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      “I don’t know what else to do.” Jax Carder dropped to one knee, steadying himself on the plastic animal crate he’d set on the grass an hour before. He hunched over and peered inside at the fifty-something-pound pit bull mix staring back at him.

      Mistrust and fear—no, terror—shone in the dog’s weepy eyes as it pressed its quivering body against the back of the crate. “We may be within spittin’ distance of the beach, but that sea breeze isn’t doing this dog any good while he’s cooped up in there,” he said.

      Kat Davenport hooked her fingers on the chain-link gate that led to the grassy dog run, one of many runs placed side by side behind the Wounded Warriors Rescue. Her bottom lip jutted out as she blew her feathered silver-gray hair out of her eyes. “Have you tried bribing him with food? All the other new recruits settled right in once they had a full bowl of kibble in front of their noses.” She gestured to the long row of pristine dog kennels, each with its own brand-new tail-wagging resident.

      “Yep, I’ve tried it all: food, toys, and promises of endless dog rears to sniff, if he’ll just come out. Nothing works. He’s dead set against leaving his plastic palace.”

      Kat’s brow furrowed, making the fine lines on her aging skin deepen. “It’s gotta be a hundred degrees inside that little box.”

      Jax’s own brows knit together and he nodded his agreement, all while wondering how he was going to get back to his feet without putting on a show. When a guy was used to having two legs to work with, it was easy to forget that the fortunes of war had left him with only one. But forgetting only ever lasted a moment before reality came crashing in on him, demanding his undivided attention.

      It was during those fleeting moments of temporary amnesia that he’d get himself into tough situations… situations like this one. It seemed to be his new, absentminded hobby these days. Mobility hadn’t been his strong suit over the past year, and it made people look at him with pity written all over their sad faces. His jaws clenched when the word crossed his mind.

      Pity. He didn’t need it.

      Yeah, his life was a struggle, but whose life wasn’t? The fact that his biggest challenge was on display for the world to see didn’t mean he needed any special treatment.

      Thank God Kat had never looked at him that way. Here at the rescue, he was just another one of the vets with his nose to the grindstone. Still, making a spectacle of himself wasn’t on his to-do list.

      “How’s he doing?” A tall woman walked toward the kennels with long blonde hair pulled into a high ponytail and light-blue eyes filled with curiosity. “I’d love to have a look at him.”

      Kat turned to face Brooke, the resident vet, and they started chatting about the rescue’s newest dog with issues.

      This was Jax’s chance. He reached for a fence post behind him, wrapped his fingers around it, and used it to pull himself back to a standing position before the ladies even noticed. The hint of a self-satisfied smirk curved the corner of his mouth. Mission accomplished.

      He shifted his weight onto his prosthesis. Searing pain shot up his residual limb. He sucked in a sharp but silent breath, resisting the urge to pound on his thigh with his fist. How could the tiny nub of a leg that remained just below his knee cause him so much trouble?

      It was past time to schedule another visit to his prosthetist. Yippee. Who wouldn’t be excited to visit with a lumpy old codger who smelled of day-old fish and stale cigars? Dr. Grommet wasn’t what you’d expect of someone in the medical profession, but when you lived as far away from a big city as Jax did, you didn’t get to be choosy about your specialists.

      He sucked up the pain, put it in a box, and closed the lid. He’d call the doctor’s office later. Right now there were other problems to solve, like how he was going to get a big, stubborn dog out of that sweatbox called an animal carrier and into the fresh air. He scratched the dark stubble on his chin. “What do I do? Just dump him out?”

      Kat’s shoulders shook with laughter as she stepped through the gate and sauntered over to the other side of the crate. “Boy, I can always count on you to make me laugh—daily. You’re a take-no-prisoners type of a man. I like that. But I think I’ve got a better idea.”

      She stooped over and worked the plastic latches on each side of the crate. “I think our fur-friend would prefer this approach.” She gave the handle on top a tug and it lifted right off, reducing the dog’s one-time cave to an open-air bed.

      “Show-off,” Jax teased.

      Kat’s lips twitched with suppressed laughter. “Since you’re in the mood, why don’t you go dump Asher out of the recliner in my office instead. I need him to make a supply run over in Bentonville.”

      “My pleasure,” Jax said. He moved to follow Kat out of the run, but stopped in his tracks when the dog shifted its body. He looked closer and counted. One. Two. Three. Where was number four? “This dog is missing a leg.”

