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  What to Know Before You Read


Mountain Home is meant for adults and contains explicit and graphic sexual scenes and language; themes of grief, death, mental illness, PTSD, depression, violence, stalking, attempted kidnapping, attempted murder, gun and knife violence, and disturbing imagery. There is also mention of alcohol and drug use, bloody scenes, and hospital scenes. 
It is this author's intent to never cause harm or distress with her words. If ever you feel there should be a warning about any subject or scene in her work, please reach out to her through her social media or email so she can evaluate and consider your concerns.
Email: dawnloveofficial@gmail.com






  
  Stance on Generative AI


No part of this book has been knowingly created by generative AI. It is this author's stance that generative AI is detrimental to human creativity and hurts human artists and their endeavors. As such, no part of any of her work - writing, photography, narrating, cover design, editing, proofreading, illustrating, or any other service, will be knowingly crafted by generative AI. This author only uses creators she trusts to have and put forth the same values with their work. If, however, some portion of the work she has hired out is ever found to have been created by using generative AI at any time, she will do everything within her power to immediately make corrections and re-hire her work out to other service providers with the same ethical values she holds. 
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  To everyone who has experienced trauma and not only lived through it, but fought to move forward and put those experiences behind them. This series is for you. Keep on living. Keep on fighting. Keep on loving.

To all you naughty, kinky smut lovers: Keep on fucking.
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  “So we shall let the reader answer this question for himself: who is the happier man, he who has braved the storm of life and lived or he who has stayed securely on shore and merely existed?” ―Hunter S. Thompson 






