
        
            
                
            
        

    

      
        
          Refuge (part 2)

          A Contemporary Harem Romance

		      
          

        

    





Tate Bull

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  Copyright © 2025 by Tate Bull 
All rights reserved.
No portion of this book may be reproduced in any form without written permission from the publisher or author, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.






  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        The story so far...
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        1.
        
        Chapter 1
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        2.
        
        Chapter 2
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        3.
        
        Chapter 3
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        4.
        
        Chapter 4
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        5.
        
        Chapter 5
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        6.
        
        Chapter 6
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        7.
        
        Chapter 7
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        8.
        
        Chapter 8
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        9.
        
        Chapter 9
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        10.
        
        Chapter 10
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Also by Tate Bull
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  The story so far...


I was on the run from my past until an accident sidelined my escape. 
When I awoke, I realized that I’d been taken in, cared for and given a second chance.
Farrah was kind and protective and even though her ward, Elle, wanted me to leave, she shared her home and her bed. 
But I’d never be able get away from the mistakes I’d made and messages from the woman I’d risked everything for led me to believe that she had betrayed me. 
When Farrah revealed a secret, I wanted to help, but I didn’t want to drag her down with me.
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I wasn’t a good guy. 
I always told myself that I was, and it made the shit I did palatable, but nothing about any of it was ok. It took me a while to come to terms with that, but I told myself that I did what I had to do.
It’s amazing the things that you convince yourself of when you don’t want to take responsibility.
By the time I was fifteen, my dad had split. He found a girlfriend who didn’t chew him out about coming home late and not paying the bills and the small apartment my mom and I lived in became slightly larger. Not having him around was actually a relief. Most of his money had gone to that kurwa he was dating anyway and now that mom didn’t have to pay for his vices — drinking, whoring, gambling — we had some extra cash.
Even though she was upset at first, my mom got over the whole thing pretty quickly. He would come back to see me every once in a while, but it usually ended with the two of them screaming at each other and me locked in my room on my computer wishing he’d just stay away.
Even before the remittance scam, I'd always been a thief. I stole a lot of money over the course of my life. I’d lift a few dollars out of my dad’s wallet when he and my mom were screaming at each other. I’d take a couple of bills when I visited my baba in her nursing home. I’d skim debit card numbers with these little devices that I ordered in bulk from my cousin in Ukraine and use them to buy stuff we needed and things I wanted.
Most of the time I was after the thrill, the rush of getting away with it and I almost always got away with it. Once she and my dad split, I’d put the extra cash in my mom’s little box where she kept her savings and would listen to her surprised exclamation at having extra at the end of the week. I told myself that I was like Robin Hood, but I used the rest of it to buy myself stuff — new sneakers, gaming consoles, gold chains, whatever.
Mom and I had fun together. When she had a day off, we’d go to the movies or I’d take her out to dinner. She was proud of me for whatever reason and I did my best to take care of her. The good times lasted until she got hooked on the painkillers, but that came later.
I was ultimately a little shithead and escalation was inevitable. Stealing was a challenge, and I wanted to see how far I could go. I guess I was lucky that Ivan caught me and not the police. It would’ve taken them years to figure out how much I had stolen, but Ivan knew the exact numbers when his goons sat me down in his office and he told me what was going to happen next.
The truth was that I was proud of what I’d done. Seeing him stare at me as he rattled off the numbers felt like I was finally getting recognized for all of my hard work. It was nice.
“You’re a smart kid,” Ivan said as he stared at me. He still hadn’t introduced himself formally but everyone knew who he was. He wasn’t the boss; he was the guy that kept things on an even keel and had an understanding with the cops that the crime would stay where it belonged. They were fine if it spilled over some, just as long as he kept his guys on a leash. “We could use another smart kid here. Of course, if you’re not interested, I’m sure the police would love to know about your little hustle.”
He had a thick accent when he spoke English, which he almost never did, and his jet black hair was slicked back from his flat forehead. From what I understood, he originally came from some village in southern Crimea, and had made a name for himself as a guy who got things done, no matter what. He liked that I spoke Ukrainian. Most of the guys spoke Russian, but he said that swearing in Ukrainian was more satisfying and he was a guy who appreciated the little things.
“You want me to work for you?” My voice was still high for a kid my age and he laughed when I said that, like it was cute, and nodded.
“Yeah, just keep doing what you’re doing, but change the accounts you’re using.” He motioned to the big guy standing next to me and I was given a slip of paper with a few numbers. I looked at the paper and nodded again. 
What else could I do?
It felt like I had been given permission to steal, encouraged even, and I added another fork in the code that went into the new accounts, but still kept mine in place. Even if the guys knew, they didn’t say anything. There was enough to go around and as long as everyone was making money, they didn’t mind a little extra sliding into my pocket.
Ivan liked me, and it was nice to be liked. By the time I was seventeen, I had already dropped out of high school. What was the point in getting a diploma I’d never use? I already knew everything I needed to know and besides my little hacks, Ivan had me working on duping phones.
It was such a simple scam and I couldn't believe I didn't come up with it myself. People in the neighborhood would bring their phones to one of his kiosks for repairs and we would make a copy of it and hang on to it for a few weeks, then have a look and fish out what we could. Most of the time, we couldn’t get much, but sometimes the yields were really good, and I’d be able to take my mom out for a surprise steak or something.
I felt guilty about it but I always told myself that it was beyond my control, that I wasn’t the one pulling the strings. It was the truth, but I didn’t stop or try to get out. One guy did. He was like me, someone who had gotten pulled in, but once the reality of what we were asked to do set in, he ran.
They found his body in the East River a few weeks later. That was enough to keep me in line.
Ivan was good to me. When my mom was diagnosed with early onset dementia, he found a home that could take her. He set it all up and told me that he asked for an extra nurse to keep an eye on her. He paid for my baba's funeral and told my dad to stay away when he started trying to get back into my life. He was like the father I always wanted and I tried my hardest to make sure that I stayed in line.
Betraying him wasn’t the worst thing I did, but I realized it would likely be the catalyst for my downfall.