      Brooke opened the gate for Kat. “Yeah, his surgery was two days ago. They say he hasn’t tried to walk yet. I’m getting concerned about him.”

      Jax looked down at his metal limb, unwelcome memories of the first hours after his own amputation flashing through his head. “Two days isn’t that long.”

      “It is for a dog,” Brooke said. “They’re typically on their feet by the next day.”

      Kat stepped through the gate and out of the dog run. “My guy at the clinic swears up and down there isn’t anything physically wrong with the dog. Said it was a textbook surgery.”

      “Poor baby,” Brooke said.

      Both women turned their attention on the brown and white-patched dog.

      There it was. The look. Only this time it wasn’t directed at Jax, it was directed at the three-legged amputee lying at his feet… or rather, at his foot. Pity had become a four-letter word in Jax’s vocabulary ever since the day he’d seen it staring back at him from the eyes of the woman he loved. The sight of it soured his stomach, even when it was aimed at an animal.

      “What happened to him?” Jax asked.

      “He’s one of the dogs the Sheriff rescued from the fighting ring up north,” Kat said. “The staff at the clinic tried to save his leg while he was in quarantine, but his injuries were too severe.”

      Jax couldn’t pry his gaze from the dog. When their eyes finally met, they connected in a way he’d never connected with a dog before. Jax understood every conflicting emotion clouding the animal’s eyes. He’d felt all of them himself when his own enemies had separated him from his limb.

      This wasn’t a stubborn, neurotic dog. He was a wounded warrior himself, pressed into service by dishonorable men. “Let me work with him,” Jax blurted.

      Kat gazed at him with a knowing look. “Are you sure about that? Whoever takes on this job will have their hands full.”

      “I know better than most what this dog needs. There’s nothing wrong with him. He just needs somebody to help him see that.”

      Kat’s face melted into a warm smile. “You’ve got it, kiddo. He’s your baby from now on. You stay here for a while and get acquainted with him. I’ll get Asher moving myself.”

      “Thanks, Kat.” Nervous excitement built inside Jax. He hadn’t done much one-on-one work with any of the dogs at the rescue before, but he had to step in this time. Not even a dog should have to deal with being pitied.

      “I’d still like to have a look at him when he’s not so stressed,” Brooke said. “Would you mind letting me know how he’s doing tomorrow? I think I’m going to head home for the night.”

      “Will do, doc.”

      The two women turned and walked back to the rescue, leaving Jax alone with his new charge.

      After a quick glance up and down the beach to be sure there were no prying eyes looking on, Jax dropped to his knee once again. He lowered his body to the ground and stretched out on his side. He rested his head in the palm of one hand, then pulled a spare sock from his back pocket with the other. He always carried the sock with him in case he needed to make a quick adjustment to the fit of his prosthesis. He wiped his sweaty face with it, then draped it over the dog’s side.

      The dog stopped quaking, but he still didn’t make a move to get off the sun-baked plastic and onto the soft, cool grass. At least he showed interest in the sock. Jax smiled as the dog’s broad snout sniffed and snuffled up and down the length of it.

      “That scent is me, Jax Carder, ex-Army Ranger, and your newest best friend.” He held the back of his hand out to the dog. “Come on over, and take a whiff of the real deal.”

      The animal just stared at him, the lower rims of his deep brown eyes drooping on the outside corners, revealing a thin sliver of the whites of his eyes. Everything about the dog, from the way he held his cropped ears to his hunched shoulders and lowered head, screamed defeat.

      Jax inched closer and laid his hand next to the dog’s only remaining front paw. “It isn’t easy to wake up and find a part of your body missing, is it?”

      The dog lowered his nose to Jax’s fingertips and gave them a sniff.

      “Still, if we’re going to compare war stories, I guarantee mine tops yours. I bet you didn’t lose your leg and your girl.”

      Riley McCracken’s face came to mind. With hazel eyes that changed their look more often than a mood ring and wavy brunette hair that begged to be touched, she was a real stunner. She’d inherited a light smattering of freckles from her Scottish father, and a double portion of his fiery nature.

      She was a fighter, that was for sure. That was what had kept her alive long enough for Jax to meet her. The fight inside her was what had drawn him to her from the very beginning. It was what he’d needed after a blast on the side of the road had thrust his life into chaos. That IED had torn up his life just as much as it’d torn up his body. But everything changed after that day.

