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  Fractured


Carter Phillips has returned from multiple deployments, and he’s brought a few demons home with him. War has left him scarred, inside and out, and he’s counting on the peace and isolation of his family’s farm to keep his head screwed on straight. What he doesn’t bargain for is Amy Williams, the new horse trainer. She’s kinder than he deserves, tougher than he expects, with a hidden core of vulnerability that triggers his need to possess and protect her. 
Amy has finally pieced her life back together, after being forced to give up everything and assume a new identity. Now she’s safe, no longer the target of accusations and death threats—but she’s also alone. The only danger to her secrets and her celibacy is Carter Phillips, smoking-hot former Marine—and her boss’s brother. With each passing day, she finds it harder to lie to him about who she is—and who she wants.
Neither of them wants to talk about the past, but the more time they spend together, the closer they become. When the truth comes out, will it set them free or tear them apart forever?
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  Chapter 1


Carter Phillips stared out the side window of the taxi, taking in all the changes to the farm his family had owned for nearly a century. 
His sister, Kayla, had been busy in the two years since he’d last set foot on the property. She’d acquired several tracts of land adjacent to the farm, increasing the overall size of the property to over two hundred acres. In addition to the new roof on the stable, she’d also converted a large chunk of the undeveloped land into an open field for grazing. At last count, there were thirty-eight horses on the farm, with plans to add more in the near future. To make that possible, she’d need to add another building to accommodate the new arrivals.
The cab driver pulled in front of the house Carter’s great-grandfather had built. “That’ll be forty-eight sixty.”
Pretty steep, but it was worth every penny to see the look on his sister’s face when she saw him for the first time. With the exception of his brother-in-law, he hadn’t told anyone about his plans to come home: not his sisters, or his extended family, or the group of friends he used to hang out with before he enlisted in the Marines.
If it weren’t for that last mission in Mosul, he would have come home a lot sooner. But he’d been in the hospital for nearly a month, and from there it took another sixty-three days before his discharge papers were signed and processed.
After handing the driver enough money to cover the fare and a tip, Carter slung his bag over one shoulder and stepped out of the cab. Typical for Florida, it was hot and humid outside, and his sunglasses instantly fogged. Still, it was nothing compared to the scorching desert heat he’d dealt with overseas.
The trunk popped open, and he grabbed the large duffel bag that held the rest of his personal belongings. It wasn’t much, mostly clothes. He preferred traveling light and had left the rest of his things with his unit.
As the cab drove away, he could just make out the sound of Kayla’s voice in the distance. He smiled. She was barking orders, most likely to one of her students in the riding arena. Last he’d heard, one of them was preparing for the World Equestrian Games, and if horse and rider performed well enough, they had a shot at making the US Olympic team. To coach a rider at that level of competition would be a bittersweet accomplishment for Kayla, who came so close to making it to the games herself, only to have those dreams shattered by a terrible accident.
Ignoring the persistent ache in his shoulder, Carter started toward the house. Once he stowed his bags in his room, he’d cool his heels until his brother-in-law, Mason, arrived. They’d been talking via email for almost a week, planning out the details of his surprise homecoming. It was a shame his younger sister, Louise, wasn’t around, but she still had a few weeks’ worth of classes before her sophomore year of vet school came to a close.
The house was quiet when he went inside, which meant that Spanky, the family dog, was out roaming the paddocks. That wasn’t a surprise. The huge Great Dane-Mastiff mix loved romping around with the horses, even though the horses weren’t always appreciative of the attention.
He stopped for a moment as his eyes scanned the living room, each sight triggering memories from his childhood: The threadbare couch where he’d watched football every Sunday afternoon with his grandpa. The shelves that used to hold Kayla’s riding trophies but were now filled with books and knickknacks. The pale blue vase with the cracks along the sides from the time he’d accidentally knocked it off the counter. He’d done his best to glue it back together, but as soon as his grandma had taken one look at it, she knew that something wasn’t right. And although she hadn’t yelled at or punished him, just knowing he’d ruined something she loved had made him feel lower than dirt.
A thumping sound from one of the back bedrooms yanked Carter from his reminiscing. What the hell? With Mason at the office and Kayla in the arena, there shouldn’t be anyone inside the house.
