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Cowboy's Sinful Bargain

A Cross Creek Ranch Story

~ Jos ~

It was the offer of a lifetime. Marry the long lost son of my boss and I'd get half ownership of the ranch I'd been working for the last ten years. It was a deal I couldn't refuse, even if it meant marrying a total stranger. And then Miko arrived and I realized that he was the sexiest damn thing I'd ever seen in my life.

I also realized that he had no idea I was his husband or even that he was getting married. Unfortunately, I didn't figure this out until after we were married. It couldn't be changed now. The marriage was set in stone. I just had to figure out what to do with a husband I desperately wanted, but couldn't have.

~ Miko~

Within moments of my grandfather's death I was whisked away and taken to another country, a place I'd only read about in books, and to a father I never knew existed. After discovering that I had been married to a handsome stranger in a cowboy hat without my knowledge, I knew that once again my choices in life were being made for me.

For a brief moment I had hoped things would be different here, but I soon found myself living with someone else's choices, right down to Jos's decision not to take our marriage seriously. While I felt that Jos had good intentions, his rejection still hurt, especially when he was the one man I wanted to be with.

Warning: Gay erotic romance. The material in this book contains explicit sexual content that is intended for mature audiences only. All characters involved are adults capable of consent, are over the age of eighteen, and are willing participants.
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Chapter One

~ Jos ~

"Boss man wants to see you up at the big house, Jos."

I grunted as I glanced toward the main house sitting off in the distance. I had a shitload of work to get done before I could even think about going to sleep tonight. I didn't have time to stop by the main house and talk with the boss.

Except that Montgomery Cross was the boss, and that meant I would have to make the time.

The Cross Creek Ranch had been in the Cross family for decades, longer than I had been alive. It had been passed down from generation to generation and currently belonged to Montgomery Cross, the great-great-great grandson of the man who settled and built the ranch back in the 1850's.

I had been here for ten years and I couldn't really think of anywhere else I'd rather be in the whole world. Cross Creek Ranch was in my blood, even if I wasn't a member of the Cross family.

I planned to be here until I died.

"Tell him I'll be up as soon as I'm done getting the stock bedded down for the night."

Wade gave me a clipped nod before turning his horse around and riding back toward the house. I watched for a moment, wondering what Monty wanted with me before dismissing that thought and getting back to work. I wasn't going to find out any faster by sitting there gathering wool.

I snapped the reins and steered my horse back into the throng of cattle, herding them through the gate that led to the pasture closest to the barn. In a few days, it would be time to take them up to the meadows high up on Cross Mountain. They'd stay there until late summer or early fall, fattening up for winter. Once they came down, the calves would be separated from the mama cows and the cattle headed to market would be culled from the herd.

It was the same process that happened every year and had been happening since Cross Creek Ranch was a single room shack with three head of cattle that Cyrus Cross had brought across the plains from back east.

It was monotonous, but soothing in its repetitive nature. I always knew what was required of me. There was something peaceful in that knowledge. I didn't have to try and guess what I needed to do. I already knew.

That did not mean I knew what Monty wanted. The old man could be surly on his good days and aggravating on his bad days. He was almost always bad tempered and brisk, sometimes even cruel.

I actually kind of liked that about him. I didn't have to guess where I stood with the bastard. Monty had no problems letting everyone know. He was still someone who commanded respect just by standing there and he usually received it from everyone he met.

I couldn't imagine working for anyone else. Montgomery Cross had given me a job when no one else would. I would be forever grateful for that. It had been hard working my way up from ranch hand to ranch foreman, but I'd done it. I now had more power on the ranch than anyone, barring Monty.

It was a good place to be.

I finished getting the stock settled down and then rode my horse toward the barn. I would have just tied him up in front of the house, but I had no idea what Monty wanted or how long it would take. I wasn't about to leave my horse standing outside for a long period of time.

I dismounted before leading him down the large corridor to his stall. After removing the saddle, I gave him a scoops oats. While Bucky ate, I brushed him down.

I was procrastinating and I knew it, but as long as it wasn't an emergency, I would see to my horse before anything else. I'd been the one to deliver Bucky when his mama had a breach birth. I'd cared for him, loved him, and raised him. I'd even paid Monty a fair price for him.

Bucky was my horse.

Once I was all done, I patted Bucky gently on the neck then walked out of the stall and closed the gate. Knowing I had no other choice at this point, I headed for the main house.

It was a huge, ten thousand square foot, three story ranch house. It boasted of ten bedrooms, twelve bathrooms, a large kitchen, a formal dining room, an office, a den and over five river rock fireplaces. There was also a large open space on the third floor that had been a nursery at one time. Now, it was used for storage.

With its large wraparound porch, white exterior, and tin roof, the main house had always looked like one of those large plantation houses from Australia I'd seen in the movies.

Monty and Mrs. Gibbons, who was the ranch house cook and housekeeper, were the only ones who currently lived in the main house. I had my own room in the bunkhouse along with the rest of the ranch hands.

I climbed up the steps and crossed the porch to the front door. I knocked once and then opened the door. Before stepping inside, I wiped my feet on the doormat. I wasn't crazy enough to walk across Mrs. Gibbons hardwood floors with dirt on my boots.

That was just stupid.

I walked directly through the house to the back where Monty's office was located. I knew that was where he'd be. That's where he always was.

The door was open, so I stepped inside. "Monty, you wanted to see me?"

The old man turned from where he'd been looking out the window to the fenced pastures beyond. "Come in and take a seat, Jos. Shut the door behind you."

That was an unusual request.

I shut the door and walked farther into the room, taking a seat across the desk from Monty. My eyebrows lifted a bit when Monty got up and walked over to the shelf on the side of the room and grabbed a bottle of whiskey and two glasses without using his cane.

After a stampede where he'd had his legs trampled, Monty had had to use a cane to get around. It was one of the main reasons I had taken over as foreman. As much as Monty loved the ranch, he wasn't physically able to be in the saddle all day long.

Monty poured us each a glass of whiskey then handed one to me. The man did not sit down. Instead, he carried his glass over to the window and went back to looking out at the pasture land.

"You never met my father, did you?"

"No, sir." The old man had died before I arrived on the ranch.

"He was a hard man, a cold man, but I always knew he loved me in his own way. It was never anything he said really." Monty chuckled. "He didn't say much actually, but the knowledge was there when he'd look at me at times."

I wouldn't know. Both my parents died before I was an adult. I missed my mom, but my father could rot in hell as far as I was concerned. Monty had been more of a father to me than he ever had.

"I was in the Marines twenty-six years ago, stationed in Okinawa, Japan when news came in that my father was ill. I flew home, believing that I would be here for a little while and then go back, but then he died and I was tasked with taking over the ranch and ensuring my mother was cared for." Monty glanced back at me. "Since I was an only child, I was the only one who could do it, you understand?"

I nodded.

"I never went back to Japan." Monty turned to look out the window again. "The Marines let me out and I started running the ranch." Monty drew in a deep breath. "And I never went back."

I squinted at the guy. He'd said that twice. "Monty?"

"I have a son," Monty replied. "A son I knew nothing about."

"Holy fuck!"

Monty chuckled, but it wasn't a happy sound. "Apply put."

"Where is he?" I asked. "Is he still in Japan?"

"He's actually on his way here."

My mouth dropped open. "He's on his way here?"

Monty nodded before taking a large drink of his whiskey. "Mitsuaki's mother died when he was born and he was raised by his maternal grandfather, who passed away last week. The family doesn't want him there, so they are sending him here."

Wait, that didn't sound right.

"Who cares what the family wants?" Monty's kid had to be at least twenty-five, which meant he got to make decisions about his life, not his family.

"That's not the way things are done in Japan, at least not in traditional families, and Akari's family is very traditional." Monty snorted out a rude sound. "Hell, I'm surprised they even let Mitsuaki live."

"What?"

Monty grimaced as he looked at me. "Half-American bastard child. I doubt he was greatly accepted by Akari's family. They were very much into the traditional Japanese way of life. They had her whole life all planned out for her from the day she was born, right down to who she would marry, and it wasn't an American Marine from Montana."

I leaned back in my chair and then lifted my glass to my lips and took a sip, and then I took another one. A bigger one.

I needed it.

"So, your son is coming here then?"

Monty nodded. "He's already on his way here."

Right, he'd said that.

I had worked my ass off for the Cross Creek Ranch, planning to spend the rest of my life on this little plot of land. Now, I wasn't sure if that was going to happen. It ignited an anger in my gut that I might have to rethink my plans.

"We've never discussed it," Monty said, "the reason why you've never married or brought a girl home to the ranch, but you know I've never had an issue with it."

I gulped, caught off guard, and then nodded. "Yes, sir."

"I've always kind of figured as long as you did your job," Monty continued, "it wasn't my concern who you had in your bed. What you did on your down time was your business."

I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. I'd never discussed my preference for men because it wasn't widely accepted in our little part of Montana. I usually drove up to Helena to relieve my itch when it came. I never indulged myself close to home.

"You know I never married, although not for the same reason. With the ranch and all, there just never seemed to be time to have a family. I always thought I'd get around to it eventually, and then one day, I discovered I was old."

I nodded even though I didn't believe Monty was that old. The accident had just made him seem that way. "Yes, sir."

"I never had any children either." Monty chuckled. "At least, I didn't think I did."

I knew that, too.

"I had planned to leave the ranch to you when I died, Jos."

Well, fuck.

"I still want to give you the ranch. You love it almost as much as I do, but I can't. I hope you understand that. I have to leave something for my kid."

The kid he knew nothing about until now.

I pressed my lips together to keep from shouting at Monty. The man had no idea he had a kid until this Mitsuaki popped up. I, on the other hand, had worked my ass off for this place, taking over when Monty got hurt and could no longer work the ranch.

And now all of my hard work meant nothing.

"Which is why I want you to marry Mitsuaki."


Chapter Two

~ Mitsuaki ~

I stared out the window of the limousine as it slowed and then turned down a long dirt driveway. I glanced up as they drove under a large iron arch that read "Cross Creek Ranch".

So, this was it then.

This was where my birth father lived, a man I had never met.

I drew in a calming breath and tried to settle my agitated nerves. I had lived at the Kaneko family compound my entire life. I'd never even been out to attend school. My tutors, doctors, and caretakers had all come to me.

Montana had been a surprise. I hadn't known wide open spaces like this actually existed. Of course, everything about this trip had been a surprise. The sudden ride to the airport, the flight across the ocean, the ride from the airport in Helena.

Being made to leave the only place I'd ever lived had not been a surprise. When my beloved grandfather had gotten sick, he had warned me to have a bagged packed and ready to go. He said he'd made arrangements for me to be taken out of the country the moment he died.

I hadn't even been able to say goodbye.

I'd been rushed to a waiting car not even an hour after my grandfather took his last breath and then placed on an airplane. Now, I found myself shuttled half-way around the world to some ranch belonging to a man I had never even met.

Montgomery Cross was my father and yet I knew nothing about him beyond his name, and I only knew that because I carried the same name.

Mitsuaki Montgomery Cross.

My mother had died when I was born and my grandfather refused to discuss who my father was with me. I had always wondered why my name was so unusual, and had only learned the truth once I was already on the plane and my grandfather's lawyer had given me a packet of papers, which included my birth certificate.

When the car came to a stop in front of a large three story ranch house, rancid tasting bile rose up in my throat. I quickly swallowed it down, remembering that I didn't have a choice about being here—I never did—but I did have a choice about how the world perceived me.

I climbed out of the limo behind the lawyer my grandfather had sent with me and the bodyguard, which I wasn't sure was there to keep me safe or there to keep me from running. That was always kind of in question.

I had tried to run before.

The air was strange. Not dry, but not wet either, and there was a definite odor that I couldn't identify. It was relatively quiet outside, which I hadn't expected considering it was supposed to be a working ranch. Where were all the horses and cows? The cowboys? Weren't those things that belonged on ranches?

I kept my head down, but peeked through my eyelashes as I followed my grandfather's lawyer up the wooden steps to a large front porch. The lawyer knocked on the red front door. Considering the rest of the house was white, I thought it odd that the front door was red, but what did I know? Maybe it meant something to ranchers.

According to Feng Shui, many believed that painting their front door red would create a positive energy flow and a welcoming atmosphere. I doubted ranchers cared much about creating harmony in the natural world.

When the door was opened by an older woman with pure white hair swept up in a bun, my curiosity got away from me. I raised my head so I could get a better look. The kindly smile on her face as she met my gaze lowered my anxiety level, but just a little.

"Good day, ma'am," the lawyer started. "I am Harold Sato, lawyer for—"

"Come in, come in," the woman said before glancing over her shoulder. "Monty," she called out loudly, "your son is here."

My eyes rounded at the sheer volume of her shout.

She flashed me another one of those kindly smiles. "Mr. Cross will be right here. In the meantime, is there anything I can get you to drink?"

I didn't know how to reply to that, but I felt like I should. The woman was looking right at me. "I am good," I said softly as I gave a slight bow. "Domo arigatou."

The woman squinted at me. "Domo what?"

Crap.

"Apologies." I gave another quick bow as I quickly swallowed the bile rising in my throat again. I had forgotten I was only supposed to speak English and feared I would be punished for my mistake. "Thank you very much."

"Oh." Some of the pressure on my chest lifted when she smiled again. "That sounded so pretty in Japanese."

I gave her a small smile instead of replying verbally. I was already in enough trouble. I didn't want to add to it. Punishment was always hard and swift back home. I didn't know how it would be here.

"I'm Mrs. Gibbons. I take care of the big house."

I glanced at my grandfather's lawyer out of the corner of my eye. I wasn't sure what a big house was beyond the fact that we were currently standing in a very big house. It just wasn't as big as my grandfather's family compound.

"Come on in and sit down. Monty will be out in a moment." Mrs. Gibbons led us to the living room, which I found quite airy. I'd expected a lot of wood and rock and antlers, maybe animal heads and rifles hung over the mantle. I hadn't expected hardwood floors, white walls, or a vaulted ceiling.

I had read about ranches in a book my grandfather had given me. I hadn't known at the time the crafty old man had had an agenda with giving me that book.

I hadn't known I'd be here.

I gave Mrs. Gibbons another bow as I searched for the appropriate words. "Your home is very pleasing."

Mrs. Gibbons stared for a moment before her kindly smile broke out into a large grin. "Thank you."

I let out a relieved breath that I'd replied appropriately.

I wouldn't be punished.

"Are you sure I can't get you some coffee or tea?" Mrs. Gibbons asked.

I glanced at the lawyer.

"That would be kind of you," the man replied. "Thank you."

I knew from the man's stiff posture, he was only accepting to be polite. I doubted the lawyer would even drink the coffee of tea when it got here. I wasn't thrilled that work was being created for the woman when there didn't need to be, but it wasn't my place to say anything.

I knew the rules.

I kept my head bent down until I heard footsteps. Nothing in the world could have kept me from looking up and watching an older man with a cane walk toward us from the back of the house. His hair was graying, but still full and lush, cut close to his head. His mustache was still dark brown, without a hint of the gray in his hair. He was tall, much taller than me, even with the slight bend in his wide shoulders.

This was Montgomery Cross?

The older man stopped when he reached the seating area. I could feel his gaze roaming over me without even looking. I swallowed down my fear and raised my eyes to meet my father's.

"Hello, Mitsuaki."

I stood, squaring my shoulders and standing stiff before pressing my hands together and bowing deeply over them. "Good day, sir."

The lawyer stood and held out his hand. "Mr. Cross, I am Harold Sato, Mr. Kaneko's personal attorney. I am here to facilitate the transfer of Mitsuaki—"

"Let me see you, son."

I fisted my hands and then pressed them flat against my thighs. I stood still as my father walked around me. I wasn't exactly sure why the man would want to look at me, but I knew better than to argue.

"Why, you're no bigger than a June bug."

I bowed his head so the man couldn't see the hurt in my eyes. There was nothing I could do about my size. I'd often been told I took after my mother, who had been fine boned and delicate.

I wouldn't know. I'd never even seen a picture of her. After I was born, all references to Akari Kaneko had been removed from my grandfather's house. No one wanted to remember her shame.

"You look just like your mother."

My head snapped up. "You knew my mother?"

Duh. Of course he did. This man was my father. He had to have known my mother at least once.

A low grunt from my bodyguard had me quickly lowering my head. I tried to keep my trembling hidden from everyone's view. I'd spoken out of turn. Even worse, I'd asked about my mother. Both actions were forbidden.

I was sure to be punished now.

"I did," my father replied, "and I was sorry to hear of her passing. She was a wonderful woman. I miss her very much."

I missed her, too, and I never knew her. That hole in my heart was one I doubted would ever be fixed.

"Mr. Cross," the lawyer started again, "as I mentioned on the phone, we are in somewhat of a time constraint. If we could—"

"Yes, of course," my father replied as he turned to look at the lawyer. "We're just waiting for—"

I glanced over when the front door opened and then sucked in a deep, painful breath as the biggest man I'd ever seen walked into the house. He shut the door and then turned.

His gaze roamed over everyone standing there until it landed on me, and then I felt as if all the air had been sucked out of the room. I fought for breath under the intense heat in the cornflower blue eyes that swept over me.

"Here he is now," my father said as he stepped closer to the imposing man. "This is Joseph Nash, my ranch foreman."

"He has agreed to the stipulations in the contract I forwarded to you?"

"I have," the man in question answered in a deep-timbered voice. He never looked away from me. It was more than a bit unnerving.

"If you want to follow us to my office," the older man said as he headed out of the living room, "the judge is waiting."

When everyone started walking toward the back of house, I wasn't sure what I was supposed to do. I stiffened when I felt a hand press against my lower back.

"They're waiting for us, Mitsuaki."

I had to swallow before I could reply. "Thank you, Mr. Nash."

"Jos," the man said. "My name is Jos."

"Thank you, Jos."

The man's smile was tight.

I bowed my head and started walking in the direction everyone else had gone. I was fascinated by the fact that the man walking beside me was the foreman of a ranch. From everything I'd read, that was a very important responsibility.

I was even more fascinated by the man who had that responsibility. Jos was very powerful, his chest broad and muscular under his blue shirt. He had an air of authority about him and the appearance of one who demanded instant obedience.

A hundred different questions flew through my head.

I didn't ask a single one.

When we reached our destination, I found myself standing in a large office. It was the view beyond the windows that drew my attention first. I could see a fenced pasture, full of horses. I ached to go investigate. I'd never been close to a horse before.

I didn't move.

"Mitsuaki," my father started, drawing my attention away from the view out the window. "This is Judge Thomas. Bart, this is my son, Mitsuaki Montgomery Cross."

I gave the judge a respectful bow. "Good day, sir."

Another man in a suit stood beside the judge. He smiled at me when our eyes met. "I'm Walter Evans, your father's attorney."

I repeated my bow to him.

"Monty, I have the papers you asked for right here," the attorney said as he laid them out on the desk. "I just need your signature here." He pointed to a spot on the document. "And Jos's signature here." He pointed again.

Monty leaned over the desk and read over the papers before signing them. Jos did the same. The lawyer flipped through a few pages before having Jos sign again and then held the pen out to me. "I need you to sign, too."

I glanced at my grandfather's lawyer. When the man gave me a slight nod, I signed right where my father's attorney indicated. I didn't bother reading it. What would be the point? It wasn't like I could refuse to sign.

The lawyer looked the papers over after I signed them and then smiled as he handed them to the judge. "I think that's everything you need."

The judge signed the papers as well before smiling at everyone. "Shall we get started then?"

Mr. Sato opened his briefcase and pulled out a stack of papers. He handed them to Mr. Evans. "Here are all of Mitsuaki's papers. If you have any questions, my number is on the cover letter."

Mr. Evans nodded, but absently so. He was already going through whatever papers Mr. Sato had handed him.

"Mitsuaki, can you come stand over here?" Jos asked.

I glanced at Mr. Sato again. When the man gave me a nod, I went to stand next to the big ranch foreman. I tried to not look as if I was confused as hell, but I was as confused as hell.

Americans were weird people.

The judge smiled at both of us. "I'm afraid there are some words I am expected to say even under these circumstances."

Jos nodded. "It's fine."

I glanced between the two men, wondering what was happening. When I looked over to Mr. Sato, the man's lips were pressed tight. I swallowed painfully and bowed my head, not saying a word.

"Jos, do you accept Mitsuaki Montgomery Cross as your—"

"I do."

"Okay." The judge chuckled. "Mitsuaki, do you accept Joseph James Nash Cross as your—"

"He does," Mr. Sato said.

The judge frowned as he shot the lawyer a dark look. "I have to hear it from Mitsuaki."

Mr. Sato's lips thinned even more and anger flashed in his eyes. I felt a ball of nervousness start to knot in my gut. Mr. Sato wasn't a bad man, but he wasn't a very forgiving one either. If he reported to my uncle that I had refused something, there would be hell to pay.

"Mitsuaki, do you—"

"Hai." No, that wasn't right. "Yes."

"Good, good." The judge smiled at Mitsuaki. "Okay, then, by the power invested in me by the State of Montana, I pronounce you husband and husband."


Chapter Three

~ Jos ~

I kept a firm hand on Mitsuaki's lower back as I watched Mr. Sato snap his briefcase shut and then walk out of the room, followed by a very large man who had glared at everyone the entire time he was in the room. The sketchy lawyer hadn't said a word. Just walked out.

That seemed weird to me, but what did I know? Everything that had happened since Monty called me into the office a couple of days ago seemed weird.

"Well, congratulations, Jos," the judge said. "I hope the two of you will be very happy together."

"Yes, sir," I replied as I glanced down at the man standing beside me. The man I'd just married. I knew very little about Mitsuaki Montgomery Cross, but I wanted to know everything. There was something about him that called to me in ways I never expected.

I had been stunned when I walked through the front door and saw Mitsuaki for the very first time. Considering his Japanese ancestry, I'd expected the man to be smaller than me, but I hadn't expected the waif like beauty I'd been presented with.

Mitsuaki's fingers were strong and slim, but his wrists were frail looking, as was the rest of him. He was slender, reed like, with a narrow waist and short legs. A good stiff wind could blow him away.

I had no idea how he was going to survive on a ranch.

His face—what I had seen of it—was delicately carved, his mouth full, and he had a swan like neck that made me want to bite him and mark him to let everyone know he'd been claimed.

I had no idea what to do with those feelings or the strong streak of protectiveness flaring through me every time I looked down at the little man.

"Well," Monty said, "this calls for a drink."

He grabbed a bottle of whiskey and several glasses off the shelf and then carried them all back over to his desk. He poured four glasses before glancing at his son. "Mitsuaki, do you drink whiskey?"

Mitsuaki shook his head.

"All right then." Monty replaced the lid then grabbed his glass. He held it high. "To my son and my new son-in-law."

I grabbed one of the glasses and lifted it to my lips, slamming the whiskey back. I was sure I was going to need it. It wasn't every day I got married to someone I didn't know.

"You have a legacy now, Monty," the judge said. "These two get some grandkids going and Cross Creek Ranch will have it made."

I sputtered, choking on my whiskey. "Little early to start thinking about kids, don't you think? We just got married. We need time to get to know each other first."

As part of my agreement with Monty concerning my marriage to Mitsuaki and the transfer of ownership of fifty-one percent of the ranch to me, I'd agreed to have children to carry on the Cross name, which was also the reason I agreed to have my name legally changed to Jos Cross. I just didn't expect Monty to start talking kids the day I got married.

Monty chuckled. "Maybe."

A lot maybe.

"Why don't you show my son around the ranch?" Monty set his glass down. "Mrs. Gibbons is planning a wedding feast. I figure you got about an hour before its ready."

I nodded before pressing on Mitsuaki's lower back. "Would you like to see the ranch?"

Mitsuaki gave a short nod. "Yes."

I escorted Mitsuaki out of the office and then back toward the front door. I frowned when I spotted the two suitcases and a single cardboard box sitting next to the door. "This is all you brought with you?"

Mitsuaki nodded.

"When's the rest of your stuff going to be here?" I asked. "Are you shipping it all the way from Japan?"

Mitsuaki's brow flickered. "No more stuff."

My eyebrows shot up. "This is all you own?"

"Yes."

Two suitcases and a box?

I didn't know what to think of that so I pushed it to the back of my mind to think about later and pulled open the front door. "Have you ever been on a ranch before, Mitsuaki?"

"Miko, please. Not Mitsuaki." There was a slight accent to his tone, but the words he spoke were clear as day.

"Okay, Miko it is." I smiled. "So, have you ever been on a ranch before, Miko?"

"No." Miko frowned again, deeper. "I have read about ranches, though. My grandfather gave me a book to read when I was ten years old."

"Not sure what books you've read, but I doubt they can give you a good idea of how an actual working ranch is run."

"Of course."

I had no idea what that meant.

"Cross Creek Ranch comprises over five hundred thousand acres. We have over five thousand head of cattle and a hundred horses at any given time. Most of the ranch hands live in the bunkhouse. We'll be living in the big house."

Miko nodded as if he understood all of that, but I doubted that he did.

His eyes were too wide.

I had no idea what to show him first so I kind of guessed. "Would you like to meet my horse?"

Miko's eyes widened even more as he glanced up at me. "You have a horse?" he asked in a tone tinged with wonder. "A real horse?"

Right then and there, I decided I'd make sure Miko had his very own horse. I would have to choose a gentle horse, something that didn't spook easily.

"His name is Bucky."

"Bucky?"

I chuckled at the small wrinkle of confusion on his face. "I raised him up from a foal. He was always running around, kicking up his hooves and bucking." Hell, he still did that and he was five years old. I was just lucky Bucky didn't do that while I was riding him.

