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TRUE FREEDOM BEGINS THE MOMENT YOU HAVE NOTHING TO HIDE... 

After the tornado, the rancher family, along with Gio work together. Ashley knows so little about him, but she’s crazy about him. 

When Gio suddenly goes cold and avoids her, she grows frustrated and doesn’t understand what happened. He tells her he has to leave because of the danger he brought to her door, but he won’t tell her what it is.

She finds out her best friends are dating her brothers—how’d she miss that?  And suddenly, they’re all in danger. Gio’s forced to reveal what he’s been hiding and as things escalate, Ashley told she needs to go into witness protection or risk her and everyone’s safety.

LOVE IS DANGEROUS IN THE BEST WAY POSSIBLE...
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Ashley
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I LOOKED AROUND THE ranch, shaking my head at the destruction. Everyone was hard at work hauling debris to a pile to be burned. Stuff that couldn’t be burned was piled into a trailer to be hauled to the dump. Ashely and Mary Jane had come out to help along with a few other people from around town. Our ranch had been hit the hardest. Fortunately, no one had been killed.

I noticed Carrie and David working together. She reached out and touched his arm, her hand lingering while they talked. From where I stood, it looked a little intimate. “Weird,” I murmured.

I pulled on my work gloves and got to work. I used a broom to sweep glass with my eyes going back to David and Carrie. They seemed to be gravitating toward one another. If Carrie started cleaning up an area, David was suddenly there and vice versa. My brother wasn’t really a flirt. David was very straight-laced. Seeing him smiling and touching Carrie confused me. He seemed to have his eyes glued to her as she picked up trash blown in from who knew where and tossed it into the can. 

As I worked, my mind wandered to the possibility of something more between them. Could they be a thing now? It was certainly a strange development, but stranger things had happened. I decided to observe them a little longer, to see if my suspicions were correct. Carrie leaned into David, laughing and openly flirting by unnecessarily touching him.

“Hey, do you want some water?” Mary Jane asked. 

I took the offered bottle. “Thank you.”

“It looks a lot better already,” she said. 

“Hey, is there something going on between Carrie and my brother?” I asked. 

She choked on her water. “Jesse?”

“No, David,” I said. 

“I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Why?”

“Look at them.” I nodded in their direction. 

Mary Jane looked over to where Carrie and David were working. “Hmm,” she said slowly. “I see what you mean. They do seem to be getting close.”

I nodded. “It’s just strange, you know? I never would have thought that they would be interested in each other in that way.”

Mary Jane chuckled. “You never know. Sometimes the people you least expect end up falling for each other.”

I sighed. “I guess you’re right. It’s just going to take some getting used to.”

As we continued to work, I couldn’t help but steal glances at Carrie and David. They were definitely getting more touchy-feely. 

“Hey,” Jesse said as he walked by. 

“Hi.” Mary Jane smiled. 

Jesse flashed her a cocky grin. I knew the look. He was flirting with her. Jesse was a natural flirt, but he had never looked at my friends like that. 

“What the hell happened in that shelter?” I asked. 

“What?” Mary Jane asked with her eyes still focused on my brother walking away. 

“I mean, they all seem different. David and Carrie are getting close, and Jesse is flirting with you,” I said, gesturing toward his retreating form. “It’s like everyone’s gone crazy.”

Mary Jane laughed. “Maybe it’s just the change in environment. Being stuck out here in the middle of nowhere can do that to you.”

I nodded, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something more to it than that. I supposed I had my own experience during the storm. My eyes went to Gio, who had been working hard all day. We had yet to talk today. I’d briefly seen him at breakfast. Last night, I’d tried to sneak into his room, but he didn’t answer my knock. When I opened the door, I realized he wasn’t in the room. I was disappointed. I assumed I would catch up with him today, but now he seemed to be staying away from me. 

“You okay?” Mary Jane asked. 

I smiled and nodded. “Yes.”

We went back to work. My mind drifted back to yesterday. Even I was a little surprised by my behavior. Sex in a tornado was not something I’d ever expected myself to do. I supposed it was the possibility that death was at the door. There was no way to keep it out. I knew I wanted to be with Gio if it was the last thing I did on Earth. And we’d done it. 