  
  Chapter One


The droning whir of metal blades slashing through the air as the helicopter began its descent added an oppressive pall to the gruesome and deadly scene in the park. Each revolution of the blades echoed through the vacuum of stillness – a slowing heartbeat in a race against time. Shrill sirens were silenced but the flash of red, white, and blue emergency lights emitted a warning to onlookers that a dire situation was at hand. 
Medical personnel continued to work on their patient as they waited with bated breath for the transport to land. They controlled the bleeding as much as possible, packing the wound with sterile gauze and applying pressure. IV lines were run and blood and saline were given in an effort to prevent dehydration and help increase blood flow to the patient's organs. A blood pressure cuff continually squeezed the still arm of the woman on the gurney as vitals were monitored, and a clear plastic mask covered her mouth and nose as oxygen was pumped in a steady stream into her lungs.
Time was of the essence and the ghostly white pallor of the patient's skin told the medics they were closing in on her last vital moments.
Distraught and in disbelief and agony, Michael "Blaze" Blaisure watched from the sideline as the helicopter landed and the medics began to quickly load Lexi Lane, the love of his life, into the medical bay. Seconds seemed like hours as he looked on, panic fluttering throughout his body. Then, in the blink of an eye, the large machine rose into the sky and zoomed away toward the nearest hospital.
As he'd stood watching the medics work on Lexi, the scene had been secured by others. A yellow line of police tape now bordered and confined the area where his past, present, and future had converged. He'd confronted the results of his turbulent past – a past he hoped could now be laid to rest at last. At the same time, he'd been witness to a terrifying, yet enlightening moment as he faced the epiphany of current events and the new-found knowledge of what his future might hold.
The time trifecta – past, present, future. Each essence of time necessary in its own way to define who and what we were, are, and will be. He'd thought he was squarely in the present and future layers of the trifecta, but as always seems to happen, the past has a way of bubbling under the surface and erupting during the calmest parts of this thing called life. The results can be volcanic and the pain it brings forth can spread and destroy everything in its path – a lava flow of misery.
Now, as he looked around in a daze, he saw his former friend and co-worker, Deputy Shaver, handcuffed and secured in the backseat of one of the police cruisers. Finding out that the man he considered a trustworthy confidant, co-worker, and friend had been lying and scheming for months was a bitter pill to swallow. When the time came and Blaze was called to testify against him, he would do so with pleasure. With all the charges piling up against him, Shaver would be going away for a long time.
And if, heaven forbid, Lexi didn't make it? Well, Blaze didn't even want to go down that path of thought.
When he caught sight of a second gurney carrying a black body bag being rolled to the coroner's vehicle, Blaze let the shroud of sadness settle over him. His best friend's brother, Bradley, that connection to the past, lay in that bag. Still, lifeless, a once bright light snuffed out because of a series of events that would haunt Blaze until his dying breath.
He didn't begin to understand the many and multi-layered facets fate and destiny continued to hurl his direction. All he knew was that the path he'd taken throughout life, every step along the way, had been necessary to join him with the woman who was currently fighting for her life thousands upon thousands of feet in the air as she was transported to the nearest hospital.
Blaze looked down at the dried blood on his hands and under his fingernails, the streaks marking his forearms, the droplets splattered across his naked chest – the darkened blood barely discernable against the backdrop of ink-etched skin. His hands shook as he stared, his heart raced, and his lungs labored for air. Unshed tears lingered at the corners of his eyes as he fought for control. Rage battled within as he silently pleaded with whatever higher power would bring his Angel back to him – alive, healed, and happy.
"Son. Let's go. Let's lock this piece of shit up, clean you up, and me too, so we can get on over to the hospital." Blaze turned his head to see Sheriff Stephen Kaminski staring at him as if he were a bomb ready to detonate. He supposed the Sheriff was right to be cautious. Controlling his temper wasn't something he normally had to work too hard on except when it came to anything involving Lexi and her safety and well-being. She'd been through so damn much and seeing her battling to stay alive, her body balancing on the precipice of life or death, had pushed him to his limits.
He wanted to scream. He wanted to fight. He wanted to punch someone or something until his hands bled and then punch some more – punishment for the wrongs against her and punishment for himself for not seeing what was right in front of him.
He couldn't speak. He was afraid if he opened his mouth those screams he was tamping down would bubble over and he'd never stop. Instead, he gave a slight nod of his head and let the sheriff lead him over to the patrol car and into the front seat.
As the sheriff put the car in drive and pulled away from the scene, a replay of the events looped through his mind – horror and devastation repeating gruesomely to ravage his heart, mind, and soul with pain. It was a nightmare of a horror movie he never wanted to see again.
Inhale. Hold his breath. Exhale.
Repeat.