      She changed.

      He shook his head to free his mind from the perfectly-formed image of Riley’s face, which wouldn’t leave him alone lately. If only it were so easy—if a simple shake of the head could banish his all-consuming memories of the past. He’d tried every diversionary tactic in the book, but nothing could turn his mind’s eye away from the memory of her smile.

      Jax rolled over onto his back and looked into the clear-blue, late-August sky. His ribs expanded with a deep breath. It was only going to get harder to keep Riley out of his mind once she got to town.

      He didn’t know what was worse—knowing that she was on her way to Liberty Cove, or knowing that there was no way to avoid her once she got there. Kat had personally made certain of that little detail when she’d hired Riley to photograph the dogs that were up for adoption. And, like a dope, he’d agreed to be the point man on the project.

      He should have known better than to agree to head something up before getting all the details from Kat. Any day now, he’d be working side-by-side with the only woman he’d ever imagined himself growing old with. The nine months since their break-up wasn’t nearly long enough to be over her. Forget nine months—nine years wouldn’t even be enough.

      A slight growl rumbled around in the back of Jax’s throat. This was not him. He wasn’t a wallower. What was he doing lying in the grass and worrying?

      He channeled a little of Riley’s fiery strength and got to his feet. He grabbed a stool from outside the kennel and placed it next to the gate, several feet away from the dog. The legs sunk into the ground an inch or so when Jax’s muscled frame sat on it.

      “All right, it’s time to fall in. We don’t need anybody’s pity, and that includes our own.” Jax dug in his pocket and pulled out a bag that crinkled on its way out. The dog perked up immediately. “Oh, you like that? I see you there. Behind those sad eyes, you’re nothing but a mooch.”

      The dog cocked his head when Jax opened the package and hummed with pleasure at the scent of pepper-jerked beef.

      “Here’s how it’s going to go down, Mooch. There won’t be any more of those pressed dog biscuits made of powdered chicken and sawdust. From now on, you get the real deal. Beef.” Jax tore a chunk of meat from one of the large pieces in the bag and popped it in his mouth.

      The dog instinctively licked his chops with his wide tongue. Jax couldn’t help but laugh.

      “I see how it’s going to be,” he said, with a bulging cheek. “It’s official, I’m gonna call you Mooch from now on.”

      Mooch’s keen eyes followed every move Jax’s hands made as drool began to pool at the folds of his jowls. Jax took another bite and moaned with delight, hamming it up just a little to keep the dog’s attention. “It tastes even better than it smells. If you want some, you’re going to have to come and get it.”

      He pulled another section of meat off and waved it in the air, then tossed it so it landed near the front of the crate, but still out of Mooch’s reach.

      “What are you doing to that dog?” A familiar female voice called from about twenty yards behind him. Its challenge filled him with equal portions of elation and dread.

      Riley had arrived.
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      Riley McCracken’s pulse thundered in her ears. Her cheeks burned with red-hot fury as her laser vision locked onto the back of his head. She didn’t know who he was, besides the man Aunt Kat had just told her she’d be working with over the next week or two, but already, she detested him.

      What kind of a man would torment an injured animal with food?

      Her temperature rose exponentially higher with each step she took down the gentle incline leading to where most of the dogs at the rescue were housed. Aunt Kat had just spent the past few minutes singing this man’s praises. “He has such a kind heart,” Kat had said. “He’s going to rehabilitate a sweet little amputee, rescued from a dog-fighting ring.”

      Rehabilitate? Yeah, right! Is that what this punk called teasing an animal by keeping food just out of his reach?

      The sight sickened her to the core, and dredged up ugly memories of a time not so long ago when she’d found herself in a helpless position not unlike this dog’s. She’d been kidnapped by radicals while traveling the lesser-known regions of Iraq as she photo-documented the local culture.

      She’d planned to give the world a close-up view of the real people of the nation. Not the ones with weapons in their hands, but the ones rebuilding their homes, raising their children, and trying to eek out an existence in what was often an inhospitable environment. She’d gone into the project with the starry-eyed dreams of a young altruist, believing that her photos would help change the world. But she’d ended up a hostage.

      Hostages didn’t have a say in anything. She lost the freedom to choose when to sleep, where to go, and when or even if she ate. When she saw that dog, cowering in the bottom half of an animal carrier, she couldn’t help but see a little bit of herself. A shiver wracked her body at the foul memories. She’d never wish those feelings of powerlessness on her worst enemy, much less an innocent dog. If it hadn’t been for the Special Ops team that had come for her, she never would have made it out of Iraq alive.