I made a quick scan of the pasture next to the barn as I led Miko in that direction. There weren't any cattle in it right now, but there would be later. "Cows are all out in the pasture right now, but maybe we can take a ride out to see some of them tomorrow."

Miko nodded, but he was straining to get a look inside the barn.

I smiled and picked up the pace. I could easily see where his interest lay.

"There are only a few horses in here right now," I explained. "Most of the ranch hands are driving the herd up to the high meadow for the summer. A few of them will stay up there in a shack and keep watch over the herd, but the rest of them should be back in a few days. You can meet them then."

I led Miko down the wide corridor to Bucky's stall. I opened the gate and then stepped inside, reaching my hand out to pet Bucky's neck. "This here is Bucky," I said. "Bucky, this is Miko."

I smiled at Miko's gasp. "Would you like to pet him?"

"Can I?" Miko whispered.

I nodded, but made sure I had a firm grip on Bucky's halter. Bucky often lived up to his name when others were around. He was very particular about who touched him or rode him. "Go slow so you don't spook him."

Miko reached out tentatively, but the second his hand touched fur, a wide grin spread across his lips. "He's so soft. I expected his coat to be course, but it's soft."

"I have to brush him down every day after riding him," I explained, "make sure he doesn't have any burs in his fur."

Miko's brow flickered. "Burs?"

"It's the rough prickly part of a burdock plant like Houndstongue. They grow wile around here."

"And they are bad?"

"They can hurt livestock, especially if they become embedded in the eye or eyelids. It can cause eye damage in animals. Houndstongue is also toxic to livestock. It can poison them."

"How do I know of this Houndstongue?"

I smiled. I liked Miko's inquisitive nature. His thirst for knowledge would be helpful in getting him to know about ranch life. "Houndstongue produces a reddish-purple flower that stands about one to four feet tall. We see them mostly in the mid-simmer. They are actually quite pretty, but they are nasty for ranchers."

"You...show me, please?"

"Sure, I can show you a Houndstongue."

"Now?"

"Oh, uh, they aren't in bloom right now."

"Then why do you brush the horse?"

"There are all sorts of things that can get into a horse's fur, Miko. Burrs, twigs, dirt, even rocks. If you're going to have a horse, you'll have to learn how to take care of it."

Miko gasped as his eyes grew large. "I'm going to have a horse?"

I frowned. "You live on a ranch, don't ya?"

Happiness danced in Miko's caramel colored eyes as he turned to pet Bucky some more. "I've never had a pet before."

My eyes started to twitch. "Horses aren't exactly pets, Miko. On a ranch, they are as much workers as the ranch hands."

"I will work on ranch?"

"We'll see." I wasn't going to agree to anything until I knew a little more about Miko. I had no idea what sort of skills he might have, if any, but I really didn't see the slender man working cattle with the rest of the ranch hands.

"We should probably get headed back to the main house. Mrs. Gibbons is making us dinner."

"Yes, of course." Miko's whole demeanor changed in the blink of an eye. He went from being filled with happiness to the staid and stiff man I had first met. He even dropped his head down to stare at the ground.

I couldn't stand it. I reached over and lifted Miko's chin. "We can come back and see Bucky later and maybe tomorrow I can take you for a ride."

"Oh." Miko's eyes strayed to the horse. "I could ride him?"

I winced.

"You can ride with me," I corrected. "Bucky doesn't let anyone ride him except me, but if I'm with you, you should be fine."

"Please."

I smiled before sliding my hand over Miko's hip to pull the man to my side. "Tomorrow, Miko."

Miko nodded and then watched Bucky over his shoulder as we walked out of the stall.

"Do you know how to ride, Miko?"

"No, but I would like to learn if that is permissible."

Permissible?

Was that even a thing?

"I will teach you and then we will work on finding you a horse."

Miko was silent all the way out of the barn and across the yard to the front porch. When we started up the steps, Miko turned and grabbed my wrist. "A moment, please."

I stopped instantly. "Of course."

"I can have a horse?"

My eyebrows drew together in a deep frown. "I said you could, didn't I?"

"Hai." Miko swallowed tightly. "Yes."

"Then..."

Miko seemed to regard me with a critical squint before speaking. "Forgive my impertinence. I do not mean to offend. I have question."

"Just ask your question, Miko."

It was like pulling teeth.

"Am I to live here?"


Chapter Four

~ Miko ~

I instantly realized I shouldn't have asked that question when Jos's lips flattened out and anger flashed in his eyes. I didn't understand these Americans. I felt as if I was floating along, but slowly sinking.

I was positive I was going to drown any second now.

"Apologies," I said as I dropped my gaze and gave a quick bow. "Forgive my impertinence. I meant no disrespect."

I really should have kept my mouth shut. If Jos took it upon himself to punish me for my insolence, he could do some serious damage. His hands were the size of dinner plates.

"Miko, do you know why you are here?"

"Yes," I replied. "Father is here."

Jos's eyes narrowed. "Is that the only reason?"

I swallowed nervously. There was an answer here, but damned if I knew what it was. "I no understand."

Thank god English was my second language. While I spoke it fluently, Jos did not know that. I could play dumb for the time being.

Jos's expression didn't grow any less angry.

I took a cautious step back.

"Do you know what happened in Monty's office, Miko? What papers you signed?"

I shook my head.

"Christ on a crutch!" Jos whipped off his cowboy hat and then thrust his hand over the top of his nearly bald head. "None of this was explained to you?"

I squinted. I wasn't sure what answer Jos wanted and I wanted to give the one that would keep me from being punished.

I kept my mouth shut.

It was safer.

"Come on, we need to go talk to Monty."

I cringed when Jos grabbed me by the arm and started pulling me up the steps. Fear curled up in my gut and started knotting. I quickly ran over the ways I could keep from being punished, but I didn't see any.

I'd been disrespectful. I'd asked questions when I knew it was forbidden. I'd obviously missed something that had happened when we were in Monty's office. I just didn't know what.

My heart beat painfully in my chest as Jos led me into the house and back toward my father's office. The closer we got, the more trepidation knotted in my gut. My steps slowed before we reached the door.

Jos stopped and turned to look down at me. His brow furrowed as if he was thinking hard. "Miko?"

"Yes?" I whispered, afraid to speak louder, but more afraid not to answer.

Jos gave a tug on my arm. I doubt he understood his true strength. I stumbled forward, right into his chest. Heat blossomed in my face as I tried to step back, but an arm around my waist kept me pressed up against him.

"There's no reason to be scared." Jos's voice rumbled even when he spoke in a low tone. "I won't let anyone hurt you. I'll protect you."

Yes, but who would protect me from him?

"It's gonna be okay, Miko. We just need to go talk with Monty."

I nodded, but I didn't believe a word of what Jos said. I just didn't see a way out of walking into my father's office.

Jos knocked on the door and then opened it up. His hand pressed firmly against the base of my back as he escorted me inside. I prayed he couldn't feel the small shiver of dread that rippled through me. I'd learned very early in life to never show anyone my fear. That simply led to more punishment.

"Monty, we need to talk," Jos said as he shut the door behind us.

I almost whimpered.

"Miko doesn't have a clue about what happened today," Jos continued. "He doesn't even realize he's here to stay."

"What in the blue blazes are you talking about, boy?"

Holy crap, that man was loud.

"He just asked me if this was where he was going to be living."

I swallowed past the lump building in my throat when both men turned to look at me. It took all of my self control not to take a step back.

"Is this true, Mitsuaki?" Monty asked.

God, what would work to keep me from having my head handed to me? "I mean no disrespect."

Monty frowned.

"Miko," Jos asked carefully, "the papers you signed today, do you know what you were signing?"

I glanced between the two men. My apprehension grew as I slowly shook my head. "I was told to sign." That's how it always went. "It is not my place to ask questions."

Jos's jaw clenched. "You just signed because you were told to?"

I took a slow measured step back. "Yes."

"Why would you do that?"

Was this a test?

"Jesus, Miko," Jos snapped. "You never sign anything without reading it first."

My eyes crinkled at the corners as I frowned. "Mr. Sato told me to sign."

Did he not understand that? Mr. Sato might have been my grandfather's loyal servant, but he was as traditional as the rest of my family. He didn't like me and he never had. He accepted me because he had to. I was positive he was practically gleeful that I was finally gone.

Everyone else in my family was.

"I don't care who it is," Jos replied in a cold, clipped tone. "You know what you're signing before you sign."

I glanced at Monty before slowly nodding at Jos. "Yes, sir."

Jos growled as he tossed his hands up in the air and stormed over to stare out the window. I watched him go, my confusion growing by the second.

"Mitsuaki—"

I glanced back at my father. "Miko, please."

I didn't like the name Mitsuaki. It's what the rest of my grandfather's family called me. Only my grandfather referred to me as Miko, and since he was the only one I loved, I preferred that name.

"Miko, then," Monty said. "The papers you signed today, you were signing your marriage certificate."

"Marriage certificate?" It wasn't a foreign word to me, but it felt like it was. "Who did I marry?"

"Me." Jos spun around and pinned his angry eyes on me. "You married me."

Several things suddenly settled into place in my mind, things I hadn't connected before. The papers I'd sighed. The strange words the judge had spoken right here in this very office. The reason I'd been made to bring all my worldly possessions when I left Japan. The strange possessiveness I saw in Jos's blue eyes every time he looked at me.

For a moment, my shoulders slumped as despair swept through every fiber of my being. Once again, decisions were being made for my life that I had no control over. Once again, no one was asking me what I wanted, what I needed, or even if I was okay with whatever decisions had been made.

There was nothing I could do about it now, just like there had been nothing I could do about the thousands of decisions that had been made for me throughout my entire life.

I squared my shoulders and lifted my head. "Okay."

Jos's eyebrows rose swiftly. "Okay? Is that all you have to say?"

I shifted nervously.

"Okay, okay," Monty said. "Let's just all sit down and talk this over. Its obvious Miko is missing some key information. Unfortunately, what's done is done. Walter already filed the paperwork, and it will take a whole mess of stuff to change it. Maybe we can all just come to an agreement of sorts."

When Monty gestured to one of the chairs in front of his desk, I quickly sat down. I sat stiffly with my hands folded together in my lap, my head bent down.

Jos crossed his arms as he leaned back against the windowsill. His stance was imposing and just a tad bit scary. "Miko, did you not understand what was happening when we said our marriage vows?"

Honestly, no I hadn't.

"No, sir."

"Just Jos. Not sir."

I nodded once.

"Do you know what the word husband means?"

"Of course," I replied. "A husband is a male in a marital relationship, who may also be referred to as a spouse or a partner."

At least, that's what the English-Japanese dictionary said it meant.

"So, when the judge pronounced us husband and husband, that didn't concern you?"

Uh, I hadn't actually been paying attention to that part. I was too busy watching the lawyer to see if he was going to be upset with me because the judge refused to accept his answer for whatever question he had ask.

Looking back, I realized exactly what the judge had been asking and why he needed my verbal agreement before he could proceed. Now, I wish I had been paying better attention.

I lifted my head and glanced over to Jos. "We are really married?"

"We are."

Well, damn.

"Apologies," I said as I bent my head again, but continued to watch Jos through my thick lashes. "I—"

"Stop." Jos huffed as he held up a hand. "Just stop. You don't have to keep apologizing. You didn't do anything wrong."

What did that matter? Punishment came whether I was in the wrong or not. Only by remembering my training could I avoid punishment.

"A few weeks ago, your grandfather contacted me," Monty said. "That's when I learned about you. Before then, I had no idea I had fathered a child."

I couldn't keep back my gasp as I swung my head around. "You did not know of me?"

"No, I did not."

That explained so much, and not enough.

"I always wondered why you never came for me after my mother died or why you never visited. I guess I thought you knew."

Certainly no one had ever explained it to me, not even my grandfather.

"I met your mother while I was in the service. When my father got sick, I flew home to see him. Unfortunately, he died while I was here and I was unable to return to Japan. I had hoped your mother could join me here, but, for whatever reason, she stopped returning my phone calls and my letters came back undelivered. After awhile, I figured she wanted nothing to do with me and I stopped trying."

I knew the answer to this.

"She was taken to the family compound when it was discovered that she carried me," I explained. "Her access to the outside world was..." How to say this without it sounding horrible? "Curtailed."

Jos grunted.

Monty squinted at me. "They didn't allow her out?"

"No, sir. She stayed inside the compound until I was born. After her death, she was cremated and all references to her were removed as to not bring light to her shame."

"Her shame?" Jos snapped. "What shame?"

I winced as I glanced up at the tall man. I stared for a moment before looking back down at my lap, twisting my fingers together. "Me."

"What the fuck?" Jos sprang up from his position against the window. "What the fuck are you talking about?"

I frowned as fear swamped me, followed almost instantly by my confusion. I glanced at Monty, who seemed the calmer of the two men. "You do not have this in America?"

"Have what, Miko?" Monty asked.

"Sha—" I snapped my lips together when Jos growled.

Monty shot him a dirty look.

"Continue with what you were saying, Miko," Monty insisted. "What don't we have here?"

I shot a quick look at Jos. The tight set of his jaw did not reassure me. "Bastard children," I said instead. Jos didn't seem to like the word shame.

"Christ!" Jos dropped his head back to stare up at the ceiling.

"Did I get the word wrong?" I wished I had my dictionary with me. Sometimes the words did not translate like I thought.

"A bastard is usually defined as a child born out of wedlock, Miko," Monty explained. "And we do have them here in America, probably more than you have in Japan. It just doesn't have the same stigma here."

Jos snorted.

I had no idea why.

"You said after your mother died, all references to her were removed as to not bring light to her shame. Can you explain that?"

I could try.

"Her name was stricken from the family records. Her pictures were burned along with all of her possessions. Speaking her name or mentioning her in any form was forbidden." I dropped my gaze to my lap again when tears sprouted up. It was several moments—and a lot of blinking—before I could look up. I drew in a slow, shaky breath as I met Monty's eyes. "I don't even know what she looked like. I have never seen a picture of her."

"Would you like to?"

I sucked in a painful breath. "You have a picture of my mother?"

"I have several." Monty stood up and walked to the bookshelf. He grabbed one of the books and pulled, a small section of the bookshelf, including several books, came away, revealing a safe.

He pulled a necklace out from inside his shirt and removed a small silver key. He fit it into the safe door.

Monty pulled the door open and then reached inside. When he turned back, he held a black box in his hand. He carried it over to his desk and sat down again. When he pulled the lid off the box, I realized an album was inside.

Monty pulled it out and laid it on his desk as if it was made of the crown jewels. He opened the front cover and then began carefully flipping through the pages. I saw several black and white photographs before he stopped turning the pages.

I swallowed tightly when Monty flipped the photo album around and I saw the picture of a much younger Monty holding a small Japanese woman in his arms. He was staring down at her with his heart in his eyes. She had her head tilted back, her eyes closed.

"That's my favorite picture of Akari."

I gasped when I heard my mother's name mentioned for the first time. My grandfather and I had talked about her in secret, but her name was never mentioned. He just referred to her as my mother.

"She was beautiful," I murmured as I stared at the woman who had given me life. I didn't know what I had expected, but I suddenly understood why everyone said I looked just like her. We were almost the spitting image of each other, one male and one female. It also helped explain why her side of the family seemed to hate me so much.

"She was like an exotic butterfly." Monty sounded almost wistful as he spoke. "So beautiful and so delicate, but able to fly away on gossamer wings."

I wasn't sure about all of that, but she was beautiful.

"She looks happy."

"We were happy together," Monty said. "Which was why I was so confused when she stopped taking my calls or answering my letters. I thought we'd get married one day."

"That's why." My father at least deserved an explanation. "Her hand was promised to one of the Kaneko family's business associates. When she admitted that she was pregnant with me, it was decided that I would be put up for adoption when I was born and the marriage would continue as planned."

"If you were supposed to be put up for adoption, then how did you end up with your grandfather?" Jos asked. "Why weren't you put up for adoption? Especially if they considered you your mother's shame?"

"The marriage was not a choice my grandfather wanted, but he is second son. His brother makes decisions for family. When his daughter died, I was all my grandfather had left of her. He fought to keep me."

Sometimes, I wished he hadn't.

"Then why are you here now?"

"Grandfather is gone," I answered honestly. "It is no longer safe for me in Japan."

I wasn't sure there was any safe place.


Chapter Five

~ Jos ~

My frustration was so great, I wanted to pound my fists into a wall.

"What does that mean?" I asked in the most controlled voice I could muster. I had figured out that Miko grew tense when I shouted. He feared something, and I hoped it wasn't me. I knew I could be loud and boisterous and...well...loud.

That's just who I was.

"Miko," I said when the man didn't answer. "You need to tell us what is going on. Why isn't it safe for you in Japan anymore?"

"I bring shame to my family by my very existence. For my entire life, my grandfather has stood between me and the others. Now that he is gone, there is no one to stand between us and I fear that my grandfather's brother will order my death so he can remove my stain on the family name."

I turned and drove my fist into the wall.

Miko didn't make a sound.

Monty sighed. "You'll be fixing that."

I knew I would, but the anger I'd felt when I figured out no one had told Miko he was getting married had turned into a rage so great, it was either punch the wall or go hunt down the bastards that threatened my new husband.

When I turned back, Miko was standing so close, our chests brushed against each other.

I forgot to breath.

"You are hurt?" Miko's soft voice rushed over me as much as the touch of his fingers on my fist did. Like warm silk.

"I'm fine, Miko," I whispered.

Miko peeked up at me. "You are angry."

"I am."

Miko's head cocked to one side. It was the most animated I'd seen him since we left the barn. "Why?"

"You belong to me now." Probably shouldn't be all possessive like, but that ship had sailed the moment I laid eyes on him. "No one threatens what's mine."

My gaze flickered to Miko's lips when his tongue came out and licked along the plump edges. Oh, the things I wanted to do to those luscious lips. The things I wanted that tongue to do to me.

I should be shot.

"I am yours now?"

"You are." There was just no other way about it. From the moment we said the words and signed on the dotted line, Miko belonged to me.

I hadn't known what to expect when Monty offered his deal. Fifty-one percent of the ranch would be deeded to me on the day we got married. The other forty-nine percent would be Monty's until his death, at which time, it would go to Miko. I would still hold controlling interest, which only made sense. I'd lived on this ranch for years. Miko had never even been on a ranch.

"But I also belong to you," I added.

Miko's eyes widened. "You are mine?"

"I am."

"I...own you?"

I smirked as I raised my hand and slid it along Miko's cheek until I could wrap it around the back of his neck. "I'm pretty sure you could own me with a smile."

Miko's breath stuttered in his throat loud enough for me to hear it, to feel the little warm huffs against my skin. There was a glint of something in Miko's eyes when he raised them to look at me, but I couldn't figure out what it was. I didn't know him well enough.

Hell, I didn't know him at all.

I'd be changing that.

Miko firmed his jaw. His nostrils flared. I could tell he was gearing up to say something and he was afraid of my reaction.

"Just say it, Miko, whatever it is."

"I...No punishment."

What?

"Miko—"

"If I own you and you own me, then no punishment."

As firm as his tone was, I could feel Miko shaking against me.

He was terrified.

"Miko, I will never hurt you. No one on this ranch will. If someone even looks at you wrong, I'll wipe the floor with them."

"Have you been punished before, Miko?" Monty asked.

Miko shuddered before giving a sharp nod.

I growled as I clenched my jaw. "Who?"

I didn't think I needed to explain what I was asking.

Miko shook his head. "It matters not."

Oh, but it did.

I glanced at Monty over Miko's head. I doubt the man had to look hard to see what I was thinking. When he nodded, I knew we were in agreement. Whoever had hurt Miko, they would pay, and pay dearly.

We just had to find out who it was.

It didn't look as if Miko was willing to talk about who that might be, so I decided to take the conversation in a different direction. "How do you feel about the fact that we got married this afternoon?"

Miko squinted up at me. I don't know what he was looking for, or even if he found it, but small smile curved the corners of his lips. "You are mine and I am yours, yes?"

"Yes."

Miko nodded. "I am good."

My eyebrows lifted up to my hairline. "You're good?" What sort of answer was that? "Miko—"

"I will live here?" Miko asked. "With you and father?"

"Yes." He wasn't going to be living anywhere else. "Our suite is upstairs."

I'd moved in yesterday. The bunkhouse was no place for Miko to live.

"And I can have horse?"

I scowled. "I told you that you could, didn't I?"

"Then I am good."

That was it? A place to live and a horse? That was all he wanted in order to stay? Why was he so accepting?

"Miko, if you didn't know you were getting married, why aren't you more upset? People made decisions about your life without asking you." I hated that I'd been a part of that even if I hadn't known I was at the time.

"You let me choose," Miko said simply.

"What?"

"When you realized I didn't know, you explained things to me, and then you let me choose. I've never had that before. All decisions concerning my life, even right down to what I ate on a daily basis, were made for me. Here, you let me choose."

Miko's wide smile gave testament to how happy that made him.

"They chose what you ate?"

Miko nodded. "I was given food that would keep me healthy, but was not necessarily something I would choose for myself."

"We generally eat what Mrs. Gibbons cooks for us, Miko," Monty said, "but if there is something you don't like, you won't ever be forced to eat it."

Miko turned and gave his father a small bow. "Thank you. I will not..." Miko's forehead crinkled as he frowned. "I will endeavor to try new things and accept that Japanese food is not the same as American food."

"I'm sure Mrs. Gibbons can make you some Japanese food if you want it," I said. "And I believe there is a sushi place in town." I think. I'd never been there. Raw fish. Yuck. I'd rather eat a rattle snake, and had.

"We can go over all of the papers you signed tomorrow," Monty said as he stood and grabbed his cane. "I believe Mrs. Gibbons has dinner ready and we're having steak and baked potatoes."

"Potatoes?" Miko asked. "A starchy plant that grows in the ground?"

My jaw dropped. "You've never had a potato?"

What in the hell did those people feed him?

"I have not, but I've seen pictures. They look very...interesting."

"I like to add sour cream and chives to mine," Monty said, "but Jos does the whole cheese and bacon bits thing on his."

"You should probably try a bite before you start adding stuff," I suggested. "Just to see if you like it."

Miko gifted me with a small smile. "I will, thank you for your advice."

"You can have it any way you want or not at all. That is up to you."

Miko's inhale was a little uneven. "No one except my grandfather ever gave me choices before, and even then he could only allow me so much control over my own life. I'm not sure I know what to do."

"Your choices will never be taken away from you here, Miko. The only time I'll insist is when it comes to your safety." I was a pretty controlling bastard, but for Miko I would try and tamp down on that aspect of my personality. Maybe. "If you are uncertain, just ask me."

"Thank you."

I nodded because I wasn't sure what to say now. I was still pissed that people had taken Miko's choices away from him and realized that he probably wouldn't have married me if he'd known what he was doing.

Unfortunately, that changed things for me. I wasn't sure what to expect when Monty asked me to marry his son, but I had kind of hoped there would be a sexual component since I refused to break my marriage vows.

Now, it was starting to look as if Miko might not even be gay, and I'd forgotten to ask before I jumped feet first into this mess. Monty had dangled the ranch in front of me and I'd sold my soul to have a piece of it.

I was an idiot.

I kept my hand in the small of Miko's back as I led him out of Monty's office and down the hallway to the dining room. I could smell the food Mrs. Gibbons had cooked before we even got there, and my stomach growled. I realized, with everything that had happened, I'd forgotten to eat lunch and I was starving.

Monty took his usual spot at the head of the table. I guided Miko to the seat directly to Monty's right and then sat down next to him. Mrs. Gibbons set a bowl of salad on the table and then took the seat to Monty's left.

"Thank you, Mrs. Gibbons," Miko said. "This looks very nice."

"You're so welcome, Miko," she replied. "I hope you like it."

Miko's smile didn't quite reach his eyes. "Yes, ma'am."

I reached under the table and grabbed his hand. His grip was surprisingly strong.

"Miko hasn't been able to try a lot of different foods, Mrs. Gibbons," I explained. "I suspect tonight will be an eye opening experience for him."

"Oh." Mrs. Gibbons frowned. "I'd be happy to make him something more traditional if he wants."

"No, please," Miko quickly said. "I would very much like to try what you have made. I have never had American food before."

"Well, I'm not sure how American steak and potatoes are, but it's definitely ranch food. My boys work hard and they play hard. They need hardy food to fill them up."

Miko glanced at me. "Her boys?"

"She means Monty, me, and the rest of the ranch hands."

"Oh yes, of course."

"Normally," I explained, "whoever is home during dinner joins us, but today was special so they are all eating in the bunkhouse tonight. Tomorrow, this place will be filled with ranch hands. We try to eat breakfast and dinner together."

"Not lunch?"

I shook my head. "Most of us are out on the ranch during lunch. Every morning, Mrs. Gibbons makes up a bunch of sack lunches we can take with us so we don't have to ride all the way back to the main house to eat."

Miko's eyes widened as he looked across the table. "Do you sleep?"

Mrs. Gibbons laughed. "I do, sweet boy, but these old bones don't need as much sleep as I used to. I like cooking so it's no big deal to make food for my boys."

I grabbed my fork and reached over to spear one of the baked potatoes. I held it up. "You want to try a baked potato?"

"I want to try everything."

I set the potato on his plate and then got one for myself. Next was the platter of steaks, then salad, and finally homemade dinner rolls. As I started preparing my potato, I realized Miko was watching me and mirroring my actions. I made sure to slow down with what I was doing so he had time to decide if he wanted to do the same or not.