      ***“I’m on the verge of losing everything.”
The way Farrah said that triggered something inside of me. Her voice was soft and hesitant, like she was worried that saying the words would make them true. I didn’t know how to respond, what she wanted me to tell her, so I waited, giving her time as her warm breath brushed across my bare skin.
It was late, and I was laying in bed with her head resting on my chest. I stroked her soft, dark hair and stared through the window at the stars. It looked like the sky was made of black velvet and someone had poked a bunch of holes through it, then shined a light through the back. It was incredible, and I wanted to stay there staring at it forever. 
“What do you mean?” I finally asked, unsure how much she wanted to share. We were basically still strangers, and I didn't want to push her. She slid off of me and rolled onto her back, exhaling as she focused her blank gaze at the ceiling. 
“We were already having a tough time, but with my job, I could fill in the holes financially,” her voice quivered as she spoke. “When Octavio got sick, I had to quit to take care of him and run this place. Small gaps became huge ones and by the time he died, the only thing I had left was a mountain of bills.”
She sniffled and wiped her eyes, staring at the ceiling as I rolled onto my side and grabbed her hand in mine, squeezing it lightly before bringing her fingers to my lips. I wanted to make her feel better, but I didn’t know what to do.
“It was manageable at first, we had some money saved, but his treatments ate that up in no time. I could care for him, but when it got too bad, I had to put him in hospice. At that point, it was just waiting for the end.” 
“I mortgaged this place to the hilt, and the bank is threatening to auction it off if I can’t come up with some money by the end of the month. Sorry, I know you don’t want to hear about this.” She sniffled again, then wiped her eyes and my heart broke for her. 
“Could Elle run the ranch and you go back to nursing?” I asked. I was still unsure how Elle fit into all of this, but she seemed capable and if Farrah had an outside income, she could use that to pay off the debts that had piled up.
“That was the plan, but we can’t afford to hire anyone right now and it’s too much work for one person to handle. I worked twelve-hour shifts when I was an ER nurse and was too exhausted to do anything else by the time I got home.” She sat up suddenly and ran her hands through her dark hair. “I’m stuck and I’m having to do it all alone and I feel like every decision I make is only creating more problems.”
It’s weird how much I could empathize with what she was saying. The last few years of my life were fuckup after fuckup, making things worse with every decision. I wanted to tell her I understood, but I didn’t even know where to begin. Silence filled the room and after a few minutes, she got off the bed, heading towards the bathroom as my eyes followed her perfect body and manic thoughts filled my mind.
I had some money, but so what — I barely knew this woman. On the other hand, I couldn't stand the thought of leaving her to fend for herself after all she’d done for me. Then there was Anya and Ivan and my past that I’d never be able to escape no matter what I did. Even if I got away from him, I’d done so much illegal shit that if cops got involved, I’d go to prison for a long time. There was no way I was getting out of this and I felt my mind shut down, refusing to deal with any of it right now.
I heard her turn on the water and got up, joining her in the small bathroom that jutted off the side of the bedroom. The entire scene felt like a dream. I was exhausted and the air in the small room was thick with steam. Hot mist drifted out of the shower and I could see the silhouette of her body through the frosted glass. 
I closed the door behind me and watched as she lathered her hair, jutting out her perfect tits as she worked the shampoo in. She turned around, arching her back as the water poured over her body and I couldn’t stand not touching her. I needed her like I never needed anything in my life and I couldn’t help myself. I cupped her full breast in my hand and she jumped, then smiled, the gleam in her eyes telling me everything I needed to know.
She wanted it and I wanted it and there was no reason not to go for it.
My lips found hers, and I pushed her against the tiled wall. I could hear her short, shallow breaths as my hand drifted between her legs and slid into her soft warmth, flicking across her clit as her moans filled the small space. Her kisses became more urgent, and I cupped her ass in my hands as I lifted her up and she wrapped her legs around me. She was so wet and tight and each shallow thrust sent me into a spiral as the hot water hit me and my movements became more frantic.
She arched her back against the wall, rocking her hips against me as I moved closer to the edge. Our feverish moans filled the tiny space and when I came, grunting like some kind of animal, my body felt like it was made of rubber. I lowered her to the ground, and she kissed me again, her cold tongue pushing between my lips as she lathered the soap in her hands and carefully washed me.
“Let’s go to sleep, we have an early day tomorrow,” she whispered as she turned off the water and grabbed a towel, drying herself, then me, and taking my hand and leading me towards the bed. She crawled under the blankets and I joined her, my body still tingling as I pulled her close and kissed her neck. We needed to sleep, but I was consumed by what she told me and I realized I couldn’t just stand by and let her lose this place.
“I’ll fix it, I promise,” I murmured as I drifted off, my arms wrapped tightly around her naked body.
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The alarm went off at five-thirty. 
I groaned as I patted the empty space next to me, wondering why I was alone. My eyes peeled open and stared blankly into the darkness. I had to get up. I didn't want to do it but I made a promise and even though I’d rather lie around for another couple of hours and maybe fuck Farrah again; I rolled out of bed and stumbled into the bathroom for a nice long piss.
The intoxicating scent of coffee wafted out of the kitchen and down the hall and I followed the source like my life depended on it. The house was empty and quiet and I looked outside, a sudden sensation of loneliness enveloping me. The sun had breached the horizon and a thin mist blanketed the ground, but there was no sign of life. It was almost like everyone else had disappeared and I was alone.
That thought made me intensely sad.
I really liked Farrah and for more than just the obvious reasons. She was everything I’d ever wanted in a woman and just being in her presence made me feel like a better person. I poured myself a cup of coffee and looked through the kitchen window and towards the barn. Elle walked across the dusty yard with Russ following her like a shadow and when she turned to face me, I looked away.
She was still a complete mystery and even though Farrah said that she didn’t like me because she was jealous; it didn’t make any goddamn sense.
“Morning.” Farrah said as she walked into the kitchen, dressed in a pair of tight jeans that hugged her ass just right and a flannel shirt tied at the waist, showing off her amazing curves. She was wide awake and ready to go, even though she got less sleep than me.
“Hey,” I murmured as I leaned down to give her a kiss. Just her scent was enough to make me hard, and I wondered if she’d be up for another round before going to work.
“Later,” she whispered as her hand drifted down to my cock, giving me a quick squeeze. That was a promise I wouldn’t let her forget, and she took a step back, clearing her throat as she poured a mug of coffee for herself. “The horses are already sorted, so it’s just a matter of Willa working her way through the herd.”
It took me a few beats to figure out what she was talking about.
“Oh, yeah, just let me know what you need me to do.” I wasn’t a manual labor kind of guy, but when Farrah kissed me again, then gave me that incredible smile before shutting the door firmly on her way out, I realized that I’d do anything she asked.
I got dressed, checked my phone again and saw a few more messages from Anya. They were like the ones from yesterday, only more frantic and something was definitely off. I needed to decide what to do, but I figured that acting on impulse would be worse than doing nothing at all. Decision made, I set the phone back down on the counter and left the house, walking towards the barn.
The air was cool and the smell of horses drifted in my direction as I got closer. I took a second to appreciate the beauty of the early morning, then sighed and walked into the area of the barn where Willa would be working.
“... filing and trimming first, then I’ll start on the shoeing.” The three women and Russ were standing around and turned to stare at me when I walked in. The silence was intensely uncomfortable but Farrah came towards me to give me a kiss and I immediately relaxed. Elle rolled her eyes and stomped angrily towards the side door of the barn before disappearing outside.
“Ok,” Willa said, ignoring the outburst as she clapped her hands together and tried to psych us up, turning her attention to Farrah. “Let’s get moving. Is it only your horses this time or are you having guests?”
“Fulton and Wes are coming with a few dozen horses between them. I’m also buying old Pedro from Calvin, but he’ll be in quarantine for a few days so I’ll save him for last.” The names meant nothing to me, but I stood around listening like I knew what was going on and waited for my assignment.
“Cool,” Willa said and turned to face me, giving me a sexy wink. She was wearing a flimsy black tank top and loose overalls today and I could see a few tattoos winding up her deceptively slender arm. She noticed me looking and smiled as she grabbed her leather apron, pulling it over her head and securing the straps around her thin waist. A few dirty thoughts drifted through my mind, and I immediately looked away, returning my full attention to Farrah. We weren’t serious or anything, but I also didn’t want to piss her off.
“Alex, you can stay here and help Willa. Elle and I have some more sorting to do in the pens outside.” Farrah stood on her toes and gave me a kiss on my cheek before turning to leave and my gaze followed her perfectly round ass as she walked away.
“So, what do you need?” I asked, trying to get my head straight. I was not a morning person, and that combined with not understanding what was going on made me feel like a complete and total moron. 
“The first batch will just be clipping and cleaning, so I’ll let you know when to bring a new horse, then once I’m done, you can take the finished one outside. Got it?”
“Yeah, sounds easy enough,” I said with a shrug and watched her grab one of the smaller mares by the harness and position it in front of her. She lifted its back hoof and rested it on her knee, then started cleaning out the gunk that was wedged inside. Her motions were smooth and quick and once she got going, it was almost like she’d entered some sort of trance. 
I could’ve stood there watching her forever, but remembered what she told me, so I went to the pen that was holding the other horses and fit the harness onto a sleek white mare and led her out. She was slightly skittish, and I ran my hand down the side of her large head to calm her down. It actually worked, and I felt like the goddamn horse whisperer or something as I moved her closer to where Willa was stationed and waited for my cue. There was a sudden crash, and I turned around, worried that she was hurt.
“Fuck,” Willa shouted as she stood up and picked up half of the heavy metal file that had fallen onto the floor. “My file broke. I need to go get the spare from my van. Can you make sure she stays put?” 
“Yeah, no problem.” I secured the horse I was holding and grabbed the brown mare that Willa had been working on, keeping her in place. The mare was more skittish than Ginger, but I ran my hand down her brown back, then stroked her ears as I stared into her dark eyes and started chatting casually with her. I told her about my mom and life in New York and whatever else I could think of and her nervous energy dissipated, causing me to smile like an idiot.
It was weird that I felt a connection like this with a horse, but she was so strong and beautiful and maybe it was the insanity of the past few weeks or the head trauma talking, but it actually felt like she was listening to me. She stomped and whinnied and I scratched that fluffy spot on her forehead and completely relaxed.
“You two getting cozy?” Willa asked with a laugh as she rounded the corner into the barn, carrying a large bucket of tools. She stared at me with a smile on her rosy lips, then gave the horse a pat on its flank before pulling on her heavy gloves.
“Yeah,” I replied hoping that she didn’t overhear too much of my conversation and went back to the white mare as I waited for her to finish with the brown one.
“So where are you from, anyway? That accent definitely isn’t local.” Willa assumed her position next to the horse and pulled her hoof back onto her knee before sliding the heavy file back and forth across the craggy surface, then trimming off the excess.
“New York,” I replied carelessly, then remembered that I was supposed to be from Florida. “But I’ve lived in Florida for the past ten years.”
She looked at me with a raised eyebrow before returning her attention back to scraping the shit out of the horse’s hoof, then filing aggressively.
“I’m from Boston originally,” she said with an exaggerated New England accent as she changed positions and pulled the mare’s other hoof onto her knee. “Went to a boarding school in New Hampshire and had my future planned out for me, but I couldn’t imagine living life as part of the brunch set, if you know what I mean.”
I didn't, but tried to act like I did, and blew a sympathetic raspberry.
“Nice, yeah, that’s, uh, tough.” 
“So what did you do in Florida?” she asked and I watched her work, cycling through each hoof, spending ten minutes shaving away the excess and cleaning out the dirt that had accumulated in the sole. The entire process was mesmerizing, and she did it like she was on autopilot. 
“Computers. I was an IT guy,” I said, and she stared at me for a second, her eyebrow arched in amusement. She was fishing, and I wondered what Elle had told her about me so far. 
Probably nothing good.
“Really? You don't strike me as the type.”
“Yeah. I get that a lot,” I said. She finished the horse she was working on, then gave it a once over before lowering its hoof to the ground. “So you just decided that you wanted to become a nail technician for horses?” 
“Something like that,” she laughed at my stupid joke and I appreciated it. “I rode competitively for years, but I ended up with an injury and had to hang up my boots.” She stood up and brushed the mess off of her apron, then handed me the horse's lead. “This one’s done. Tie her up over there and bring me the white one.”
I did as I was told, looping the brown mare's lead around a nearby post, then leading the white mare to where Willa was waiting and watched as she started the process again.
“You can take that one outside, then come back and we’ll do the whole thing again. Not too bad, right?” she asked with an easy smile and I shrugged. If this was the extent of what I’d be asked to do, then I wasn’t too worried about my extreme lack of experience. 
I led the horse outside and Farrah motioned for me to take the animal to the larger pen on the north side of the barn. She and Elle were deep in conversation and the look on Farrah’s face told me that she wasn’t happy with what the other woman was saying. I didn’t want to get involved and pulled off the harness before slapping the horse's flank and shutting the gate behind her.
By the time I got back inside, Willa had finished the front hooves and had pulled one of the back ones onto her knee. I grabbed another horse, this one a black gelding who seemed cool with the situation and fit the harness over its head before leading it to the waiting area.
“How long have you been coming here?” I leaned against the railing and watched as she pried out a small stone and tossed it aside. I was amazed at how much shit accumulated in their hooves.
“This is my fourth year,” she said as she paused and took a drink of water. “The state has a program that hooks me up with smaller ranches and pays for my transportation and other expenses. It keeps costs down for ranchers who can’t afford to have someone on staff.”
“This is a small ranch?”
“Yeah, some of the bigger ones have over a thousand head. From what Farrah told me, Triple O used to be one of the larger operations in the state, but after her dad passed they downsized.”
“Really?” This seemed like a lot of horses, but I also knew nothing about ranching. The steady sound of the file and the nippers was hypnotic and I kept my eyes locked on her while she worked.
“There just isn't as much demand anymore,” Willa said with a shrug. “The rodeo circuit isn’t what it used to be and local cattle ranching has been squeezed out by cheaper South American producers, so there’s less of a need for work horses. A lot of the ranchers around here have been forced to sell out.”
“Farrah said she was having some problems.” I said neutrally, unsure if Willa was aware of how bad the situation had gotten. 
“Yeah, she’s had a tough time since Octavio got sick and I know that she’s considered selling. This ranch is worth a small fortune, but ultimately she loves the place,” Willa said as she motioned around her. “We all do.”
“Is it that valuable?”
“It’s what’s down there that’s valuable,” she said, pointing at the ground. “It’s all about the mineral rights.” Willa stood upright and stretched, then handed off the horse she just finished. I walked it outside, handing it off to Farrah, then came back inside to see that Willa had picked up right where she left off with a fresh mare. “Even though she’s had some pretty serious offers, she refuses to sell.”
“I’ve only been here a week, but I totally understand why. It's special.”
“Yeah,” Willa said, and the conversation died off as she finished up the mare and I brought another over. She worked steadily through five more, then stood upright for a stretch and a quick break as she drank some water. A thin sheen of sweat coated her forehead, and she was filthy, but something about her was undeniably sexy and I was actually having fun. 
“Elle really doesn’t like me,” I mumbled as I brought over the last horse in the barn and Willa laughed.
“Don’t feel bad, she doesn’t like anyone.” I felt slightly better and positioned the horse as Willa brought its front hoof to her knee.
“Glad it’s not just me,” I mumbled and Willa shook her head.
“Farrah and Octavio took her in when her parents died and from what Farrah told me, she just shut down. Working on the ranch was the only thing that kept her going and losing Octavio made her put up walls so she doesn’t get hurt again.” That made sense and I appreciated the fact that Willa was being honest with me. She was easy to talk to and didn’t seem to put up with much bullshit.
“Wow, that’s rough. I had no idea,” I said, my annoyance with Elle giving way to pity. “Did you know him?”
“Who? Octavio?” I nodded and she glanced at the door, then lowered her voice as she moved to the other front hoof. “Yeah. He was a good guy. Once he passed, it’s like part of Farrah died with him.” Willa paused, then looked at me with a sly smile. “She seems to be doing much better now.”
“Time heals all wounds.” My baba’s words stumbled out of my mouth. She would always tell me that when I was a kid and would get upset about whatever stupid shit I’d gotten into.
“It’s more than time,” Willa said and I shrugged. Whatever was going on between Farrah and I was no one else's business and I didn’t feel like getting too deep into it.
“How long has Elle been here?”
“Five years, I think,” Willa said as she crinkled her nose, then moved to the back hooves. “She hated me at first, too. Apparently the guy I replaced was good friends with her dad and, for some reason, she resented me for taking his place even though he had retired.”
“It looks like she got over it though,” I said and Willa gave me an easy laugh, wrinkling her pert nose as she shook her head.
“Yeah, but I get why she’s so prickly. She almost got put into foster care, but Farrah and Octavio intervened.” Willa paused, wiping some sweat from her brow before continuing. “Octavio was like a father to her and his death hit her almost as hard as Farrah if you can believe it.” Willa's words sank in and it suddenly made sense. Farrah might be ready to move on but Elle wasn't.
“It’s traumatic watching someone you respect so much wither up and die in front of you,” Willa said as she finished the horse and I could understand completely. Maybe Elle and I had more in common than I originally thought.
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“Hungry?” Farrah asked as I walked into the kitchen. I was filthy, covered in horse shit and dirt and God knew what else, but I felt good and tired and yes, I was starving. We’d gotten through a hundred and fifty horses, but Willa said things would slow down tomorrow once she had to start shoeing. 
“Yes. What are you making?” I walked up behind her and wrapped my arms around her waist, nuzzling against her neck as she sliced the thick steak resting on the cutting board and fed me a piece. She had just showered and her hair smelled like flowers and I pushed my erection into her as she shifted her hips against me suggestively.
“Goddammit, can you two keep your hands off each other for like five fucking minutes?” Elle’s voice was an unwelcome intrusion, but after what Willa told me, I had a hard time being upset. She had a rough life and I could understand why she was so bitter; I just wished she wasn’t constantly taking it out on me.
“I’ll go get a shower,” I said as I kissed the top of Farrah’s head and Elle rolled her eyes. 
“Willa’s cleaning up, but she said she wanted some dinner,” Elle said as she grabbed a beer from the fridge and sat down at the table.
“I want some too,” I said before leaving the kitchen and walking down the hall towards my room. Elle and Farrah’s conversation drifted away as I entered the small bedroom and grabbed my phone, checking for new messages. There were none, but I saw a missed call from an unfamiliar Chicago number and my pulse sped up.
It started ringing again, and I didn’t know what to do. This was a regular phone number, not from the encrypted app Anya and I had been using. If I answered, the call could easily be traced, but I needed to know what was going on.
Fuck.
I answered.
“Hello?” My heart began thumping like a jackhammer as I waited for a response. There was noise on the other end and I thought I heard an announcement. “Hello?”
“Alex?”
It was definitely Anya, but was she alone?
“Is anyone with you?” I asked in Ukrainian. Most of the guys who worked for Ivan only spoke Russian and English and if she didn’t answer back in Ukrainian, I’d know for sure there was someone monitoring her.
“I’m alone,” she paused, and I waited. “I’m sorry, Alex. I didn’t have a choice.” She let out a loud sob, and I felt like my body turned into liquid goo. Even though I already knew what she was going to tell me, I needed to hear it from her lips. I needed her to tell me that she had betrayed me, that she sold me out even though I risked everything to help her. 
“What’s going on?” I wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible. “Where are you?”
“At the airport. My flight’s about to leave,” she paused and my stomach twisted into a tight knot. It was all for nothing. All of it. I genuinely thought that she liked me, that she felt something, even if it wasn’t love. “I’m sorry, Alex. They found me and I didn’t know what else to do.”
“What did you tell them?” I gritted my teeth and asked. All of it was so fucked. I cared about her and the fact that she rolled hurt more than I’d ever be able to admit. I pinched the bridge of my nose the way I always did when I was frustrated and exhaled slowly as she spoke, trying to calm my racing pulse and the throbbing in my head that felt like an oncoming stroke.
“Only that we were going to meet in Mexico. I gave them the phone, and that’s it,” she sniffled and I squeezed my temples as the realization about how badly I was fucked washed over me. It would be tough for them to track me down here, but they would and when they did, hell would rain down on the only person who gave two shits about me.
“What did they offer?” I asked between gritted teeth, suddenly feeling frozen, needing to know what her price was.
“My life back. A ticket to meet my cousin in Germany.” She sounded defensive, but she had to know that what she did was so messed up. I thought there was something between us, but I was wrong.
She was a whore and I shouldn't have expected anything else.
“Ok.” I didn’t know what else to say. “Good luck.” 
The words were bitter, and I ended the call even though she kept talking, trying to justify her actions. I turned off the phone, taking out the SIM card and snapping it in half. I stared at the small pieces of plastic in my hand, turning them over as I thought. An overwhelming darkness consumed me and I sank down onto the small bed, realizing that everything had changed and an oddly perverse relief filled me. I had loved her, or I thought I did, but if she didn’t run off, I’d be responsible for her. Maybe she did me a favor in the long run even if it meant that I'd have to figure out what to do now. I was good at that. I'd be able to think my way out of it.
I just needed time…
“Alex, dinner’s ready.”
… and time was in short supply.
“Coming,” I yelled after a few seconds. 
I shook my head, almost like it would force her memory out of my mind for good and reached into my backpack, pulling out an old laptop that I’d bought for cash off a junk dealer in Brooklyn. Before I left, I’d ripped out the hard drive and installed an amnesiac OS on the USB that I gripped tightly in my clenched hand. I set the two objects on the stand next to the bed, realizing that I needed help and there was only one person on earth I trusted. 
I just hoped that he was still alive.