“Who’s there?” he called out.
No answer.
All of his senses went on alert. The way he saw it, he could do one of two things: leave the house and call the police, or check out the source of the noise on his own. Of course, the choice was a no-brainer. He’d been trained to clear buildings, room by room, in the dark, while engaging and eliminating enemy targets. No way was he leaving his own damn house until he knew who was there and why.
He set his bags on the couch. He didn’t have any weapons in his bags, so he crossed to the kitchen and pulled a knife from the butcher’s block by the fridge. It wasn’t much, but it would have to do. Not making a sound, he crept down the long narrow hallway, avoiding the wood plank by the bathroom that creaked if you put any weight on it. His pulse kicked up a notch when he caught movement through a crack in the doorway to the bedroom that had once belonged to his grandparents. The last time he visited, the room was being used for storage, which meant no one had any business in there.
He was just about to shove the door open when it swung wide on its own. On the other side stood a tall young woman with shoulder-length black hair, looking almost as shocked as he was. She was beautiful, or at least that was his first impression, but he couldn’t say for sure because the next thing he knew, she screamed like a banshee and nailed him in the face with pepper spray.
No, wait, it smelled like hairspray, but it still stung like hell when it got into his eyes.
“Fuck!”
The woman shoved him backward and tried to dart past, but he hooked one arm around her trim waist and slung her against the wall of the hallway. The impact sent a handful of picture frames scattering to the floor; thankfully none of them broke. She let out a grunt, and before she had a chance to gain her bearings, Carter used his larger size and weight to pin her face-first against the wall. He dropped the knife, deciding it wasn’t necessary now that he had her immobilized. Arms flailing, body bucking, she tried in vain to wriggle free.
“Let me go!”
“You’re only going to wear yourself out.” Eyes watering, Carter blinked rapidly in an attempt to clear out the spray. “You want to tell me what you’re doing in my house?”
“Your house?” The woman went completely still. “Oh, no. Don’t tell me you’re—”
“Amy, are you all right? I heard a scream.” Kayla’s voice came from the kitchen. Boot steps thudded against the floor, getting louder as she came closer. “God, I hope it’s not another spider. I just had the pest control guy out last—” Her mouth dropped open when she entered the hallway, her gaze darting from Carter to the woman to the knife on the floor and then back to him again. “Carter? What the hell are you doing?”
Shit. This wasn’t the way he’d planned to surprise his sister. “Hey, Kayla. You know this person?”
“Of course I know her. She’s my new trainer. She’s staying in the spare room.”
Aw, hell. Now he felt like a class-one asshole. In the back of his mind, he made a mental note to give Mason a swift kick in the ass for not letting him know about the new hire. Carefully, he released his grip on the woman and stepped back to put distance between them. “I’m sorry. I thought you were an intruder.”
“Same here.” There was a slight Midwestern twang to her voice that he hadn’t noticed before. Clearly nervous, she caught her plump bottom lip between her teeth. “I’m sorry I shot you with hairspray.”
“It’s okay. There wasn’t any way for you to know who I am.” His gaze flicked over her shoulder to the wall, where a photo of him wearing his dress blues hung among the portraits that hadn’t been knocked down. In all fairness, he looked a lot different in civilian clothes, and for all he knew, she’d never paid any attention to the pictures.
Now that the excitement had passed, he took a few seconds to look Amy over. She was tall for a woman, around five foot ten, with high cheekbones and the most piercing blue eyes he’d ever seen in his life. Her lightly tanned complexion was devoid of makeup, and a light dusting of freckles crossed the delicate bridge of her nose. Faded blue denim covered her long, slender legs, and her red V-neck shirt showed a glimpse of cleavage that just about made his mouth water. Everything about her turned his crank, but he refused to let it show.
For starters, Kayla would kick his ass six ways to Sunday if he messed with one of her employees. Not only was it inappropriate, but things could get messy if their relationship ended badly, especially with her living on the farm.
And, more importantly, after six long years in the Marines, that type of entanglement was the last thing he needed. It wasn’t fair to either one of them. What he really needed was time alone to get his head screwed on straight so he could figure out what the hell he was going to do with the rest of his life.
