google it.”

      “Well, for now, save your phone battery and we’ll play cards by firelight, cool?” Collier went to grab a deck of cards. “Thank goodness we have gas heating and stove. I can warm bottles and make soup.”

      “Oh, I was about to offer to do stuff on the fire.” He grinned. “I can make a mean baked potato. Or a s’more.”

      “Mmm…I love a baked potato. Seriously. It’s one of my favorite meals. I have one every day at lunch.”

      “Yeah?” Well, they had something in common besides Sierra. “I love them. Loaded or plain with butter?”

      “At work, plain with butter and sour cream, but normally? Loaded.”

      “Yum.” He took the cards, squinting a little.

      “You sure you want to play? I mean, I can poke you every few minutes.”

      “Oh, that would leave bruises,” he teased. He could see why Sierra was friends with this guy, at least on the surface. Benji was pretty charming. It was easy to like him.

      Asshole.

      “Let me light some more candles.” Benji stood up and headed for the rolltop desk again.  “That’ll help. So what are you doing in town? Something fun, I hope?”

      “Huh? Oh, uh—” Okay, he hadn’t actually lied yet, and he found himself reluctant to do it. He was an honest guy, for the most part. “I’m here to meet a new family member. My sister…” He let that trail off, hoping Collier would make assumptions that he meant his sister was getting married.

      “Oh, cool. Well, congratulations. Family is always a blessing.”

      He didn’t see evidence of a wife, and he knew there wasn’t one on the birth certificate, but it would be weird if he didn’t ask, wouldn’t it?

      “Thanks. Are you— is your spouse safe with this storm? I don’t want to keep you.” There. That wasn’t skanky, right? What a minefield.

      “Huh. Oh, I’m not married, but thanks for asking. It’s just me and Xavi.” Benji didn’t seem worried at all.

      “Got it.” He chuckled. “Me either. Married, I mean. I think it’s probably not in the cards for me.” He’d dated. His family knew he was gay. They didn’t really care. But it as a messy thing to marry someone into his nest of huge personalities and weirdos.

      “Ah. Yeah. I have a full life now. I don’t have time to woo someone.” Woo, what an old-fashioned word. “Maybe when Xavi is in college.”

      “I hear that. You can’t be that old. You got time.” He shuffled, then dealt out for rummy, which was what he assumed they would play, since no cribbage board had appeared.

      “Just turned thirty-one. Xavi’s birthday is a month before mine.” Benji had a little pad of paper and a pencil.

      “Well, there, you see?” He kept it as light as he could. “Tell me to butt out if you want, but what happened to his mom?”

      “Oh, I adopted Xavi. His mom and I are old friends, she needed a hand, and she knew I had been saving for a surrogate. It worked out perfectly for both of us.” No shame, no hesitation. Benji was…shit.

      His head was fucking killing him. He rubbed his temples, trying not to hork up the doughnut. This was a damn complicated situation.

      “Dude. How about a Sprite? You’re a little green about the gills.” Benji popped up again like a goddamn jack-in-the-box.

      Seriously? Didn’t the son of a bitch ever sit and stay? Maybe it was a nurse thing. “I— Yeah, okay. Thanks.” He was used to taking charge, to being the one who had to get shit done. This was odd.

      “Don’t worry. You’re in safe hands.”

      “I believe you.” He did, too. And that was going to be a problem.
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      Benji stood at his big picture window and stared out. Jesus. That was a dumping of snow for the spring, and it wasn’t stopping.

      They’d pulled in blankets from the closet in the guest room, and he’d stoked the fire for Xavi and their guest.

      Christ, he hoped the big cowboy wasn’t a serial killer. He’d hate it if the blood stained his hardwood floors. But he would cut the guy if he threatened Xavi.

      He was that kind of dad now.

      “This is surprisingly cozy.” Sterling had explained that the family he was meeting wasn’t going to be in for a few days yet for the most part, and that no one was waiting for him. He had tried a few phone calls, but it sounded as if he’d left voice mails.

      Tall, dark, and handsome seemed to be kind of an island.

      “I fell in love with this place when I saw it. It’s a nice place to live, rural but close to town, and a good place for my critters.” Which reminded him, he needed to bundle Xavi up and wander out to check on everyone.

      “Do you need to go do a feeding? I can help, or I can watch the baby.” Sterling smiled. “I know my way around a ranch.”

      He wasn’t ready to trust his son to a stranger. “Do you have warmer clothes in your bag?”

      “I do. I’ll get changed.” Sterling paused. “You got muck boots?”

      “I do. I’d appreciate the help. More hands make it faster.” He needed to make sure everyone was bunkered down.

      “You got it.” Sterling stood, heading for his bag, which was still in the laundry area, and found some longies and extra socks. “Be right back.” He disappeared into the guest room.

      He put on his coveralls and then bundled Xavi in his snowsuit. He had a front carrier that kept Xavi close and warm and safe.

      Sterling came back out, then tugged on a hoodie and the coat he’d been wearing, which had a stocking cap in the pocket. Oh good. That hat was way too fancy for snow and a barn.

      He got Xavi settled, and then covered his little face. “All right, baby boy. We’re going to see our critters.”

      They both stomped into the muck boots, then headed out into the snow. It was damn near a whiteout, but the barn was close enough and the fence line was a straight shot.

      Sterling followed him on his heels, and he got it. It would be easy to turn an ankle, if not wander off. And the man already had a head injury. He hadn’t wanted to say it, but he thought maybe the rental place didn’t know that airbag was turned off or malfunctioning. It should have deployed, as hard as Sterling had slid into that ditch.

      They made it to the barn, which was solid and
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