I paused for a moment to give the memory the full attention it deserved. Sex with him had been amazing, although I knew it could have been better given more time and a little more room. Just thinking about having sex with a tornado whipping past while we hunkered down in that tiny, dusty nook made me shiver now. But damn, even with the limitations, it had been amazing. In a way, I regretted rushing through it. He had been so insistent that we hold back because he wanted to make it special. Truthfully, I wasn’t sure I could have survived anything more than what we had done. I was still struggling to understand what it was about him that made sex so intense. It was soul deep. People talked about chemistry all the time, but I’d never understood what that meant before now. I got it. I really got it. I had never felt more connected to a person than I did to Gio. I had always thought it was a bunch of bullshit when people said it. But now I was living it. It was real. And it was amazing. 

“Are you okay?” Mary Jane asked. 

“What? I’m fine,” I said. 

“You’re staring at Gio like he’s an ice cream cone,” she giggled. “You look like you want to lap him up.”

“I do,” I admitted. 

She laughed. “What happened yesterday?”

“Besides the tornado?” I asked dryly. 

“You know what I mean,” she said. “You’ve had this glass-eyed look since you guys opened the shelter doors.”

“It was just an incredible experience.” I shrugged. 

I couldn’t explain why, but I didn’t feel like sharing what happened between us. I had a feeling they would think I was crazy. I probably was. It wasn’t the smartest thing I had ever done. But it had happened. 

“You know, I think I’m going to go inside and start trying to put things back together.”

“I’ll go with you,” Mary Jane offered. “Anything to get out of the heat.”

“Carrie, we’re going in,” I called out. 

“Be right there,” she replied. 

The kitchen was a bit of a mess. But it wasn’t the tornado that had caused it; it was the lack of electricity and people eating whatever they could find before rushing back to work. 

“We should make sandwiches,” Mary Jane said. “Everyone is hungry.”

“Good idea,” I said. 

The power was back on, which was a huge relief. The AC was running, trying to get going enough to cool the house down. While we worked, I couldn’t help but wonder what Gio was doing. Was he thinking about me too? Did he feel the same connection as I did? I shook my head, trying to clear my thoughts. I couldn’t be distracted. We had work to do.

I could see him through the window, shirtless and sweaty as he worked on clearing the debris. My mind wandered back to the previous night, to the way he had made me feel. The way his skin had felt under my palms. I couldn’t deny that I wanted him again, right then and there, in the middle of the kitchen.

Mary Jane caught me staring. “You’re thinking about him again, aren’t you?”

I blushed. “Sorry, I can’t help it.”

She chuckled. “It’s okay. You two have something special. I can see it.”

I smiled, grateful for her understanding. “Yeah, we do.”

Carrie came into the house, tossing her hat and gloves on the bench with all the other stuff collected there. “It’s looking a lot better out there,” she said. 

I wanted to ask her about David but didn’t want to jump to conclusions and possibly embarrass her. 

“I’m so glad you guys came out to help,” I said. 

“Of course.” Carrie smiled. 

I heard a car door slam and looked out the window. David and Gio were in the truck. I frowned and looked over my shoulder. “Are they leaving?”

“The guys are headed into town to get some wood and stuff to start making repairs,” Carrie said. 

David drove away with Gio not even looking toward the house. I felt a little slighted. What the hell was wrong with him? He was acting like I was invisible. Maybe last night had been a mistake. In a roundabout way, he’d said he loved me. He made me feel special, but was it real? Maybe he was just telling me what he thought I wanted to hear. Whatever the motivation, it had been very special to me. 

But now, things felt different between us. There was a distance that hadn’t been there before. Was it because we had given in to our desires too soon? Or was it because of something else?

“Your phone,” Mary Jane said. 

“Hmm?”

“Your phone vibrated,” she said. 

“Oh.”

I immediately assumed that it was Gio. He was probably going to tell me he missed me and he wanted to see me later. I understood why he couldn’t kiss me or show affection. It wasn’t really appropriate in front of my brothers. We were cleaning up after a tornado. It was uncouth to put on a show of PDA in front of people struggling to put their lives back together. 

I grabbed my phone and looked at the message. The number was unknown. The message simply said, Hey. I frowned when I read it. 

I quickly texted back, Who’s this?

I waited for a response, but the message came back as undeliverable, which was odd. I assumed it was a wrong number. I put my phone down and went back to the sandwich-making, but the text message was bothering me. I was sure it was nothing, but there was a weird niggling feeling in the back of my mind that I couldn’t quite shake. 