      ***Even though I was trying to act normal, I could feel Farrah’s gaze on me as we ate dinner. She knew something was up and she’d probably want to talk about it, even if I didn’t. What would I tell her? That some whore I thought I’d fallen in love with had been waiting for me in LA and that she turned me in, and oh, by the way a few guys from the fucking mafia are looking for me and will probably kill me in the most painful way possible and they’ll probably kill you too, just for helping me.
Thanks for everything.
I was so distracted that the food tasted like shit and even though I talked and smiled and nodded, the only thing I could think about was the fact that I’d been betrayed. Completely and utterly betrayed and there was absolutely nothing I could do. When Willa joined us they chatted about tomorrow’s plans and it was a massive effort to not just break down.
“What do you think, Alex?” Farrah’s voice interrupted my spiraling thoughts, and I forced myself back to the present and my heart pounded in my chest. She was staring at me and I knew I needed to say something, but I was so far gone that I had no idea what they were even talking about.
“What?”
Get your shit together, Alex.
“I said that you and I could ride out tomorrow afternoon to repair the fencing along the western edge of the north pasture,” Farrah looked at me expectantly. “It would be nice to get away for a few hours and it’s easier to fix with the horses in the pens.”
“Yeah, sure. Whatever you need,” I said and tried to smile, but I was terrible at hiding my feelings. Of course, when that feeling was the absolute and utter fear that you were going to die in the next few days, I figured it was understandable.
The rest of dinner was a blur; I was obviously distracted. Farrah noticed, and I hoped that she didn’t think it had anything to do with her; I wouldn’t even know where to begin trying to explain it.
“Are you alright?” she asked as we finished up the dishes. Elle and Willa had already left and Russ begrudgingly stayed behind, even though he looked frustrated at being cooped up for so long.
“Yeah, just got some news from home and I’m trying to process it.” I realized I said too much and tried to backtrack. “It’s nothing serious, just gave me something to think about.”
“You can tell me if you want,” she said as she grabbed a towel and wiped off the counter. “I mean, you listened to my bullshit all last night, so I’m more than willing to lend an ear.”
I really appreciated it, more than she could understand, but she would hate me and I could take a lot of shit, but I couldn't handle that.
“Thanks,” I said as I leaned down to give her a kiss. Her lips felt so good and it was amazing how quickly the shitshow that was my life just slipped away. “That’s actually exactly what I needed.”
“Wow, that was easy,” she said as she took a step away and cracked the towel against my ass.
“Ow,” I said dramatically. I could tell that she was worried she hurt me, but I took advantage and grabbed her, pulling her close again.
I just couldn’t get enough of her. She was like a drug and quitting her would be just as difficult. My lips found hers and she melted in my arms as all of my troubles slipped away for a few seconds.
“I think we’re on the same page,” she murmured as she slid her finger down my chest, then licked her lips seductively. “Could you do me a favor first?”
Her dark eyes sparkled, and I kissed her again, lingering as I rested my hand against her cheek, relishing the sensation of her soft skin beneath my fingers. Her eyes were wide and enticing and I thought about all the things I wanted to do to her.
“Anything,” I said, meaning it. Whatever she asked, I’d do it. I was already getting hard in anticipation and I grabbed her ass, then leaned down to kiss her as she pulled away and winked seductively.
“Good,” she whispered as my cock pushed insistently against my zipper and I got ready to pick her up and carry her into her bedroom. “Can you take out the garbage?”
That was such a massive letdown that I let out a loud laugh, the first one I’d had all night and shrugged.
“Where does it go?” I asked, running my hand through my hair as I tried to calm down. She pulled the full bag from the garbage can and tied it up, then handed it over.
“The dumpster behind the barn,” she said with a grin. “Take Russ, he needs to go out one last time.” She walked towards me and gave me another kiss. “I’ll be waiting for you, ok?” Her voice was low and sexy and I couldn’t wait to get back.
“You’d better be naked,” I said, and she slapped my ass as I turned to go, slipping on my boots as Russ followed me out into the cool evening air. My conversation with Anya seemed so far away, and I realized how easy it would be to just forget about her and move on.
My chief concern was what she told them. She said she only gave them the phone and told them about Mexico, but it would just be a matter of time before I slipped up and they tracked me down. I hadn’t stolen money directly from Ivan, but it was still his and I knew too much. I would always be a liability.
These thoughts kept bouncing around in my mind as I made two laps around the barn, looking for the dumpster and by the time I found it, I thought I was going crazy. Russ had run off, and the night sky was black. I tossed the bag inside and turned towards the house to claim my reward. Suddenly, I heard a squeal coming from inside the barn and jumped.
There was a wide opening in the siding where a piece had broken off and I looked inside, hoping Russ wasn't hurt. A dim light shone overhead, rocking in the gentle evening breeze and it took me a few seconds to locate the source of the noise.
“What are you doing?” Elle asked as Willa pushed her against the wooden wall. Willa’s intentions were pretty clear and even though I knew I shouldn’t be watching, I just couldn’t help myself.
“You know what I’m doing,” Willa said. Her back was towards me and as her hand slid under Elle’s shirt, I could feel my pulse racing. I had seen a lot of lesbian shit in the clubs I went to, but it always felt like a performance. This was real, and it was hot as hell and I couldn’t pull myself away. “Do you want me to stop?”
“No…” Elle moaned and Willa unbuttoned the other woman’s jeans, then slid her hand inside as Elle melted against the wall. A smile curled her pink lips, and this was the first time I’d ever seen her look happy.
“Do you like that?” Willa teased and Elle nodded, a moan escaping her lips as Willa’s mouth covered hers. Elle turned Willa around, pushing her against the wall as she lifted the other woman’s thin shirt, sliding her finger across her soft rosy nipple before leaning down and taking it between her lips and sucking it softly.
Willa gasped and a second later, her eyes locked with mine and she smiled. I took a step back, tripping over some boards and trying to stay quiet as I stumbled across the yard.
By the time I got back to the house, I felt like I was going to explode and headed straight for Farrah’s bedroom. She was curled up in a ball, snoring softly and I realized that I’d lost my chance to get laid.
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“You’ve been distracted all day. Please tell me what’s wrong.” Farrah tucked a few strands of dark hair behind her ear as she stared at me. “Are you upset with me?” 
The two of us were in the front pasture and Elle and Willa were inside the barn. We were halfway through the second day and the process was going smoothly if slowly. Farrah said that we were about halfway done, but things had slowed down now that Willa was shoeing.
My thoughts were still centered on the conversation with Anya and I hated that Farrah thought I was upset with her. I scoffed and snorted in response, then shook my head so she’d realize how not upset I was. 
I was thrilled to see Elle come out of the barn to tell us they were ready for more horses. The tension broke and Farrah gave me my instructions. “Ok, these four guys, then bring back the ones from inside and we’ll release them.” 
I led two of the horses into the barn and when my eyes locked with Willa, she gave me a wink. The memory of what I witnessed last night took up all the free space in my mind and I shook my head to dislodge it.
“Thanks Alex,” Willa said and Elle pretended she was doing something else so she wouldn’t be forced to acknowledge my presence. “How’d you sleep last night?”
“Could’ve been better,” I mumbled. I didn’t want to wake Farrah up when I got back so I just rolled around in the bed with a chubby and a creeping sense of existential dread until I managed to finally fall asleep. It wasn’t a great way to spend a night.
“Too bad,” she said. “I had a dream about you.”
The way she said that sent chills through my body and I turned to leave as she hammered a nail through the horse's hoof. I was suddenly tired and when I returned to Farrah, she gave me a thin smile.
This whole thing was exhausting, and everyone had a lot going on. We worked for the next few hours and got through most of the rest of the herd. By the time late afternoon rolled around, I was dead on my feet and ready for the day to be over.
“Want to help me fix the fence?” Farrah asked and even though I was completely worn out, I really wanted to get out of here for a while. We walked into the big barn and Willa and Elle were having a heated discussion. I could tell that it wasn’t going well and Elle stormed off, something she seemed to do a lot, leaving Willa behind.
“Jesus,” Willa said as she shook her head. “Someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed this morning. You two taking a break?”
“Yeah. Want to come?” 
“I’d love to, but I’ve got to clean up here. I’ll make dinner tonight, ok?” She gave us a smile, not overly concerned about the fight and Farrah laughed.
“Thanks. We'll be back soon.” Farrah said as she grabbed my hand possessively and led me to the smaller barn near the back pasture.
“Who do you want to ride?” I could tell she was excited as I was about getting away. She threw her saddle bag over the railing, shoved a roll of wire into the left pocket, then flipped a switch in the barn to turn off the electric fence.
“I’ll stick with Ginger. We’re good friends now, right girl?” Ginger snorted and stomped and I grabbed her bridle from the wall, fitting it over her large head as Farrah looked on approvingly.
“I think you're getting the hang of this,” she said with a laugh and I shrugged.
“I had an excellent teacher.” She looked so sexy just standing there and I leaned closer for a kiss. We were both dusty and sweaty, but every part of me wanted to bend her over the railing and bury myself inside of her.
“Cool down, cowboy,” she murmured and I couldn't help but laugh. She was so perfect and as she playfully pushed me away, I couldn't imagine ever leaving. My mind drifted to the money in my Swiss bank account and I wanted her to have it so she could get her life back, but would she take it?
I was distracted as we finished getting the horses ready and rode outside. Just as we were about to take off, a guy with a trailer pulled up and Farrah rode over to chat with him while I waited. A few minutes later, she was done, and she rode off with a wave and gave me a wink as she dug her heels into Smokey and sped off.
I followed her for ten minutes, the stress of the day fading away as Ginger's hooves pounded rhythmically beneath me. Farrah reined Smokey in once we reached the perimeter and we walked the horses along the fence as she inspected the integrity of the wire. After a few minutes, she turned to face me, her dark eyes narrowed with amusement.
“You’re not exactly fooling anyone with that Florida bullshit you keep telling us. I mean, come on, that accent is basically a neon sign flashing across your forehead that says ‘Hello, I’m from New York.’ We’re nice here, but we’re not stupid.” 
“That bad, huh?” I laughed, hoping that was the extent of her suspicions.
“It’s not bad, just distinctive. Maybe you should’ve changed the lie, said you were from New Jersey or something. Close, but not so far that it’s obvious.” We rode a little while longer until we reached an area of the fencing that had come loose. Farrah hopped off Smokey and grabbed the wire from her saddlebag and handed it off to me, then slipped on a pair of leather gloves before pulling out the wire cutters.
“People move around, you know,” I said as I followed her. She shrugged, then looked off into the distance. The clouds drifted dramatically across the wide open sky and a cool breeze cut through the intense heat that lingered. I watched her skillfully replace the wire, then inspect her work before putting everything back into the saddlebag. We got back on the horses and I followed her across the open field.
“What’s the truth, Alex? I feel like I’ve told you everything about me and you’re still a total mystery,” she said as she stared at me and I adjusted my seat, attempting to delay the inevitable. The only sound was the horse’s hoofs hitting the scrubby ground, and the tension was tearing me up. I wanted to tell her. I wanted to spill my guts like I was in confession and give her all of the nasty, dirty details.
But if she knows the truth, she’ll hate me.
I couldn’t live with that.
“I was supposed to meet this girl,” I started, then stopped. Farrah didn’t want to hear about another woman and I didn’t know what to tell her about Anya, anyway. That she was a whore? That she broke my heart? That I fell for the wrong woman again and if she was smart, she’d stay as far away from me as she could?
“So it’s a love story?”
“Not exactly…” I was terrible at this and had no clue how to explain it without getting into the real reason I ended up here, so I paused, staring at the empty land that stretched to infinity in front of us. “She was in trouble and I tried to help her, but she ended up running off.”
That felt neutral.
“Did she say why?” Farrah asked as she looked ahead. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking and a familiar anxiety set in. Was she upset? Annoyed?
“It’s complicated…” I started, realizing how lame that sounded as soon as I said it. We kept moving, slowly making our way towards the horizon as the clouds shifted overhead. I was a nerd, not some Lothario and women were still absolutely confounding to me. Farrah seemed different, but I wasn’t ready to test that with the truth. We fixed another area of the fence and got back on the horses, going a little further before she turned back and gave me a wry smile.
“Love is misery, Alex. The sooner you realize it, the happier you'll be,” Farrah said with a bitter laugh as she lightly kicked Smokey’s flanks and sped away. 
“No shit,” I mumbled to myself and took off, flying across the barren landscape after her. There was nothing in front of us and as we raced along, I felt myself relaxing, all the tension melting away as the only thing in existence was me, Ginger and the steady beat of her hooves as we flew across the open desert. Farrah stayed a good distance in front and just as I was about to catch up, she urged Smokey to go faster, looking back and giving me a wink.
I had no idea how far we’d gone, but by the time she reined in Smokey, the sun was setting and I hoped we hadn't stayed out too long. 
“We should probably head back,” she said, and I didn't want to. I wanted to stay out here, to sleep under the stars and leave the rest of the world behind, but Farrah was right, there was work to do and I had to make a decision about what came next, even if I wasn’t ready.