      She’d never forget the moment a man with a US insignia on his chest knelt in the sand in front of her. Rich, brown eyes flecked with amber had gazed deeply into hers, scratchy and bloodshot as they were. His strong hands had cupped her shoulders.

      “I’ve got you,” he’d said. Simple words, but said with such conviction she could do nothing but believe them. Riley’s stomach quivered at the memory. That was the moment she’d met the love of her life—the only man who’d ever made her daydream about a future wedding and honeymoon.

      He was also the man who couldn’t stand the sight of her anymore.

      Hot tears pricked the corners of her eyes, stoking her frustration all the more. She refused to shed another tear over Jax Carder.

      She shook her head hard enough to chase the memories away. This wasn’t the time for a trip down memory lane. No! It was time to rip into this hulking man for being such a jerk to an animal that clearly needed a little kindness in its life. She retrained her flaming gaze onto his close-cropped, jet-black hair with such intensity his head was in real danger of spontaneously combusting.

      “Do you have any idea what that dog has been through?” she shouted.

      This guy may have been a veteran, but that didn’t excuse his bad behavior. Maybe he’d fooled Aunt Kat with his phony angelic act, but Riley had his number. Aunt Kat would definitely be hearing about this.

      The man stood and expanded his muscular torso with a deep breath before turning to face her as she continued her charge down the slope. He took a step toward the gate with his prosthetic limb and locked his eyes onto hers. “I think I’ve got a pretty good idea of what he’s been through.”

      Every ounce of breath was sucked from Riley’s lungs. It was as if a bolt of electricity momentarily short-circuited every muscle in her body. She stood paralyzed, gazing into the same brown eyes she’d been thinking of only seconds before. She was too far away to see the flecks of amber this time, but she knew they were there.

      Part of her wanted to race up to the chain link gate, tear it open, and throw her arms around his thick, tan neck. The other part? Not so much.

      He was still in the wrong—about so many things, but mostly in the way he was treating this dog. And Riley wasn’t in the habit of backing down from a fight, especially ones she started. She regained control of her body and continued her march toward the kennels. With a lifted chin and raised brows, she dared him to speak a single syllable in his defense.

      She stopped a few feet from the gate. “What are you doing here?”

      “Hey, Riley. It’s good to see you, too. I’m doing fine. Thanks for asking.”

      Score one point for Jax. She’d been rude, and he’d called her out on it. But then again, she had every right to be, considering the fact that he’d been the one who’d broken their relationship beyond repair. And he’d been caught red-handed being cruel to one of the dogs. That was something she’d have never believed him capable of if she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes.

      “Fine.” Her eyes rolled completely of their own accord. “Sorry. Hello, Jax.” She paused and took a deep breath. “I’m just surprised to see you here, that’s all.”

      That was the understatement of the century. Never in a million years had she expected to come face to face with the man who’d brought her both the most joy and the most pain she’d ever experienced in her life.

      “Surprised that I’d be working at a dog rescue that only hires veterans?” He pinned her with a look that said he thought he’d just won this argument.

      Hilarious! One would think he’d have known better after being with her for nearly a year; Riley didn’t lose arguments.

      She threw a hand on her hip. “Of all the times we talked about the future together, you never once mentioned wanting to settle down here. Liberty Cove has never been more to you than a traffic light on the way to Bentonville. This isn’t your hometown.”

      “It’s not your hometown either, but here you are.”

      She couldn’t lie—that one kind of hurt. Yes, here she was in her grandmother’s hometown, only Grandma wasn’t home. She wouldn’t be coming home, either.

      The hand resting on her hip slipped into her pants pocket, where she fingered the key to Grandma Pearl’s picture-perfect home just off Main Street. She hadn’t found the courage to drive up and put the key into the lock yet.

      It just didn’t feel right.

      Nothing had been right since she’d learned of her grandmother’s passing. Riley had inherited the house and everything in it, but she’d have given it all up in an instant for a chance to say goodbye.

      She’d been so deep in the Northern Himalayan wilderness, working on her photo-documentary of some of the indigenous people groups, that she hadn’t even found out about Grandma’s death until a month after the funeral. She bit her lip to still its quivering.