I waited to cut into my food until Miko took his first bite of his food. He took just a small bite of the potato like I suggested then one with bacon bits and cheese on it. His smile grew as he took another bite.

"You like it?"

Miko nodded as he chewed.

I smiled back then cut into my own food. Things were kind of quiet as we all ate, which was a change from when the table was full of rough cattle wranglers. Quiet wasn't a term I'd use in reference to our normal meal times. Chaotic, deafening, boisterous...all good descriptions.

All accurate descriptions.

When I was done eating, I leaned back in my chair and rested my arm along the back of Miko's. Watching him eat wasn't like I expected. He savored each bite, letting it sit on his tongue for a moment before chewing.

It made me decidedly uncomfortable. I reached under the table and adjusted my growing erection, moving it away from my zipper before I had metal imprints.

When Miko finally laid his fork down, I blew out a breath of relief. I hadn't been sure how much more I could take before I'd be forced to walk away and find a dark room to relieve the ache in my jeans.

"You want dessert?"

I almost whimpered when he shook his head.

"I couldn't possibly." Miko rubbed his stomach. "I don't think I've ever eaten so much."

And just that quickly, my arousal deserted me. "Did they not feed you enough?"

I could tell from the flustered frown on Miko's face that he was choosing his words carefully. He seemed to do that a lot.

"I was on a very regimented diet."

"Not here." I tried not to snarl. "Here, you can eat whenever you want, whatever you want. Hell, you could eat everything in the house and no one would be upset with you."

"If you'd like to tell me what kind of snacks you like," Mrs. Gibbons said, "I'd be happy to make up some and keep them in the pantry for you."

"Oh...um..." Miko glanced at me.

"I think Miko is going to have to try a bunch of different things before he can decide what he likes," I told the cook. "He hasn't had a lot of time to explore his food pallet."

Miko reached under the table and set his hand on my thigh. I knew he was silently telling me thank you, so I just nodded...and tried to ignore the hand so close to my groin.

"May I use the bathroom?"

I know I was blinking blankly at Miko, but what grown man asked if he could use the bathroom?

"It's down the hallway," Monty said. "The door next to my office."

"Thank you." Miko stood and then walked out of the room.

I waited until he'd left the room before turning to look at Monty. "What the fuck, Monty?"

"I don't know, my boy." Monty rested his elbows on the table and clasped his hands together. "When we spoke on the phone, that lawyer, Mr. Sato, told me Miko had led a sheltered life back in Japan, but I think there was more to it than that."

"Sheltered life, my ass."

I was starting to think they kept him a virtual prisoner. Too many things weren't adding up. Miko's behavior for one. He acted more like someone who'd served time. I knew. I'd spent awhile in juvenile detention before I was found by Monty.

I wanted to punch something again.


Chapter Six

~ Miko ~

After going to the bathroom and washing my hands, I stared at myself in the mirror over the sink. My face was as pale as it usually was, but there was a surprising bright spot on each cheek.

I wasn't sure what they were from.

I knew I needed to go back to the other room, but I needed just a minute. My world had been in turmoil since my grandfather had become ill and it hadn't slowed down since, not even when he died.

Today was a good example.

I was married? Had this been arranged by my grandfather or my grandfather's brother? Maybe my father had decided I needed to be married.

Obviously, Jos had had to agree, but I doubted the marriage had been his idea. While he seemed somewhat in support of it, there was something off about his reaction. I didn't know him well enough to figure out what that was.

I jumped and pressed my hand to my chest when someone knocked on the bathroom door.

"Miko, are you okay in there?"

I swallowed tightly before answering. "I am fine."

I wasn't. I felt as if I was falling apart at the seams. Would I share that information? Not a chance in hell. I had learned to keep my secrets before I learned to walk. That wasn't going to change now that I was in a house full of strangers in an unknown land.

What had my grandfather been thinking?

I cautiously opened the door and peered up at the massive man filling the doorway. For the most part, Japanese men were not built like Jos, so his sheer size was a little intimidating. I felt an overwhelming urge to assess his potential for danger, and yet, I couldn't feel any threat coming from him.

That confused me more than anything.

"Would you like to go sit on the porch with me and watch the sun set?" Jos asked. "Or are you too tired."

Today had been pretty eventful, but I really wanted to watch the sun set. "Porch, please."

Jos smiled, gave me a simple nod, and then stepped back so I could walk out of the bathroom. He shut the door behind me and then led me toward the living room.

I was a bit confused when he grabbed a quilt off a rack near the fireplace until he draped it over my shoulders.

"Montana gets cold at night, even in the summer. This should keep you warm."

"Thank you."

I tugged the quilt edges closer around me before following Jos out onto the porch. I wasn't sure where to sit until he gestured to a porch swing I had somehow missed before. I took one side, Jos took the other and then got the swing to start gently swaying.

"Are you holding up okay?" Jos asked. "I know today must have been pretty intense for you."

My automatic answer was yes, but I didn't want to lie to Jos. If we were going to be married then he deserved an honest answer and not one given out of fear.

"I believe I am in...limbo?" Was that the correct way to say it?

"Limbo?"

"Not sure how I feel yet. Feel scared, but I am always scared. Feel uncertain, but I am always uncertain. Feel excited, too. Never felt excited before." At least not like this. "Feel confused mostly."

"About what?"

I waved my hand, gesturing to the scenery before us. "This is not in the books my grandfather provided for me. I do not know what to do or what to expect. I do not know how to behave."

That was the one that scared me the most.

Jos's arm wrapped around my shoulders and gave me a gentle hug. Might have been the first one I'd ever received. "You'll learn."

I hesitated for a moment before leaning into Jos's warmth. Not even the quilt wrapped around me felt as warm as this man.

"Just be yourself, Miko."

That sounded like great advice except I wasn't sure I knew who I was. I'd spent my entire life trying to be invisible and follow the rules so that I wouldn't be punished.

My life had been dictated to me. Where I lived, where I went to school, what I wore, how I spoke, and what I ate. Every second of every day was dictated to me. I hadn't had the time or the opportunity to learn about me.

I had no idea who I was.

"I have favor."

"Sure," Jos replied. "What is it?"

"I don't know who I am. Can you help me find out?"

Jos leaned back and tilted his head. "How can you not know who you are?"

"Not allowed." Not sure I had much more to explain than that.

I winced when Jos's jaw clenched and he turned to look out over the front yard again. "Apologies," I said quickly. "Please, forgive my—"

"You have nothing to apologize for, Miko."

I wasn't so sure about that.

"You are angry."

"Not at you." Jos's jaw unclenched just a little when he looked down at me. "Never at you. I'm just angry at how you were treated."

I admit that there was a small part of me that was angry, too, but I doubted it would do me any good to allow that anger to overcome me. There was nothing that could be done.

"We should probably get to bed," Jos said as he stood, holding his hand out to me. "Ranch life starts pretty early."

I gave a nod as I took his hand and stood.

Jos led me into the house and up the stairs to a room halfway down the hallway. When he opened the door, I peered inside. It was a large room, much larger than the one I'd had back in Japan. Pretty sure I could fit four of my old room in this one.

"I hope this room will be okay," Jos said. "You can change anything you like."

"It is very nice."

Way nice.

I noticed that my luggage had been placed on the bench at the bottom of the bed. The single box of belongings I had brought with me had been pushed under the bench.

"Do you want me to wake you up in the morning when I get up or do you want to sleep in?" Jos asked.

"What time does ranch life start?"

"Breakfast is at six."

I nodded absently. "The time difference here might be a bit to get used to, but I usually get up at five. Is that okay?"

Jos stared at me. "You get up at five o'clock in the morning?"

I smiled at his shock. "Grandfather always said it was best to greet the day when it arrives."

"I suppose I can understand that."

I nodded enthusiastically. Mornings were my favorite time of the day. Mostly because everyone else was asleep and I could enjoy just a few minutes of silence to myself.

"There's an empty dresser where you can put your clothes." Jos pointed to a door on the far side of the room. "The bathroom is through there. If you need anything during the night, I'll be in the guestroom right across the hallway."

My eyebrows snapped together as confusion swamped me. "You are not staying here?"

Jos swallowed tightly, his Adam's apple bobbing in his throat as if he was uncomfortable with what he was saying. "Miko, under the circumstances, I think it's best if we live in separate rooms."

"Married couples live together, don't they?"

"Usually, but ours isn't a love match, Miko."

That hurt even if it was true.

"You didn't even know you were getting married until afterward," Jos continued. "I refuse to force you into a relationship not of your choosing. Hell, I don't even know if you are into men or not."

I wasn't sure that it mattered.

I had already accepted Jos as my husband, which meant I had to be gay since he was a man. Before now, my sexuality had never been a question simply because I always knew I would be used for whatever purpose my family chose.

I never got to decide for myself.

Guess things weren't that much different here after all. For a moment, I had forgotten that my life wasn't my own and I didn't get to make decisions for myself. I had let hope blossom in my heart for just a moment.

I was stupid.

"I understand," I said in a low respectful voice as I pressed my hands together and gave a proper bow. "Thank you for explaining it to me."

I didn't know what Jos's heavy sigh meant, but I took a cautious step back. If they had lied about me having choices, what else had they lied about? Would I be punished if I didn't follow the rules?

It would be great if I knew what the rules were.

My heart grew heavy with despair and I almost sank to the floor. Only my firm resolve kept me on my feet. I wouldn't allow anyone to see me fall. I hadn't when I was back in Japan and I wouldn't now.

"Please, excuse." In other words, get the hell out. If this was my room, I wanted everyone gone. I needed to lick my wounds in private just as I always had.

Jos frowned, but turned toward the door. He paused in the doorway and glanced back at me, looking like he had something to say, but then his jaw clenched and he walked out of the room, shutting the door behind him.

I clenched my hand into a fist and shoved it into my mouth as I slowly sank to the floor. My sobs were as silent as the tears that trickled down my face, which was not unusual for me. I'd been taught at a very early age to keep my sorrow to myself.

No one cared anyway.

I allowed myself just a few minutes to give into my grief and then made myself stand up and go to my suitcases. I unzipped them both and then began putting my stuff away in the empty dresser Jos had indicated.

I kept out my pajamas and carried them into the bathroom. After a quick shower, I dressed in my pajamas, neatly folded my dirty clothes and set them on the bench at the bottom of the bed, and then laid out what I was going to wear the next day.

Another one of my grandfather's lessons was to always be prepared to greet the day. It was one I had never forgotten. It was usually painful if I did.

I climbed onto the bed and snuggled down under the blankets. I wasn't used to such a large bed or one so soft. My bed back home had been a single bed in a small room off my grandfather's room. I had been born in that room and lived in it until I came here.

Here was weird.

After twisting and turning for quite awhile, I climbed out of bed, dragging the comforter and a pillow with me, and curled up on the floor next to the window. It was out of the way so I hoped that meant I wouldn't be stepped on if anyone came into the room.

I wrapped the comforter around me as tightly as I could and laid my head on the pillow. I was asleep minutes later.


Chapter Seven

~ Jos ~

Morning came way too early, especially since I hadn't fallen asleep for several hours after I went to bed last night. I couldn't seem to get the saddened look in Miko's eyes when I told him we wouldn't be sharing a room out of my mind.

I hadn't expected that. I had been sure that Miko would be ecstatic that I wasn't forcing him into a relationship he might not want. We needed to get to know each other before he could decide where our marriage would go.

I wanted the choice to be his.

I cracked my eyes open and stared out the window. The sun was just coming up. I could see glimmers of light over the mountains in the distance and the night sky was lightening up.

I laid there for a few minutes, just listening to the silence. It was mid-summer at this point and I knew winter would be here soon. Probably sooner than any of us were ready for. There was still a lot to do to get the ranch ready for the colder weather.

Knowing my list of things to do were growing by the second, I rolled out of bed and went to the bathroom. I took a quick shower and then dressed for the day.

After leaving the guestroom, I stepped over to the room next door and softly knocked. When I didn't receive an answer, I opened the door and looked inside.

The room was empty.

Maybe Miko had already gone downstairs. He did say he was used to waking up early. It wasn't even six o'clock yet, so that was early.

I could hear the low murmur of voices as I went down the stairs and figured some of the ranch hands had already come in. I paused at the bottom of the stairs when I saw pretty much every ranch hand on the ranch standing in front of the large windows overlooking the front yard.

"What are you guys doing?"

"Trying to figure out what this guy is doing," one of the ranch hands replied without looking away from the window.

Huh?

I walked across the room and pushed my way through the small crowd of ranch hands and then stood there, my head half tilted. "What is he doing?"

Miko stood in the middle of the yard slowly moving his arms and legs around in some moves that looked almost choreographed.

It was astonishingly beautiful.

I was mesmerized.

"It's called Tai Chi, a Chinese martial art that was initially developed for combat and self-defense, but later turned into a form of exercise and balancing of the qi in one's body," Wade stated. "It's often referred to meditation in motion."

Every man standing there turned to look at Wade, who just shrugged and said, "I read it somewhere."

Like I believed that.

I walked over to the door and pushed it open, stepping out onto the porch. I took a couple of steps, crossed my arms, and leaned against the porch post.

Watching Miko move really was like watching a living piece of art. His movements were fluid, but exact. Each stretch of his arm, each bend of his leg, all of it was motion, but beautiful in its simplicity.

My brow flickered when Miko stopped, faced east, and then pressed his hands together, and bowed his head. He murmured something, but I was too far away to hear what it was.

When he turned around, he took a step as he glanced up, and then froze when he spotted me. He stared for a moment with hooded eyes before lowering them and continuing toward the house.

When he climbed the steps and started past me without a word, I asked, "Aren't you going to say good morning to me, Miko?"

I didn't like feeling as if I was being ignored.

"Apologies." Miko turned to face me, his eyes still lowered, and gave another bow. "Good morning."

Yeah, that wasn't much better.

When I sighed, Miko took a hasty step back and angled his body away from me as if he was afraid I was going to hit him. I frowned, not liking this more subdued Miko. He was acting like he had when he first arrived.

Granted, that had been less than twenty-four hours ago, but I had seen snippets of his real personality during that time. Now, they all seem to be hidden behind this timid facade.

"Breakfast is going to be served soon," I stated. "You should go get cleaned up."

"Yes, thank you."

I had no idea what he was thanking me for.

I followed him back into the house and then watched as he hurried up the stairs and disappeared from sight.

"Who is he, Boss?" Declan asked.

"That's Miko, my husband." I wanted that made very clear in case any of these hound dogs had any ideas.

"You got married?"

I nodded, still not taking my eyes off the staircase. "Miko is also Monty's kid, so be nice to him. He knows nothing about the ranch. It's up to us to teach him."

"Sure thing, Boss," Axel said.

"Above all else, you must be respectful of him. His life back in Japan wasn't very good." I didn't want to give too much away because it wasn't my place, but I could share a little. "It was very regimented and controlled by others. He's never had the chance to experience life and find things that he likes."

All the men nodded.

"Axel, I want you to find the gentlest horse we have, one for someone who has never ridden before."

"That'd be Sally, Boss. She's got the softest touch."

"After breakfast, can you get her saddled up? Miko expressed an interest in learning to ride and having a horse of his own, but he's going to need a few lessons first."

"Sure thing, Boss," Axel replied.

I crossed my arms before nodding my head toward the dining room. "Mrs. Gibbons should have breakfast about ready. Go head in to the dining room but make sure you leave the seat between me and Monty for Miko."

The men walked out of the room without saying anything. I knew they had a lot of questions, but it wasn't my place to answer them. Miko would let them know what he felt they should know.

I glanced up when I heard footsteps on the hardwood floors on the second floor. When Miko appeared, I frowned. He had changed out of the black pajama looking things he'd been wearing before, but this outfit didn't look much different.

It was all black except for a sliver of white I could see around the collar. The pants flowed a little with each step he took and the shirt had a high collar that was closed with a button on one side and fell down past his hips.

It was a very conservative looking outfit. It made me wonder what he was hiding underneath all that black fabric. Not sure if that had been the intention, but that's where my thoughts immediately took me.

"Breakfast is about ready," I said when he reached the bottom of the stairs. "Are you hungry?"

Miko stood in front of me, his hands clasped together in front of him, his body as stiff as a board. "Yes, thank you."

He still wouldn't look me in the eyes and it was driving me insane. He had the prettiest caramel colored brown eyes in a beautiful almond shape. I especially liked it when they shimmered with excitement or joy.

That was not what I was seeing right now.

I held out my arm, waiting for him to take it. Miko stared at my arm for a moment before raising his gaze to my face. I wiggled my elbow up and down a couple of times and then waited again.

Miko's movements were slow as he reached out to lay his hand on my arm. I tried to send him a reassuring smile as I grabbed his hand and then looped his arm through mine.

"The ranch hands will be here for breakfast so you can meet them. Not all of them are here, but you can meet most of them. The others are out on the range watching over the stock."

Miko glanced up with the first bit of interest I'd seen in his eyes since yesterday. "Stock?"

"Mostly cattle, but we also have some horses."

Miko nodded. "Ah."

"Your father wanted to invest in some sheep for wool, but it wasn't feasible so he got a goat."

Miko blinked up at me. "A goat?"

I let out a little snort of disgust. "Damn fool thing head-butts me every time I go into its pen." It was little more than a glorified pet at this point. It had better accommodations than the cows did. "His name is Bambi."

Miko's brow flickered. "Bambi?"

"Don't ask me why your father gave it that name because I don't know. It was the name of an animated deer in a kids' movie. Not a goat."

Miko looked perplexed.

"You've never seen the movie Bambi?" I asked.

"Never seen a movie," Miko replied. "Was not allowed to watch American television. First Uncle does not like the influence the west has on the Japanese culture."

I didn't like the influence First Uncle had on Miko.

"Maybe we can rent it and watch it later, although I do have to warn you, there are some sad parts to it."

Miko gave a brief nod, his eyes dropping away. "Thank you, but it is not necessary."

Now, what the hell was that supposed to mean?

Before I could ask, Monty came out of his study.

Miko removed his arm from mine, pressed his hands together, and gave a respectful bow. "Good morning, Father."

"Miko." Monty smiled at his son, giving him a hardy enough pat on his shoulder that Miko stumbled forward.

I shot him a glare.

"How are you, son? Did you get enough sleep last night?"

"Yes, thank you."

"Bed not too hard for you, is it?"

A soft flush colored Miko's pale cheeks. "No, sir."

"Good, good," Monty replied. "If you need anything, just ask Jos. He'll get it for you."

Miko didn't say anything, but he did nod his head again.

"Come on." Monty started walking. "Let's go eat. The boys need to get out on the range."

Miko started walking with Monty leaving me standing there by myself.

It was not a good feeling.

I wasn't sure what was going on with Miko, but something had changed since last night. At least, if felt as if something had changed, but what did I know? This could be his normal personality.

I sincerely hoped it was not.

I preferred the happy young man that had been so excited at the prospect of having a horse to this quiet, timid, and distance person.

I followed after Miko and Monty. When we reached the dining room, I pulled out the chair between my seat and Monty's. Miko shot me an undecipherable look and then sat down.

I carefully scooted his chair in for him before taking my seat. "Miko?"

At least he glanced at me.

"I'd like to introduce you to some of the ranch hands. Not all of them are here right now, but you can meet the others later."

Miko nodded so I carefully went around the table and introduced him to all the ranch hands that were currently there. By the time I was done, Mrs. Gibbons had put all of the food on the table and joined us.

"Do you know what you want?" I asked. "If you have any questions about any of the food, just let me know."

Miko nodded again. "Thank you."

I hated that polite tone.

"May I have some eggs?" he asked.

I saw the frown Monty gave Miko out of the corner of my eye as I grabbed the platter of eggs and served some up for Miko. I knew he had heard it to. Miko was once again asking permission for things.

I hated it.

He was also picking at his food, pushing it around on his plate and barely taking more than a few bites. He wasn't getting enough nutrients to feed a bird.

I speared a couple of sausage links with my fork and transferred them to Miko's plate. He paused for a moment, his fork hanging in midair, and then continued eating. He carefully cut the sausage links into bite sized pieces, ate them all in quick succession, and then went back to his eggs.

I still had the feeling that something was wrong, but damned if I could figure it out.


Chapter Eight

~ Miko ~

The food tasted like sawdust in my mouth, but I didn't dare refuse it. Jos has specifically put the sausage links on my plate when I had just asked for eggs, which told me all I needed to know.

I didn't dare refuse to eat what he had given me no matter how hard it was to gag it down. I knew this rule without question. It had been drilled into me every second of every day for my entire life.

I finished the eggs on my plate, set my fork down, and then wiped my mouth with a napkin. "May I be excused?"

I needed to go throw up.

Jos gave a grunt, which I took as a yes.

I stood, bowed respectfully to Mrs. Gibbons. "Thank you for the meal." I grabbed my dishes and carried them into the kitchen. It didn't take me more than a few minutes to wash them, dry them, and put them away.

I grimaced as I glanced around the kitchen. Mrs. Gibbons kept it pretty clean, but there were still a few dishes left over from cooking breakfast. It wouldn't take me long to clean it all up for her.

I grabbed all the dirty dishes and put them in the sink, adding some hot water and soap so they could soak, and then grabbed a clean rag and some cleaner and began wiping down all the counters. Once I was done with that, I dealt with the dishes I had been soaking.

I smiled with satisfaction as I glanced around the clean kitchen. My grandfather had always said hard work was honest work and honest work was satisfying work.

He was right.

I started to head back to my room when I heard a noise outside I couldn't decipher. I cautiously walked to the back door and peered out of the window on the upper half.

I couldn't see anything, but I could hear it. It sounded like whimpering, but not from a human. From an animal. I didn't have a ton of experience with animals. Mostly birds and butterflies.

I had no idea what was making this noise.

I turned the handle and pushed open the door, stepping out onto the back porch. When I walked to the edge of the porch, the noise grew louder. I went down the steps and started to look around. I didn't see anything, but the sound of painful whimpers was growing louder. I followed it, dropping down to my knees to look under the porch.

Two bright blue eyes peered back at me from the shadows.

"Hey," I said in the calmest tone I could muster at that moment. I had no idea what I was facing, but if the whimpers were anything to go by, this little thing was in pain.

I crawled under the porch as far as I could and then lay down on my stomach and scooted closer. It wasn't until I was just a couple of feet away that I realized I was looking at a dog. Maybe a puppy. It was hard to tell its age.

"What seems to be the problem, little guy?" I kept my tone soothing as I moved closer.

When I spotted bits of bloody metal wire wrapped around the dog's leg, I wanted to howl as loud as he did. Someone had hurt this poor thing, and it looked as if it was on purpose.

I crawled a bit closer and then very slowly reached my hand out. I jerked it back fast when the dog snarled and snapped at me. Considering what was done to him, I'd be wary of humans, too.

I had to figure a way to get this dog out from under the porch so I could treat its wounds. I hated leaving it here, but I crawled back out from under the porch, jumped up, and ran into the house.

The only thing I could think of to do was wrap it in something until I could get it out. I doubted they had a muzzle on a cattle ranch and I really didn't want to do that to an injured dog, but a big thick towel might work.

And some gloves, something to protect my hands. I also needed some wire clippers and a first aid kit.

I grimaced as I paused in the doorway between the kitchen and the dining room. That list was going to be a big ask. I wasn't sure what I had for compensation. I doubted Jos would accept an IOU.

I remembered the jade necklace my grandfather had given me. He had said it wasn't worth much, but maybe it would be enough to save the little dog.

Instead of going into the large dining room where I could still hear people talking, I ran upstairs to my bedroom. I went to the top drawer of my dresser and pulled out the small wooden box I kept my treasures in.

I grabbed the jade necklace and stared down at it for a moment. It had been one of the few presents I had ever been given, but this was a life or death situation.

I had no choice.

I closed my hand around the necklace, put the box away, and then headed downstairs. Time was of the essence here. I didn't know how long the dog would survive. I needed to hurry.

I ran into the dining room and over to where Jos was sitting. I swallowed tightly when I saw everyone watching me. I didn't know what the protocol was here. How did I ask for what I needed without letting Jos lose respect?

Life in Japan was all about respect. Failure to be respectful to your elders was incredibly painful, and in this case, Jos would be considered my elder.

"Forgive my impertinence for interrupting you. I meant no disrespect," I said as I gave a quick bow. "A moment, please."

"What's wrong, Miko?" Jos asked.

I shot a quick look around the table before looking back at Jos. "A moment, please," I repeated.

"You can talk in my study," my father stated.

I took a quick step back when Jos stood. If he decided to reprimand me for interrupting his meal, I'd never survive it.

I followed Jos out of the dining room, but tugged on his shirt sleeve before we could head down the hallway to the study. I seriously needed to get back to the dog. "A moment, please."

Jos huffed before turning to look at me. "What is going on, Miko?" he asked. "Why are you acting like this?"

"Please." I held up my jade necklace. "Need towel, clippers, first aid kit, and maybe gloves. This is all I have for payment."

When Jos's eyebrows snapped together, I hurriedly said, "Will work to pay more."

Jos picked up the necklace and turned it over in his hand. "What do you need it for?"

Was he agreeing to the deal?

"There is injured dog."

Jos's frown grew even darker. "An injured dog? Where?"

"Under porch."

Jos's eyebrows shot up. "Our porch?"

I nodded. "Back porch off kitchen."

Jos shoved the necklace back into my hands and took off back into the dining room. I slid the necklace into my pocket as I chased after him. Jos called out orders to the ranch hands as he hurried through the dining room to the kitchen.

He paused to grab a flashlight out of a kitchen drawer and then he was out the door. He hopped off the porch and crouched down, shining the light under the porch.

"Where'd you see him, Miko?"