  
  Chapter Two


The squeak of rubber as the soles of sneakers scurried up and down the hallway grated on his nerves. Doctors and nurses rushed from one emergency to another, one room to another, while the antiseptic smell that permeated the hospital air made his stomach roil and his head throb with pain. Occasionally, a loud ding would sound as a patient hit the call button in their search for a nurse, and every time someone in scrubs walked past the door to the waiting room, Blaze found himself almost jumping out of his seat in anticipation. 
He sat. He paced. He stared at the muted television, the ceiling, the four walls that confined him as he waited for news. Caffeine – overly strong and burnt coffee and an occasional soda - fueled his anxiety but kept him awake as he waited for news. Hours passed with only the briefest of updates but it was those updates that kept him moderately sane.
She was critical. She was fighting. She was still breathing.
His mind, in constant turmoil, raced from intrusive thought to intrusive thought. What if she didn't make it? What if she never came home? What if they never had the opportunity to rebuild their home? To build their life together?
Underneath his worry for Lexi was worry for their furry best friend. He was unbelievably thankful to Ms. Eliza for taking their dog, Lucky, to the vet clinic and staying while he went through his own surgical nightmare. Her latest report was that Lucky was out of surgery and recovering. There would be several days of aftercare at the clinic and Ms. Eliza, bless her heart, had offered to keep Lucky once he was released so that Blaze and Lexi could concentrate on her recovery without worrying about care for their dog.
Seeing Lucky bleeding out on the floor of the rental home he and Lexi were temporarily occupying had been one of the most frightening moments of his life. For in that moment he'd known, Lucky had been shot while trying to defend Lexi, and Lexi had been taken from him – again.
Then the next horrific moment had happened mere hours later when the culmination of past, present, and future triangulated in the local park. Triggers had been pulled, shots had been fired and Lexi had gotten caught up in the crossfire.
Lexi being put in life-or-death situations was becoming the norm and he'd more than reached his limit. It just couldn't keep happening.
He looked over to where his friend, mentor, and boss sat, slightly dozing as he too awaited news. The sheriff had only briefly left his side during the endless hours of waiting and only then when absolutely necessary. Blaze hadn't been working as a deputy for the sheriff's office all that long, but he had come to love the job. Finding out that he had been considered next in line to take over as sheriff had been a surprise. He was still trying to wrap his head around the idea that Sheriff Kaminski was even thinking of retiring. And the idea that the sheriff wanted him to take over when that day arrived continued to blow his mind.
Being a cop had never been on his radar before he'd returned to West Virginia. His military background had made him a perfect candidate though, and after a few years of being unsatisfied with the direction his military career had gone, and months of wandering aimlessly, he'd finally found where he felt he belonged. The sheriff had played a big part in that. He'd studied and worked hard while at the academy, but it had been the on-the-job training and deluge of stories from the sheriff's time as a detective in New York City that had made him feel at home and given him that sense of belonging.
He'd never given thought to doing more than being a deputy, but now that the idea had been put in his mind, he couldn't help but wonder if he would be a good fit. He also couldn't help but wonder what taking on that responsibility might bring to his personal life. If it put Lexi in even more danger, it just wasn't worth it.
He would do anything or give up anything as long as she was safe, healthy, and happy. He simply couldn't lose her. She was the lifeline that tethered him to sanity.
Blaze leaned his head back in the hard, ancient recliner he sat in and stared at the ceiling once more. Flashes of Lexi sitting at her piano belting out a song she wrote played through his mind. What if he never heard her voice again? What if he never saw the bright light in her vivid green eyes again? What if he never got to hold her again and hug her and tell her that he would love her until the end of time?
My God, he thought, can't they just come and give me some good news? Exhaustion threatened to take him under and he shut his eyes while he tried not to think about all the possibilities. It wasn't good to question when you were distraught, he thought, if there were no readily available answers.