“Everything okay?” Mary Jane asked. 

“Yes.”

“What’s wrong?” Carrie asked. “You can lie, but we know there’s something up.”

“It was just a weird message,” I said. 

“From who?”

“I don’t know.” I shrugged. “It was an unknown number. It just said, Hey. When I texted back and asked who it was, the message bounced back.”

“It was probably a telemarketer,” Mary Jane said. “I read an article they get you to text back and then they steal your identity. If they call you, they wait for you to say yes or something like that and they somehow hack you. I don’t understand it, but it’s a dirty trick. Don’t text them back.”

“She’s right,” Carrie said. “I’ve seen articles about it. Sometimes they’ll claim to be from your bank or the electric company or whatever. They get you to give them information. You don’t even know it’s happening and then wham, bam, thank you ma’am, they’ve stolen your identity.”

I laughed. “My identity is pretty boring.”

“Ashley could be a boy or a girl,” Mary Jane pointed out. 

“What does that mean?” I asked. 

“It means they might already be getting credit cards,” Carrie said. 

I groaned. “Great, because that’s what I need.”
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Gio
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I STOOD THERE, STARING at the wreckage before me. The once beautiful ranch looked like it had been put in a blender. Shit was everywhere it wasn’t supposed to be. We actually had to return some lawn furniture to the neighboring ranch almost a mile away. It was just another testament to the force of the storm. It was crazy to think we had survived the damn thing—survived, and if I had to say, thrived.

I took a deep breath, steeling myself for the task at hand. I wanted to offer whatever assistance I could provide. As I surveyed the scene, the enormity of the job became apparent. Splintered wood, twisted metal, and debris were scattered everywhere, a testament to the power of nature’s fury. David and I had come back from the lumberyard with a pile of wood, nails, and screws. I didn’t have the first idea about what to do with the wood, but I knew the guys would instruct me. It was kind of cool to get the chance to learn another new skill.

The first order of business had been to clear the wreckage to get a better idea of the damage. David sounded bummed, but he wasn’t letting it get him down.

“What do we need to do?” I asked him.

“We’re going to do another dump run,” he answered. “Just keep tossing shit in the trailer. If a piece of wood looks usable, toss it to the side. We might be able to make some repairs with it.”

I nodded. “Okay.”

I went one way while he went the other. I liked the idea of staying busy. It kept me away from Ashley. I was still a little freaked out after seeing the picture of me on the ranch. I shouldn’t have been surprised. I knew they would find me. I’d suspected they had, but to have the proof was a little unnerving. I was a sitting duck. A fish in a barrel. I could run, but it wouldn’t do a bit of good. The only thing I could do was bide my time. And staying away from Ashley was a must.

It was probably already too late, but I had to try to protect her. Staying away was the best thing I could do for now. I knew they would use her against me. If they thought we had a thing going, they would hurt her. They would kidnap her, torture her, or do whatever it took to get me to give myself up.

David and I worked for a few hours, tossing debris into the trailer. We found a few pieces of wood that were salvageable, so we set them aside for later. When the trailer was full, we hopped into the truck and drove to the dump. It was a few miles away from the ranch, and the drive was silent. David seemed lost in thought, and I didn’t want to disturb him.

When we arrived, we threw everything out of the trailer and into the landfill. It was satisfying in a strange way to watch the debris disappear into the garbage. It was like we were getting rid of the bad memories of the storm and starting fresh. But little did I know that the bad memories were far from over.

“Everything okay?” I asked him. 

“Yeah,” he said. “Just thinking about the ranch and rebuilding.”

“It’s all covered by insurance, right?”

David sighed and looked at me with a pained expression. “Not all of it,” he said. “The insurance company is giving us a hard time. They’re saying that the storm damage was too severe and that we weren’t well enough prepared for it. We might have to dip into our savings to cover the repairs.”

I could feel the weight of his words settle on my shoulders. It wasn’t just me who was affected by the storm. David, Ashley, Jesse, and everyone else on the ranch were struggling too.

“I’m sorry,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

David nodded, his eyes flickering with a mix of gratitude and sadness. “Thanks,” he said softly. “It’s been tough, but we’ll get through it. We always do.”

I wanted to believe him, but I couldn’t shake off the feeling that things were only going to get worse. As we drove back to the ranch, my mind raced with all the possible ways the people who were after me could hurt Ashley and the others. I had to find a way to protect them, even if it meant putting myself in danger.