      She had no idea how she was going to handle walking into the now-silent home. There would be no fresh-baked cookies. No half-finished projects scattered on the kitchen table. No stories of Grandma’s latest bargain-hunting triumphs at the flea market.

      Only stillness.

      She blinked back the fresh tears pooling in her eyes. She had to change the subject, and fast. “Aunt Kat didn’t tell me you worked here.”

      “It makes sense since you never told her about us back when we were together. Why would she have any reason to tell you about a man she doesn’t have a clue that you even know?”

      Really? Was he going to rehash that old argument, now? Keeping their relationship a secret was the one and only thing she’d ever asked of him. She’d never told him why. How could she? It would have meant diving too deeply into emotions she wasn’t ready to deal with—emotions she might never be ready to deal with.

      He tried to catch her eyes, but she avoided his gaze like a pro. He wasn’t going to control the conversation. That was her territory. She tossed her head and focused on the dog. “I don’t seem to recall anyone throwing your food just out of reach when you were trying to recover from your amputation.”

      He grunted out a single peal of laughter that sounded more like a scoff than anything else. “Maybe they would have if I’d refused to get out of bed and learn to walk again.”

      Riley folded her arms across her chest and cocked a hip. “So, you think tormenting this animal with food is really what he needs?”

      “Maybe.”

      His full lips curved into a smirk that made her want to smack him and then kiss him. Or did she want to kiss him first?

      “Maybe?” she asked. “Here’s another maybe for you—maybe you’ve taken the whole tough-love thing to unhealthy levels. I think you’re a little confused about what a healthy healing process actually looks like.”

      “Yeah? Well, I can tell you what he doesn’t need. He doesn’t need someone hovering over him and constantly asking him if he’s okay.”

      Riley’s jaw fell open for a moment as heat flared in her cheeks, but it wasn’t the heat of anger. It was the flush of heat that always turned her face beet-red whenever she was on the brink of ugly-crying. When she spoke next, her voice was much softer and held the hint of a quiver. “I thought that was the question you’re supposed to ask when someone you care about falls flat on their face.”

      “I didn’t fall flat on my face twenty times a day, Riley.”

      Silence stretched between them for longer than was comfortable. Her crossed arms became more of a self-soothing hug than the impenetrable barrier she’d intended them to be. The heartache caused by their separation rose to the surface. All of the fight drained out of her. “I’m sorry I didn’t know how to care about you the way you wanted me to.”

      “Riley, look, I’m⁠—”

      She chanced looking him in the eyes again. He was just as miserable as she was. Her shoulders sagged. They’d both lost this round.

      “I’ve got to go.” She turned away, heading back the way she’d come.

      “Wait…”

      She paused for a moment, waiting for him to say something. Anything. But no words came. She couldn’t fault him for it though. What else was there to say? After all their time apart, nothing had gotten any better. They’d just picked up right where they’d left off.

      She faced him one last time. “I have to go air out my grandma’s house. It hasn’t been opened up since she—” Her chin quivered as her mouth tried to form the word died.

      “I’m sorry. I know how much she meant to you.” For a brief moment, he looked at her the way he used to, with those eyes that could convince her that everything was going to be all right. Then he lowered his gaze to the ground, and whatever was left of her spirits crumbled.

      All Riley managed was a shrug and a small bob of her head before turning away. She hurried out of sight around the side of the rescue where her tears could flow freely.

      She stopped at the front corner of the building, wondering how she was going to make it back to her car without Aunt Kat seeing her. She couldn’t face all of the questions that were sure to follow during a conversation with her.

      Her phone chimed, announcing the arrival of a text message just as she was about to make a break for her car. She pulled her phone out of her back pocket and rolled her eyes when she saw the sender—the same pushy real estate agent who’d been blowing up her phone ever since she’d made it back to civilization. The vultures had already begun to circle.

      She didn’t know what she was going to do with Grandma’s house, and that wasn’t a decision she was prepared to make that night. She stuffed the phone back in her pocket and shoved every other thought from her mind. Tonight was about one thing—gathering the courage to unlock Grandma’s front door.

      She couldn’t let a phone call or an awful run-in with Jax distract her from that all-important task. There was a time in the not-so-distant past when she wouldn’t have dreamed of turning that knob for the first time without him by her side. But those days were gone forever.