A man with his particular skill set could earn pretty good money in private security. It’s what a lot of his friends had done once they were no longer enlisted. But for Carter, the notion held zero appeal. He’d seen enough blood and death to last a lifetime, and it had left a foul taste in his mouth. He wanted something different—less violent, more stable—where he could settle down and build a new life.
What that meant exactly, he had no idea.
To his left, Kayla cleared her throat. “Now that you’re done harassing my employee, how about giving your sister a hug?”
Carter grinned, spreading his arms wide open, and then Kayla was there, hugging him so fiercely he thought his ribs might crack. It never ceased to amaze him how so much strength could reside in such a petite body. He hugged her in return, refusing to acknowledge the spike of pain in his shoulder when he lifted her off the ground. Her hair smelled faintly of the shampoo she always used, and he inhaled deeply to draw the scent into his lungs. It felt so good, so right to be home, that he simply closed his eyes and lost himself in the moment.
“You should have called.” Kayla’s voice was muffled against his chest.
After he pressed a kiss to the top of her head, Carter gently set her down. “I wanted to surprise you.”
“Mission accomplished.” She laughed softly. “Guess I’m not the only one you surprised. You probably shaved a year or two off poor Amy’s life.”
A spark of defensiveness shot through him, and he fought hard to tamp it down. “I said I was sorry.”
“Really, it’s no big deal,” Amy insisted. Looking uncomfortable, she scooted past them on her way toward the kitchen. “I better get back outside. I still need to work with Jigsaw before calling it a day.”
He watched the sway of her hips as she hurried down the long, narrow hall. Damn, she had a great ass. It took everything he had to tear his gaze away and focus on his sister. Tears of happiness stained Kayla’s cheeks, and it touched him to know that his return had affected her so greatly.
“Does Louise know you’re here?” Kayla asked as they made their way to the kitchen. The room looked the same as the last time he’d visited, with its sage green walls and cherrywood cabinets. The lazy Susan he’d made in his high school shop class was at the center of the old kitchen table, decorated with a clear glass vase filled with freshly-cut flowers.
“Not yet. I thought I’d let her know once she finished with finals.” From what he’d heard, Louise was kicking ass in vet school, though he’d also heard that her classes were grueling and he didn’t want to do anything that might jeopardize her grades.
Kayla opened the fridge and handed him a can of Pepsi before she took one for herself. As she popped the top, her lips curved in a hopeful smile. “You’ll be here that long?”
“Yep, unless the Marines decide to cancel my discharge and haul me back to base.”
Forget hopeful. Now she looked downright ecstatic. “You’re out?”
“You got it, Short Stack. I’m officially a civilian.”
Judging by the conflicted look on her face, she couldn’t decide whether she should celebrate his discharge from the military or smack him upside the head for calling her Short Stack. He’d given her the nickname when they were teenagers, after a summer growth spurt had left him almost a full foot taller than her.
In the end, she swatted his shoulder and then gave him another big hug. When she pulled away, she retrieved her phone from the back pocket of her dusty jeans. “I better call Mason and let him know you’re here.”
“Don’t worry about it. He already knows.”
Shock registered on her face. “What?”
“I told him last week after I booked my flight.” Yeah, he just threw his brother-in-law under the bus, but he deserved it for not telling him about Amy.
A sound outside caught Carter’s attention, and he glanced out the kitchen window in time to see Amy leading a dark-brown horse out of the stable. Jigsaw, he presumed. It had been a few years since he’d spent time with the horses, and he’d forgotten which ones were which. Later, after he had time to settle in, he’d ask Kayla to show him around the stable so he could refresh his memory.
Amy’s head turned toward the house and their eyes met through the glass.
Something twisted inside him that he couldn’t quite describe, and his breath got caught in his throat.
Nope, he so wasn’t going there. With a shake of his head, he forced his gaze away and directed his attention back to Kayla.


      [image: ]Of all the stupid things she’d done in her life—and yes, there’d been a lot—shooting the boss’s brother in the face with hairspray had to be somewhere in the top five. 