When we got back to the house, I saw Elle talking to a man in a suit. My mind immediately went to the worst-case scenario, and I noticed Farrah frown as she jumped off Smokey and gave the man a quick wave. They shook hands and said a few words and I wondered who he was, but didn’t want to intrude.
I led Ginger towards the group, then dismounted and acted like I was messing with her saddle but kept an eye on what was happening. Even though the conversation appeared friendly, there was an underlying tension, and I was ready to intervene if things started going south.
“... understand, Carl, but I thought the payment wasn’t due until the end of…” The wind shifted and I missed the rest of what Farrah was saying.
“... interested party…” the man in the suit said, his lips moving as I tried to take a few steps closer to hear what he was talking about. “They’ve made a firm offer and we’re ready to move on it, but we’re willing to give you another chance…”
Fuck. They were talking about the mortgage. Farrah looked nervously in my direction and I could tell that she didn’t want me to hear the conversation.
“Look, Farrah, my father worked with your father and we’ve known each other for years. I know this is hard, but it might be worth considering…” the man said and I could feel my blood pressure rising. 
I regularly dealt with crooks in my former life and this guy might look legit, but he was just as scummy as the worst of them. His comb over blew in the wind and he adjusted his tie as he glanced in my direction. He said something else that I couldn’t hear and Farrah crossed her arms, then responded, not bothering to hide the look of disdain on her face.
I couldn’t stand by any longer and tossed Ginger’s reins over the fence, then walked towards the man, extending my hand in a friendly way. I was easily six inches taller than him and could tell that he was intimidated when he cleared his throat and gave me a weak shake, his hand cold and limp. He took a step back and I could tell that he would prefer talking to Farrah alone, but I wasn’t going to let him take this place from her.
“Curt, this is Lorenzo, Octavio’s cousin from San Diego,” Farrah lied smoothly and I appreciated the cover.
“Nice to meet you. Octavio was a good man, we were all upset when he passed,” Curt licked his lips nervously and I noticed a few beads of sweat on his brow as I crossed my arms and glared at him.
“Thanks,” I muttered.
“Well, I appreciate you coming to tell me in person, Curt,” Farrah said with a trained smile fixed to her lips. “You’ve always been a good friend, but I’m going to look at my options before deciding one way or the other.”
“I can give you until the end of the month, but after that, we’re going to have to act. It’s a lot of money we’re talking about here and as much as I like you, I’m still running a business,” Curt said, then waived at each of us, saying goodbye before getting into his car, backing out of the driveway and heading towards the main road, a trail of dust blowing behind him.
“Farrah…” I started, and she held up her hand.
“I’ll figure something out,” she said before turning around and walking back into the house alone.
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I was still thinking about the earlier encounter as the day came to a close. Farrah locked herself in her bedroom. I tried to get in, but she told me to go away. I figured the best thing I could do would be to help finish the horses. Willa had the anvil out and the steady clang of the horseshoes being pounded was almost relaxing. 
“Doesn't that hurt?” I asked as Willa hammered a nail into the edge of the horse’s hoof, securing the shoe, then quickly driving in the rest of the nails in rapid fire succession. It was impressive, and I understood why she was so drawn to it.
“If it hurt, he'd let me know,” she replied with a grin and I watched in silence for a few more minutes.
“So are you and Elle, like together together?” I asked, unsure about how to broach the subject, but my curiosity was killing me.
“Normally I’d say it’s none of your goddamn business, but I’m feeling generous today,” Willa said with a wink as she motioned for me to hand her a bottle of water and took a drink. We were almost done for the day and I felt absolutely disgusting. She wiped her forehead, leaving behind a dark smudge, then sat back down to shoe the last horse in the corral.
“Yeah, we’re together,” she finally answered. “Why? Are you interested or something?”
I let out a nervous laugh. Something about her was completely disarming and even though she was hot, she was really easy to talk to. Maybe it was not being under pressure to act a certain way or worry that I was saying the wrong thing or, I don't know, maybe I did like her. I'd never had any female friends, and I assumed that it would be impossible to act normally around them, but she was slowly changing my mind.
“Just curious.” 
“Guys are never just curious,” Willa said. “I’m not exclusively into girls. I don’t think Elle is either — she just hasn’t figured that out yet.” Willa finished the last shoe, then let out a groan as she stood up and stretched. “What am I fucking doing with my life?”
“So how did you get into this, anyway?” I asked, changing the subject to something more neutral. I didn’t know much about this job, but the farriers in the westerns I watched as a kid were always big, burly dudes, not hot little redheads.
“Valid question,” she said with a shrug. “I’ll tell you what I tell everyone else: I like horses.”
I laughed as I led the last horse outside and put it in the pen. Farrah said that we’d release them tomorrow once we were sure that there weren’t any issues.
“That’s kind of how I got into computers,” I said as I walked back into the barn and watched as Willa gathered up her tools and wiped her brow with her arm. “I just liked the way they functioned, you know, I got it.”
“Most people can’t understand doing something because you enjoy it. Like, I grew up riding, but I was always fascinated by the guys that cared for the horses. The logical step would’ve been to go to vet school, but I couldn’t imagine sitting in lecture halls for eight years when I could be out here.” She motioned towards the vast open sky and I agreed.
“No, I get it,” I said as she tossed her tools into the bucket. 
“Mind helping a girl carry her heavy tools back to her shitty trailer?” She asked sweetly as she fluttered her long lashes and I let out a laugh.
“Yeah, sure,” I said with a shrug. If there was one thing I was good at, it was lugging shit around. “So how much longer do you plan on doing this?”
“My contract with the state travel farrier program is up this year and the state has been making noises about cutting back,” she said, her voice trailing off as she stopped outside the trailer. “You can dump it here on the ground. I’ll sort it out later.”
“What would you do if you don’t renew?” She seemed to enjoy what she did, so it was hard to believe that she’d be willing to give it up.
“I don’t know,” she replied as she began sorting the stuff from the buckets back into the tiny drawers. “Land an hour east is cheap, maybe I’ll buy a small ranch and set up shop around here. I’m getting tired of travelling and having a place of my own would be nice.”
“It's pretty amazing here,” I said as I watched her work. “I wouldn’t mind staying either.”
“I know someone who wouldn't mind if you hung around,” she teased, her green eyes sparkling as she leaned against the trailer and crossed her arms.
“Who? Elle?” Willa burst into laughter, then slapped my arm.
“She’s really sweet once you get to know her,” she bit her lip as she started, lowering her voice conspiratorially like she had an important secret. “By the way, I know you were watching us last night.”
My blood froze, but she didn’t seem too upset about it.
“Uh…yeah, sorry.” I ran my hand through my hair, trying to forget about it as the scene immediately entered my mind and just thinking about it made me stiff.
“I think you’re just sorry that you got caught,” she said and took a step closer. “Did you like it?”
“I mean…” I started, unsure what she wanted me to say. Of course I thought it was hot, I mean, who wouldn’t, right? But it felt like she was setting up some sort of trap and I didn’t want to fall headfirst into something that was going to come back to bite me in the ass. “I think most guys would get pretty turned on.”
That was good. It sounded neutral.
“Are you like most guys, Alex?” Her voice was soft and so fucking nice and I remembered how she looked pressed against that wall and I started getting lightheaded.
“I guess,” I said as she took a step closer and her eyes locked onto mine.
“I can see why Farrah likes you. It doesn’t feel like you’re after something. You’re easy.”
“Thanks, I guess,” I let out a short laugh, unsure if that was a compliment or a dig.
“I don’t know how serious you and Farrah are, but I definitely wouldn’t mind getting to know you better.” As she said that, she closed the gap completely and stood on her toes to give me a kiss. It was almost like she wanted to test it out and her lips barely brushed mine, but it felt good and made me want to see how far it would go. She tilted her head and slid her tongue across my bottom lip before taking a step back and giving me a smile.
She didn’t say anything else and turned back to the trailer, humming softly as she sorted the nails and tools into their drawers, ignoring me completely. Guilt washed through me as I walked back towards the house. Farrah and I weren’t officially together, and I didn’t initiate the kiss, but I still felt guilty.
I shook my head as I dug my hands into my pockets, realizing that my personal life was getting way too complicated.
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I slept alone. Farrah and I didn’t fight, but she was clearly still upset about what happened with Curt, so I decided to give her some space. She said goodnight and closed the door and I heard the lock click and that was it. I fell asleep thinking about everything that had happened and what I needed to do now. 
The fact was that I didn’t want to go. I liked it here and even though I told myself not to, I’d fallen for Farrah in the worst kind of way. And now Willa acted like she was interested, too. I wasn’t sure if it would go anywhere, but they seemed to like me for me and it felt really nice.
That’s all I’d ever wanted and why I had risked everything for Anya. Thinking about her made me cringe, and I wondered if they would betray me, too.
It was early, and I didn’t hear any movement outside, so I dug into my backpack and pulled out a plastic bag that contained a few smaller bags. I carefully unwrapped it, placing each of the small packages on the bed next to me as I grabbed my phone from the dresser. Inside one bag was a new SIM card. I shoved it into the slot, then turned the phone on, watching it power up as I grabbed the small laptop from the nightstand. I booted it from the flash drive and waited for it to power on.
This was the longest I’d gone without being on a computer in years and I slid my fingers over the keys, the familiarity soothing me. When I heard movement outside, I slammed the lid shut and put it back on the nightstand. I didn’t have time to log on right now, but there were a few things I needed to take care of this afternoon.
I checked my secret accounts. The three big ones in different overseas banks were still full, and I breathed a sigh of relief. I needed to log into my account in New York; it was the one I used to pay for my mom’s nursing home, but as I opened the app, then tried to log in, I realized that something was wrong.
I couldn’t get past the login screen. The password had changed, or the account was closed, I had no idea. Panic filled me as my pulse raced and the door cracked open, Farrah peeking in.
“You want breakfast?” she asked, and I nodded, turning the phone off as I tried to calm down. Freaking out wouldn’t fix anything and I needed to keep a cool head. I knew something like this would probably happen and had kept the balance low on purpose. 
“Yeah, I'll be there in a minute,” I said, and she paused like she wanted to say something, but gave me a faint smile and left. Luckily, my mom's nursing home was paid through the end of the year so she would be fine for now. I hoped to God that Ivan would leave her alone. If she died because of what I did, I’d never be able to forgive myself.
I shook my head, realizing that worrying wouldn’t help anything. I needed to call the bank, then the nursing home.
The bank was no help. They said that I'd have to visit a branch to clear it up, and I realized that the money in there was gone and not worth risking my life for. It was frustrating but not the end of the world. If Ivan’s guys had accessed that account, they’d likely be monitoring it for reactivation and the best thing I could do was ignore it. Maybe they would assume I was dead.
I called the nursing home next, using my dad’s name to ask about Mom. They said there was no change in her condition and that she was still stable and barely responsive. I thanked them, then hung up, wondering what I would do if she died. I had resigned myself to not seeing her again, but it still hurt and I tried to shake it off as I got dressed and joined Farrah in the kitchen.
“Eldon dropped off the cash for the car,” Farrah said as she poured some coffee into her travel mug and snapped the lid shut. “He said that he did the best he could, which was probably a lie, but he’s the only junkyard in town.”
“Thanks anyway,” I said as I picked up the envelope and thumbed through the bills. It was several hundred dollars and would help with anything that popped up in the next week. She took a sip of coffee and stared at me for a few minutes. There was so much to say, but I didn’t want to make things worse, by saying the wrong thing.
“About last night…” she started, and I inhaled, suddenly concerned that this was it and that she was ready to break it off. It was probably for the best. I liked her way more than I should, but it was time to move on and if she didn’t want my help, then there was no reason for me to stay. “I just…” She exhaled, and I crossed my arms, waiting patiently for her to continue.
“Are you guys coming?” Elle asked as she burst into the kitchen, interrupting the already stilted conversation.
“Yeah, just give us a minute,” Farrah said, clearly annoyed and Elle retreated outside with Russ, mumbling under her breath as she closed the door behind her. Farrah looked genuinely upset, but I didn’t know what to do to make it better. I wasn’t sure if she was angry with me or the entire situation, but something was definitely off.
“I don’t think this is good for either of us,” she finally said after another few seconds of silence. “I like you…a lot, but you’ve got whatever it is going on with you and I’ve got the situation here and… I think maybe we should just move on.”
It hurt, and even though I saw it coming from a mile away, I accepted it. Why would a woman like her want a guy like me, anyway? She was good and sweet and perfect and I was some scumbag half-baked criminal who deserved all the shit he got out of life.
“I get it,” I replied, not wanting to look as hurt as I felt. “It’s probably better if I move on. I’ll plan on leaving at the end of the week if that’s alright?”
“Yeah,” she said with a sniffle as she turned around, wiping her eyes and I felt a sudden and intense pain pulse through me. “Stay as long as you need.”
That was it and I watched her walk through the door, everything spiralling out of control around me.
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You there?