"Here." I moved to where I had climbed under the porch before and then dropped down to my hands and knees. "He's in the back."

When Jos dropped down beside me and started shining the light underneath the porch, I grabbed his arm "Dog is afraid. Hurt. Must be careful."

Jos nodded before standing back up and looking around. Just then, one of the ranch hands we'd had breakfast came running up with a blanket and a pair of gloves.

"Here, Boss."

Jos hurriedly pulled the gloves on. They looked a little different than the gardening gloves I'd been imagining, hardier and made of tan leather. I hoped them would protect Jos's hands.

"Miko, I want you to stay on the porch," Jos directed. "I'll bring the dog out."

I nodded and quickly climbed the steps. I wanted to argue because I was worried, but that wouldn't get the dog out any faster. It also might make Jos angry. He'd already agreed to do this for me. I wasn't going to push my luck.

Jos dropped back down and then moved out of sight as he crawled under the porch. Another man joined him. The whimpering I'd heard before started up again, growing louder by the second.

When the dog let out a painful yelp and Jos began to swear, I couldn't stop myself from going back down the steps and crouching so that I could see under the porch.

Jos had the blanket wrapped around the dog, but he seemed to be having a hard time pulling him out because the dog was struggling to get away.

I dropped down to my hands and knees and crawled under the porch. There was a lot of yelling and at one point I felt someone try to grab my ankle. I kicked the hand away and crawled a little faster.

When I reached Jos and the dog, I started talking in a low calming tone, and I spoke in Japanese, telling the dog that he was in no danger, that he was safe, and that I would make sure he was taken care of.

The dog slowly stopped struggling, enabling Jos to pull him out from under the porch. I scrambled out behind them. Jos stood up and carried the dog directly into the house. I followed as quickly as I could with my much shorter legs.

Jos carried the dog into the living room and then sat down on the floor with him. "Axel, did you get the stuff I asked for?"

"Got them right here, Boss," Axel replied as he held out a pair of wire clippers and a first aid kit.

"Come help me hold him."

When Axel went to help hold the dog down, the little guy started howling, but it was the saddest, most frightened howl I had ever heard in my life.

"Please, stop," I begged as I moved closer.

"Miko, we have to get the wire off his leg so we can treat his wounds."

"Yes." I nodded enthusiastically. "Wait, please." I turned and looked around until I spotted Mrs. Gibbons. "Need long green leather cylinder in top drawer of dresser."

When Mrs. Gibbons hurried up the stairs, I turned my attention back to the dog and began speaking to him in Japanese again. I kept my tone low and didn't make any sudden movements as I approached the dog.

"Don't get too close, Miko," Jos stated. "Injured animals can be vicious. They don't mean to be, but they are scared and hurt and will lash out at anyone that gets too close."

"He won't hurt me." I made shushing noises as I scooted closer and then continued to speak to the dog in Japanese. It seemed to calm him down, but every time someone in the room moved, he went off again.

I did notice that he was leaning closer and closer to me.

When Mrs. Gibbons came down the stairs with the item I had asked for, I held my hand out for it. As soon as I had it, I opened it up and pulled the medium sized bundle out.

I put the cylinder aside and laid the bundle down on the coffee table, untying the leather straps and rolling the material out. I glanced at the dog and then back at the needles secured in the material.

I grabbed one of the needles and reached out toward the dog. Jos grabbed my wrist before I could reach it.

"What are you doing?"

I so wanted to roll my eyes, but that would be disrespectful and I'd get punished. I needed to treat this dog before that happened.

"It's okay." I gave a gentle tug until Jos released me and then reached back for the dog. As gently as I could, I inserted the needle in the one spot guaranteed to make the dog go to sleep.

"What did you do?" Jos asked.

"I put him to sleep," I replied. "You can treat him now, but don't dislodge the needle. He'll wake up."

I scooted back out of the way so Jos and Axel could cut the wire and treat the dog. Jos barked some orders and a couple of the people standing there took off. Only one of them came back. He had an electric shaver in his hand.

I watched as Jos carefully cut the wire off the dog, my confusion—and a bit of anger—growing when I saw how perfectly the wire was wrapped around the dog's paw.

"Was done on purpose?" I asked.

Jos had a grimace on his face when he raised his head. "It looks that way."

"Why?" I couldn't think of a single reason why someone would harm a dog like this.

"Some people are just mean, Miko," Jos said as he went back to treating the dog.

I watched as he freed the dog from the wire, then shaved the area around the wound, and then finally treated it with medicine and wrapped it in gauze and medical tape.

I was a little confused when Mrs. Gibbons handed him some plastic wrap and Jos wrapped it around the gauze and tape before securing it into place.

"Miko, we need to bath this little guy," Jos said. "Will your needle stay in for that? It would be easier to get this all done before he wakes up."

"Can make no sudden movements."

Jos nodded before sliding his arms under the dog and lifting him up. He carried him into the bathroom. A tub half full of warm water was waiting.

I stayed close as Jos scrubbed the dog up with blue colored soap and then rinsed him off with a hand held shower head. Jos did this twice more before he seemed satisfied.

When he was all done, I held a towel out. Jos grabbed the towel and used it to dry the dog as much as possible before using a hair dryer to finish the job.

"This little guy doesn't look to be more than three or four months old," Jos stated, "but by the size of his paws, he's going to be a big guy when he's full grown, maybe even upwards of a hundred pounds."

"Is that bad?" I asked.

"No, but I'll bet he'll eat someone out of house and home."

Yeah, I had no idea what that meant beyond the fact that the dog would eat a lot. Maybe I could share my food with him?

Assuming I could keep him.

I chewed on my bottom lip as I considered my options. Everyone had said that life on a ranch was hard. People worked from sun up till sun down. One more mouth to feed wouldn't help the situation, but could I really let the little guy go?

Who knows who he would end up with?

I gave a deep bow, bending at the waist. "Please forgive my impertinence, but may I keep?" I asked. "Will work hard, share food. Will take care of dog. Will not cause trouble."

"Jesus-H-Christ, Miko, would you stop bowing?"

I hesitantly stood straight, but I dared not look up. I dug the jade necklace out of my pocket and held it out to Jos again. He hadn't taken it last time, but maybe he would this time.

It wasn't like I had anything else to offer.


Chapter Nine

~ Jos ~

"You really want to keep this mangy critter?"

I mean, sure he'd probably be something once he grew up, but right now he was just a mess of big paws and fur. He had a long ways to go—and a lot of training—before he'd be worth much.

He looked like he might be an Anatolian Shepherd, which was a good breed for a ranch. They tended to be loyal dogs even if they were not that affectionate.

Maybe this wasn't such a bad idea. Anatolian Shepherds were known for their strong protective instincts. If we could get this one to be protective of Miko, it would give him one more thing to help keep him safe on the ranch.

"Please?"

My sigh could have filled the Grand Canyon.

"Are you sure?" I had to ask. Maybe I'd get lucky and he'd change his mind. "Pets take a lot of hard work, especially puppies like this guy."

Miko's eyes finally met mine, but they were so rounded, they dominated his face. "I can keep?"

I had no idea what I was getting myself into, but I couldn't deny the pleading in Miko's eyes. "If you really want him you can keep him, but you have to take care of him. He'd be your responsibility."

"Arigatou gozaimasu." Miko bowed at the waist, saying "Arigatou gozaimasu." Pretty sure that meant thank you.

I hated the bowing.

I handed the sleeping puppy to Miko. "Go get him settled in your room. I'll call our vet and see if he can come give him an examination, make sure his paw is okay. He'll probably need shots, too. Tomorrow, we'll need to go into town and get supplies for him."

"Supplies?" Miko asked.

"He'll need a leash, collar, food bowls, a bed, some toys so he doesn't chew everything up, and until we know if he's potty trained or not, you'll need puppy pads."

Miko's head tilt was the cutest thing I'd ever seen.

"Puppy pads?"

"They are disposable pads the puppy can pee on so he doesn't go on the floor."

"Ah." Miko's brow furrowed. "Is expensive?"

"It can be, but it's worth it in the long run. If you take good care of your animals, they live long happy lives."

When Miko started chewing on his bottom lip, I couldn't help but stare, my body stirring. It was all kinds of wrong, and I was fully aware of that, but I wanted to chew on that bottom lip more than I wanted to breathe.

"How expensive?" Miko suddenly asked. He held his necklace up again. "Is this enough?"

My brows snapped together as I frowned. Just what was going on here? It felt as if every time I turned around, Miko was trying to give me his necklace. I just didn't understand why.

I also didn't understand why his English seemed to go from good to bad and then back to good again. I wasn't even going to ask about the Japanese.

"You don't need to pay with your necklace, Miko. I will pay for whatever the dog needs." I thought that would please him, but from the way his eyes dropped, I guess not. "Miko?"

"Don't want to be an imposition," Miko said quickly. "I can work. I am strong. I can pay for dog."

I doubted he could lift a bale of hay.

However, that wasn't the main concern here.

"Let's take this little guy to rest and then you and I can sit and talk about this. Okay?"

I was thinking there was a lot we needed to go over. Miko seemed to be under some sort of impression that he had to pay his way and for anything he wanted.

That was so not the case.

Miko nodded before quickly grabbing the towel and cleaning up any water that had been left behind. I stood there like an idiot and watched as he wiped the down the bathroom and put everything away just as it had been before. If I hadn't been in here with him, I never would have known he'd been here.

That bothered me.

As soon as Miko was done, I led the way out of the bathroom and up the stairs to his bedroom. I kicked open the door and then stepped inside. Since we didn't have a dog bed set up already, I laid the pup down on the bottom of the bed.

When I turned, Miko was standing in the doorway, his hands gripping the sides of his shirt until his knuckles turned white. His eyes were still downcast, but I could see him peeking up at me every few seconds through the fall of his hair.

Was he afraid of me?

I walked over to sit in one of the chairs by the large stone fireplace. Sitting made me a little less imposing.

I think.

I gestured to the other chair. "Come sit."

Miko grabbed a throw from the bottom of the bed and draped it over the dog before joining me, sitting down in a perfectly stiff posture that made my back ache just looking at him.

Did he think I was going to jump him or something?

"Relax, Miko. We're just here to talk."

He gave me a weak smile, but still wouldn't meet my eyes.

"Do you know you're rich?"

That snapped them up.

"I'm what?" Miko asked.

I chuckled at the bewildered look on his face. "Between your inheritance from your father and our marriage, buying things we need and occasionally want, isn't a problem. You can't buy a gold plated toilet or anything, but you don't have to really worry about money."

Miko pointed to himself. "I have money?"

"You do, and I am sure Monty planned to discuss with you at some point. He's made a lot of investments over the years, so much so that the cattle business is almost a hobby for him. When he dies, most of that goes to you."

Miko quickly shook his head. "Don't want father to die."

"I'm pretty sure Monty intends to stick around for a lot more years, so you don't have to worry about that. I also don't want you to worry about the expense of taking care of your new puppy. There's money there to do that."

Again, I thought this would make him happy. When he frowned, I reached over and took one of his hands. It was ice cold. I held it between both of mine and gently stroked his skin with my thumbs.

"Can you tell me why that upsets you?"

Maybe it was a cultural thing I didn't know about.

"How can it be my money?"

"Because Monty is your father."

"I didn't earn it," Miko insisted.

An inkling of an idea was beginning to form in my head and I didn't like what it was. "Miko, did you have to work for things back in Japan?"

"Yes." Miko nodded. "Worked for food, home, clothes, and education. If I didn't work every day, I didn't eat and had to sleep outside."

And there would be the problem.

God, I wanted to kill these people.

"Here, there will always be food, you will always have a warm dry place to sleep, and you will always have whatever you need. If you never worked another day in your life, you'd still have this stuff. However, if it would make you feel better, I am sure we can find you a job here on the ranch and you can earn your own money."

Miko's eye brightened. "I can work?"

I had no idea what kind of job I could find him, but I wasn't going to tell him no. Not when he looked at me so eagerly.

"I'll talk to Monty and we'll find you something. I just don't know what you might be interested in doing."

"Can do many things," Miko said quickly. "Can cook, clean, know acupuncture, and—"

"Acupuncture? Like what you did with the dog?"

"Yes, it is called Kanpō. It uses herbs primarily, but also focuses on acupuncture."

"And you've been trained to do this?" I hoped he wasn't just practicing for fun.

"Yes, Grandfather was a master. He trained me since I was a baby."

"And the herbs you mentioned, what do they do?" I wasn't too keen on having needles stuck in my body.

"All sorts of things," Miko replied. "That is why I was interested in your Houndstongue. I was curious what medicinal purposes it might have."

My heart climbed into my throat. "Miko, Houndstongue is toxic."

"Most herbs are toxic if you take too much or misuse them," Miko stated. "But I would never use anything that hadn't been fully researched first. That can cause more harm than good."

Okay, at least he knew that much.

"I don't want you to worry about your puppy, okay? We can provide everything for him that he might need and you don't have to worry about the cost. There's more than enough money to cover it."

"But no gold plated doggie toys, right?"

I snickered, a smile spreading across my face. "Probably bad for his teeth." I glanced back at the bed where the puppy was still sleeping. "Is it okay to leave the needle in that long?"

"I should probably take it out," Miko said as he stood. "I wanted to give him a little time to rest without freaking out over his new surroundings. I know what it feels like to be somewhere unknown."

Yeah, he probably did.

"I hope you will come to me if you have any questions or concerns, Miko."

There was that weak smile again, but at least he didn't bow.

"I'd better get downstairs and get to work." I stood and took a couple of steps. "In a little while, I'll have one of the horses saddled for you so I can teach you to ride." I gestured to the loose fitting pants he wore. "Do you have anything hardier than that to wear?"

Miko's eyebrows lifted swiftly. "Hardier?" Just as quickly, they snapped back down over his eyes. "I do not understand."

I pointed to my jeans. "You need something like this when riding a horse. With those thin pants of yours, you'll rub up friction burns on your thighs something fierce and I can tell you from experience, it's not very pleasant."

"Friction burns." Miko's brow flickered. "I can make you an ointment for that."

"We usually just cover them up."

Miko shook his head. "If you're riding horses every day, it'll just increase your chances of getting an infection of you continue to ride with friction burns. If I can get the ingredients, I can make some cream that should heal it up in a matter of hours."

If what he said was true, that would be fantastic.

"What kind of ingredients do you need?"

"I can make a list," Miko replied. "I'm not sure how things are done here in American, but most of this stuff could be found at the local farmer's market back in Japan. My grandfather's butler used to pick it up for me."

"There's a farmer's market in town on Saturdays," I stated. "We can go this Saturday if you want."

Miko's eyes darted to mine. "I can go?"

Pretty sure the frown on my face was going to become permanent. "Of course you can go."

"I leave ranch?"

And there went his English.

"Yes, Miko, you can leave the ranch. I'd appreciate it if you informed me when you do so I don't worry, but you can come and go as you please. You're not a prisoner here."

I had a feeling that had not been the case most of his life.

"Is not imposition?"

I had to think about that one for a moment before I could answer. Either his English was getting worse or my ears were.

"No, Miko, it is not an imposition."

He would never be an imposition.


Chapter Ten

~ Miko ~

I sat next to the injured dog, gently petting him to reassure him as the veterinarian checked him over. He'd been a little freaked out when I retrieved the needle, but had calmed down for the most part.

He still seemed to be wary of others, pressing into me every time someone came close. I hoped that the fact that he didn't avoid me meant he was no longer scared of me.

I liked the idea of having a pet of my own. I'd never had one before. There had been birds and fish at home back in Japan, but they didn't belong to me.

The one time I had tried to adopt a stray cat that had wandered into the family compound, Eldest Uncle had put him to death right in front of my eyes. I never tried again.

"Keep the wound clean and dry, change his bandages once a day, and make sure he gets plenty to eat and drink. He should be fine in a couple of weeks."

"Thank you, Doctor."

The older man smiled. "Most people call me Doc or Doc Hank."

I gave a quick nod. "Miko."

"Keep an eye on him and don't let him go outside unsupervised for awhile. I don't want him falling into the wrong hands and ending up like this again."

"Are you saying this was done deliberately, Doc?" Jos asked. "Any idea who might be doing it?"

As much as I hated to admit it, I had drawn that conclusion as well. There was no way the puppy could have gotten that wire wrapped around its paw like that without human help.

"There have been a few other incidences around the county over the last couple of weeks. I've informed animal control and the sheriff, but so far there are no suspects."

"Was it just dogs?"

"No." The veterinarian started putting his stuff away in a black leather bag. "To my knowledge, there have been attacks like this on two dogs, three cats, and one horse."

"All the same way, with wire wrapped around them?" Jos asked.

"Pretty much. The type of wire has changed here and there, but the method seems to be the same." The vet shook his head as he glanced down at the puppy in my arms. "Whoever is doing this is sick in the head."

I couldn't agree more.

Jos crossed his arms and stared down at the dog for a moment before looking at the vet. "Do you think this is something we need to be worried about here on the ranch?"

"It wouldn't hurt to be a little extra vigilant, especially since you found the dog here on the ranch, but honestly, I think it's just a bunch of stupid kids."

If it was indeed kids doing this, then I had to wonder about their parents. Kids had to be taught evil. They weren't born that way. Cruelty to animals was learned behavior.

"Well, I'd better get going. Got a steer to check out over at the Walker place. Damn thing tangled with a mountain cat."

"Tell Cooper and Ethan hello for me," Jos said.

"Sure will."

I waited until the vet had left the room before turning to Jos. "Cooper and Ethan?"

"Yeah, they own the Eagle Creek Ranch on the other side of the valley. They raise mostly cattle, but they've recently gotten into the horse business. Since we tend to raise more horses than them, we do business together from time to time. Good people."

"Do you know them well?" I admit curiosity was eating away at me, and maybe just a bit of jealousy. An emotion I had no experience with and wasn't sure how to deal with.

"Not that well honestly. Ethan took over his father's ranch about a year ago. He's a lawyer from back east. I'm more familiar with Cooper. He's been at the ranch for about ten years, but didn't become the foreman until Ethan arrived."

I felt like there was a story there, but I wasn't brave enough to ask.

"It's just about time for your riding lesson," Jos stated. "You ready?"

"Oh, um." I glanced down at my pants. "This all I have."

Jos frowned as he looked me over. "Maybe we need to take you into town and get you some ranch clothes. Those might work fine for that stuff you did this morning in the yard, but they'll never last on the ranch."

I grimaced just imaging the cost. Back in Japan, I'd only been given new clothes once a year, and then it was only two sets. If anything happened to them, I had to either repair them or go without.

"Get your puppy and bring him downstairs. Mrs. Gibbons can keep an eye on him while we run into town and get you something to tide you over until we can order you a new wardrobe."

I lifted the puppy into my arms without comment. While I understood the concept of a new wardrobe, I had no practical experience with it. I wasn't exactly sure what all it entailed.

I followed Jos downstairs to the kitchen. He directed me to the new doggy bed set up in the corner. I gently laid the puppy down as to not aggravate his injury and then gave him a gentle pat on the head.

In Japanese, I told him to behave himself and not cause Mrs. Gibbons any trouble. I also told him I would be back as soon as I could and I would take him outside for a bit.

I doubted he understood a word of what I said, but he licked my hand anyway. I didn't care what anyone said, this little guy was a keeper.

When I stood, I turned, pressed my hands together, and gave a respectful bow to Mrs. Gibbons. "Thank you."

"Of course." Mrs. Gibbons smiled as she glanced at the large puppy. "He's a sweet boy. He'll be fine until you get back."

With one last glance at the puppy, I followed Jos out to his pickup. I climbed into the passenger seat and secured my seatbelt before folding my hands in my lap and looking out the front window.

"Ready?" Jos asked.

I nodded.

"There are a couple of places in town that we don't go," Jos said as we got underway. "A bar called Bobby's Place is at the top of that list. The people there aren't very nice."

Jos gave me a look that made me think they'd eat me for breakfast. "There are a few other places. I'll point them out as we go through town. You should never frequent those places, okay? Especially not alone."

"Yes," I answered just so he knew I'd heard him.

"If anyone gives you any trouble, you just tell them that you're my husband and you belong to the Cross Creek Ranch. They should leave you alone."

I leaned forward a little as I turned my head to look at Jos. "Is okay to say husband?"

Jos's eyebrows snapped together. "You're my husband, ain't you?"

I wasn't so sure.

We'd come in from the airport without any stops so I hadn't had that much time to look around. I had been too afraid of where I was headed to take much notice anyway.

This time was different.

We were apparently quite a ways out of town so there was nothing but woods and open field for awhile. When I slowly started to see houses I knew we were getting closer.

"How big is town?" I asked as I glanced at Jos.

"Well, let's see." Jos frowned for a moment. "I think we had somewhere around seven thousand people at the last census, but there could be more or less now. That was a couple of years ago."

I knew enough to know that was pretty small. Osaka, Japan had almost three million people. Huge difference.

When we reached town, Jos began pointing out different businesses, some we could visit and some we could not. It was a quaint little town, something I was totally unfamiliar with. Osaka was a bustling city. This was not.

Jos parked the truck in front of a small clothing store. I glanced out the window and stared at it for a moment.

Jos climbed out of the truck and walked around to my side, opening the door. I undid my seatbelt and then slid out onto the sidewalk. I stuck pretty close to him as we walked inside.

I wasn't exactly afraid, but I didn't know the rules for a place like this. It wasn't like I'd been inside of a clothing store before so I had no idea what to expect.

"Hey, Agnes," Jos called out.

"Jos, what brings you in today?"

I glanced around when I heard a woman speaking until I spotted her near the back of the store, a stack of boxes in her hands. She had a bit of gray at her temples and some wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, but other than that you couldn't tell she was a day over thirty.

Jos looped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me forward. "This here is Miko. He needs to be outfitted for the ranch. Just a couple of changes of clothing for now. We'll come back for more later."

I swallowed nervously when the woman's eyes pinned on me. Jos hadn't said exactly who I was so I wasn't going to either.

"What size do you wear, honey?"

"Um, seventy-one centimeters."

The woman frowned. "What's that in inches?"

"I believe its twenty-eight inches." If my measurement conversion was correct.

She looked me up and down for a moment before nodding. "You look to be a small in shirts. I think I can get you properly outfitted for the ranch."

"Oh, um." I glanced at Jos. He said just a couple of things. What did "outfitted" entail?

"Go into the dressing room," Agnes stated. "I'll bring you some stuff to try on."

What in the hell was a dressing room and where was it?

Jos grabbed my wrist and pulled me over to a curtained doorway. He shoved the curtain aside and then stood back. "I'll be waiting out here for you. I want to see everything when you try them on, make sure the fit is right."

With that, he pushed me into the room and drew the curtain. I glanced around, not that there was much to see. It was a rather small space. There was a bench on one side and several hooks in the wall just above it.

I wasn't sure what I was supposed to be doing until someone knocked on the wall. "I have some things here for you to try on," Agnes called out.

I moved the curtain aside with my arm and then took the small stack of clothes she held out to me. After dropping the curtain, I set the clothes on the bench and started undressing.

I was a little curious as to what she had picked out for me. I'd never gone to a store to try on clothes before. There were two pairs of jeans, one dark and one faded. Of the three shirts she had included two were button up and one was a simple black T-shirt.

I tried on one of the button up shirts and the dark jeans first. The jeans, while fitting well around most of my body, were a little long. They also weren't the same loose fitting pants I usually wore so it felt a little weird.

I stepped out of the dressing room so Jos could see. He was sitting on the small couch across from the dressing room. He looked me up and down before giving me a nod.

I glanced down at my feet. "They are a little long. I think I need a shorter pair."

"They need to be a little long," Jos stated. "You need room for your boots."

I was getting boots, too?

"Go try the others on."

I went back into the dressing room and undressed, carefully refolding the clothes I had just tried on and setting them on the bench, and then put on the next set. When I stepped out of the dressing room this time, Jos just stared at me, not saying a word.

I started to grow nervous.

Did I look bad?

Did the faded jeans and the T-shirt not fit right?

"You can wear those," Jos finally said. "Wear the flannel shirt over the T-shirt."

I gave a nod.

"Go gather your stuff and bring it out. I'm going to go talk to Agnes for a moment."

I was so confused.

When I came out of the dressing room a moment later, Jos was at the counter with Agnes. She was scanning tags on clothes before putting them into a bag.

A lot of clothes.

"Jos—"

"Since those jeans and stuff fit you so well, I figured it would be a good idea to grab a few extra pairs. I also grabbed you some more shirts." I gestured to the other side of the store. "We need to get you some boots."

Still confused, but I followed Jos over to where the boot display was located.

"Do you see anything you like?"

I glanced at the wall and then down to the boots Jos was wearing. They were brown and faded, almost distressed looking, but that gave them a unique look that I liked.

"Can I get some like yours?" I asked.

"What size do you were?"

I did the quick conversion in my head. "Size nine, I think."

Jos scanned the row of boxed shoes until he found what he was looking for. He grabbed them and walked over to a bench. "Sit down and try these on."

I slid off my shoes and grabbed one of the boots, pulling it on. It was a little bit of a tight fit, but I figured that was due to them being brand new. Once I wore them for awhile they would loosen up.

I pulled the other boot on, tugged my jeans down over them, and then stood up. When I heard a swift inhaled, I glanced up at Jos. "What?"

He was staring at me weird.

The man shook his head. "How do those feel?"

"A little tight, but aren't they supposed to when you first get them?" I'd never worn cowboy boots before, but I had had winter boots in the past. The basic concept had to be the same, right?

"How tight?"

"Not too much." I pointed to the widest part of my foot. "Most of it is here."