It didn't take long for sleep to claim him and though he fought it, he almost immediately slid into his ever-recurring nightmare.
Holding hands they walked along the sandy beach as the sun shone brightly down upon them. The same tall cliffs towered over them in the background casting a shadow on the beach. The salty sea pulled a breeze in from the ocean and with it, sweet relief from the heat of the day. Again they wore white, a symbol of good, light, and hope. The jewel tones of the sky, sapphire blue, and the ocean, dark teal green, were a stark contrast with the buff-colored sand – light where dry, dark where wet. The only two people on the beach, their white clothing stood out brilliantly and highlighted them as they strolled. The birds called overhead as they flew, landing and catching their spoils before taking flight and repeating the process over and over. Once again tiny shorebirds ran up and down the beach, chasing their meal as they fought the never-ending back and forth of the undulating tide.
He stopped and turned her into his embrace, gathering her closely and holding her tight. Lost in the moment he gazed lovingly into her heart-shaped face. The grin he was famous for, crooked and endearing, spread across his features as happiness settled in his soul. She looked up at him, her emerald green eyes beaming with all the love she felt for him. His lips met hers, hungry for the love they shared and stirring the perpetual ache they had for each other. Need for need the kiss deepened, ravenous and all-consuming as time stood still.
In the back of his mind, he knew this was the calm before the storm. This was the happiness before death and destruction tore them apart once more. With this awareness came the spine-tingling sensation of impending doom that always accompanied his nightmare. And even with this warning of horrors to come, he couldn't help but find pleasure in the moment.
When the brilliant sun began to dim and the world to darken, he didn't let it stop him. A moment more, he thought. A moment more of her in my arms. A moment more of the taste of her lips. A moment more of happiness and joy before we're ripped apart.
Before he knew it, a storm was raging and he could hear nothing over the loud claps of booming thunder. They raised their faces to the sky to try to see the danger approaching but darkness stole all but the barest hint of light from around them. The wind whipped their clothing and knotted the silky strands of her auburn hair. Waves once gentle and soothing began to grow and climb, crashing down around them with brute force.
Fear lurked in her eyes as determination to escape the storm, escape the nightmare, began to manifest within him. They had to go. They needed to run.
She wasn't getting away from him this time. This time, they stayed together.
He scooped her in his arms and ran for the cliffs as the earth began to tremble and shake. Faster. Faster. He had to hurry. His leg muscles strained and burned with effort, and his lungs wheezed air in and out. Yet still he held on, desperate to get her to safety. He would not let go. He would never let go.
When the first boulder tumbled down the rocky face of the cliff before them, he stumbled, apprehensive of what was to come. And then the next came, bringing forth a rock slide that grew into epic proportions. Before he knew it, the entirety of the cliff was tumbling toward them.
He stopped in his tracks, ready to turn and run in another direction. When he did he was met with the still raging and ever-darkening depths of the sea as it continued to batter the small strip of land.
It was at this moment he felt Lexi go lax in his arms. Confused as to why her body, normally full of life and vitality, was suddenly limp, he lowered his gaze. Red bloomed across the white of the bodice of her dress. The crimson stain spread quickly until her clothing showed no remnants of purity and within seconds blood began to drip down his arms and pool on the sandy beach where he stood.
With the cliff crumbling, the ocean bashing, and the earth rumbling, Blaze looked up to the heavens and wailed in agony. As he did, the bloody pool he stood in opened up, the sand and earth turning into a gaping maw, and together, he and Lexi fell through into the void of nothingness.
He'd failed her again.
"Blaze! Blaze!" He felt his shoulders shake, hands gripping him and bringing him back to reality. He jerked awake and came out of the chair in an instant.
"What? What is it? Is she okay? What's happened?"
"Easy son. Easy. You were having a nightmare. Take a moment. Breathe. Get your bearings."
"Okay. Okay, I…" He stopped mid-sentence and stared as a figure appeared in the doorway of the waiting room. The exhaustion written on the surgeon's face frightened him almost as much as the scattered droplets of dried blood that couldn't be hidden on the light green scrubs.
"Mr. Blaisure?"