I looked at the clock. I’d managed to get away from the barn for a while and hoped that I’d have a few minutes to myself. There was only one person who could help me right now, and I needed to talk to him. 
The war had scattered my family in Ukraine across several countries. Some had come to the US, a few went to live with relatives in Europe, the rest had stayed. Vadym was one of those. We’d never met in person, but he had always been there for me when I needed something done and I couldn’t figure it out on my own. 
Hey cousin. 


I was lucky that he liked practicing English. I could speak Russian, Ukrainian and Polish pretty well, but my Cyrillic was shit, and we both knew it. 
Got a few minutes?


I knew he had been conscripted into some kind of military hacking unit, so his time was a lot more valuable than it used to be when we’d just hang out online. Before we would chat using normal apps, but things had changed and nothing he did was normal anymore. Most of our conversations were innocuous, but you never knew who was watching, so it was better to be safe than sorry.
My laptop was stripped. I’d yanked out the hard drive and ran an amnesiac operating system via a USB flash drive that erased each session. Vadym would only communicate via OnionShare and right now, I was glad that he was so preoccupied with security; any time I logged on, I risked discovery. He was the only person I knew who could help me and as I waited for his response; I hoped he wasn’t too busy to do me a favor.
Yeah, hold on.


No problem. How’s everything?


I waited, hoping I wasn’t interrupting anything serious.
Good. Just busy. You know.


I didn’t, at least not in the way he meant. We exchanged a few more pleasantries, then I got right to it. I didn’t want to waste his time, and I figured that we’d either be able to catch up later or I’d be dead.
I need to get into the head guy’s bank account and lock it.


I was being vague on purpose. This chat was secure, but it wasn’t completely impenetrable and he knew who I was talking about. We had discussed this before I left and figured out the best way to strangle Ivan if I had to. I just hoped he was still up for it.
You still have his phone?


I reached into my backpack and pulled out a small, tightly wrapped package that I’d hoped I would never need to use. One benefit of duping phones was that I could make a copy of anyone’s relatively easily, even Ivan’s.
Yeah. What do you need me to send?


I waited a few minutes for him to respond.
Dupe it and send me the files. He still uses the bank apps, right?


Yeah, or he did before.


Banking apps were vulnerable in a few ways and even though Ivan had been made aware of that, he still used them. Most guys is his position would go through a private banker, but he was cheap and I hoped nothing had changed.
Good. I’m busy for the next few days, but I’ll let you know when I’m in. How you holding up?


Ok, just trying to stay out of sight.


Cool. I’ll also go through his messages and let you know if I find anything useful.


Thanks, cousin.