Amy continued to berate herself as she led Jigsaw to the mounting block outside the riding arena. It was a damn good thing Kayla hadn’t fired her on the spot for assaulting a member of the family. Although, in all honesty, she couldn’t see herself reacting any differently when confronted by a strange man inside her home with a huge freaking knife. How on earth was she supposed to know he was Kayla’s brother?
Correction: Kayla’s smoking-hot brother.
There wasn’t a single ounce of fat on his six-foot-four-inch frame. He had an angular face and a strong, hard jaw, and his brown hair was closely cropped in a cut that hinted at his military enlistment. And if the haircut wasn’t a big enough indication, the eagle, globe, and anchor of the United States Marine Corps was tattooed on his left arm. Everything about him screamed masculinity, and it made her heart pound against her ribs.
One thing was for sure: the picture of him in the hallway didn’t do him justice. It must have been taken a few years earlier, because in person he looked a little bit older and a heck of a lot bigger. Not to mention, she’d felt the raw power in his body when he’d pinned her against the wall. But there was also a haunted look in his soulful brown eyes that didn’t fade away when he smiled. It intrigued her and made her wonder about the things he’d experienced while serving overseas.
Shaking the thoughts from her mind, she slid the reins over the gelding’s head before she hooked one foot into the stirrup and swung onto the saddle. She had no business thinking about Carter that way. After five long years of chaos and grief, she’d finally pieced her life back together. She’d given up everything: her savings, her farm—hell, even her own name. But it had been worth it to shake the stigma of being convicted in the court of public opinion for something she hadn’t even done.
With a nudge of her boot, the horse took off at a brisk walk, and she steered him into the arena. Her goal for the day was to work on his cantering, specifically on his weaker lead.
A former racehorse, Jigsaw had the left lead down, but the right lead was a whole other matter. His new owner had hired the farm—and Amy by extension—to teach Jigsaw the basics of competitive jumping. Which shouldn’t be a problem; the horse had talent and loved working with a rider, and that made the training process a lot easier.
Once Jigsaw was all warmed up, she trotted the thoroughbred around the arena a few times and then gave him the command to canter. He did as she asked, but he used the wrong lead, so she brought him back down to a trot and tried again. Same result. It took four more attempts, but he finally got it right, leading with his right leg as he rounded the north corner. It wasn’t pretty, and it certainly wasn’t balanced, but he’d gotten the correct lead, and that was all she was asking for today.
“Good boy!” She gave him an enthusiastic pat on the neck once he slowed back down to a walk. As a reward, she took him out to the main field and let him gallop until a sheen of sweat soaked his coat. After a nice long walk to cool off, she washed the horse down, put him in his stall, and gave him his evening grains. Tomorrow morning, she’d repeat the lesson, and once he mastered the proper leads, she’d work on smoothing out his transitions from trot to canter.
Tired and sweaty, Amy glanced toward the house, noticing for the first time that Mason Falco’s shiny red sports car was parked in the front driveway next to Kayla’s truck. She glanced at her watch. It was early for him to be home, but he’d probably cut his workday short due to Carter’s arrival. Mason ran his own business empire, so he could pretty much do whatever he wanted. Usually, that meant doting on his wife. He and Kayla made a great couple, but sometimes seeing them so happy together made Amy yearn for what she once had but lost.
Her phone rang, the ringtone indicating that it was Kayla.
“What’s up, boss lady?” Amy asked as she pressed the phone to her ear.
“Me and the boys are heading out to dinner. Want to join us? We’re going to Jalapeños.”
Amy’s stomach grumbled at the mention of her favorite Tex-Mex restaurant. She loved their blackened beef fajitas. It didn’t help that she hadn’t eaten since lunch and was running on fumes. But this was a family celebration, and even though she’d worked on the farm for close to ten months, she wasn’t a part of the Phillips-Falco clan. Also, if she were totally honest, her earlier encounter with Carter had left her feeling a little off-balance. She wanted some time to collect herself before being around him again.
“No, but thanks for asking. I still need to take care of a few things before I call it a day.”
“Are you sure? We can wait until you’re ready.”
“No, it’s okay. You guys go ahead. I’ll make myself something as soon as I bring Harlan in.”