"All right, grab your shoes and let's go to the register. If these don't loosen up in the next couple of days or you start to feel uncomfortable, we'll come back and try a different size."

Like I'd complain. I was getting new clothes and new boots. It was a gift I didn't often receive. I wasn't going to be ungrateful by complaining.

I grabbed everything and hurried after Jos, meeting him at the check-out counter. Agnes came around the counter with a pair of scissors and began cutting off tags, which I had totally forgotten about.

That would have been embarrassing.

My mouth dropped when the final total was rung up. Three hundred and twenty dollars? That was insane.

I grabbed Jos's arm. "That's a lot of money, Jos. I don't—"

"Are you going to deny me my right to buy new clothes for my husband?"

My head snapped back and I quickly glanced around to see if anyone had heard his words. Agnes seemed to be the only other person in the store and she was sporting a wide grin.

"No, but—"

"Baby, you need the clothes if you're going to be staying at the ranch. While I am sure your clothes are comfortable and worked for you in Japan, they won't work here."

Baby?

Since when?


Chapter Eleven

~ Jos ~

Miko was silent for the trip home and I couldn't figure out why. Was he that upset that I had spent money on him? He needed the clothes. What he had brought from Japan wasn't going to cut it on the ranch. And it wasn't that much money considering what we had bought.

I knew he had hang-ups about money, but this was ridiculous.

"Miko."

"Hai?"

It was a pretty language even if I didn't understand it.

"I don't want you to worry about the money we spent today. I'd outfit anyone that worked on the ranch and didn't have what they needed." While that was mostly true, I probably wouldn't have spent as much on a simple ranch hand.

"Really?"

I nodded, but kept my eyes on the road. "If you're going to learn to ride, you need proper equipment just like a horse does. It only makes sense."

When I glanced briefly at Miko, his shoulders seemed a little more relaxed. I hope that meant he'd taken my words to heart.

"Are you excited about learning to ride?" Seriously, I'd spoken more since Miko had gotten here than I had in the last ten years. I was a little surprised at myself.

"Yes," Miko replied. "Never been on horse. Never even seen horse in real life. Seen pictures, though."

"There are a few rules you need to remember when being around a horse. It's for your safety and the safety of the horse. You can never forget these rules, okay?"

Miko nodded so I started going through the rules he needed to remember when riding a horse. There weren't a ton of them, but each one was important. If Miko got kicked by a spooked animal, he'd likely die.

When we pulled up to the ranch house, I frowned seeing the sheriff's SUV parked there. I quickly turned off the engine and climbed out.

"Sheriff, there a problem?" I asked as I approached the man.

Sheriff Ken Madras turned and sent me a grimace.

That was not good.

"Jos." Ken nodded to me. "I received a report from the vet that you found a mangled dog?"

Okay, that was a relief. It wasn't something bigger.

I nodded. "Miko found him under the back porch. Had wire wrapped around its paw."

"Miko?"

I glanced back to the truck and gestured for Miko to join us. When he did, I pulled him close to my side. "This is my husband, Miko Cross. Miko, this is Sheriff Ken Madras. He's out here to ask about your dog."

I was in no way surprised when Miko pressed his hands together and gave the sheriff a quick bow. I'd actually kind of grown used to that way of greeting people.

The locals were going to have a field day with him.

"You got married?" the sheriff asked.

"Miko is Monty's son." Pretty sure that was all I needed to explain about that. "We got married a couple of days ago."

Sheriff Ken squinted as he looked at Miko, making me feel just a bit uncomfortable. "He any relation to those foreigners we got staying in town?"

Just that fast my eyebrows snapped together as I frowned. "What foreigners?"

"Didn't get a name, but they are staying at the hotel in town. Been there since yesterday."

"Not the day before?" It would make sense for the lawyer that had brought Miko to us to stay overnight in a local hotel, but not for him to stick around. He hadn't seemed like a guy that wanted to stay in this part of the world very long.

"No, Mabel told me that they came to town yesterday and booked a couple of rooms at the hotel for the next week."

"Then I doubt they have any connection to Miko."

At least, I hoped they didn't.

When Miko visibly shuddered and moved closer to me, I wrapped an arm around his shoulders and pulled him even closer. I didn't know what had freaked him out, but he was definitely upset about something.

"Can you keep an eye on those foreigners, Ken?" I asked. "It's probably nothing, but Miko had a bit of trouble back in Japan with his mother's family. If they are here to make trouble, I want to know about it."

Preferably beforehand.

Ken's eyes flickered to Miko. "Yeah, sure."

"I'd appreciate it."

"I still need to see that dog," Ken stated in his no nonsense tone. "I also need to get some pictures. This crap has been going on a little too long for my comfort. I want to have enough evidence to back up my case when I find the idiots doing this so I can give them a nice long vacation behind bars."

"He should be in the kitchen with Mrs. Gibbons."

I kept an arm around Miko as I led the way up the steps to the porch and then into the house. As soon as we stepped inside, Miko pushed away from me and hurried ahead into the kitchen. By the time I got there, he was sitting on the floor with the puppy in his lap.

"He's a big one, isn't he?" Ken mused.

"I figure he'll be upwards of a hundred pounds."

Ken let out a snort. "At least."

Yeah, I saw a lot of bags of dog food in my future.

"He seems to have taken a liking to your husband though."

I couldn't say Ken was wrong. The pup was curled up in Miko's lap, trying to lick the hand Miko was using to pet his head. From what I could see, there wasn't an aggressive bone in his body. He seemed perfectly content right where he was.

I was a little jealous.

"I need to get some picture of his injuries," Ken stated. "The vet already gave me his report, but I need corresponding pictures to go with it."

"Do we need to unwrap it?"

"That would be best," Ken replied.

"Miko, why don't you unwrap his paw and let Ken take some pictures while I go get the first aid kit?" We'd need to wrap it up again once Ken was done taking pictures.

It didn't take me more than a couple of minutes to run upstairs and get the first aid kit we'd used before and then hurry back downstairs to the kitchen, but by the time I arrived Ken was already taking pictures of the pup's injured paw. Once that was all done, we applied more medicine and wrapped the paw back up.

I smiled as I watched Miko fuss over the puppy. He seemed really enamored of the furry creature. "Have you decided on a name yet?"

"Kouki," Miko replied. "It means strong, powerful, and tough."

Once the puppy grew into his paws, the name would suit him.

"I'm going to walk Ken out and then we'll see about those riding lessons."

Miko nodded, but his attention was on the dog. I chuckled as I shook my head and followed Ken out of the kitchen. I'd bet any amount of money that that damn dog was going to end up in bed with Miko tonight.

Outside, we waved goodbye to Ken and then I led Miko over to the barn. Wade was waiting for us with Sally and Bucky already saddled and ready to be ridden.

As I went over the horse riding rules with Miko once again, I saw a smile start to spread across his lips. I hadn't realized until that moment how much I missed seeing it.

It was amazing to me how so much could change in just a few short hours. A week ago, I didn't even know Miko was alive. Now, I was saddened that I didn't get to see him smile more.

That was weird, right?

"I'm going to take you around on Bucky a little bit, get you used to being on a horse." I swung myself up onto Bucky and then held out my hand. "Come on up."

Miko seemed to swallow hard before grabbing my hand. It was easy to pull him up in front of me. He probably weighed less than a newborn colt.

"You ready?"

Miko nodded enthusiastically.

I gave Bucky a little nudge and then guided him out of the barn to the corral. I had to keep my arms firmly wrapped around Miko so he wouldn't fall off, but that seemed like a plus to me, not a negative.

"Hold the reins," I directed. Once Miko grabbed them I covered his hands with my own and gave them a little flick. "Have you ever driven a car?"

"No."

Yeah, I didn't think so.

"Okay, think of standing in one spot with your arms spread out like an airplane. If you veer to the left, the airplane goes left. If you veer to the right, the airplane goes right. With me so far?"

"Hai."

"Riding a horse is just like that." I tugged the reins to the left and Bucky expertly turned to the left. When I tugged them to the right, he went right.

Bucky was a well trained horse.

"See what I mean?"

"Hai," Miko answered again, but his tone was more animated.

"Okay, you do it," I said as I released the reins and settled my hands on his hips. "Take him on a couple of turns, but make it easy and slow. If you jerk the reins, he's going to jerk."

I could feel Miko's excitement as he steered Bucky around the corral. The man was practically vibrating in his skin.

"Want to go a little faster?" I asked after several rounds around the corral.

There was a wide grin on Miko's face as he glanced at me over his shoulder. "Can we?"

I smiled back as I tightened my grip on him. "Flick the reins a little harder," I directed. As soon as Miko flicked the reins, Bucky started moving faster, going into trot.

"Faster please?"

I chuckled. "You want to go faster?"

"Hai!"

I grabbed the reins with one hand, keeping the other firmly wrapped around Miko's waist and then flicked the reins, making a clicking sound with my teeth and tongue.

I chuckled when Miko stretched his arms out to his sides as I had described before. Some emotion I had never felt before ignited in my chest as I watched the delight on his face as he tilted it up to the sun.

Miko's infectious laughter echoed through the air around us when he veered his arms to the left and I made Bucky turn left. When he veered to the right, I made Bucky go right.

Wanting to hear more of Miko's laughter, I urged Bucky into a full gallop. Miko let out a scream and scrambled to grab the saddle pummel. For a moment, I thought I needed to stop, but then I heard his laughter again.

We couldn't keep going in circles at this speed so I gestured to Wade to open the corral gate. As soon as he did, I guided Bucky out into the open range, running him at top speed. Miko's laughter followed us every step of the way.

This could become very addicting.

Finally, after a good long ride, I slowed Bucky down to a gentle trot. As much as I wanted to keep on riding—and hearing Miko's laughter—I knew it wasn't good for the horse.

I turned Bucky so that we could head toward the little creek not too far away. He needed some water before we headed back to the barn. It would also give Miko and me a chance to stretch our legs a little bit.

Strangely, the silence between us wasn't uncomfortable. I wasn't sure what was going through Miko's mind, but as curious as I was, I wasn't going to ask. He'd tell me if he really wanted me to know.

When we reached the creek, I slid off Bucky and then held my hands out to Miko so I could help him dismount. Once Miko was standing on his own feet, I led Bucky to the creek and then looped the reins around the pummel of the saddle.

"Thank you, Jos," Miko said after a few minutes. "That was amazing."

When I glanced down at him, he was still smiling. Only this time he was smiling up at me. "You ready to head back and try riding on your own?"

For just a moment, Miko's smile wavered before he said, "Hai."

Not sure what that was all about.


Chapter Twelve

~ Miko ~

I wasn't ready to head back to the barn. It was peaceful and quiet out here. I knew the main ranch was off in the distance somewhere behind us, but there were trees and open fields as far as I could see.

I kind of wanted to stay and walk around a bit.

"Jos?" I asked hesitantly.

"Yeah?"

I pressed my lips together for a moment before asking, "May we walk a little more?"

Jos's dark brows slanted over his eyes. "I reckon that would be okay."

I think that was a yes.

"How far is the ranch?" I asked.

"You are standing on it."

"I mean the house."

"Oh, I guess about a half a mile east of here, maybe a little more."

Yeah, I saw nothing.

I also hadn't realized we had come this far. "Is horse okay?"

"Yeah, Bucky loves this kind of stuff. Being cooped up in the barn is his idea of hell. He'd rather be out roaming the range."

Me, too, as it turned out.

"Where are the cows?"

This was a cow ranch. Shouldn't there be cows?

Jos gestured west of us with his head. "The boys have them out a little further. We try not to let them graze in one place for too long so we move them often."

I squinted at Jos for a moment. "What is graze?"

"Oh." Jos looked perplexed for a moment. "It means to eat grass, I guess. Not sure what the actual definition is, but when the cattle are out eating the grass on the range we call it grazing."

The word was a little weird, but the concept was good. I knew a bit about rotating crops since I had to grow a lot of my own vegetables growing up. Horses weren't crops, but I imagined the concept was similar.

"Miko!" Jos suddenly grabbed me, jerking me hard enough to make me stumble. "Get back to Bucky now!"

"Wha—" Before I could ask what was going on, I was picked up and tossed over Jos's shoulder. It was a bumpy ride as the man took off running. I held on as tightly as I could, but there wasn't much to grab onto except Jos's belt buckle.

I seriously thought about grabbing his ass...right up until he tossed me up onto his horse. Jos mounted up in front of me this time, grabbing my arms and wrapping them around his waist.

"Hold on tight."

I knew exactly why he said that when he jerked the reins and Bucky took off running back toward the main house.

I held on for dear life.

That little instinct button every human being has was flashing bright red right now, screaming at me that something was seriously wrong. I just didn't know what it was, and that made it just a little more frightening.

My heart was thundering so hard in my chest I almost missed the low rumble that started filling the air behind us. One glance over my shoulder and I wished I had never looked.

"Jos!"

"Hold on, Miko," Jos yelled at me. "Don't let go."

I glued myself to Jos's back and held on for all I was worth. I knew there was a word for all those cows running toward us, kicking up dust and dirt, but in my panic I couldn't remember what it was. I just knew I didn't want to be here right now.

I forgot to swallow when I glanced behind me and saw the cloud of dust and horns headed in our direction. "Go faster," I shouted to Jos. "They are catching up."

I felt a spurt of speed in the horse underneath me, but realized too late that it wasn't going to work. Bucky stumbled, sending Jos and I went flying through the air.

I heard a terrified scream and didn't realize until it had suddenly cut off when I hit the ground that it came from me. Something heavy came down on top of me, stealing the air from my lungs. I could barely breathe. Spots danced in my eyes, warring with the tears of pain flooding them.

I gasped and tried to push the heavy weight off of me so I could suck in some much needed oxygen, but whatever was holding me down had me surrounded.

Panic started to set in.

Was I going to die?

With my last grasped of air I called out for the one person I knew could save me. "Jos."

It came out as more of a croaked murmur.

"Stay still, Miko!" The words were whispered into my ear, but they echoed like thunder.

I heard Jos grunt a few times and felt him jerk against my body. I was terrified of what was happening to him. When I looked into his eyes I was surprised to find tears in them. We stared at each other, no words spoken, for what seemed like forever.

And then the noise suddenly stopped.

Jos lifted his head and glanced around for a moment and then looked back at me. "Are you okay?" His hands started moving over me inch by inch, going over my shoulders, down my arms, and then to my legs. "Are you hurt anywhere?"

I mutely shook my head. I was terrified, but I didn't feel any pain anywhere. "What happened?"

"Cattle stampede." Jos closed his eyes for a moment, the corded muscles of his neck straining. When he opened them again, the tears were gone, but his cornflower blue eyes were faded with pain.

I frowned as I watched him stagger a couple of steps when he got to his feet. I quickly got up and went to him. "Where are you hurt?"

"I'm fine, Miko. Just a couple of kicks from the cattle."

I didn't believe him.

"Show me," I insisted.

"Miko, it's—" Jos's head snapped around and then he took off running, skidding to a stop several feet away before dropping to his knees. Bucky was down, lying on his side and panting heavily.

Jos unbuckled the saddle and let it slide away before starting to check him over. Even from where I stood I could spot the blood on his backend.

Once Jos examined the wound, his head dropped down to his chest and I could swear I heard him whisper Bucky's name. He stayed like that for so long, I started to grow concerned.

I started walking toward him, but when he got up and drew the gun he had holstered to his side, I broke into a run. "What are you doing?" I shouted as I grabbed his arm.

"Miko, stop!"

"No!"

I refused to let go.

"Miko, stop," he said again. "You don't understand. Bucky is injured. His back leg was mangled by a horn. He won't heal from this. The kindest thing I can do for him is put him out of his misery."

"No hurt!"

"Miko—"

I darted between Jos and the horse, spreading my arms out to my sides to prevent him from getting past me. "No!"

"Miko, stop!"

Jos grabbed my arm with one hand and tried to pull me out of the way. I could see the exasperation in his face, mixed with a whole lot of misery, but I couldn't let him shoot Bucky.

I wasn't positive I could save Bucky because I hadn't been able to get a good look at his injury yet, but I still wanted the chance to try.

"Please, don't hurt Bucky."

Jos paused for a moment, dragging his hand down over his face before reaching up to tilt his hat back. "Miko, he's got a leg wound. Most horses don't come back from an injury like that. I'm trying to do the humane thing here."

I narrowed my eyes and then jumped forward to tap at pressure points on Jos's neck. I caught him when his eyes rolled back into his head and gently lowered him to the ground.

It wasn't easy. The man weighed a ton.

I stared down at him, my heart aching that I'd been forced to do that. I just had no other choice. Jos loved Bucky. He might not have said it, but it was loudly spoken in the gentle care he had for his horse. He'd be devastated if Bucky died, especially if he was the one to pull the trigger, even if it was the humane thing to do.

Now I just needed to figure out what I was going to do.

I figured the first thing on my list was alerting others that we needed help. I searched Jos for his cell phone, finding it on a holder attached to his belt. I quickly pulled it off and scanned through the names listed.

I dialed the first one I recognized.

"Hey, Boss, what's up?"

"Wade?"

Confusion laced Wade's voice as he asked, "Miko?"

"Hai."

"Uh..."

"Yes, is Miko. Need help." God, my English was escaping me right now. I took a deep breath and tried again. "Jos and Bucky were hurt in stampede. We need help."

"Oh, fuck," Wade replied. "Where are you?"

"West of house near creek."

"Okay, I know where you are. We'll be right there."

"Wait, you need to bring a truck for Jos and something to move Bucky."

"Bucky?" Wade asked in a hesitant tone.

"Bucky got hurt in the stampede, but I think I can save him. We just need a way to move him back to the barn. Once I treat him, he can't be moved. I also need someone to bring a first aid kit and the green leather case from the top drawer of my dresser."

"Yeah, okay, we'll be there soon."

Once I hung up, I placed the cell phone back on Jos's belt. I wasn't sure what to do with the gun. I'd let Wade handle it when he got here. I didn't want to touch it. Guns were not something I had experience with.

I quickly looked Jos over, checking to make sure none of his injuries were life threatening. I didn't think they were, but I knew he might have internal injuries I couldn't spot. As long as the cows didn't come back, I wasn't going to move him.

Now, to Bucky.

It was easy to see where he was injured. Blood covered the jagged wound on his hindquarter. Before I could start to assess the injury, I needed to calm Bucky down.

I moved to his head and started speaking Japanese to him in a low, calm tone. I told him everything was going to be all right, even if I wasn't sure it was, I told him that he wouldn't feel any pain soon, and I told him how much Jos loved him.

I'm not sure how much of what I said Bucky understood because I didn't know horses that well, but his breathing calmed and he stopped shuddering so hard.

I guess that was something.

I moved back to the injury. I tore off the bottom of my T-shirt and wiped away as much of the blood as I could so I could see exactly what I needed to do to fix Bucky. The injury wasn't that deep, but it had torn into muscle quite severely.

I then understood what Jos had wanted to do. I might be an expert on horse anatomy, but I knew what it meant when muscle was destroyed like this. For a horse, it was a devastating injury.

I still felt that I might be able to do something.

I worked feverishly to stem the flow of blood while keeping Bucky as calm as possible. My movements, while frantic, were slow and measured as to not spook him.

Or me.

I was freaking out here a little bit.

I just hoped Jos didn't wake up before I could get help. I didn't have time to argue with him right now. Bucky had to be my first priority.

Relief flooded me when I heard the sounds of a vehicle approaching. It was going rather fast. When I looked up, I saw one of the ranch trucks tearing across the field right for me.

I prayed it stopped in time.

When it skidded to a stop several feet away, it threw up dust and debris into the air. Wade jumped out of the driver's seat and raced over to me, my green leather case in his hands.

"Are you okay?" was the first thing he asked.

I nodded as I held out my hand. "Case please."

Once Wade handed it over, I set it on the ground and unrolled it. I picked two needles. One that would block Bucky's pain receptors and one to keep him immobile. I didn't want him thrashing around when we tried to move him. I also didn't want him to feel any pain while we did it.

"Boss?" Wade called out as he shook Jos's shoulder. "Boss?"

"Let him sleep," I ordered. "I don't want him waking up until this is over with. If we have to put Bucky down, I don't want him to be the one to do it. He doesn't need that image in his head."

I was surprised when Wade listened to me.

"Do you think you can save Bucky? Most horses don't come back from injuries like this, Miko. You have to know that."

"Jos said so, but I'm going to try."

I refused to just give up. This horse meant too much to Jos.

"What do you need me to do?" Wade asked.

"Is there a doctor we can call to come check Jos out? He protected me after we fell. I don't think he has any broken ribs or internal injuries, but I'd prefer a doctor confirmed that."

"We should probably call an ambulance for him."

I nodded absently as I inserted the needles into Bucky. I was careful where I placed them, trying to remember the anatomy of a horse. I'd treated smaller animals a lot more.

I glanced up when I heard the sounds of hoof beats on the ground, my breath catching with fear that it might be another stampede. I was a little less terrified when I saw three men on horseback racing toward us.

But just a little.

"What happened?" one of the ranch hands asked as he reached us. I wasn't exactly sure who he was.

"Axel, you and Beau need to get the boss back to the house and call the doctor to come check on him," Wade ordered.

Axel grimaced when he looked at Bucky. "Wade, you know that—"

"Just do it!" Wade snapped.

Axel huffed as he turned and walked over to Jos. Another man joined him and between the two of them, they got Jos moved to the back of the truck.

"I'll drive him to the house," Axel said. "You can take my horse back."

Wade waved his hand, but never stopped assisting me with Bucky.

I appreciated that.

"The front loader is almost here," Wade said. "We can move Bucky with that."

I had no idea what a front loader was, but if it would move the horse I was all for it.

"I need someone to call that vet that came out and looked at Kouki, ask him to come out. I also need someone to run into town and get a list of herbs for me so I can make a poultice."

Wade glanced up and looked at the other two ranch hands. "Who can make a run into town and get some stuff for Miko?"

One of the ranch hands nodded. "I'll go. I just need a list."

"You have phone?" I asked.

The man nodded before unclipping his cell phone from his belt and handing it over. I quickly found the note app, opened it up, and then began writing out everything I felt I would need. I added a little extra so I could make a soothing bath and some tea for Jos to help his aches and pains.

When I handed it back, I said, "I need this fast."

The man nodded once before taking off for his horse.

I glanced up and looked back toward the house. "How much longer for that front loader? I need to start treating Bucky right away." The more time that passed, the less chance I had of successfully treating Bucky.

"Declan," Wade said, "go find out what's keeping Trent."

I guess all we could do now was wait.


Chapter Thirteen

~ Jos ~

I groaned when I opened my eyes, a sharp pain shooting through pretty much every part of my body. I felt as if I had been run over by a truck...or a herd of cattle.

"Miko!" I shouted when I remembered the stampede.

I groaned for a second time when I shot up, my aching muscles resisting any type of fast movement.

Yeah, that would be a cattle stampede.

I took a moment to breath before glancing around the room. This did not look like the guestroom. I frowned when I realized I was in Miko's room.

How the hell did I get in here? And where was Miko?

I needed to find him.

I staggered to my feet and raced out the door. I checked the room I'd been sleeping in just in case mine and Miko's rooms had gotten mixed up. When I didn't find him there, I hurried downstairs.

I paused at the bottom, my eyebrows drawing together when I realized how absolutely silent it was in the house. There was always a bit of noise coming from somewhere.

It was kind of eerie.

I could see clearly into the dining room and the living room and they were both empty. I checked Monty's office before heading to the kitchen. Except for Miko's puppy, it was empty, too.

Where the hell was everyone?

I walked through the kitchen to the backdoor and stepped out onto the porch. My eyes narrowed when I saw the vehicles parked outside the barn. One of the trucks I recognized as a ranch vehicle. The other truck belonged to the local vet.

I had no idea why the front loader was parked outside the barn until I remembered that Bucky had been injured during the stampede. As soon as that thought came to me, everything else flooded my mind.

I jumped off the porch and then took off running toward the barn as fast as my aching body would allow. I wasn't sure what had happened once I passed out after the stampede, but I was damn sure going to find out.

When I reached the barn, I just stood there listening to the low murmur of voices and watching a small crowd of people staring into one of the stalls as if fascinated by what they were seeing.

What were they seeing?

I walked over until I reached the small crowd and then pushed my way through to the edge of the stall. What I saw inside shocked my speechless.

Miko and the vet were hovering over Bucky, who seemed to be very much alive. His eyes were open and his chest rose up and down as he breathed, but he wasn't moving.

The vet was slowly sewing up the wound on Bucky's backend. He was talking to Miko about what he was doing and Miko was explaining about some...medicinal herbs?

I anxiously scanned Miko from head to toe. He looked okay. His clothes were a little dirty and there was some blood smeared on them, but I couldn't find any signs of injury.

At least not on him. Bucky was another story.

"Miko, you're okay?" I asked as I stepped into the stall, aching to touch him and reassure myself that he was really okay.

Miko gave me a scathing look. "I fine."

Oh, we'd already reached broken English stage and we were just at the first question. This was going to be fun.

"Bucky fine, too." Miko stood up and walked over to Wade, holding his hand out. My eyebrows shot to the top of my head when Wade handed him my gun. Miko carried it back over to me and handed me the gun. "You shoot now or when he heal. You choice."

Pretty sure my jaw dropped to the floor when Miko turned and stormed out of the stall, his anger sucking the air out of the room like a vacuum.

What had just happened?

Wade whistled low under his breath before stating, "Guess you're sleeping on the couch tonight."

Wouldn't matter if I did. I wasn't sleeping in Miko's bed anyway.