We both said goodbye, and I turned on the duped phone and plugged it into the computer. I’d told Vadym about Anya, keeping the details vague, but he knew I had been trying to get out of that life and said that he’d do anything he could to make that happen. I knew I could trust him, but he was so busy now that I felt bad asking for his help with something that seemed so unimportant. I opened up the extractor package, then sent the files to Vadym.
As soon as it was done, I put everything away. 
If I could get into Ivan’s bank accounts and freeze them, I’d have the leverage I needed. Ivan was a criminal and a thug, but he was a businessman first and the threat of losing all of his cash would hopefully be enough to get him off my back for good.
I suddenly felt like maybe I’d be able to escape the hole I’d dug for myself after all. 
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“How long are you staying?” Willa and I were carrying her tools back to her trailer. There was a commotion behind us and I turned to see Farrah and Elle releasing some horses back into the pasture. I couldn’t believe that the whole thing was almost over, but I was glad I got to experience it. Today was easy and even though I was tired, at least I wasn't completely exhausted. 
“Another few days. I told Farrah that I wanted to monitor the horses, but I’m really hoping to do some riding,” Willa said conspiratorially as she tossed the pile of blankets she was carrying onto the ground, then pulled open the storage unit that was affixed to the end of the trailer. It was a weird setup. She had an old van with a living area inside and a trailer with all of her tools, including an anvil and a bunch of horseshoes that were sorted by size on various racks.
“We’re done though, right?” I asked. Farrah had kept her distance today, and I’d been so distracted with my own issues that I hadn’t really said too much to any of them.
“Mostly,” she said with a grin as she grabbed the box I was holding and threw it into the messy pile of stuff on her portable workbench. I still couldn’t believe how strong she was. She was maybe five seven and couldn't weigh more than a hundred twenty pounds soaking wet, but had no problem manhandling horses that were ten times her size. “We’ve got one more guy coming in the morning, but he’s only bringing a dozen horses.”
She took a step back and surveyed the mess, shaking her head as she picked up a hammer, then set it back down. I had no clue how she could keep track of where everything was located, but it seemed to work for her.
“I swear I should be losing stuff with each stop, but it feels like I’ve got more than I came with.” She shook her head then spun around and gave me a smile. “Fuck it. Want a beer?”
“That sounds incredible.” I meant it. I enjoyed hanging out with her, and things with Farrah had cooled down significantly since yesterday. Willa slid open the van door and motioned for me to go inside. I was too tall to stand, but was surprised at how roomy the space was. There was a mattress on a riser in the back and a small sofa that butted against the side. I plopped down and tried to make myself comfortable, even though the setup was pretty cozy.
“So, how serious are you and Farrah?” Willa asked as she turned towards me, resting her arm against the back of the small sofa. I didn’t know how to respond.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, you’re obviously fucking, but is it going somewhere or just a good time?”
“I don’t know,” I said as she leaned closer and brushed her lips against mine. The kiss intensified, and I wrapped my hands around her waist and pulled her onto my lap, not wanting to talk about it. Her body was tight and the tiny shorts that she was wearing barely covered her round ass. My hands drifted lower, guiding her movements as her breaths grew sharp and shallow. She wanted to do this, and I had no reason to stop her. I was so distracted that I didn’t notice that we had a guest.
“What the fuck, Willa?” Elle’s voice was like an unwanted intruder and Willa turned around, staring through the open door of the van as the other woman stood there, her mouth agape as thick tension filled the space between the three of us. Elle narrowed her blue eyes, glaring at me before she turned and ran off. 
“Elle, wait!” Willa looked upset and ran out the door, chasing Elle and I groaned with frustration as I leaned towards the small fridge to grab the promised beer, hoping that the evening hadn’t just abruptly ended. I popped off the cap and looked around the van, briefly fantasizing about living a life on the road, moving around every few days and never being chained down.The idea was immensely appealing and as I leaned back into the sofa, I let the fantasy of life on the road consume me and by the time Willa got back, I’d created a whole new life for myself.
“Is she ok?” I asked, only half interested. Elle had been nothing but a brat since I’d arrived and I honestly didn’t really give a shit about her temper tantrums anymore. If she wanted to be difficult, it wasn’t my problem.
“Yeah. She’ll get over it,” Willa shrugged and sat down on the small sofa next to me, snatching the cold beer out of my hand. She crossed her long, bare legs and shook her head as she stared into the darkness.
“Hey, get your own,” I teased and she let out a frustrated laugh, then rested the bottle against her lower lip and took a drink. Her eyes were a strange green color with gold flecks around the middle and I realized I was staring and looked away. “So where do you go next?”
“Up north, to one of the reservations. There are a few guys there with specialty Mustang breeds,” she murmured as she slid closer and rested her hand on my knee. “If you want, you could come with me.”
Her voice was low and sexy and when I realized what she was asking, I shook my head.
“No, it sounds nice, but I’ll probably start heading west soon. Thanks….” She interrupted me with a kiss and I gave in, enjoying the way her tongue flicked across my lower lip as she moved to her knees and straddled me. She rested her hand against my cheek, sliding her fingers through the thick scruff as her hips slowly shifted against me.
“I don’t like beards,” she murmured, and I laughed, suddenly nervous as the kiss intensified and she pushed her tongue deeper into my mouth. Her hips shifted softly and my jeans became uncomfortably tight.
“I’ll shave it right now if it means I can fuck you,” I said as she pulled away and laughed.
“I’ll fuck you anyway, but keep it in mind if you want seconds,” she teased as she slid to her knees in front of me and reached for my zipper, sliding it down as her hand reached inside my jeans and I gave in.
“We’ll see how this time goes first, ok?” I mumbled, and she snorted lightly as she laughed.
“You’ll be begging for more, I promise.” Her hands were surprisingly soft, and I was already at full attention in anticipation as she worked my jeans down and began stroking me softly. She slid her tongue across the throbbing vein on the right side of my rock hard cock, then pressed her lips against the head, sending me into a spiral.
Her eyes locked onto mine as she took me into her mouth, wrapping her tongue around my shaft as her head bobbed up and down, taking me deeper with each movement. It felt so good and I was genuinely surprised.
“You’re not bad at this,” I said and realized that now probably wasn’t the best time to piss her off. She responded by sucking harder and I gripped the blanket on the sofa as she continued, taking more of me as her lips and tongue drove me to the edge.
The door of the van was still wide open, and I felt like I should close it, but right now, I was in no shape to do anything but submit to her. As I hit the back of her throat, I let out a loud groan.
“Jesus,” I moaned and I could feel a laugh bubble out as she took me deeper into her throat and my mind went completely blank. “I’ll need to, uh, get a razor or something.”
She pulled away with a pop and let out a hysterical laugh before hopping back onto my lap and peeling off her thin white t-shirt. She wasn’t wearing a bra, and I cupped one of her soft tits in my hand, squeezing one rosy nipple as I wrapped my lips around the other. Her breasts weren’t large, but they were bigger than I’d thought and each suck caused a moan to escape her throat as her body moved against me and I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold off.
“That’s nice,” she murmured and jolted as I roughly twisted her puffy nipple, then slid my hand into her shorts, searching for her clit as she worked them off, wearing nothing but a pair of black lace panties. I pulled the delicate material away from her body and noticed a light dusting of soft brown hair and laughed.
“I guess you’re not a natural redhead.” She responded with a light slap against my cheek as I slid my finger over her clit and she shuddered.
“Don’t tell anyone, ok?” she gasped as her lips found mine again and I worked my fingers through her wet slit, pushing inside as she let out a feral moan. I couldn’t wait any longer and picked her up, carrying her towards the bed in the back of the van as she squealed and I peeled off the rest of my clothes.
She spread her legs, staring at me expectantly and I was suddenly nervous. I’d eaten plenty of pussy but I felt like she’d call me out if I sucked and the stress was intense.
“I’m probably not going to be as good as what you’re used to, you know, since I don’t have regular access to the equipment,” I mumbled, trying to get her expectations down to a reasonable level.
“Farrah seemed happy enough, so I’ll take my chances,” she breathed and I liked her so much. She was fun and funny and someone that I couldn’t get enough of. 
I decided to go for it and kissed her soft thighs, hoping to build anticipation as I worked my way towards the soft glistening flesh. She smelled like lilacs and sweat and her scent alone was making me harder than I’d ever been in my life.
“Your beard tickles,” she said with a laugh and I slid my tongue across her clit, shutting her up as her fingers tangled in my hair. “Mmmm, but that feels good.”
I sucked and licked the tight little nub as my fingers slid inside of her wet hole. I wanted to fuck her so badly, but every time she let out a little gasp, I stayed put, working her with my tongue and hands as she writhed beneath me and I could tell that she was close.
“Oh fuck me,” she moaned as her back arched against the mattress and she stiffened, then shuddered and screamed and I was worried that Farrah and Elle would know exactly what was going on out here. “Come here.” She ordered, and I mounted her, sliding myself into her tight pussy as she pulled me down for a kiss, licking her juices off my lips with her cool tongue.
I pounded into her relentlessly and she begged me to go harder so I flipped her onto her knees, grabbing her hips as I tried to give her what she wanted. Each thrust was mind numbing, and I realized I couldn’t hold off any longer as she screamed out my name and I pulled out, stroking myself a few more times before shooting a thick stream of cum onto her back.
“Christ.” Even though the night air was cool, I was sweating like crazy and I leaned back onto my heels as she grabbed a towel and wiped herself off, then rolled onto her back and stared at me with a gleam in her eyes.
She laughed as she traced her toe across my chest and my breathing slowed to a normal level and I drank in her body, her soft pale skin and her perfect tits. I wanted to go again, but I was also worried that I had fucked up. I couldn’t stand hurting Farrah and as my thoughts drifted, Willa stared at me.
“So, are you going to shave that beard now?” she asked. I laughed as I stood up and got dressed, then turned to face her before leaving.
“I’ll do it first thing in the morning.”
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The sex was great, like mind blowing, but now, as I walked through the front door of the house and into the kitchen, I was consumed with guilt. Farrah had said that she wanted to cool things down, but I still felt like I had betrayed her trust. 
“Hey,” Farrah said and gave me the most beautiful smile I’d ever seen. God, she was so fucking gorgeous and even though she said she wanted to take a break, I couldn’t help but feel like an absolute piece of shit about what just happened with Willa.
“Hey. I’m going to get a shower,” I mumbled, and she nodded, then got back to whatever she was cooking. It smelled good, and I was starving and as I turned to head towards my bedroom, I heard footsteps, then a familiar voice.
“When are you leaving?” Elle asked. I hadn’t notice that she was standing on the far side of the kitchen and her greeting was on the cold side of hostile.
“I…uh, maybe in the next day or two. I still have a few things to sort out.”
“You know he fucked Willa.” Ella said suddenly and Farrah noticeably stiffened. The words did exactly what she intended, and I froze, terrified about what Farrah was going to say. Silence filled the space and I could hear my heart beating as Farrah turned to face the younger woman.
“It's none of your business, Elle. We're all adults, even those of us that refuse to act that way.” Farrah’s voice was steady and low and the tension in the room thick. I realized I was holding my breath, worried that even the slightest movement would cause everything to erupt.
“You don't know anything about him,” Elle said, her eyes filled with fury as she pleaded her case, motioning towards me. “Doesn't that bother you? He could be some sort of psychopath and instead of telling him to get out, you're letting him take Octavio's place…”
The slap was so fast that I almost missed it. Elle grabbed her cheek, returning her glare to me as Farrah gripped her hand, massaging it. Silence filled the room and as a few tears escaped Elle's blue eyes, I almost felt sorry for her.
“What I do in my personal life is none of your business,” Farrah said through clenched teeth. She was clearly and understandably upset and I felt so bad for her.
Elle cut her eyes at me one last time before dashing out and Farrah returned her attention to the pot she had been stirring.
“Alex. Could you grab the, uh…” she pushed her fingers through her hair and exhaled. I wanted to do something, but was frozen. I remembered the fights between my mom and dad and how she'd slap him, screaming as he escaped, looking for some peace.
I felt terrible, like all of this was my fault and I took a few tentative steps towards Farrah, unsure about what to say.
“I'm sorry…” I started, but I wasn't sure if she wanted to hear it.
“It’s fine,” Farrah said as she turned to face me. “You did nothing wrong.”
The words and the tone didn’t match, and I felt like the world’s largest piece of shit.
“It just happened…” I started, even though there was nothing I could say to make any of it go away. I shut up when she exhaled sharply, staring at the ceiling as she collected her thoughts. I crossed my arms, waiting for her to speak as I worried that I had taken everything too far and there was no coming back from this.
“Like I said, it’s fine. Elle and Octavio were close, even before her parents died and she saw him as some sort of saint. He was a good guy, and I loved him, but he wasn’t perfect.” The way she said that made me realize that maybe things weren’t as ideal between them as I’d been led to believe. 
“No one is perfect,” I said, not wanting to make her feel worse. 