When we arrived at the ranch, Ashley was waiting for us at the gate. She looked beautiful, even with her hair disheveled from the wind. I couldn’t help but feel a pang of guilt for bringing danger to her doorstep.

“Hey,” she said, giving David a quick hug before turning to me. “How was the dump?”

I shrugged, not wanting to bring up the insurance issue in front of her. “It was satisfying, in a strange way.” 

Ashley gave me a quizzical look but didn’t press further. “Well, I’m making lunch. Come on in and help me set the table.”

As we walked to the house, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of belonging. This was my home, even if it was only temporary. Being surrounded by David, Ashley, and the others felt like a warm embrace, and for a moment, I forgot about the dangers lurking outside. I was learning what it was like to be normal. I didn’t have to do anything that made me feel gross. I wasn’t breaking the law or hurting people. I liked being normal. I hadn’t been normal—ever. But they’d welcomed me into their family, and I’d brought the chaos of my world into their lives. It wasn’t cool. 

“I should get back to work,” I said to David once we parked the truck. 

“Nah, come in,” he said. “I’m starving. We’ve still got a couple more runs to make. We’ll get it done, but I don’t need anyone dropping dead on me.”

“Okay.” I shrugged. I didn’t want to be rude and turn down more of their generous hospitality. 

We sat down for lunch, and Ashley had prepared a hearty meal of sandwiches, vegetables, and brownies. I savored every bite, feeling grateful for the simple pleasure of a good meal and good company. As we ate, David and Ashley talked about the ranch and their plans for the future. It was clear that they loved this place, and I could see why. The wide-open spaces, the crisp air, and the sense of freedom were like nothing I had ever experienced before.

But even as they spoke about their future, I couldn’t help but feel a sense of unease. I knew that I couldn’t stay here forever. My family would come looking for me at some point, and when they did, they wouldn’t hesitate to drag me back into their dangerous world. I couldn’t drag David, Jesse, and Ashley into that. They didn’t deserve to be caught up in my mess.

“You guys have a great ranch here,” I said, trying to keep my voice light. “I can see why you love it so much.”

David smiled, his blue eyes crinkling at the corners. “Yeah, it’s a pretty special place. We’ve put a lot of hard work into it, but it’s worth it. There’s nothing like the feeling of being out here, away from everything and everyone.”

Ashley nodded in agreement. “It’s our little slice of heaven.”

I couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy at their contentment. They had each other, a beautiful home, and an idyllic way of life. Meanwhile, I was constantly on the run, always looking over my shoulder, and never feeling safe. It wasn’t fair.

“I should get back out there,” I said abruptly. 

I scooted my chair back and went outside before Ashley could corner me. It took very little time to fill the trailer with more junk. 

“Shit, you’re doing the work of two men,” David said. 

“I’m looking forward to getting things cleaned up and rebuilt,” I said. 

“Me too,” he said. “With the insurance dicking us over, cheap labor is about all I can afford.”

We worked for another hour, and then it was back to the dump. I caught Ashley watching us drive away. I felt her anger and her hurt. At lunch, she had tried to talk to me a couple of times, but I’d pretended to be busy. I felt like a total asshole, but what we had done was a mistake. I’d told her I was dangerous, but she’d thought it was a game or some fantasy. But it wasn’t. It was real. This shit was real. 

“Everything okay?” David asked. 

“Yes, fine,” I answered. 

“I’m guessing you’re pretty beat,” he said with a laugh. “We’ve been working you pretty hard. I think I’ll pick up some pizzas, and we’ll knock off. There’s no way we’re getting everything done in a day. I know you still need to take care of your house.”

“It wasn’t bad,” I told him. “I didn’t look too hard, but it’s fine.”

“Still,” he said. “Come over, eat pizza, and drink a few beers. I think we all deserve a little down time.”

That was all I wanted to do, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t let myself be a part of their group. All of them would be considered my friends. I had no doubt in my mind I was being watched, even as we cleaned up. I didn’t know if it was the feds or my enemies, but someone was out. There was a scope or a telephoto lens keeping a very close eye on me. 

“Yeah, I think I’ll pass, but thank you,” I said. “I need to clean up the house, and then I plan on showering and passing out. I’m beat. A city boy like me isn’t used to all this manual labor.”