"Okay," the vet said, "keep the wound clean, change the bandages twice a day, and make sure he stays off that leg for at least a week."

What?

I swung around to stare at the vet. "Bucky is going to be okay?"

He didn't need to be put down?

"Yeah, surprised the shit out of me, too, when I saw the wound." The vet chuckled as he shook his head. "I still don't understand half the stuff your husband did, but Bucky should make a full recovery."

My legs went weak and I sank to the straw covered floor. "He's going to make it?"

The vet nodded.

"Will he be lame?" That was the worst thing I could think for a horse to go through. It sucked the life out of them.

The vet put his stuff away and then stood. "No, like I said, he should make a full recovery."

How?

"Doc, I saw the wound after the stampede," I stated. "There's no way he could have walked away from that."

"Well." The doc pushed his glasses up his face. "My understanding is that he didn't walk away from it. He was carried here in your front loader."

Huh?

I glanced at Wade when he chuckled.

"You should have seen Miko, Boss." Wade's laughter grew louder. "He was like a little general barking out orders and refusing to allow anyone to put Bucky down. Swore up and down he could fix him, and by golly, he did."

"I thought he was going to hand Axel his head when he argued with Wade about not putting Bucky down," Beau said. "To be honest, none of us thought Bucky would make it."

I was right there with them on that one. After seeing the wound on Bucky's hind end, I had been positive the only thing to do was to put him out of his misery.

How could I have been so wrong?

Had I been wrong?

"Doc, how is this possible?" I asked. "I've lived on a ranch most of my life. I know what it looks like when a horse gets a wound like that. The humane thing to do is put them down. How could Bucky make a full recovery?"

"I only understood about half of what your husband explained to me, but it apparently was a combination of acupuncture, pressure points, and herbal medicine." The vet shook his head as if amused by something. "I've been in this business a lot of years, but it turns out I could still learn a thing or two about saving animals."

Apparently, I could, too.

"Your husband said he would sit down with me one of these days and discuss some of his techniques with me, maybe teach me some of it. I'm going to buy some of the books he recommended and see if I can integrate some of that in my own work. If it can save a few more impossible cases, it'd be worth the cost of the books."

Okay, now I was curious.

I scooted over to Bucky and started stroking my hand down his neck. "Hey, boy. How are you doing?"

Bucky let out a little snort.

His eyes were a good color and he wasn't breathing heavy, but considering what had happened to him, I was still kind of concerned. "Doc, did you give Bucky something for the pain?"

"No, your husband did that."

"Huh?" I turned to look at him. "What do you mean?"

"He was performing acupuncture on Bucky when I arrived. Not only had it slowed the bleeding, but it was keeping Bucky calm enough for me to work on him. Then he made some herb mixture that I've never heard of, spread it on the wound, and Bucky calmed right down. Dangest thing I ever did see."

I only understood about half of what the vet said, but I did know I had Miko to thank for my horse still being alive. That was clear enough. I needed to thank him, assuming I could get him to talk to me.

I had the distinct impression that I had pissed Miko off in some manner. I just wasn't quite sure how. It was obvious I needed to go talk to him and work this out.

"Wade, can you keep an eye on Bucky for me?" I asked as I stood. "I need to go talk to Miko."

"Yeah, sure, but I doubt it'll do you any good. He's pretty pissed."

I was afraid of that.

"I still need to try." Having Miko pissed because of something I'd said or done didn't sit well with me. "Do you have any clue what he's upset about?"

I certainly didn't.

"Pretty sure it has to do with Bucky," Wade replied. "When I arrived in the field, you were passed out cold. Miko told me not to wake you until after he dealt with Bucky. He said if we had to put him down, you didn't need that image in your head."

I frowned as I glanced back at my horse. "Miko didn't want me to be the one to put Bucky down?"

"That's the impression I got."

Huh.

"Bucky's my horse," I stated. "It's my responsibility."

"I'm just telling you what he said, but what you need to remember is that Miko wasn't raised here. He might not understand."

That was true.

"I'll go talk with him."

"Yeah." Wade snorted. "Good luck with that."

Pretty sure I was going to need it.

I admit, I walked out of the barn with uncertain steps. We'd known each other less than a week. I had no idea how to deal with Miko. He wasn't a rancher or a ranch hand. He wasn't a businessman from town or a customer here to buy cattle. He was a beautiful little man that had my guts in a twist.

I was pretty much doomed.

I could see the light on in the second floor window and knew Miko was probably still awake. I hurried up the steps to the back porch and then walked into the kitchen.

Mrs. Gibbons was at the stove, stirring something in a pot that smelled mouthwatering. "Is that dinner?" I asked hopefully.

She turned and smiled at me. "I know it's a little late, but people still need to eat."

I certainly did.

"I need to go up and talk with Miko. Just call us when dinner is ready."

"It's got about an hour to go."

I nodded my understanding and then walked out of the kitchen. My steps were a little slower when I approached the stairs and then walked up to the second floor. I still had no idea what I was going to say to Miko.

A marriage license, while making things legal, didn't help one bit when it came to communicating with the person you married. Having never been married before, I had no idea what I was doing. I just knew I didn't like Miko being mad at me.

That was a weird feeling for me. I usually didn't give a damn what people thought. Having known I was gay for most of life, I'd had insults thrown at me and a few fists. I'd grown hard against that type of thing.

This was different. The scathing look Miko had given me out in the barn had twisted my guts and made me feel like the scum on the bottom of his shoe. I didn't like feeling that way.

When I reached Miko's room, I took a calming breath and then knocked on his door. As pissed as he had seemed, I wasn't positive he'd answer, but I could hope.


Chapter Fourteen

~ Miko ~

I frowned as I glanced toward the door when someone knocked. I really didn't want company right now. I knew eventually I'd have to leave my room, but at the moment, I was enjoying the solitude.

Never thought I'd think that. I'd always hated being alone back in Japan. What brief interactions I'd had been mostly my grandfather, the servants, and the guards.

With the exception of my grandfather, everyone else pretty much ignored me and I had hated it. No one was ignoring me here, but at the moment, I kind of wished that they would.

I sighed when the knock came again. I picked Kouki up and carried him over to his doggie bed and gently laid him down in it. He still wasn't ready to be walking on his own so I was carrying him everywhere.

When the knock came for the third time, I hurried over and pulled the door open. I almost slammed it shut when I saw Jos standing there.

"What you want?"

Yeah, screw English. Japanese was better.

"I'd like to speak to you, Miko," Jos stated. "May I come in?"

Like I could stop him.

I left the door open as I turned and walked back over to the bed, sitting on the edge of it. I didn't say anything. I just sat there twisting my fingers together, waiting to hear from Jos. He was the one that wanted to talk anyway.

Jos stepped into the room, shutting the door behind him. He slid his hands into the pockets of his jeans as he walked over to stand in front of me. "Thank you for saving Bucky."

"Doitashimashite."

Jos squinted at me. "Does that mean you're welcome or fuck you?"

I snorted. "Oroka na otoko."

"Don't know what that means either."

"Stupid man," I said as I looked up. "You stupid man."

I had kind of expected Jos to get angry with me for calling him stupid, but he just nodded and said, "That's true enough."

I'd never understand this man.

When Jos dropped to his knees in front of me, I started to scoot back, but he grabbed my hands. I swallowed tightly, my heartbeat going to fast I feared I might pass out.

"I'm sorry," Jos said earnestly. "I know you're mad at me, but I don't know why."

How could he not know?

"You want to shoot Bucky." Jos groaned when I pulled my hands free and then slammed them into his chest. "You got hurt."

That might be what I was most upset about.

I slammed my hand into Jos's chest again. "You no hurt."

I let out a string of curses in Japanese, but I doubted they had any effect on Jos beyond the widening of his eyes. He didn't understand a word of what I was saying, but that was okay. I understood.

Jos just cocked an eyebrow.

I rolled my eyes as I looked away. Maybe I should teach him some Japanese so he knew when I was cursing him out.

On the other hand, if he didn't understand my words I was less likely to have my head handed to me because I was being rude.

"I didn't mean to get hurt, Miko, but you have to admit that I am far more capable of taking damage like that than you are. Those cattle would have pulverized you."

They could have pulverized him, too.

"You lucky."

"I was lucky," Jos admitted. "I could have very easily died in that stampede, but I'd much rather me die than you."

My eyebrows snapped together as I glanced back at him. "Why?"

No one except my grandfather had ever cared if I lived or died, and he'd only wanted me around because I was his last link to his daughter. Most of my relatives would have preferred that I died.

"You're my husband, Miko," Jos said. "I don't want anything to happen to you."

"Not husband," I insisted stubbornly.

Jos's eyes rounded. "Are you saying you don't want to be married to me?"

"Married people share the same room. They share lives together, not separately. They comfort and support each other through the good times and the bad. They are not strangers to each other."

At least, that was what I had learned in all the books I'd read. Maybe my idea of what a marriage was supposed to be was somewhat skewered, but I refused to give up that idea even if it wasn't real.

"Miko, when we got married, you didn't know anything about it."

"I know now."

Jos's smile felt placating as all hell. "Yes, but this wasn't something you chose. Hell, I don't even know if you're gay."

I shrugged. "I don't know either, but what I do know is that I accepted this marriage and you. If that means I'm gay, then I am gay."

Jos grabbed my hands again, holding them in his strong grip. "Miko, it doesn't work that way."

I blinked rapidly and ducked my head when tears welled up in my eyes. It was obvious that I was being rejected. Maybe I wasn't someone he was attracted to or even wanted to consider as a spouse.

I was the bastard child of an American man and a Japanese woman. My family despised me for that fact. Maybe Jos did, too. I'd never been good enough for them and now I found I wasn't good enough for the man that was supposed to be my husband.

Well, it wasn't anything I wasn't used to. I'd been living the life of an outcast since the moment of my birth, ostracized and ridiculed almost every single day.

Why should here be any different?

"I understand," I said in a low respectful voice as I pulled my hands free, pressed them together, and gave a proper bow with my head. "Thank you for explaining it to me."

I refused to force myself onto someone that didn't want me. If Jos was determined to be married in name only, so be it.

Jos huffed. "Miko."

"I'd like to sleep now."

"Miko, we need to talk about this."

I pinned my gaze on Jos, my eyes meeting his. "What is there to talk about?" It was all I could do not to snap at him. "You have made your position very clear. I won't force you to be my husband if you don't want me. We can even talk with my father about a divorce and then you can find someone you do want. I won't stand in your way or make things awkward for you."

A gasp left me when Jos suddenly surged up, pressed me into the mattress, and hovered over me. His face darkened with rage and it was mere inches from mine.

"No divorce!" he snarled. "I don't ever want to hear that word come out of your mouth again. You are mine and you'll stay mine until the day you die!"

I should have been terrified.

I wasn't.

I was mesmerized.

Jos looked so fierce right now. His arm muscles bulged as he hovered over the top of me. His jaw was clenched and his eyes were flashing with rage, turning them from cornflower blue to dark shards of blue glass.

I looked Jos square in the eyes and said, "Rikon."

Jos's eyes narrowed. "I refuse."

I cocked an eyebrow. Apparently, he knew what that word meant. Some perverse part of me became curious. I wanted to see what his reaction might be to me saying divorce again.

"Rikon. Rikon. Rikon."

Jos's eyes blazed. His hand clenched around my braid, pulling my head back so my face was angled with his. His lips smashed down on mine and he thrust his tongue into my mouth.

I moaned as I lifted my legs and wrapped them around Jos's waist, our cocks aligning and rubbing against each other. Guess there was no question if I was gay or not. My dick felt like a steel pipe in my pants.

I wasn't going to let him get away this time.

Jos suddenly stopped kissing me and lifted his head to stare down at me with an intensity that made my heart stop. It felt as if he was searching for something. I wish I knew what it was. I'd help him find it.

When he climbed off of me and stood, I reached out a hand for him, desperate to have him back, but Jos just turned and hurried out of the room.

My hand fell back to the bed, tears forming in my eyes. I laid there, unable to move, unable to think, unable to breath.

He had left me.

He had kissed me and then he had left me.

Was I that undesirable?

That unwanted?

In that moment, I wanted to curl up and die. I wanted to beg my grandfather to tell me why he had let me live if this was to be my fate.

I was on the verge of rolling into a fetal position when Jos came rushing back into the room, kicking the door closed with his foot.

He wasn't wearing boots.

He crawled back onto the bed, moving over the top of me. He froze when he looked down at me and then reached up and gently wiped a tear away. "Why are you crying, Miko?"

"You left."

I hated his grin.

Jos held up the items in his hand. "We need supplies and I didn't think you'd have any in here."

Supplies?

"Can't have gay sex without them."

Like I'd know that.

"What are they?" I asked.

"Lube and condoms."

I wasn't so out of touch that I didn't know what those were. I just hadn't thought about them in terms of sex between two men.

Made sense, though.

"Clothes off, Miko." Jos's voice was thick with lust and slightly rough. "I want what's mine."

Oh, hell yeah.

I shivered as Jos released me. My hands shook as I started stripping my clothes off right where I was. I tossed them over the side of the bed and then sat back to watch Jos remove his clothes.

When he was done, he crawled back up onto the bed, hovering over me again. He cupped my face, melding our lips together in another kiss that made my toes curl.

The man was a really good kisser.

I moaned with wanton abandon when Jos cupped my ass in his large hands, pulling me closer, taking the kiss deeper. Goose bumps broke out over my skin when Jos's hands left my ass and slid over my back. I wanted to climb the large man like a monkey and hang on until we became one entity.

A low guttural growl left Jos's lips.

"Beautiful," Jos whispered as his eyes roamed over my naked body. The molten heat in his blue eyes was smoldering, burning me alive. "You are so beautiful."

That was news to me. I'd always been told I was ugly due to my American features. No one ever called me beautiful.

I fisted the sheets Jos's hands smoothed over my legs. I was dying to move, to wiggle around and beg Jos to fuck me already, but I sealed my plea behind my lips. Jos seemed to be on some sort of mission, and I wasn't about to mess that up.

My eyes damn near rolled to the back of my head as Jos's fingertips played over my skin, slowly making their way up my thighs toward my aching cock. I whimpered at the slow pace.

When Jos wrapped his large hand around my hard shaft, I couldn't stop my moan. I spread my legs wider as Jos stroked my cock from root to tip and then back down again. Jos's other hand cupped my balls, massaging them between his fingers.

He was really good at that.

I writhed and squirmed on the bed, moaning loudly as I succumbed to the waves of ecstasy trying to pull me under. I lay there, drowning in a floodtide of exquisite pleasure as Jos took me to another place, a place where I was no longer my own person. It was a place where Jos owned me, mind, body, and soul.

"Come for me, Miko."

My back left the sheets as I arched up and cried out, hot jets of cum shooting from my cock. The pleasure was pure and explosive. I shouted Jos's name, thrashing my head from side to side as my orgasm sucked every last bit of air from my lungs.

Jos stroked my cock through my entire orgasm. I panted heavily as Jos milked my cock, pulling every last drop from my balls.

"You're sexy when you come, Miko," Jos whispered. "The way you look at me makes me feel like I could conquer the world."

I licked my lips as I gazed at Jos, wonderment filling me. I was always so amazed that a man like Jos not only wanted me but wanted to keep me.

I watched as Jos swiped his fingers through the cum cooling on my groin and then reached below me. My breath hissed out of my mouth when Jos circled my hole with his large finger. At that moment, all I wanted was to feel Jos deep inside of me.

Jos reached over, grabbing the lube he had tossed onto the bed. I started to shudder when a slick finger entered me and moved around. It felt a little weird at first, but quickly exploded into unimaginable pleasure.

I bit my bottom lip when two more fingers entered my tight ring of muscles, pushing back as Jos stretched me.

It felt fantastic.

"Pull your legs up, Miko."

I hitched my hands under my knees and pulled them to my chest. Jos leaned forward, taking one of my nipples into his mouth as he breached my hole again. I grabbed at Jos's head, clutching at his hair, my body tingling from tip to toe.

Jos slid another finger inside of me as he sucked at my nipple, bringing it to a taut peak. I knew he was trying to distract me, and it was working. I begged with my body for some sort of release even though I had just come moments ago.

My dick didn't care about that fact.

It wanted more.

So did I.

Jos nipped my skin, telling me without words to behave. I released Jos's hair, trying to focus as Jos inserted a third finger. It was hard. I tried but couldn't focus to save my life.

"I'm going to fuck you now, baby, and I'm not going to stop until you scream my name."

Yeah, that wasn't going to be a problem. Jos's name already hovered on my lips from the last time I'd screamed it.

Jos rose up between my legs, pushing my knees farther back. He quickly tore the condom packet open, rolled his down his leaking shaft, and then lined his cock up with my ass. I held my breath and pressed my shoulders into the mattress as Jos pushed into me.

I panted as the sting of being filled coursed through my backside. I curled my fingers into the sheets as Jos began to move, slowly pushing in and out of me. It was raw and hot and made my head swoon. The feelings coursing through my body threatened to drown me.

I lifted my legs up and wrapped them around Jos's waist, pressing my heels into the top of his ass cheeks. I wanted Jos to fuck me until I was unconscious.

Jos tucked his body neatly into mine as he grabbed my ankles and lifted my lower body high into the air, assaulting my ass with his huge cock. Jos pulled back and then slammed into my ass, his large cock grazing something inside of me that made my toes curl as he repeated the move a few more times.

"You are mine!"

I squirmed and cried out, Jos's possessiveness hitting me harder than the cock filling my ass. I was being pulled into the depths of pleasure as Jos fucked me like there was no tomorrow.

"Say you're mine, Miko."

"Hai! Hai!"

Jos growled as he fucked me harder, deeper, and with more aggression. There was no doubt in my mind that Jos was claiming me, placing his ownership on me. He was making me his for all eternity.

Sweat trickled down Jos's darkly tanned skin as he hammered into my ass. Jos growled and dropped my legs, taking my lips in a mind-altering kiss.

Fingers dug into my hips as Jos switched his position, creating an amazing sensation that started to overwhelm me. My body tingled and buzzed, my heart beating faster as I felt a tingling shoot up my spine.

I shouted out Jos's name as my orgasm grabbed me and roared up my spine and down to my groin. My cock erupted, splattering all over my stomach and Jos's. Jos snapped his hips, his cock stretching my ass to the limits.

"Jos," I cried again as Jos pounded into my ass. I was lost, so damn lost in the feeling of Jos taking me over, dominating me with his body. I was losing my damn mind and loving it all at the same time.

I shuddered when Jos threw his head back, roaring out my name as hot spurts of seed flooded my ass. He continued to thrust into me several more times before collapsing down over me. Jos kissed me for a moment before gazing into my eyes.

"Guess you're gay, huh?"

I snickered. "Looks that way."

Jos's arms wrapped around me, pulling me snug to his body. His thigh slid between mine, and one arm anchored me in place. I smiled as I closed my eyes. Being gay wasn't so bad.


Chapter Fifteen

~ Jos ~

"What are these?" I asked in a low tone when Miko opened his eyes. I'd felt the patches of slightly raised skin on his back the night before, but I hadn't thought much of it in the heat of the moment. Now, I wanted to know.

"How did you get them?" I asked as I stroked my finger over one of them.

Miko's eyes dropped.

"Miko?"

"Punishment."

My jaw clenched. I instantly knew what the small scars were caused by and I wanted to kill someone. "Is this what you meant when you said no punishment? You didn't want to be whipped?"

Miko gave a curt nod.

I grabbed Miko and pulled him to my chest, wrapping my arms around him. "No one will ever whip you again or hurt you like this. They'll have to go through me first."

"They ugly."

They probably were, but they were also proof that Miko had survived whatever horrors caused them.

"We all have scars, Miko. Some physical, some emotional or mental. It's how we deal with them that makes a difference."

Miko's head tilted back so he could peer up at me. "You have scars?"

"My Pa was an alcoholic that beat my Ma every day until she just finally gave up one day and died. I was about fifteen at the time. He'd knocked me around as a kid, but when I grew bigger than him, he stopped. On the day we buried her, I beat the crap out of him, packed my stuff, and walked away. I never saw him again."

"Where he now?"

"I heard a few years back that he had tried to pick a fight with the wrong person and ended up in a coma. He died a couple of weeks later."

"I sorry."

I smiled as I pressed my cheeks against Miko's head. "We all have scars, Miko. None of them are pretty. All you can do is accept that it happened, learn from it, and move on."

"First Uncle preferred this method of punishment, but he used others. I quickly learned not to disobey the rules, but sometimes that didn't even work. Others would break the rules and the blame would fall on me. First Uncle never believed me when I said it wasn't me. After awhile, I just gave up."

I clenched my hand into a fist and rested it against his naked back. "Did your grandfather every whip you?"

"Only once," Miko replied. "I snuck out of the compound to go to a street festival. I was spotted by one of the family and dragged back. I think Grandfather whipped me that time to remind me never to sneak out again and get caught. If I hadn't gotten caught, he wouldn't have done anything even if he had known."

I still didn't think that was a good reason to whip someone, but I could see how it could happen.

"You know we don't whip people here at the ranch, right?"

I had to be sure he knew that.

"How do people get punished if they break the rules then?"

I let out a little snort. "They usually get fired."

Miko's brow flickered. "Fired?"

"I think rules is the big issue here, Miko. The ranch doesn't have a lot of them. Granted, there are things you shouldn't do simply because it isn't right, but beyond following the laws of the land, there's just not a lot of them. If you do something really stupid, you'll get fired and asked to leave the ranch."

Miko pushed himself up into a sitting position, the blanket pooling at his waist. "What rules?"

"No stealing, not hurting others, don't hurt animals, don't set a fire, stuff like that. Common sense stuff. We don't have archaic rules here, Miko. This is not feudal Japan. It's a ranch in the heart of Montana."

"You'll tell me if I break the rules?"

"I don't think you will simply because you're not the type of person to want to harm someone else or their property, but if a situation comes up, I'll tell you. I promise."

"No leaving?"

I shook my head. "You'll never be asked to leave, Miko." I swear to that on a stack of bibles if that would make him feel better. "Just be yourself and you'll be fine. And if you are ever unsure, ask me. I'll tell you."

"Hai." Miko smiled as he settled back down next to me, lying his head on my chest. "I ask."

Just then Miko's stomach grumbled.

I chuckled when his face flushed red. "Why don't I show you the delights of a shared shower and then we'll go down and get something to eat?"

"Kouki, too?"

I didn't groan.

That was a plus.

"Kouki, too."

* * * *

I'd been moved back into Miko's room for a couple of months now. Luckily, there had been no more talk about divorce. I still seethed every time I thought of that word or how it sounded coming out of Miko's mouth.

I hated it and prayed I never heard it again.

Miko seemed to be settling into married life okay. He'd certainly taken to being gay readily enough. The nights we spent together were filled with so much passion that my cock became instantly hard every time I thought about them.

I certainly had no complaints.

It was outside the bedroom that there seemed to be issues. It wasn't one simple thing I could put my finger on, but every once in awhile, Miko went quiet and seemed to withdraw into himself. Granted, the instances of this happening were getting fewer, but they were still there and that bothered me.

I rapped my knuckles on Monty's open door to get his attention. When the man glanced up and gestured for me to come in, I stepped into the room, making sure I shut the door behind me.

Monty had his eyebrow cocked. "It's going to be one of those conversations, huh?"

"I wanted to talk to you about Miko," I said as I settled myself in a chair across the desk from him.

"What about him?" Monty asked. "Is there something he needs? Something he wants? Is he having problems settling in?"

"No, I think he's settling in just fine, but..." I shook my head, not sure how to say this or even if I should. "I think something is still bothering Miko."

"Something like what?"

I shook my head again. "I'm not sure."

Monty frowned at me. "Not helpful, Jos."

"He won't talk about it with me. Every time I ask him about it, he says nothing is wrong." I knew he was lying, but I didn't know how to get him to trust me with whatever was going on with him.

"Maybe it's just a matter of time, Jos. Miko spent his entire life in that stupid compound. Leaving there to come to America was a big enough shock, and then he found out about me and you two got married. That's a lot to take it. It's only been about two months. He needs time to fully trust us and get used to living here."

I hoped that was all it was, but I doubted it.

"How are things between the two of you?" Monty asked. "I've noticed that you seem to have grown closer over the last couple of months."

"We're good as far as I know." I wasn't going to go into how much things had changed between me and Miko. That was nobody's business but ours. "I think we're both committed to giving this marriage a fair shot."

"Good, good." Monty smiled as he glanced out the window. "Miko needs someone in his corner, someone that will put him first. I'm getting older. I won't be around forever. Miko needs someone that will be there for him for the long haul."

I had every intention of being that someone.

I glanced at the door when someone knocked.

"Come," Monty called out.

The door opened and Wade stuck his head inside. "Jos, man, you're gonna wanna see this."

My eyebrows snapped together as my heart started to climb into my throat, making it hard to breathe. "See what?"

Had something happened to Miko?

Wade gestured for me to follow him. "You gotta see it with your own eyes, man."

He had a grin on his face so I didn't think it could be all bad.

Right?

I jumped up and followed Wade out of Monty's office. He headed through the kitchen to the backdoor, then off the porch and across the yard to one of the corrals by the barn.

I could see several of the ranch hands standing around the fence before I even got there. A couple of them were sitting on it. No one was saying a word.

As soon as I reached the corral, I pushed through until I reached the fence. Words left me as I caught sight of what had fascinated them all into silence.

Miko was riding around the corral as if he had been born in the saddle. More confusing yet, he was riding Bucky. Bucky never let anyone ride him except me.

I was struck by the fact that I never truly thought Bucky would be able to be ridden again and yet the proof as right in front of me that Miko had been right. He'd healed my horse. Bucky was galloping around the corral as if he had never been injured at all.