Harlan was the farm’s prize stallion. With his champion lineage and award-winning offspring, his services were in high demand. Unlike many breeds, a horse couldn’t be registered as a thoroughbred unless it was conceived the old-fashioned way, which meant no artificial insemination was allowed. All that action should make him the happiest horse on the planet, but no, he was a bit of a diva. And when he got into one of his moods, only Kayla and Amy could handle him.
After disconnecting the call, she shoved the phone back in her pocket and headed off toward the paddocks. She crossed paths with Elliot, one of the farmhands, who was leading Fleetwood back to the stables.
“How many are left to bring in?” she asked.
Elliot hesitated for a second or two as if doing a mental headcount. “Only four.”
Good. That shouldn’t take long. “I’ll bring Harlan in.”
Relief flashed over Elliot’s face. The last time he’d tried to lead Harlan out of the paddocks, the stallion had stomped on his foot. “Thanks. I appreciate it.”
She found Harlan in his usual paddock, the one with a giant oak tree in the far right corner. He was a beautiful horse, around seventeen hands tall, with a coat the color of rich mahogany. He stood beneath the oak’s massive branches, taking advantage of the late afternoon shade. At the sound of the gate opening, his head swung in her direction, and he snorted at the sight of his halter and lead rope.
No surprise there. Like many of the horses, he preferred to be out in the paddocks. Some farms left their animals out all night, but Kayla had experienced some problems in the past and preferred to bring them inside.
Digging into the front pocket of her jeans, Amy pulled out a Starlight Mint. The horse’s ears pricked up at the sound of the cellophane wrapper crinkling.
“Works every time.” Amy chuckled under her breath as the stallion trotted over. She gave him one mint right away and another once she got the halter over his head. If he played his cards right, she’d give him one more once he was inside his stall.
As she neared the stable, she saw Kayla and her family getting into her big, double-cab pickup truck. Kayla smiled and waved, as did her husband, Mason. Carter lifted his head and glanced in Amy’s direction. Their gazes locked for a second, then two, and try as she might, she couldn’t look away.
Oh, God. Not him. Not now. It could ruin everything.
She swallowed hard, steeling herself against the pull of attraction as she turned her back and led Harlan inside the stable.






  
  Chapter 2


For the next week, Carter kept his distance from Amy, busying himself with a variety of projects around the farm. He fixed the brakes on the tractor, tacked down the loose floorboards in the house, repainted the fences in the riding arena, and then started the time-intensive task of stripping and re-staining the wood inside the stable. 
Working nonstop cleared his head and helped him not think about the destruction and death that had consumed his life while serving his country. He’d dreamed about it again last night, his body shaking and covered in sweat when he’d jolted awake an hour before dawn. If he slowed down for long, the memories resurfaced, and that was the last damn thing he wanted front and center in his mind.
He was in the middle of staining Harlan’s stall when his phone vibrated in his back pocket. His first instinct was to ignore it, but if it was Kayla, she’d track his ass down and chew him a new one for not answering. Irritated, he checked the screen, and curiosity got the better of him when he saw Amy’s number.
“Yeah, what is it?”
“Can you come to paddock fourteen?” She sounded agitated and out of breath. “I need help with Tamarack; he’s stuck in the fence.”
He wasn’t sure what he’d been expecting, but it sure as hell wasn’t that. “What? How?”
“I don’t know how he did it, and I can’t get him loose on my own. Can you help me or not?”
With Kayla giving a lesson to a group of young students, Mason working at his office downtown, and the rest of the farmhands already gone for the day, he was the only one available to help. Damn it. “Yeah. Sure. Just give me a minute to grab my toolbox.”
This should be interesting, Carter thought as he went to the shed for his supplies. Box in hand, he made his way to the paddocks, stopping short at the sight of a thousand pounds of freaked-out horse caught between the horizontal slats of the wooden fence. Somehow, he’d squeezed his head and front legs through the space between the boards, but his girth dipped too low to make it all the way through. Amy was stroking the young stallion’s nose and murmuring soft words in an attempt to keep him calm.
“Well, there’s something you don’t see every day.”
She shot him an exasperated look. “I think he was trying to get to the mares.”