“It all came out after he died. One woman actually contacted me and gave me her condolences,” Farrah said with a sniffle. “It was like a punch to the gut — like everything I’d done for him had been for nothing. We'd tried so hard to have a baby but it never happened and I know he blamed me.”
“God, that’s fucking awful,” I said, meaning it. Maybe that was the reason she was pushing me away — she didn’t want to get too close to anyone again and risk getting hurt.
“Jesus, I mean, I’d had guys interested in me, too, but I never …I wouldn’t,” she said. The tears had dried up, but the pain was still there, raw and open like a festering wound. “I wish I could tell Elle about it, but knowing would kill her. She thought he walked on water.”
“It doesn’t matter now,” I said, wrapping my arms around her as I pulled her into a tight hug. She leaned into me and I could feel her heart beating as her breaths slowed and she calmed down. I realized I needed to help her, I owed her so much. “I've got some, uh, money,” I said hesitantly. If Ivan found the accounts and drained them, all of it would be gone soon, anyway. Why not spend it and make a difference for someone I cared about?
“What?” She looked shocked and I couldn’t blame her. “I can't. I mean I couldn't,” Farrah said, jerking away as she narrowed her eyes suspiciously. She was about to say something when Willa burst through the front door with Russ hot on her heels.
“Have you guys seen Elle?” she asked then stopped when she realized Farrah had been crying. “Oh shit, you’re not pissed about…” Willa motioned between her and I and Farrah shook her head and burst into nervous laughter.
“No, I uh…” She took a deep breath and Willa’s gaze shifted nervously between us. “It’s something else. Can you give us a few minutes, please?”
“Yeah sure,” Willa said as she stared at me then left. Farrah ran her fingers through her hair again, then turned around to look at me, clearing her throat before continuing.
“I really appreciate your offer, Alex, but Elle’s right — I know nothing about you,” she said as she cupped my cheek in her hand, then stood on her toes to give me a kiss. “Don’t worry about me, I’ll figure something out.” 
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I was back in New York. I was at the club our crew always went to, Moustache, and Ivan was sitting in his usual booth with his arm around Anya. He was smoking a cigar, his dark hair slicked back and looked pleased with himself, like he always did. I didn’t recognize anyone around us, but familiar voices drifted past as he stared at me. 
“Did you go see your mom?” he asked as he pulled Anya close and kissed her. Confusion and jealousy ripped through me. I wanted his hands off her and stood up to confront him, even though I knew I should just shut up. When Anya turned back towards me, I realized it wasn’t her. 
It was Farrah.
“She’s a hot piece of ass. I can see why you like her so much,” Ivan said with a harsh laugh that echoed around me. “What does she sound like when she comes?” 
I’m going to kill him. I don’t give a shit what happens. 
“Don’t bother telling me, Alex, I’ll find out soon enough. A woman like this needs a real man…”
He exhaled a plume of smoke and laughed again and I realized that my body was frozen. I couldn’t move and I was forced to watch as he pushed Farrah onto the sofa and ripped at her shirt, exposing her breasts as she writhed in pleasure beneath him. They faded away, but the smell of smoke permeated the air. My eyes flew open, and I coughed. There was a light haze in the room as the dim early morning light broke through the high window.
“What the fuck?” I mumbled to myself as I threw off the covers. Russ shuffled restlessly in the hallway outside of my door and I could hear Farrah talking loudly on the phone.
I quickly got dressed and by the time I emerged from my room, the kitchen was crowded. Willa stared at me as she chewed nervously on her short nails. Russ whined softly and everyone was clearly on edge. 
“Well where is it, Shane?” Farrah looked at me and exhaled, rolling her eyes as she waited for information and paced around the small space. I walked towards Willa, desperately wanting to do something, but I had no idea what was happening.
“What's going on?” I whispered, fairly certain I knew the gist but feeling the need to confirm.
“A big fire from a lightning strike about fifty miles south,” she said. Elle poured herself some coffee and glared at me. I didn't think it was possible for her to dislike me more than she already did, but I was definitely feeling uncomfortable with her standing so close to the knives in the butcher block behind her.
“So you can't tell me anything. Is that what you're saying?” Farrah shouted and nodded and turned in a circle. “Ok, yeah well fuck you too.”
She punched at the end button on the phone a few times, then tossed the device on the counter before letting out a frustrated cry.
“They don't know anything. There’s a response team on site and they think it’s moving west, but the wind is shifting direction.”
“We should put the horses out, they’ll know what to do,” Elle said authoritatively. “If the worst happens and it reaches the buildings, at least they’ll have a chance.”
“You’re right,” Farrah said as she chewed on her lip and I could see her trying to figure out what to do next. “Can you help us, Willa?”
“Yeah, of course. Whatever you need.”
“Great. Take Elmer and go with Elle to the north pasture to see what’s going on and let me know. If the fire gets any closer, we’ll need to douse the house and barn.” Farrah looked at me. “These fires move fast and can be erratic, but the good thing is that it doesn’t take much to ward them off. We’ll release the horses from the front pens and monitor the house. You can help me spray down the buildings if it looks like the fire starts moving in this direction.”
I nodded, then looked at Willa and Elle. They were clearly nervous and I could feel panic welling up inside of me. I’d never been anywhere near a wildfire and didn’t know what to expect, but freaking out wouldn’t help the situation and I wanted to do whatever I could to help.
“Ready?” Farrah asked, and I followed her through the front door, the smell of smoke overwhelming as we made our way towards the barn and opened up the gates to release the horses.
“Will they be alright?” I asked as she herded them through the guardrails and into the open pasture.
“Yeah, there’s enough space that they can get away,” she said, but I could see concern etched onto her features. The smoke was increasing, and I pulled my t-shirt over my mouth to help block it out. When the last of the herd was released, she motioned for me to follow her into the barn.
“Keep Ginger and Smokey inside, just in case we need them,” she was shouting instructions, and I led the other horses out and into the large pasture. They were nervous, stomping and snorting, and knew that something was wrong. Sharp gusts of wind ripped around me and in the chaos, I saw someone riding towards me through the haze.
“Alex!” It was Willa, and she was alone, galloping in my direction and waving as she shouted my name. Her eyes were filled with fear and I secured the gate as she pulled Elmer to a stop.
“Where’s Elle?” I asked, suddenly worried that something had happened to her. Elle had been nothing but a bitch to me, but I knew Farrah would never be able to forgive herself if something happened to her.
“She was thrown. I need your help,” Willa shouted, reining in Elmer as I raced into the barn, grabbing a saddle for Ginger and securing it on the brown mare.
“What’s going on?” Farrah asked, her eyes wide with concern and I didn’t want her to worry.
“Willa needs my help,” I said as I double checked the saddle and looped the bridle over Ginger’s head, carefully placing the bit then pulling myself into the seat and galloping out of the barn. Farrah watched me leave, and I followed Willa across the open field as we raced to find Elle.
Smoke filled the air and Ginger’s hooves pounded the ground as I rode next to Willa and we called out Elle’s name. There was no response, and I started to worry that it was more serious than Willa had let on. We reached the perimeter fencing at the northern part of the pasture and I saw a horse galloping towards us through the smoke.
It was Thumper, but there was still no sign of Elle. We carefully picked our way across the rough terrain, calling out her name as we searched for her body. My eyes were watering and I could barely breathe, but I was determined to find her. 
“Take Thumper back to the house and help Farrah spray down the buildings, I’ll keep looking for Elle,” I shouted to Willa. She gave me a hesitant nod and took Thumper’s reins, leading him back towards the house as I slowly rode through the hazy landscape.
I could hear sirens in the distance as the wind shifted directions, and I got a brief reprieve from the smoke. My gaze drifted across the scrubby brush and I saw something red in the distance. Elle had been wearing a red t-shirt, and I realized that it was her. 
She was laying face down on the ground, and I gently rolled her limp body over. I wasn’t sure what to do. If anything was broken, moving her could make it worse, but I couldn’t leave her here. Even though she was tall, she was thin, and I easily gathered her into my arms. She coughed, then wheezed, and I was actually happy to see the pissed expression on her face when she realized it was me.
“Is anything broken?” I asked as I carried her back towards Ginger and helped her into the saddle.
“I don’t think so,” she mumbled. Luckily we weren’t too far from the house and I peeled off my dirty t-shirt, offering it to her to cover her nose and mouth as I led Ginger back, walking as fast as I could. The smoke intensified, then the wind shifted again and I could see the structures in the near distance.
Elle gripped the horn tightly and managed to stay in the saddle as we slowly made our way back. As we walked into the yard, Farrah rushed towards us and I pulled Elle back down and into my arms, carrying her inside and gently placing her on the sofa in the living room.
“I’ll go help Willa,” I said as I squeezed Farrah’s shoulder and let her get to work. She’d know what to do and standing over her asking questions wouldn’t help.
“Is she alright?” Willa shouted as I emerged from the house and she jogged towards me.
“Yeah, just shock I think,” I replied and Willa looked relieved. “What do I do?”
“Grab the hose over there and spray the roof. We’ll need to do all of the buildings, then we’ll wait and see.” She sounded uncertain, but I didn’t know how else to help, so I grabbed a hose and started spraying. It felt like the smoke was endless and I worried that this wouldn’t be enough, that Farrah really would lose everything and then what?
I was so distracted with spraying down the barn that I didn’t notice the smoke clearing off until Willa came closer and rested her hand on the small of my back. She smiled, looking sincerely amused, and I realized I was still shirtless, standing around like an idiot, filthy, sweaty and disgusting, but relief flooded through me as Willa took a step closer and gave me a kiss.
“What was that for?” I asked, and she gave me a smile as she ran her fingers down my chest and let out a playful giggle.
“I don’t know,” she said as I heard the front door of the house open behind me. “It just felt like the right thing to do.”
“Am I interrupting something?” Farrah’s voice drifted towards us and I turned to face her, hoping she wouldn’t be upset by the PDA.
“No, uh…”
“Just thanking him for saving Elle,” Willa said with a wink and took a step back.
“How is she?” I asked Farrah, changing the conversation to something less uncomfortable.
“She’ll live. Getting thrown can knock the wind out of you,” Farrah said as she crossed her arms and stared at me. “Thank you so much for helping. This whole thing could’ve turned out a lot worse if you hadn’t been around.”
“Yeah, I mean, what was I supposed to do?” I hated being singled out and let out a nervous laugh, suddenly feeling awkward about the entire situation.
“You’ve really been there for us and I appreciate it,” she said as she rested her hands on my chest and kissed me. Her lips were soft and wet and as she pushed her tongue into my mouth, I could feel Willa’s fiery gaze resting on us. A gust of fresh air blew past, and I took a deep breath, realizing that I needed to come clean, to tell her everything. “Let’s go inside. I’m starving and Shane called a few minutes ago to tell me that the fire has burned itself out.”
I followed her onto the porch and opened the door, motioning for her and Willa to go ahead of me. Russ was in the living room, holding vigil for Elle, who was fast asleep on the sofa. Farrah got three glasses out of the cabinet and poured each of us a shot of her special mezcal.
“I’m really sorry…” I started as she took a sip of the alcohol, a confused look on her face. I didn’t know where I was going with the apology, but there was so much I wanted to say and it seemed like the perfect way to start.
“About what?” she asked, glancing at Willa before taking a sip of her drink. 
“Everything.” I paused and drained the glass as Willa walked towards Farrah and rested her head on the other woman’s shoulder and stared at me. “I should’ve come clean with you from the beginning.”
“If you’re apologizing about what happened with Willa, don’t,” Farrah said with a smile. “I really don’t mind, as long as you’re being honest with me.” Willa beamed and wrapped her arm around Farrah’s waist, giving Farrah a light kiss on the lips and sending my mind into a spiral. Farrah seemed to like it and let out a breathy laugh, flushing slightly as Willa gave me a wink.
“I, uh, wasn’t…well, I mean that’s cool, but I should’ve told you why I was here in the first place.” I stuttered incoherently as Farrah poured us another round and I tried to gather my thoughts.
“Well, now’s as good a time as any to tell us,” Willa said. “I’m honestly extremely curious, but figured you’d let us in on the big secret once you were ready.”
“I told you about the woman I was going to meet,” I said to Farrah and she nodded, arching her eyebrow as she waited for me to continue. I cleared my throat and finished the mezcal, hoping it would help me figure out exactly what to say. “She was only part of it. I, um…” My heart was racing and I could feel panic welling up inside of me as the enormity of everything started pressing down on me and I struggled to breathe.
“What is it?” Willa said. “You can tell us.” 
I believed her, honest to God I did, but I was having a hard time even figuring out how to form the words. It was all so terrible and there was no way I could say it out loud and still be the man they thought I was. A few beads of sweat broke out on my brow and the vein on the side of my head started pulsating as I realized I needed to get it out and confess my crime. Maybe they would turn me in and this would all be over. If only someone made me pay, then the guilt would dissipate.
The scenario played itself out in my mind. I would tell them and they would call the cops. I’d go without a fight to the county jail and calmly lay it all out in detail, confessing everything and pleading guilty. It wouldn’t take long for Ivan to find out about the arrest and by the time I got to state prison, it would all be over.
There was no reason not to unburden myself and let go of the fear and pain and uncertainty about what happened next. I took a deep breath and shakily sat down in one of the kitchen chairs before leaning back and finally letting it out.
“Elle was right. You shouldn't trust me.”
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  Also by Tate Bull