I rested my arms on the top of the fence and leaned into it. "Well, would you look at that?"

"I thought Bucky was a goner for sure," Wade said, "but whatever Miko did seemed to do the job. He looks even better than he did before he got injured."

He did look better.

I just wasn't sure why.

When Miko slowed and rode closer to my part of the fence, I climbed over it and hopped down to the other side. Miko rode right up to me and stopped. He had a big grin on his face as he looked down at me.

"Did you see him?" Miko asked.

"I did." I stroked my hand over Bucky's flank. "There's barely even a scar."

"Oh, I made some ointment for that," Miko said quickly. "It's actually supposed to help the healing process, but it also has the effect of diminishing scars."

Of course he did.

"Mind if I come up?"

Miko's eyebrows lifted for a moment before he scooted forward and then removed his feet from the stirrup. I grabbed the pommel, fit my boot into the stirrup, and then pulled myself up behind Miko.

I took the reins from Miko, gave Bucky a gentle nudge with my boot, and then made a tsking noise to get him moving. We rode gently around the corral several times as I tried to get a feel for how Bucky was riding. His gate seemed normal and even paced. Even when I sped him up, he still ran normal.

"You think he's ready to go out on the range again?" I asked as we slowed.

"He should be," Miko replied. "I wouldn't take him on any long rides yet, but I think he's good to go on a daily basis. He's been out of commission for several weeks so he needs to work his muscle tone back up first."

I held the reins with one hand and wrapped the other around Miko's waist before leaning in close to his ear. "Thank you, Miko."

"Doitashimashite."

I'd been around Miko enough now to know that meant "you're welcome". I was picking up more Japanese every day. I'd even purchased a dictionary and signed up for an online learning class. I wanted to be able to talk to Miko in his native language, even if I wasn't sure what I'd say.

"Who is that?"

I glanced up and looked around until I spotted the two cars coming up the driveway. I didn't recognize them, mostly because they were fancier than I usually saw around the area.

"I'm not sure," I told Miko. "Guess we should go find out."

I guided Bucky over to the fence line and then help Miko down to the ground. After I climbed off, I handed the reins over to Axel. "Can you give Bucky a wipe down? I need to go see to our company."

"Sure thing, Boss."

"Wade, you're with us." Since I didn't recognize these cars, I wasn't taking any chances. "Miko, you stay close to me, okay?"

"Hai."

The three of us headed for the house, climbing the back steps to get to the porch and then walking around to the front of the house. We reached the front steps just about the time the two cars stopped and doors opened.

Miko inhaled sharply and edged closer to me when three men climbed out of the two vehicles. One I recognized as the lawyer that had delivered Miko to us. One was older, with shorter gray hair. One looked younger, buffer, and he had a definite bulge under his suit jacket.

I glanced down at the shivering man beside me. "Miko?"

"That's First Uncle," Miko whispered, "my grandfather's brother and the head of the Kaneko family."

That would explain the fear wafting off of Miko.

"I'm not giving you back."

The loose strands of Miko's dark hair fell back from his face as he tilted it up to mine. "I'm not going back."

Good, just as long as that was understood.

"Can I help you?" I asked when three men approached.

"I am Nitori Kaneko," the older man stated. "I'm here to speak to my brother's grandson."

I clenched my jaw at how easily he dismissed Miko. "He has a name."

Miko tugged on my sleeve, but when I looked down, his gaze was on the two cars. It wasn't even on the three men standing in front of us.

That told me all I needed to know.

I tilted my head to the side, turning it slightly. "Wade, call the others," I said in a low voice. "I want them armed and ready for anything."

"Trouble, Boss?" Wade asked.

"I'm not sure yet." I returned my attention to the three men standing at the bottom of the steps. Granted, I had never fully looked away from them, but still. I wanted to keep them where I could see them. "What business do you have with Miko?"

The old man rested both hands on a silver tipped cane. "That is between Mitsuaki and myself."

At least he used Miko's name this time, even if it wasn't the one he preferred.

"If you want to speak to Miko," I said as clearly as I could, "you'd best be telling me what you want here or you can forget about it."

"It's family business."

"Well, I'm his husband," I corrected him. "That makes me his family."

The man's distain was clear to see as he looked me up and down. I knew that he was dismissing me as if I was the help. Technically, I kind of was. I might currently own fifty-one percent of the ranch, but I was still the foreman.

He might also have a problem with me being gay.

Fuck him.

"What do you need to talk to Miko about?"

If he didn't answer this time, I was kicking him off the ranch.


Chapter Sixteen

~ Miko ~

To say I was scared was an understatement of epic proportions. I was terrified. First Uncle never spoke to me unless he wanted something and it usually involved some manner of pain and humiliation on my part.

I was pretty sure he'd have to go through Jos to get to me this time. I was more concerned with who else might be in those two cars. Only First Uncle, the lawyer, and one bodyguard had climbed out. I knew there were more and they were probably just waiting for orders.

"I am no longer a member of the Kaneko family," I stated as bravely as I could, but my voice still trembled. "What is there to talk about?"

When First Uncle's eyes snapped to me, I cringed.

I should have kept my mouth shut.

First Uncle stared at me for a moment, his gaze intent, bringing back painful memories of when he had looked at me like this before.

It never ended well for me.

I almost caved, but then I heard the rapid footsteps and realized the ranch hands had joined us. For some reason, that gave me the courage to look my uncle straight in the face.

"I have nothing to say to you." My courage was bolstered when I felt Jos's arm tighten around my waist. "You never liked me and wished me dead on more than one occasion. Now that I am out of your life, I don't understand why you are here."

Unless it was to kill me, and the glare he was giving me told me he was thinking about it. Luckily for me, he had a whole lot of people to go through before he could get to me.

"Is there somewhere more...private we can talk, Mitsuaki?"

Was he really not going to leave?

"There's nothing to—"

"You can use my study, son," Monty said as he stepped up next to me and Jos. I hadn't even realized he had come out of the house.

Pure loathing flared from First Uncle's eyes as he stared at my father. I almost wanted to step between the two men to protect my father. Not that it would do me any good. He was much taller than I was. I could stand sandwiched between them and they would still be eye to eye.

I glanced up at Jos. "What do you think?" I whispered.

"If you don't want to talk to him, you don't have to. He can't force you, Miko. He might have been able to do that back in Japan, but this isn't Japan. It's Montana. We could get away with shooting his ass."

As much as I was amused by that thought, I didn't think it would solve my problem. "I don't think he'll go away until we listen to what he has to say."

Jos sighed heavily. "If that's what you want."

"What I want is your promise not to leave me alone with him or his men." I didn't trust a damn one of them.

"You have it."

"Thank you."

"Doitashimashite," Jos replied, much to my surprise. He chuckled when my eyebrows went up. "I've been listening and learning."

That was kind of cool.

I turned back to my uncle. "I'll give you ten minutes, but then I want you gone, and I don't want you to come back."

If I never saw the man again, I'd be happy.

"I'm going to go ask Mrs. Gibbons to make some tea and coffee. Can you escort First Uncle to the living room? I don't think we need to use my father's study."

Not only was the room smaller than the living room, but it was my father's sanctuary. I didn't want First Uncle tainting it with his presence.

"If that's what you want," Jos replied.

I saw him turn towards Wade as I darted inside the house. I hope he was giving out orders for people to keep an eye on the two cars and everyone that had come in them. I didn't trust First Uncle one damn bit.

"Mrs. Gibbons," I said when I walked into the kitchen. "We have guests. Can you make some tea and coffee for everyone?"

"Of course," she replied as she turned to me. "What kind of tea would you like?"

I smirked. "Those instant baggies will do just fine. Just drop four or five of them into the teapot to seep."

First Uncle prided himself on his tea collection. He'd had it imported from all over the world. The instant teabags we had could be bought for less than three dollars for ten individual baggies.

I hoped he choked on it.

By the time I walked back into the living room, everyone was seated except Jos. He stood behind one of the large wingback chairs. He gestured for me to come sit and then stood behind the chair.

Besides First Uncle, the lawyer, and the bodyguard, two other bodyguards and an older man about First Uncle's age had joined us along with a young woman I had never seen before in my life.

I tried not to look nervous as I reached back and grasped the hand Jos had settled on my shoulder.

I doubted I fooled anyone.

"So, what did you need to talk to me about?" I asked.

"You need to come back to Japan."

"No." It was that simple. "I live here now."

Besides, First Uncle had made it more than clear that he hated the very air I breathed. He should be jumping for joy that I didn't want to go back.

First Uncle sent Harold Sato a deep glare. I didn't know what he had against my grandfather's lawyer, but it was clear there was a strong dislike there.

"You were never supposed to leave Japan, Mitsuaki. Your grandfather made that choice, not me," First Uncle stated. "A marriage had already been arranged for you with the Tanaka family."

That was probably why I had been spirited out of the country within hours of my grandfather's death. My grandfather probably knew what would happen to me once he died.

Kind of made me wonder why he had arranged for me to get married when I got here. Had he known about the prearranged engagement?

I glanced at the woman, knowing beyond a shadow of a doubt that this was the person First Uncle had arranged for me to marry. "I'm already married."

"So I understand, but that can be changed."

No way, no how.

I patted Jos's hand when I felt it tighten on my shoulder. "I am already married to Jos." Apparently, I needed to repeat that because First Uncle wasn't getting it.

"It's a marriage of convenience so that you can stay in the United States, Mitsuaki. While divorce does not have a good connection to it, once you get back to Japan no one will know what you have done."

He said it like I should be ashamed of having married Jos.

I wasn't.

"I'll know."

First Uncle snapped his fingers. Mr. Sato opened his briefcase and pulled out a stack of papers, setting them on the coffee table between us.

"The marriage is in name only, Mitsuaki. Sign these and it will be over and you can go back to Japan and marry the woman your family has carefully chosen for you."

"It's not a marriage in name only." A warm smile spread across my lips as I tiled my head back and looked up at my husband. "It has been fully consummated many, many times."

I winced when dead silence met my statement. Maybe I shouldn't have added that last part.

"Oh, just a head's up. I'm gay so marriage to a woman won't work."

Probably shouldn't had added that either, but I was beyond caring at this point. First Uncle had made my entire life miserable and if he thought he could come in now that I had found a bit of happiness and rip it away from me, he was wrong.

I stood, making sure to keep a firm hold of Jos's hand. "Now, if that's everything you came to say, you can see yourselves out. We need to get back to work. I have a horse that needs my attention."

First Uncle jumped to his feet, his face flushing with anger. "Mitsuaki!"

I cocked an eyebrow.

First Uncle grabbed the papers and shook them at me. "You will sign these papers and you will sign them now. You know what happens if you disobey me."

I shuddered in remembrance. I was all too aware of what the man could do if thwarted. I had the scars to prove it, physical and emotional.

"Is that a threat, Mr. Kaneko?" Jos asked in a rough, low tone that should have shook the walls. "We don't take kindly to threats around here."

First Uncle's eyes snapped to Jos. "This is none of your business."

Hadn't we already gone over that?

"I'm making it my business."

"Jos," Mrs. Gibbons called out as she rushed into the room. "Mr. Walker called. He needs Miko out at their ranch. One of their mares is having trouble and the vet requested his help."

"Miko, go get your kit," Jos ordered. "I'll see our guests out."

I could hear First Uncle arguing with Jos as I took off up the stairs to get my kit. I hoped Jos was giving that old coot a good chewing out and then kicking him off the ranch. I had no desire to speak with my uncle a second longer. He had nothing to say that I wanted to hear.

When I reached the bedroom, I grabbed my kit out of the top drawer of my dresser and then raced back downstairs. The living room was empty, but I could hear angry voices outside.

I hesitated at the bottom of the stairs, unsure if I should go outside or not. I'd really had enough of my uncle. He had never been family to me, only a dark Boogeyman that I feared to make angry, and he sounded plenty angry. He was cursing Jos out in Japanese so loudly, I winced from the excessive noise. I really hoped Jos hadn't gotten that far in his language studies.

I walked over to the door and slowly pulled it open. My eyebrows peaked near the top of my head when I saw the wall of ranch hands standing between me and the front steps.

I stepped out onto the porch, pulling the door closed behind me, and then tapped the shoulder of the man directly in front of me. When he turned, I realized it was Axel. He gave me a brief nod and then stepped out of the way so that I could get through.

Huh, another wall. This one was all muscle.

I tapped Jos on the shoulder this time.

He turned and glanced at me. "Are you ready to go?"

I nodded, holding up my kit so he'd know I had it.

"Wade," Jos started, "I want everyone on alert in case this jackass comes back."

"Sure thing, Boss," Wade replied.

"We'll be at the Eagle Creek Ranch if you need us."

Wade gave a nod before going back to watching the people standing around the two cars parked in front of the house.

I wasn't sure why First Uncle hadn't left yet. It couldn't be clearer that he was no longer welcome.

Jos held a hand out to me. "Let's go, Miko."

Right.

I took Jos's hand and then followed him around the side of the house to the back steps. Thankfully, his truck was parked close to the back of the house.

Jos opened the passenger side door and then lifted me into my seat. Before closing the door, he pulled the seatbelt around me and clicked it into place. A moment later, he was in his seat and we were underway.

The two cars were still parked in front of the house when we came around to that side. First Uncle stood toe to toe with Wade, shouting at him in Japanese. Wade just stood there, arms crossed, and let the man vent, but there was an amused smirk on his face making wonder what he was thinking.

As soon as First Uncle saw us leaving, he hurried to one of the cars. I watched through the back window as the two cars started chasing after us, kicking up dust and dirt in their haste.

"Uh, Jos, I think they are trying to follow us."

"Let them."

My eyebrows shot up as I turned to look at him. "You want them to follow us?"

"No, but if they do, they do. I'd like to see them start shit at the Walker place. Ethan is a very famous lawyer from back East. He'd throw them into so much litigation, they'd need a letter from the State Department in order for them to go back to Japan."

"I'd prefer that they go back to Japan."

I really didn't want them sticking around here.


Chapter Seventeen

~ Jos ~

I could still see the two fancy sedans following us as we drove through the countryside toward town. The Eagle Creek Ranch was on the opposite side of the small town from our ranch. We had a ways to go before we got there.

"Miko, get my cell phone out and call Sheriff Madras."

"Do you think there's a problem?" Miko asked even as he did what I asked.

"I'm not sure yet. I just want to give Ken a head's up just in case."

A moment later, the call connected and I heard, "This is Sheriff Madras."

"Hey, Ken, this is Jos Cross."

"Jos, what can I do for you today?"

"I'm currently headed toward the Walker place with Miko. Seems they have a mare having trouble and the vet requested Miko's help."

"And you're calling because of this?" Ken asked.

"No, I just wanted to give you a little head's up. Miko's estranged family from Japan showed up at the ranch today trying to start shit. When we left the ranch to head to the Walker place, they followed us."

"Trouble?"

"Not sure yet," I admitted. "I don't think so, but I wanted you to be aware of the situation just in case. These might have been the foreigners that were staying in town."

I know it had been a couple of months since Ken mentioned them to me, but it was the only connection I had. As far as I knew, Miko had been secreted out of Japan and brought here to the United States without his uncle's knowledge. He wasn't even supposed to know where Miko was, unless someone was keeping tabs on him.

"I'll swing by out that way and have a look around," Ken stated. "If there's trouble brewing, I'd like to stay on top of it."

"It could be nothing, Ken."

"What's your gut saying?"

"They aim to make trouble."

Ken snorted. "I'll see you out there."

I nodded to Miko to hang up and then glanced in the rear view mirror. The two cars were still following us. "Look through my contacts for Jake Cooper and call him."

Miko did as I said and then held the phone out near me. When the line connected, I quickly said, "Cooper, this is Jos. Miko and I are headed your way, but we might have some out of town trouble following us in two black sedans. I've already alerted the sheriff, but you might want to put your guys on standby."

"What kind of trouble?" Cooper asked.

"Fox in the henhouse kind of trouble."

"I'll let my boys know."

I nodded to Miko to hang up once again, but he gave me a peculiar look. "Fox in the henhouse?"

"That means someone is trying to take something that doesn't belong to them like a fox does when it breaks into a henhouse."

"Ah." Miko nodded as if he understood, but he was still frowning. "Is that really a thing?"

"It is."

"This isn't going to turn into some big fight is it?" Miko asked. "I don't want anyone getting hurt."

"It shouldn't turn into a fight," I answered, really hoping I spoke the truth. "I just don't want your First Uncle thinking he can come in here and intimidate us into giving you up because that is never going to happen. You belong to me now and to the Cross Creek Ranch by default because of your father. We're not giving you up."

That, at least, put a smile on Miko's face.

It was easy enough to get through town, but I was kind of surprised when one of the cars broke off and headed in a different direction. The other one stayed right behind us. They weren't even trying to pretend that they weren't following us. I wasn't sure if that was a good thing or not, but I would have preferred they both went away.

When we turned and went up the driveway to the Walker place, the black sedan stopped at the end of the driveway. I kept going, driving up to the main house.

The sheriff's SUV was parked in front. I parked next to him and climbed out before going around to Miko's side of the vehicle. As amusing as I found it when Miko had to slide out of the truck because of his smaller size, now was not the time.

I opened the door and lifted him out, setting him on his feet, and then grabbed his hand and walked with him to the front porch. As soon as we climbed up the steps, Cooper stepped out of the house.

"Glad you could make it," he said. "Ethan and the vet are in the barn with Mimi. He'd be out here to greet you, this being your first time and all, Miko, but he refuses to leave Mimi's side."

"I understand," Miko replied. "Where is barn?"

I cocked an eyebrow at his poor English, making Miko flush.

It was a cute reaction.

"Everyone is in the barn," Cooper stated. "This is Mimi's second birth with King. We're all a little excited, but it's not going easy for her, which is why I guess the vet called for you. Her first birth was a lot easier."

"What can you tell me about her condition?" Miko asked as we headed for the barn.

"She's pretty agitated. Doc says her labor is taking too long and he can't calm her down enough to help her with the birth. He doesn't want to give her a sedative because of her blood pressure. It's too high. He's afraid if she doesn't give birth soon, we may lose both of them."

"Any excessive bleeding?"

"You'd have to ask the vet," Cooper replied. "I've been waiting for you to arrive so I haven't been to the barn for a few."

"I need hot water and towels," Miko said, "and I might need someone to run into town for some herbs."

"Colby keeps a fully stocked greenhouse," Cooper stated. "He might have what you need here. Just tell me what it is and I'll have him check. If he doesn't have it I can send someone into town."

Miko perked up. "Greenhouse?"

I almost smirked at the twinkle of wonderment in his eyes. "Would a greenhouse help you, Miko?"

Miko nodded rapidly. "Hai."

"I'll talk to your father about putting one in back at the ranch, but you'd have to pick out the plants. I'd have no idea what I was looking for."

Miko nodded again, a smile gracing his lips.

Things seemed relatively quiet when we reached the barn despite the small crowd of ranch hands hanging around one of the stalls. Someone had strung extra lights around the stall, brightening it up.

When we reached the stall gate, I hung back with Cooper and watched Miko go in and start talking with the vet and Ethan. I didn't understand everything they were talking about, but there was a sudden flurry of activity.

I quickly stepped back out of the way, standing at the stall fence, and watched as Miko did his magic with his needles and the birth was underway.

Not ten minutes after we got there we were looking at a beautiful lightly tanned foal being cleaned by her mother. Both mother and baby were fit and healthy.

"How did he do that?" Cooper asked.

I shook my head. "I have no idea." I wasn't even sure what Miko had done. "He saved Bucky after he got gored in the hind end during a stampede. Bucky is fully recovered."

Cooper's dark eyebrows shot up. "Seriously?"

I nodded. "Yeah, we even rode him earlier today."

"Damn."

"I don't understand hardly anything that he does, but it works."

"I'm glad Doc called him," Cooper said. "Ethan and I are working on a breeding program and this little girl is our first birth. If we'd lost her, we would have had to start all over."

I slapped Cooper on the shoulder. "Glad we could help."

"What kind of payment does he want for this?"

"Knowing Miko, probably a chance to pick Colby's brain about what herbs grow around here. He's pretty interested in that stuff."

"Tell ya what," Cooper said. "If you get the materials, we'll come over and help with putting that greenhouse up. I'll even have Colby toss in some starter plants for Miko. Does that sound fair?"

It sounded more than fair.

"I think he'd like that."

I was pretty sure he'd be thrilled.

Miko had a happy grin on his face when he stumbled out of the stall. He walked right into my arms and peered up at me. "Did you see her?"

"I did." I returned his grin. "You did good, Miko."

"I'm pretty sure I couldn't have done it without him," Doc said as he ambled over, wiping his hands with a clean towel. "Mimi was too agitated to give birth. I was worried I'd have to do a C-Section and those are never pleasant."

"What is C-Section?" Miko asked.

I leaned down and whispered into his ear, telling him the basics of what it was. Miko paled and immediately started shaking his head. "I never want to see something like that."

Yeah, couldn't blame him there.

"Colby has food on for everyone," Ethan called out. "Why don't we head to the house and get something to eat? Let mama and her new baby have a little bonding time."

"I done ate already," one of the ranch hands—an older man—stated. "I'll stay out here and keep an eye on them."

"Thanks, Cookie," Ethan replied.

I didn't know all the ranch hands on the Eagle Creek Ranch, but I knew most of them. Cookie had been around longer than most. He was a cranky old soul, but he was a fount of information when it came to ranching. Id' learned a lot from him over the years.

I kept a tight hold of Miko's hand as we followed Ethan, Cooper, and the others to the house. I wasn't concerned about any of the ranch hands here, but I still didn't know what had happened to First Uncle.

I wasn't taking any chances.

The sheriff was sitting at the dining room table when we got inside drinking a cup of coffee. He glanced up when we walked in. "That black car hung around the gate for about ten minutes before heading back into town. Pretty sure they are the foreigners from before."

"How can you be sure?" I asked. "It's been a couple of months since they first appeared in the area."

"My deputies reported that they rented a suite at the hotel. Three people had been staying there until a couple of days ago when a bunch more showed up, all staying in the same hotel suite."

I glanced at Miko, the knot forming in my gut making me a bit queasy. "Miko, besides that stupid betrothal crap, can you think of any other reason your uncle might be wanting to keep tabs on you?"

"Not really," Miko replied. "As far as I know, I didn't inherit anything from my mother or my grandfather and everything I own was brought here with me."

"Was there anything in your belongings they might want?" Ken asked.

"Nothing I can think of," Miko said. "Certainly nothing of value."

Considering what little Miko had brought with him, I was sure he was right. I aimed to change that. I might not be able to buy him luxury goods, but those didn't seem to matter much to Miko.

I could provide him with what truly made him happy, like a family that truly cared about him, fully stocked greenhouse, and a horse of his own. He had kind of found the dog himself.

"I'll send one of my deputies to keep an eye on them," Ken said. "If the step out of line, I'll toss them in my jail for a few days, maybe call the State Department and get them kicked out of the country."

"I'm not sure you can do that," Ethan stated. "You can certainly put them in jail if they break a law, but they'd have to do something pretty big to get on the State Department's radar, and we don't want that."

It was at that moment that I remembered that Ethan had been a lawyer back East. Not sure why I had forgotten it before now since I'd explained it to Miko, but I had.

"Is there any kind of injunction we can get to get them to leave Miko alone?" I asked.

"Have they threatened him?"

"Not in so many words, but the intent was there."

Ethan shook his head. "Intent won't cut it. You need a clear threat in order to get a restraining order."

Damn.

Miko stood up, turned around, and lifted his shirt, showing off the scars I had discovered long ago. "First Uncle ordered this done. Now he is back, threatening that he will do it again if I disobey him. Is that a clear threat?"

I heard several of the men swear under their breath even as Ethan said, "Yeah, that's a clear threat."

Miko pulled his shirt back down and retook his chair.

"Is there anything we can do?" I asked.

"I'd say file a restraining order, but let me make a phone call in the morning to a friend back East. I want to make sure I know the requirements for filing a restraining order against a non-U.S. citizen before we do anything. They might be different."

"We'd appreciate it, Ethan."

I was all for doing whatever it took to keep Miko safe and keep him family away from him. He was mine to protect and I'd carry out that sacred duty till my dying breath.


Chapter Eighteen

~ Miko ~

I eyed Jos with a bit of trepidation and a whole lot of curiosity as we rode through the countryside. He'd been a little more than clingy over the last few days ever since First Uncle visited.

It was unexpected.

It wasn't that I minded his constant attention. It was actually kind of nice. We'd taken a few rides, shopped for the items we'd need to build me a greenhouse, had a lot of talks about our pasts and our future, and done more than a few things that made me hard every time I thought about them.

I just wasn't sure why he was giving me all of his attention. He had a ranch to run. He should be with the ranch hands working the cattle not taking me for a leisurely ride through the countryside.

"Jos, where are you taking me?" I'd seen a lot of the ranch since I'd been here, especially over the last few days, but I'd been told it would take weeks to see all of it.

I had time.

"We're almost there."

Where? We were surrounded by nothing but groves of trees and open field. Luckily, there weren't any cows around so hopefully we'd skip the stampede this time.

Jos led me through a small thicket of trees. When we broke through on the other side, I gasped in delight. There was a body of water in front of me. It was bigger than a pond, but smaller than a lake, so I wasn't sure what it was called. It was beautiful, though. The water was crystal clear and set against snow capped mountains in the background.

"This is part of the ranch?"

"Yep, our land goes about half way up that mountain in the distance."

That was a lot of land. No wonder Jos had said it would take a while to see all of it.