  
  Chapter Three


Blaze jumped from the chair and hurried to the doorway where the surgeon stood. Whatever the news was, he needed to be standing. He needed to be ready to leap into action. He couldn't just sit there and wait for the words, good or bad, to be laid at his feet. 
"Mr. Blaisure, she's out of surgery. She'll be in surgical recovery for quite some time. After that, she'll be taken to the Critical Care Unit. All things considered, the surgery went well. The bullet was a hollow point bullet. As you're well aware in your line of work, these tend to cause a lot of damage as they don't pass through the target like a bullet with a full metal casing does. When they hit, they expand and the damage can cover a large area."
Blaze nodded his head in understanding. He was well acquainted with different types of ammunition.
"The bullet missed her heart, her aorta, and even her spine by millimeters. It did hit her left lung and she has thoracic trauma. Tension pneumothorax made it necessary for us to…" He paused and took a deep breath. "Okay. Medical jargon aside, the bullet opened up her lungs enough that air built up between her lungs and the wall of her chest. We used a needle to relieve the pressure and help the air escape. The bullet is out and we've repaired as much damage as we can. She's intubated and on oxygen and will likely be on oxygen for a while so that her body can heal.
"She's in a medically induced coma to help with that healing. The trauma to her body was significant and the next twenty-four hours are critical. Once she makes it past that point, her chances of survival and full recovery increase dramatically. I wish I had more news, better news, but this is where we're at. I can't promise you that she'll make it, but I can promise you that she is receiving the best care possible. There is a nurse with her constantly and I'll be monitoring her closely. 
"She's got a long road ahead. She's young, she's healthy, and her will to live is one of the strongest I've ever seen. Her body refused to give up while she was in surgery and we won't give up on her either."
Blaze swallowed, the lump in his throat making it difficult to do so. "Can I see her?"
"Absolutely, but only for a minute until we know she's out of the woods. After that, you'll be able to stay with her for longer periods of time and visit a bit more often. Until then, a brief visit is the best we can do. Come on. I'll take you to her."
"Go on, son." Sheriff Kaminski squeezed his shoulder. "I'll wait right here for you."
Blaze nodded his head and followed the surgeon out the door and down a series of hallways. The further they went the more somber the atmosphere became. Beeps of monitors pierced the airwaves and echoed in the stillness, audible notifications of things going right and wrong in the line of cubicle-type rooms they passed as they walked. They rounded a corner and came to a nurses' station set in the center of a giant room filled with curtained-off areas. As they circled the large desk, Blaze noted that only a few of the make-shift rooms in surgical recovery had patients in them and each patient had a nurse sitting bedside, monitoring and taking vitals.
When the surgeon walked into the area cordoned off for Lexi, Blaze paused, took a deep breath, and then steeling his nerves, stepped in and up to the hospital bed where she lay. Seeing her laying there, a tube down her throat and a machine breathing for her almost broke his resolve. His stomach fell and he felt his knees falter.
Gauzy bandages covered a large area across her chest while IVs for fluids – saline, blood, antibiotics, and pain relievers – were stuck in each arm carrying those fluids from clear bags hanging on poles. He wanted to hold her. He wanted to touch her.  He had no idea where to even begin for fear of hurting her or accidentally disturbing the equipment.
Hesitantly, he reached for her hand. When it was loosely in his, he used his thumb to lightly rub her fingers – long and graceful, the fingers of a pianist. 
"Angel," he whispered, "my Angel." He choked back his tears and tamped down his fear. She needed him to be strong, to be positive. He could do that. He would do that.
"Her vitals are holding steady." Blaze looked up at the surgeon and nodded his head in understanding.
"Good." He turned back to Lexi and studied her face. "Did you hear that, Angel? That's good news. We need some more of that good news, okay? Rest, baby. Let your mind rest while your body fights to heal. We've got to get you better. We've got a wedding to plan, a home to build, a life to live. Get better, Angel, and come back to me." He kissed her fingertips in hopes she could sense his presence better.
"I'll let you come back again in a few hours. I know you won't leave now, but if she's showing signs of improvement at that time, then I'm going to suggest you go home or to a hotel, whatever. Get some rest. You need it and she's going to need you at your best. You're not going to be able to do that if you don't take care of yourself while she's recovering."
"Yeah. I get it." Blaze leaned over the bed and placed a soft kiss on her forehead. He closed his eyes and breathed her in. "I'll be back, Lexi. I promise, Angel. I'll be back."