      Just like Grandma.
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      Jax stared up at the exposed wooden beams in Asher’s garage and sucked in a deep breath. The evening air was so thick with humidity he almost had to swallow it down. His shoulder blades pressed into the weight bench he lay on. He ground his teeth, every muscle in his body hardened, as he willed his way through his final set of presses.

      Veins bulged in his forearms. They traced winding paths up his arms to his shoulders, which were pinned down by the three hundred pounds on the steel bar he held. He poured every ounce of his strength not only into shoving the bar away from his bulging pectoral muscles, but also into forgetting about her.

      It wasn’t working.

      Riley’s flaming red cheeks and flashing emerald eyes filled every corner of his mind. His heart slammed against his rib cage, spurred on by the vivid image.

      He blew a sharp breath from his lips, blood surging through his arms as he extended them beneath the weight once again. Of all the ways he’d envisioned a reunion with Riley going down, he’d never imagined that she’d lay into him like she had.

      He hadn’t wanted to fight with her, but if he were being completely honest with himself, he hadn’t entirely hated it either. She was never more infuriating than when she was being impossible—or more attractive.

      Talk about confusing!

      The feel of a barbell in his calloused hands had been enough to clear his head ever since the earliest days of his special ops training. But not today. It didn’t matter how many curls, lifts, or presses he performed, he couldn’t make sense of what he thought—much less what he felt—about Riley’s sudden reappearance in his life.

      Asher’s garage-gym had never let him down before, but there was a first time for everything.

      His trembling muscles screamed for relief from the weight, but even their yowling wasn’t enough to drown out the conflict brewing inside him. Yes, he still loved her. But he could never be with a woman who saw him as nothing more than a broken man to be looked after. He couldn’t live like that, and she shouldn’t have to.

      The early days after his amputation hadn’t been easy. His physical therapy sessions were intense. Riley had been there for most of them, and the memory of the anxiety he’d seen in her eyes as she watched still gnawed at him as he lay in bed awake at night.

      What he wouldn’t give to see her look at him the way she used to just one more time—the way she’d looked at him the day his team had found her in that hovel outside of Baghdad. He needed to see that trust. When she second-guessed his ability to do the simplest things in life, he couldn’t help but start to second-guess himself. And if a man didn’t have his confidence, what did he have?

      Then, without warning, the vision his mind chose to show him changed. A cloud of grief cast its cool shadow across Riley’s face, dousing her fiery temper. The mere mention of the loss of her grandmother had painted an expression of utter sorrow on her face. The grief pinching her features sapped what remained of his strength.

      His stomach twisted. The first words he’d ever uttered to her had been a promise—a promise that he wouldn’t let anything bad happen to her. She’d looked into his eyes that day, and she’d believed him. Only, he wouldn’t be there to help her this time. It wasn’t his place anymore.

      But promises didn’t expire. They weren’t supposed to, at least.

      The thought of her grieving alone pained him more than the weight suspended above his chest—that was suddenly too heavy to budge.

      Asher’s clean-shaven head popped into view above him. “You shouldn’t be out here alone. You need a spotter if you’re going to press this much.” He lifted the bar the last several inches and racked it for his guest. “You’re lucky I got home just now.”

      Jax peeled his body from the sweat-stained, vinyl-covered bench and shook out his arms. His chest still heaved from the last several minutes of exertion. “I just needed to get in a few quick sets.”

      Asher lifted a single brow. His gaze bounced from Jax to the weight plates attached to the bar as if he were trying to piece together some sort of mystery.

      “What?” Jax asked.

      Asher stared at him without a word. It was difficult to hold his gaze. Asher was usually the strong silent type, but he didn’t have a problem saying the few words that ended up popping into his head from time to time. And there was something about the look in his eyes that convinced Jax he didn’t want to have whatever conversation Asher was working up to.

      No way was he going to explain why he’d come over tonight and worked himself to within an inch of his life.

      “Okay,” Jax said, “so maybe I did more than a few quick sets, but you said I could stop by and pump iron anytime I wanted.” He grabbed a crusty towel from the garage floor and wiped the sweat from his face.

      “I said you could use the gym—not crush yourself beneath my weights. I ain’t cleaning up that mess.” Asher grinned as he opened the door to the mini-fridge and fished out Jax’s favorite sports drink. He tossed it over, and Jax used it to cool his neck before taking a long series of gulps.

      He pulled the bottle from his lips, exaggerating a satisfied sigh. “Let’s get one thing straight. I wasn’t about to be crushed.” He
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