I was going to play it up. Whatever it took to get me out of their little party without hurting anyone’s feelings. I appreciated everything these people did for me, and I hated to repay them by putting their lives in danger. 

“Are you sure?” David asked. “You’ve done more work than anyone else today. You seem like a man on a mission.”

“I am,” I chuckled. “We all are.”

We did the dump run, picked up the pizzas, and headed back to the ranch. David carried the food to the main house while I trudged across the dirt and gravel with aching feet to my place. The second I opened the door, I reached for my gun that wasn’t there. A tornado had ripped through my house, but it wasn’t the kind sent by Mother Nature. This was manmade. When I had come in last night to get a few things, it hadn’t looked like this.  

“Fuck,” I sighed and put the chair upright. 

Someone had tossed my place. Shit was thrown around. Furniture was turned over. Cupboards were emptied. It was worse than a tornado. I didn’t have to wonder if they knew where I was. It was a clear message. I wasn’t safe. I wasn’t out of their reach. I picked up a few things and suddenly realized the table was the only piece of furniture that wasn’t overturned. When I went to look at it, I saw a manila envelope. My stomach dropped. I could guess what was inside. 

With dread, I opened it. The top picture was me and Ashley. I knew the moment it had been taken. It was outside the bar when things got a little carried away. Ashley’s eyes were closed and her head thrown back in ecstasy. I was afraid to look at the next picture. 

Fortunately, it wasn’t a picture from the cornfield. The violation of our privacy would have been devastating. Unfortunately, there were a series of pictures of Ashley, Mary Jane, and Carrie on the ranch. A few pictures of me working with Jesse and David were also included. I got the message loud and clear. They were letting me know that not only did they know where I was, but they also knew how to get to me through the people I had come to respect and care about. 

I took the envelope out to the burn barrel and tossed the pictures inside. I used the lighter to quickly destroy them. My eyes scanned the horizon, wondering where my watcher was hiding. I knew someone was out there. I thought about what I should do. I probably should pack a bag and leave. Unfortunately, leaving didn’t take away the problem. It left them even more vulnerable. If I left, there was no one to look out for them, to warn them of what was lurking in the darkness. 

I had to stay. I had to stick around and try to fix the mess I’d created. 
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Ashley
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I GROANED AS I SLOWLY awakened, my body protesting every movement. It felt as if a stampede had trampled me during the night. Blinking my eyes open, I took in the pale morning light streaming through the window, casting a soft glow over the room. It took a moment for my foggy mind to recall the events of yesterday—the tornado that had torn through our beloved ranch had left a ton of work in its wake.

With a deep breath, I swung my legs over the edge of the bed, wincing as sore muscles protested. As I pushed myself upright, my weary body reminded me of the immense effort I had exerted the day before. It had been a marathon of cleaning, salvaging, and rebuilding, a relentless battle against the wrath of nature. Sadly, it wasn’t over. There was still so much to do.

I shuffled toward the mirror, catching a glimpse of myself. My hair was disheveled and streaked with dirt and sweat. My clothes were crumpled, bearing the telltale signs of the exhausting work I had undertaken. My face was smudged with grime, and my eyes were heavy with fatigue. I had been so tired last night I hadn’t even taken a shower.

The reflection staring back at me showed a woman who had weathered a storm, both literal and metaphorical. But underneath the weariness, determination glimmered in my eyes. I had fought tooth and nail to save what we had built—a place filled with memories, laughter, and dreams. I wouldn’t let a tornado tear it all away. All of us were pitching in to rebuild. It was nice to know we had a good team of people in our corner.

As I made my way downstairs, it was clear no one else was awake. Usually, David was the first one up. He woke with the sun and had coffee ready to go for all of us. I walked into the kitchen with the morning light spilling through the window. For a brief moment, I felt a little nostalgic. I could see my mom and dad sitting at the table, sipping coffee and talking about feed prices and what cows were being sent to the butcher.

I missed them. I missed them terribly. I felt too young to be an orphan, but I was very lucky to have my brothers. Our parents had been killed while driving home from a livestock auction in Austin. I could still remember the phone call that had rocked our world. Our mother was killed instantly. Our father lived for a few hours, just long enough for us to get to the hospital and tell him goodbye. We barely had time to grieve. It put the ranch squarely on David’s shoulders, an overwhelming responsibility. We’d all known he would take over one day, but none of us could have imagined it would happen before he was thirty.

I pushed aside the melancholy and started the process
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