      ***Blaze opened the door to the rental house and let the grief he'd been holding at bay wash over him. He shut the door behind him, leaned against it, closed his eyes, and concentrated on breathing. Images of walking into the house and finding Lucky lying on the floor in a puddle of blood, unresponsive, flashed through his mind. The fear he'd felt in that moment threatened to swamp him again even though that particular horror had now been replaced by new images.
He was thankful that the Sheriff's wife had come to the house when forensics had finished taking evidence and cleaned up the blood, the broken lamp, and tidied the living room. Having the house straightened up was a relief. It was a task he hadn't been looking forward to, for obvious reasons.
Everyone kept telling him the same thing – they had a long road ahead of them. The important thing is that she's alive and she's maintaining. He hadn't wanted to leave the hospital but the Sheriff had all but abducted him and forced him to come back and rest. In his mind, he knew everyone was right. He needed to take care of himself so he could look after Lexi, but leaving her in that hospital bed had been one of the hardest things he'd ever had to do.
He knew he needed to get his head on straight. He needed to get some idea of a game plan in place. But at the moment he was completely overwhelmed and he couldn't think. The only thing he could see himself doing was walking into the kitchen, grabbing a bottle of Jack, and drinking himself into a stupor. Knowing that would ultimately solve nothing and make him feel worse in the long run, he forced himself to go take a shower instead, in hopes it would help him to rest easier.
With the water boiling hot, he stepped under the spray and began to wash. When the scent of roses hit his nose, his knees buckled and he let himself slide slowly to the floor of the shower.
He'd unconsciously picked up Lexi's shower gel and now her scent surrounded him. It comforted even as it brought anguish. A million thoughts ran through his head. Memories of their life together so far – her laugh, her smile, her voice, her touch. Visions of her playing her piano, of taking her on that piano and bringing them both to peak, swamped with pleasure. Thoughts of their future, of plans they'd made, and dreams for so much more. All of it swirled in his mind but kept being tamped down by the echoes of gunshots, of images of blood spreading across her body, of her lying so still in the hospital bed.
It was too much and his resolve to try to think positively struggled to break through the pall of his pain.
He stayed as he was until the hot water ran out and the icy cold forced him from the shower. By the time he'd dried himself and crawled into bed, exhaustion had begun to weigh him down. His head was barely on the pillow before sleep claimed him.
The following morning he woke with two things on his mind: Getting to the hospital to see Lexi as soon as possible and stopping by the police station on his way.
It was time to confront Shaver.






  
  Chapter Four


With a purposeful stride, Blaze walked into the station and made a beeline for the holding cells. It hadn't been a bullet from Shaver's gun that had hit Lexi, but he was indirectly responsible and in Blaze's mind, completely to blame. The impact of the bullet fired from Shaver's gun had caused Bradley's hand to tighten involuntarily and pull the trigger on the gun he held. 
True, Bradley had intended to harm Lexi, but the precise moment she'd been shot lay squarely on Shaver's head. Had it not been for him, they might have found a way to get Lexi out unharmed.
Blaze entered the code that unlocked the door to the room containing the station's four holding cells and went directly to the only occupied cell. Shaver lay on a meager excuse for a cot on his back, his hands behind his head, staring at the ceiling as if he hadn't a care in the world.
"This is your fault. If she dies, it's on your hands."
"You sure about that? Seems to me," Shaver turned his head to look Blaze in the eyes, "if it hadn't been for you, she'd be alive and well and living up on her mountain without a care in the world."
The words were a smack in the face. He knew Shaver was needling him, but for a brief moment, doubt tried to sneak in and he couldn't breathe. 
"Don't let him get to you." Blaze snapped his head toward the door at the sound of the familiar voice. Sheriff Kaminski walked down the short passage and stood next to him. "He's going to say anything right now to try to get under your skin."
"Yeah, well, he can try. It won't change the fact that if it hadn't been for him and this dumbass scheme of his to look like a local hero, Lexi wouldn't be lying in a hospital right now fighting for her life."
"He's going to pay. Internal Affairs from the State Police will be here this afternoon."
Shaver rolled his eyes and went back to staring at the ceiling.
"I'm having trouble wrapping my head around the fact that you actually believed this plan would work." Blaze shook his head for a moment before he continued. "You made some seriously stupid decisions based on possibilities. The sheriff hasn't even decided for sure when or if he will retire. And while he may have considered me for the position of sheriff if that day came, there was no guarantee I would have accepted. I've been perfectly happy in my role as deputy. I've never had ambitions of being a leader. So who's to say I would take that leap?
"You hurt Lexi. You hurt your career. You hurt this community. The drug scene in this area was at a minimum until all this happened. Now, Durbin, West Virginia has been put on some drug ring's radar. We're going to figure out who all the dealers are and we're going

      ***
      ***
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