It wouldn’t surprise him. Mirage and Cordelia were in the neighboring paddock, standing together about fifteen feet away from Tamarack. Cordelia tossed her long black mane and nickered, probably laughing at the young stallion.
Tamarack stomped his feet, his ears pinned flat against this head.
Yep, she was definitely laughing at him.
The stallion let out an indignant snort and renewed his efforts to break free, only giving up when Amy pulled a peppermint from her front pocket and offered it to him.
While the horse crunched on his mint, Carter crouched down to inspect the animal’s underside. A strip of his belly had been rubbed completely hairless. The exposed skin looked raw and red, though it hadn’t reached the point of bleeding. Yet. “Any idea how long he’s been like this?”
“No, but it’s probably been awhile. When I found him, he was just standing there like he’d already worn himself out.”
Carter opened his toolbox and took out a wedge and a claw hammer. “Do what you can to keep him still. I’m going to remove the top boards.”
Trying to make as little noise as possible, Carter worked the wedge between the post and top board until there was enough space in between for the claw part of the hammer to fit. Slowly, he pried the two pieces apart before he went to the other side of the fence and repeated the process.
The horse must have sensed the wood slat coming loose, because he let out a sharp, loud whinny and renewed his efforts to escape. Amy did her best to keep him calm, stroking his nose and murmuring soft words, but nothing seemed to work anymore.
“Can you go any faster?” Her voice sounded strained.
“I’m moving as fast as I can.”
With a grunt, he yanked the top board free, and Tamarack vaulted his big body over what was left of the fence and into the neighboring paddock. The force of momentum knocked Amy to the ground, and Carter’s heart lodged in his throat when the horse ran right over her. She cried out as she rolled to her side and clutched her left leg with both hands.
Carter dropped the tools and rushed to her side. Pure adrenaline thundered in his veins, his memory flashing back to the accident that damaged Kayla’s spine and nearly left her paralyzed.
“Are you okay? Can you move?”
“Damn, that hurt.” With a grimace, she probed her upper thigh with both hands. “It doesn’t feel broken, but it hurts like hell.”
Carter heaved out a breath of relief. “Do you think you can stand?”
“I’ll give it a try.”
After helping her rise to a sitting position, he tucked his hands under her armpits and hoisted her to her feet. She let out a grunt but didn’t complain, carefully putting weight on the injured leg to see whether it could handle the pressure.
“How does it feel?”
“Well, it hurts, but it’ll be all right.” She offered him a smile that failed to reach her eyes. One side of her body was stained with grass and dirt, while strands of black hair had come loose from her ponytail and were stuck to the sides of her face. “Thanks.”
“No problem. Maybe next time you should stand to one side so you don’t get run over when he bolts.”
“I wasn’t planning on there being a next time.” Eyes narrowed, she tossed a glance at Tamarack, who stood beside the two mares and acted as if nothing had ever happened. “Either he needs to be gelded or we’re going to have to move him away from the mares.”
“As a sympathetic male, I vote for relocation.”
Amy let out a snort. She winced when she took a tentative step but pretended it wasn’t a big deal.
Shit. Over the years, he’d seen that reaction plenty of times from both of his pigheaded sisters. More often than not, it wasn’t good news. “Come on, let’s get that checked out.”
She looked at him as if he were crazy. “Why? I’m fine.”
“The hell you are.” If push came to shove, he’d drag her to the emergency room caveman-style, though he hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Instead, he folded his arms over the front of his shirt and pulled out his most persuasive argument. “You just got stomped on by a half-ton animal. Either you can come quietly, or I can call Kayla.”
“Too late,” Amy said, brows drawn, as she retrieved her phone from her pocket. She must have set her phone to vibrate because Carter never heard it ring. When she answered, her voice got unusually chirpy. “Hey, Kayla. Oh, no, everything’s fine. Tamarack somehow got stuck in the fence and—”
He snatched the phone from her hand, ignoring her “hey!” of protest. “Kayla, it’s Carter. Long story short, Amy got hurt. It doesn’t look bad, but I’m taking her to the hospital for X-rays. I’ll call you when I know more.”
He hung up and gave the phone back to Amy. Without bothering to ask for permission, he scooped her up into his arms and started toward the paddock gate.