[image: ]
The Farm Life: The Complete Series

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DDY9H8WW

 When I moved back to my family farm, I thought I'd stay for a few months, sell the land and move on with my life. Things have a way of working out differently than what we plan.

Kate, the gorgeous veterinarian who looks after my cows, actually agreed to go on a date with me and I was shocked. I mean, she's perfect in every way and I'm, well, I'm definitely not. Our date was going great until a jerk started acting up and his girlfriend got involved. That's how I met Chloe and my life changed forever.

When my best friend got dragged into the mess I started, I felt like it was my fault. The only good thing to come out of the tragedy was reconnecting with Marisol, his sister and a woman I've had a crush on since high school.

For once in my life, everything is falling into place. Now, I just need to make sure it stays that way. 


      ***
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Harem Air

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DHD9SRPT

 My life took a turn when I decided to move back to Alaska, but I had no idea how incredible that turn would be.

Aviation is my life. I learned to fly before I learned to drive and it felt like I never really had a choice. When my dad got sick and I returned to my hometown to take care of him, I figured that my chance at escape was over and I would end up old and bitter and alone in the frozen north.

All of that changed when my new mechanic, Hannah, walked into the picture. She's smart, gorgeous and is making me excited to fly again. Of course, our arrangement might fall apart now that an old flame, Meg, has moved back to town. I don't know what she's looking for, but everything about her is exciting and I'm ready to go wherever she takes me.

Everything seems to be working out until a hot airplane broker comes into my life and makes me an offer that's going to be really hard to refuse. Should I take her up on it, or will what I've found be enough to keep me happy? 


      ***
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Servicing the Coven

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DLJCPT92

 There were a lot of things that I wanted to accomplish in my life, but becoming the protector of a coven of witches was not one of them.

When my boss sent me out on a service call to repair an old washing machine, I thought I'd be in and out and on my way within an hour. A gorgeous woman named Betty met me at the door and I fell head over heels, but as soon as I drove away, the encounter immediately faded from my mind.

I returned the next day to finish the job and discovered that she needed something from me, something that I was more than willing to give her and her two roommates, Ava and Rose. Now I'm bound to them forever and will do everything in my power to make sure they stay safe, even if it means losing myself in the process.
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