“Wait! We can’t just leave him in here with the mares. If he ends up knocking them up, Kayla’s going to be pissed.”
“Once we’re in the truck, you can call her back and let her know he needs to be moved.”
She opened her mouth as if to argue the point, but then closed it without saying anything. Odds were, her leg would be fine, but he wouldn’t be able to live with himself if it was broken and he hadn’t taken care of her.
With an aggravated sigh, she rested her head on his shoulder. The feel of her, lush and soft against him, affected him in a way that he didn’t know how to put into words. It threw him for a loop, but he refused to acknowledge it, choosing instead to focus on making sure she wasn’t seriously injured.
The drive to the hospital was mercifully short, but the wait inside the emergency room felt like an eternity. Thankfully, the X-rays showed no signs of a break, and Amy shot him a smug look. But a big ugly bruise was forming on her thigh, for which the doctor prescribed ice, acetaminophen, and plenty of rest.
“I told you it wasn’t broken,” Amy said as they drove back to the farm.
“Never hurts to make sure.”
“Yeah, tell that to my insurance company.”
Carter grunted. He downshifted as he approached a red light. “There was a guy in my unit, got himself into a bar fight. The next morning he woke up a little sore but didn’t think anything about it. Two days later, he started pissing blood. Turns out his spleen was ruptured. Almost died.” He slanted a glance in her direction. “It doesn’t hurt to be safe.”
Neither of them spoke for the rest of the drive, but he could feel her eyes on him as he pulled onto the road that led back to the house.
“Some guy in your unit, eh?” She eyed him with open speculation. “Anybody I know?”
“No.” Yes, though he wasn’t about to admit it. The internal bleeding had caused him to be hospitalized for the better part of three days. His commanding officer had been royally pissed off, first reaming him out for getting into a fight, and then reaming him again for not getting checked out sooner. He hadn’t wanted his sisters to worry, so he never bothered telling them about it.
Carter parked in front of the house and cut the engine.
“Stay there.” He hopped out of the truck and rounded the front end. Of course, the stubborn woman refused to listen and was gingerly climbing down from the cab by the time he reached the passenger side.
Amy cocked one hand on her hip, a mulish expression on her face. “It’s just a bruise. I’m not a damn invalid.”
God help him, she was even worse than his sisters, a feat he hadn’t thought possible. He stepped into the space between the door and the cab to block her ability to move past. “Say what you want, but you’re not winning this one. And if you don’t stop being so damn stubborn, I’ll sling you over my shoulder like a sack of grain.”
Her eyes thinned to slits. Her chest rose and fell behind the snug black cotton of her shirt. “You wouldn’t dare.”
Carter braced one hand on the frame of the truck and leaned in close, his mouth inches from hers. “Try me.”
They stood there, faced off opposite each other, and electricity crackled in the air between them. The urge to touch her, to taste her, sparked in his blood, and it took every last ounce of his self-control to resist giving in to the temptation.
At last, she threw her hands in the air and huffed out a petulant, “Fine.”
She didn’t make a fuss when he picked her up, closed the truck door with his booted foot, and walked toward the house. Now that the excitement was over, he focused on the feel of her nestled against the wall of his chest, so soft, so warm, so…damn.
Kayla was out of the house before he reached the porch steps, her face a mask of concern. “How are you feeling? Is it broken?”
Amy sighed and squirmed against him in a way that had the blood in his body headed south. “Really, I’m fine. It’s just a bad bruise. I can walk on my own, but your brother’s suffering from a severe case of testosterone poisoning.”
“That bruise covers half of your thigh; it’s going to hurt like hell in the morning.” Carter turned his attention to Kayla. “The doctor said she needs rest, ice, compression, and elevation for the next twenty-four to forty-eight hours.”
His sister probably knew the drill better than anyone. She’d worked all of her life on the farm, and during that time she’d been kicked, stomped, bitten, slammed against the stall door, and thrown from God knew how many horses. Not to mention the horrific fall that had ended her competitive riding career.
Kayla opened the door for Carter and pulled back the old wooden coffee table so he could set Amy on the couch. “You’re taking the rest of today off and tomorrow as well. No arguments. That’s an order.”
Amy rolled her eyes as she crossed her arms and let
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