Jos stopped several yards from the water's edge, right by a section that had four trees. He climbed off of Bucky, tied the end of the reins to one of the low hanging branches, and then reached for his saddlebag.

Not knowing what else to do, I climbed off of my horse and walked over to join him. I looped my reins over another low hanging tree branch and then turned to see what Jos was doing.

My brow flickered with curiosity as I watched Jos open his saddlebag and pull out a blanket. He shook it out before settling it on the ground in the middle of the small band of trees, right in front of a fallen log. Next, he grabbed a zipped up canvas box and set it on the blanket.

When he held his hand out to me, I wasn't stupid enough not to take it. I was a little confused when he pulled me down to sit between his outstretched legs, my back to his stomach as he leaned against the fallen log.

When he opened the canvas box and started pulling out small plastic containers, I cocked my head, turning it until I could see his face. "This is picnic?"

"Yes, ever been on one?"

I shook my head. I'd heard of them, of course, but I'd never been on one.

"Then this will be a treat for you."

I marveled at the food Jos revealed as he popped the lid on each of the containers. Chopped fruit, chopped vegetables with some sort of white dipping sauce, cold cuts, cheese, some bread, and even some chocolate covered strawberries.

It was a veritable feast.

Jos picked a piece of watermelon and held it in front of my mouth. When I just stared at it, Jos cocked an eyebrow. I let out a small snicker and then bit down on the fruit.

After taking several bites until that piece was gone, I turned slightly so I was sitting sideways and could see Jos's face without straining my neck, I picked up another piece of fruit and held it out to him. This went on and on between us until almost all of the food was gone.

I finally patted my stomach and said, "Full."

"Good."

Jos closed all the containers and packed them away in the canvas box, and then placed it back in his saddlebag. When he settled against the fallen tree log again, I turned so my back was to him once more and let myself settle against him.

I don't know how long we sat there, but I started to doze off. Jos was warm and comfortable. There was a gentle breeze blowing down from the mountains that wasn't too hot or too cold.

I didn't want to move...until Jos's hands slid under my T-shirt and began to explore my skin. "What are you doing?" I asked, not even trying to stop him.

"We had our picnic," Jos replied. "Now, I want dessert."

When I peered up at Jos, he was staring down at me with darkened blue eyes filled with desire. That look alone had the ability to make my toes curl because it was a clear sign of what was to come.

"Did you bring supplies?" I'd learned quite quickly that supplies were a must.

Jos reached over and grabbed stuff out of the saddlebag, holding them up for me to see.

Perfect.

I turned in Jos's arms and climbed up so I straddled his thick thighs. I stared intently for a moment, drinking in the passion filled look he was giving me.

I smirked as I grabbed his hat and pulled it off his head. "You won't be needing this." I could think of a few other things he wouldn't be needing, but the hat was a start.

I nearly came when one of Jos's large hands caressed my ass through my pants. I couldn't wait to get rid of my pants and feel those hands against my bare skin.

Hell, I couldn't wait to feel all of Jos against my bare skin. As big as Jos was, I knew that he could cover my smaller body from head to toe and then some.

I yelped in surprise when I was suddenly lifted to my feet. I barely had time to steady myself before Jos was pulling at my clothes. Within moments, I found myself standing before Jos naked as the day I was born.

The low rough rumble emanating from Jos told me that the handsome cowboy liked what he saw. The sound vibrated through my body, energizing me, arousing me.

I looked up into Jos's eyes, and my breath caught in my throat. Jos's lip curled back, showing off his perfect white teeth, but it was the savage snarl on Jos's face as he gazed down at my naked body that really set me off.

Jos spun me around and pulled me back against his hard body. A shudder shot through my body as Jos scraped his teeth across the back of my neck. It was less of a nibble and more an act of possession. Jos wanted to mark me and I knew it.

Better yet, I was okay with it.

"Jos," I groaned.

I reached back to wrap my arms around Jos's neck and tilted my head to one side, giving Jos unobstructed access to the side of my throat.

Long fingers encircled my hard cock, stroking me from root to tip furiously, and I cried out as pleasure overwhelmed me. A thick thigh moved between my legs and pressed tightly against me from behind.

Small keening sounds escaped my lips. Every touch of Jos's hands and body against mine was like a burning flame.

I wanted to be consumed.

I wanted to burn for Jos.

My hands clenched. Jos was sucking on my neck, marking me, claiming me, but I needed more. I needed…I needed…

"Jos!" I begged. "Fuck me!"

I was pushed down onto the picnic blanket, landing on my hands and knees. Before I could protest the rough treatment, Jos's slick finger pushed into my tight hole.

"Aaahhh, yes!" I cried out.

Jos began stretching me, adding another finger, then another. Some part of me wondered when Jos had opened the lube, but I was too overcome with burning sensations to really care. I was just thankful because I was pretty sure Jos was about to fuck me into the ground.

Jos pulled his fingers away and pressed his massive cock against my aching hole. I could hear his heavy breathing as he thrust into my tight ass.

The buttery soft material of Jos's faded jeans brushed against the back of my thighs, caressing me. I groaned, my head dropping forward when Jos thrust into me. We'd been together long enough that Jos knew right where my sweet spot was located and pegged it every single time.

As Jos pounded into me, I felt every movement of his body, every single breath that came out of Jos's mouth. I could also feel my orgasm building deep within my body and knew that it was going to be spectacular.

Jos was going to consume me.

When Jos's teeth nipped into my shoulder again, I knew it was over for me. My fingers curled into the blanket beneath me as streaks of pleasure exploded throughout my entire body.

"Jos!" I screamed as my cock erupted, shooting ropes of pearly white seed over the blanket. The intensity of my orgasm surprised me. As my arms and legs began to tremble, I wondered if I would be able to hold my body up.

The problem was solved for me when two large arms wrapped around my waist. My mind began to melt as I was lifted into the air and impaled on Jos's cock for one last massive lunge.

Jos let out a loud roar.

A moment later, Jos's hot release warmed my insides as he filled the condom. I cried out as another, smaller orgasm tore through me and then I let my head fell back against Jos's shoulder.

My hands fell limply to my sides. The only thing keeping me from falling to the ground were the two large arms wrapped around me, the bent knees between my legs, and the pulsing cock in my ass.

I shuddered when Jos's hand wrapped around my cock again and fondled me. I didn't think I had another ounce of seed in my body. I knew I didn't have another orgasm in me. The last two had wiped me out.

"Too much," I whimpered as Jos stroked me. I was so sensitive that I could almost feel every contour and crease in Jos's hand. Unbelievably, I felt myself harden again. My mind, what was left of it, reeled. I was totally at Jos's mercy. I was held suspended above the ground with only Jos to keep me from falling.

"Again," Jos growled into my ear. "Come for me again, baby."

I shook my head rapidly. I couldn't do it again. I didn't think I'd survive it, but Jos wasn't giving me a choice. He pulled out of me and turned me around, laying me back on the ground before he lifted my legs and pushed back into my ass.

I lifted my eyes to Jos's. I was shocked by the intensity of Jos's gaze. Everything he felt for me was on full display, and it surprised me. I knew he cared about me, and might even have some affection for me, but what I was seeing shining in his eyes was on a whole other level.

"Jos," I whispered.

Lifting my head, I licked the line of Jos's lips, nibbling at the soft skin. With a simple kiss, I could taste the strength in Jos, the raw power. It was heady stuff, especially when I knew that strength and power was backed by a heart of gold.

"Come now, Miko."

I cried out as my body obeyed Jos's command and filled his hand with a small spurt of cum. I could feel every fiber of my being soak up all that the man was to me. Jos was everything that made up the perfect man, and I wanted it all, every last domineering drop.

I pulled my lips away from Jos's and leaned my head back to look up into Jos's eyes. I wasn't the least bit surprised by the possessive glint in them. I expected it. I wanted to see it. I needed to see it.

It was what made him so special to me. Jos wanted me for me and not what he could use me for.

It was that simple.


Chapter Nineteen

~ Jos ~

"Are you ready to head back to the ranch?"

We had cleaned up and dressed long ago, but holding Miko in my arms as he lightly dozed was not something to be squandered or underappreciated.

"Do we have to?"

"No." I chuckled. "But it gets mighty cold out here at night without sleeping bags."

Miko twisted so he could look up at me. "Sleeping bags? We can really sleep out under the stars?"

"If that's something you want to do we can. I just need a little time to get everything ready." It hadn't been that long since I'd slept outside. Moving cattle up and down from the mountain pastures took a bit of time and a lot of hard ground. "We're not adequately prepared for it right now."

"That could be fun," Miko said as he settled back against me again.

"Maybe you can go on the fall cattle drive with us."

"Cattle drive?"

"Twice a year we move cattle either up to the fields in the mountains or down from the mountains to fields closer to home. It takes about two to three days to get them all moved. During that time, we sleep outside."

We did a lot of things outside during a cattle drive. Sleep, eat, piss, you name it. If Miko went with us, he and I would definitely be doing a few other things that didn't involve the ranch hands.

"It's going to get dark pretty soon. We should probably wrap this up and head for home." It wasn't good to be running a horse in the dark.

I hated the sadness that filled Miko's face as he sat up. I pressed my hand against his cheek and tilted his head up until our eyes met. "We can come back another day if you like."

A smile spread across Miko's lips and his eyes started to sparkle. "Really?"

"Sure," I replied before pressing a quick kiss to Miko's lips. "This is our lake. We can come here any time we want."

Even as I said that, an idea began to form in my head. If I could get enough supplies up here, I could build us a little one room cabin with a wood stove and a large front porch. Miko and I could come here whenever we needed a little time away together.

I'd keep it a surprise until I knew if I could pull it off or not.

I stood up, lifting Miko to his feet. "We should go."

Miko stuck out his lower lip.

I just stared, mesmerized. It was the cutest damn thing I had ever seen in my life. It was also a gesture I'd never seen him do before. I hoped it meant he was getting more comfortable around me.

I reached out and gently ran my finger across his bottom lip. "Careful," I whispered. "Keep sticking your lip out like that and I'll be forced to bite it."

One of Miko's dark eyebrows went up right before he got a playful grin on his face and then stuck his lower lip out even farther.

I laughed even as I leaned in to bite gently at his lower lip. This more mischievous side of Miko was a delight and I was glad he was finally showing himself.

That little bite quickly turned into something more, making me really glad I hadn't put my saddlebag on Bucky yet. By the time we came up for air, the sun had started to set and it was quickly growing darker.

This time, I knew we couldn't fool around again. Being outside near the main house at night was one thing. Being in the wilds at night was something totally different, and much more dangerous.

"We really need to head back to the house, Miko."

"Hai."

Miko helped me pack up our picnic supplies and then we mounted up. As I steered Bucky back toward the house I warned Miko, "Don't put Sally into a run if you don't have to. In the dark, there is a higher chance of her stepping in a gopher hole or something. It'll take us a little longer to get home, but just take it slow and easy, okay?"

"Hai."

I made sure that Bucky was right next to Sally as we started riding home. We'd been out several times riding the horses, but never at night. Sally was a good horse, gentle and calm, but I was worried she might get spooked and take off. Miko had no experience stopping a frightened horse. He could be seriously injured or worse.

I wasn't about to let that happen.

"Aren't we close to the house?" Miko asked after we'd been riding awhile.

"Yeah, pretty close," I replied. "I can see the lights from the barn."

"Then why aren't there any lights on at the house? It's not that late, is it? People should still be up. There should still be lights on, right?"

I glanced at my watch. "It's a little after seven."

Miko was right. There should be lights on at the house, but even the bunkhouse was dark.

"Could everyone have left?"

I couldn't think of a reason for everyone to leave the ranch. "Yes, but it doesn't make any sense that there wouldn't at least be one light on even if it's the front porch light."

"What about the power?" Miko asked. "Is it on the same circuit as the main house and the bunkhouse? If it's not, maybe there was a power outage or something."

That might explain it, but the growing knot in my stomach said otherwise. Something was definitely wrong in all of this. I just didn't know what that something was.

"Miko, when we reach the main house, I want you to put the horses in the corral and then go hide in the barn. I need to check the main house and bunkhouse."

"I can help," Miko said.

My gut clenched at the very idea.

"Miko, I don't want you in danger." The very thought made me see red. Miko should never be in danger.

"I no want you in danger."

And he'd lost his English again.

"Miko—"

Miko stuck his nose in the air. "I help."

I wasn't going to get out of this. I could see that now. Miko was getting stubborn. "How about we do it together, huh?" I'd rather be by his side if there was danger than split up. At least then I could protect him better.

"Hai."

"You'll do everything I say?"

Miko nodded quickly. "Hai."

I shook my head as we continued to ride silently toward the main house. This was a really bad idea. I could feel it in my bones. We were headed right into danger. If I was smart, I'd tie Miko up somewhere he'd be safe and go deal with this on my own.

I was just afraid he'd never forgive me.

As we drew closer to the main house, I couldn't shake the feeling that trouble was waiting for us. When we reached a small cove of trees, I grabbed Miko's reins and pulled both of our horses to a stop.

When Miko looked at me, I held my finger to my lips and then slid off my horse. I looped both our reins around a low hanging tree branch, not tight enough to keep the horses there if they needed to run, but just enough to keep them in one place and out of danger.

I grabbed Miko and pulled him down from Sally's back. I pointed a finger at him. "You do exactly what I say and do not leave my side for any reason. Understood?"

"Hai."

I grabbed Miko's hand and pulled him along with me as I headed toward the bunkhouse, keeping in the shadows as much as possible. With the lights out in both the bunkhouse and the main house, that was pretty easy.

When we reached the backdoor to the bunkhouse, I cautiously opened it and stepped inside the mud room. After Miko stepped in, I closed the door and then turned to face the other entrance, my head cocked as I listened for sounds that would alert me to someone's presence.

I was getting nothing and that in itself was worrying. This was a bunkhouse where several fully grown cowboys lived. There should be some noise.

I tugged on Miko's arm and started for the entrance to the main room of the bunkhouse. I had expected Miko to follow along with me, but he pulled away.

When I turned, he was looking toward the large shower room attached to the mud room. It had three individual walk-in shower stalls inside, enough for more than one person to take a shower at the same time.

Before I could stop him, Miko opened the door to the shower room. He quiet gasp sent me running for him. What I found in the shower room made me totally understand his gasp.

There were five bodies inside, none of them moving.

I squatted down next to the first one and reached out to feel for a pulse. When I felt a steady thump under my fingertips, I blew out a relieved breath.

Wade was alive.

I quickly checked the others. Each of them had steady a heartbeat. That was a good sign. What was a bad sign was that they were all unconscious and had their hands tied behind their backs.

This was done on purpose.

I grabbed my cell phone off my back and sent Sheriff Ken a 911 text, telling him we had trouble at the ranch and to come in silent as there might be armed assailants on the ranch. I also told him we were going to need an ambulance or two, but they also needed to be silent when they arrived.

I didn't want to call him case someone overheard. A text was better.

Ken immediately texted back that he and his deputies were on their way, maybe ten minutes out. I hoped that was enough time for them to get here before something else happened.

Miko tapped me on the shoulder and then nodded to one of the shower stalls.

Yeah, that might work.

I picked Wade up and dragged him into the shower. I propped him against the shower stall wall and then turned on the cold water, spraying it right on him.

It took a moment, but then Wade started to sputter and bat at me with his hands. I covered Wade's mouth with one hand and turned the water off with the other.

By the time I looked back at Wade, he was staring at me with wide eyes. I leaned in close to his ear and whispered, "Intruders on the ranch. Sheriff is on his way."

I removed my hands from his mouth when Wade gave a simple nod. I backed out of the shower and then held an arm out to Wade to help him. He might have woken up, but he was still a little unsteady on his feet. I did this four more times until every ranch hand was awake and moving.

I pulled my cell phone out again and brought up my note app. I explained as much as I could considering I knew next to nothing about what was going on. One by one I showed each person what I had typed out so that they would understand the situation we were in.

Axel grabbed my phone and typed something out before handing the phone back to me.

"I heard cars coming up the driveway when I stepped out of the back door after dinner. I heard Monty yell something, but when I turned to go back into the house, something hit me in the arm and everything went dark."

When Miko saw what Axel had written, he made grabby hands for the phone. "My uncle's men use darts that are dipped in a drug that incapacitates people."

When I glanced at the floor, Miko started typing again.

"You won't find any of the darts. They never leave evidence behind."

That was not helpful.

"You think it's your uncle doing this?" I typed out.

Miko shrugged.

"Okay, are any of you still armed?"

They all shook their heads.

"Get armed and then meet us back here, and stay quiet. I don't want to alert anyone that you guys have woken up."

All of the ranch hands hurried out of the mud room. I put my cell phone away and then turned to look at Miko and whisper, "I don't suppose I could convince you to stay here?"

Miko just grinned at me.

Yeah, I didn't think so.

I wrapped a hand around the nape of his neck and yanked him forward until he hit my chest. "You remember the rules?"

"Do exactly what you say and do not leave your side for any reason."

This one time I wished his memory was faulty.


Chapter Twenty

~ Miko ~

I knew Jos didn't want me to go on this little adventure with him because he wanted me safe, but I wanted the same thing for him and the only way I could ensure that was by sticking to him.

While Jos was busy texting Ken again to let him know we'd found the ranch hands, I carefully opened my kit and pulled out several needles. I stuck them into the fabric of my clothes in different place just to be safe. If I was caught and searched, I still wanted to have a few on me.

When the others came back, they all had guns. I wasn't thrilled with this fact because I didn't want someone to get hurt, but I understood it. There were intruders on the property and we had a duty to protect the ranch and ourselves, or at least hold them off until the police got here.

I was most worried about Mrs. Gibbons and my father. I knew they should be in the main house right now, but I didn't know who was in there with them.

Jos pulled out his cell phone again and began typing away. "Split up into teams of two except you, Declan. I want you to get down to the main gate and wait for the sheriff to arrive. Let him know what happened to you and the others and then tell him we are going to go to the main house."

The men read what Jos had written and then nodded.

"Miko and I will take the kitchen entrance. I need one team to go in the front and another to climb to the second floor balcony and come in from there. Our first priority is finding Monty and Mrs. Gibbons and getting them to safety. Incapacitate if you can, but do what you need to do to keep yourself safe."

Once everyone knew what they were doing, we walked out of the shower room and broke off into teams, going in different directions. I stayed as close to Jos as I could considering his longer legs, and followed him to the kitchen entrance off the back porch.

My heart thundered in my chest as Jos eased the back door open and stepped into the kitchen. I was sure we were going to be caught at any second.

We weren't, and that started worrying me even more. Were the intruders still here? If not, had they taken my father and Mrs. Gibbons or done something worse to them?

Why was there no sound in the entire house?

When we reached the entrance that went from the kitchen to the dining room, Jos stopped and held up his hand. I frowned up at him, wondering what he was doing.

When Jos turned to me, he gestured with his hand and then mouthed, "Stay here."

That didn't seem like a very good idea.

It was all I could do to obey Jos and stay where I was when he walked into the dining room and disappeared into the darkness. I brought my arm up and started nervously chewing on my fingernail. It was a bad habit I'd had most of my life and had yet to break.

I shivered when I felt a breeze of displaced air pass over my skin. I grabbed two of my needles, turned, and threw them at the man coming up behind me. They hit him in the throat, taking him down instantly.

I spun back around and raced after Jos. I had to warn him that there were definitely people inside the house.

The scene I found in the living room just about ripped my heart out of my chest. Jos was kneeling on the floor, his hands clasped together and resting on the top of his head.

I had no idea where his hat was.

My jaw clenched when I saw the bruises on his face. I wasn't sure how they got there considering I hadn't heard any sounds, but they stood out clear as day.

When the light suddenly flipped on, I spotted my father and Mrs. Gibbons sitting on the couch, both of them bound with rope, but at least they didn't have bruises or blood on them. They didn't look to be conscious though, and that worried me.

First Uncle stood in front of the fireplace, a drink in his hand. A guard stood on either side of him. Two more guards stood at the main entrance with third standing over Jos.

"Miko, I told you to stay in the dining room," Jos stated. "Why didn't you listen to me?"

"I had a little trouble in the dining room," I replied. "I thought it might be safer with you, but I see we have company. If I'd known, I would have had Mrs. Gibbons make tea."

Maybe laced with something to knock First Uncle out long enough to get him on a plane headed back to Japan.

"Mitsuaki, we've been waiting for you."

I glanced at First Uncle. "You didn't call, you didn't send an invitation. How was I supposed to know?"

I had no idea where this sudden bravado was coming from. Maybe it was the last couple of months spent with Jos, my father, and the other people on the ranch. They'd taught me that I could stand on my own two feet and make my own decisions.

I was kind of surprised to see the woman here. After my announcement about being gay, I had expected her to catch the first plane back to Japan. Why she was sticking around? There was no way in hell I was marrying her.

First Uncle threw a folder at me. After it bounced off my chest and hit the floor, I made no move to pick it up.

"Sign this," First Uncle snapped.

"No." I didn't care what it was. I wasn't signing it.

First Uncle snapped his fingers and the guard standing over Jos pressed a knife against his throat. A brief second of fear flowed through me, paralyzing me in place.

I couldn't let anything happen to him, but what could I do?

My eyes darted around the room, calculating, formulating, devising, and panicking. There were so many ways this could go wrong and I only had one shot at it.

"Don't sign anything, Miko!" Jos shouted, but he grunted a moment later when the guard punched him.

That decided it for me.

As quickly as I could, I grabbed the needles I had hidden in my clothes and sent them flying. I spun through the room, taking the guards down one by one until I stood in front of First Uncle, my biggest needles held to the underside of his jaw.

"Why do you hate me so much?"

First Uncle's eyes narrowed. "You're the spawn of hell."

"No, I'm my mother's son and my father's son. Hell came afterwards when you crucified my mother until she died giving birth to me. My parents could have lived a healthy, happy life with me if it wasn't for you."

"She brought shame to our family."

"You pretty much did that all on your own. Whipping a five year old child because they snuck a piece of bread because they were starving is shameful. Locking a seven year old child in a room alone for three days with no food or water is shameful. Forcing a nine year old boy to kneel in the snow for two days because you didn't think he was respectful enough is shameful. There are a lot of things you have done that are shameful." I cocked an eyebrow. "Even illegal."

"I am the head of the Kaneko family," the man snarled. "You're a disrespectful little brat. I was disciplining you for your own good. That is not illegal."

"Yes, it kind of is."

My head snapped around and I stared at the woman on the couch in disbelief. I hadn't heard her say a single word since the moment we met and now she decided to speak?

Why?

"There are laws against abuse, Mr. Kaneko, even in Japan." When she stood, she no longer seemed like the timid little woman my uncle had first introduced to me. She had more poise now, more confidence.

"Who are you?" I asked.

"My name really is Emiko Tanaka," she replied with a smile. "I work for the Ministry of Justice. Before your grandfather died, he sent us a file and asked us to investigate Mr. Kaneko and his abuse of you over the years."

My eyebrows lifted in surprise. "If you're investigating him, how did you end up as my fiancée?"

The woman smirked, which strangely enough was a good look on her. "Can you think of a better way to stay close to him during my investigation?"

Only if she was in bed with him and that was just gross.

"Technically, I am not your fiancée," she continued. "While my family is wealthy and I am sure my father wishes I would retire and provide him with numerous grandchildren, my husband understands that I like my work."

"Husband?" I asked. "You have a husband?"

"He's a section chief at one of our police prefectures. We met on the job."

"She's lying!" First Uncle snapped as he struggle to get past me.

I quickly turned and stabbed my needle into his neck. First Uncle dropped to the floor, unable to move, but his eyes spoke volumes. He wanted me dead and in the most painful way possible.

"Well, that was effective." Emiko laughed. "Maybe you can leave him that way until my people get here? I have a jet on standby to take him and his men back to Japan where they will stand trial for a great many things."

"Miko."

I turned and raced over to Jos, launching myself at him. I knew he was wounded, and I wasn't positive all of the blows had landed on his face, but I needed to feel his heartbeat against mine.

"Are you okay?" I asked after several moments.

"I'm okay, Miko, but I need to call Ken. He's bringing the cavalry, remember?"

I nodded absently. "Make sure he brings medical personnel." I glanced at my father and Mrs. Gibbons. "I don't know how injured they might be."

"Mr. Kaneko had one of his men use chloroform on them when we arrived," Emiko said. "They should be awake soon."

Before anyone could say anything else, the front door slammed open and Wade and Axel came in pushing four bound men in front of them.

"Found some critters outside, Boss." Wade pushed one of them to his knees and then another while Axel did the same for the rest. "Thought you might like have them all in one place."

"There's one in the dining room," I said. "I'd like my needle back."

I wanted all of my needles back.

"Mr. Kaneko originally came with ten men," Emiko stated. "This should be all of them."

"What about Mr. Sato and that other man that came with you the other day?" I asked. "Where are they?"

There was that smirk again. "That other man is actually my father, but he is also an investigator like me. He flew back to Japan with Mr. Sato to depose him. Mr. Sato had built quite the file on Mr. Kaneko over the years. He offered to turn it over to us if we provided safe passage back to Japan for him."

Besides being an asshole, I couldn't think of any laws Mr. Sato had broken, and he had been my grandfather's lawyer for decades. Just because I didn't like him didn't mean he had broken any laws.

"I don't want to lessen what you went through growing up, and those charges will certainly be placed against Mr. Kaneko, but they won't hold nearly as much weight as the other charges against him."

Oh, now my curiosity was peeked. "What other charges?"

"Two counts of murder at least, if not more. Violating international shipping laws, sale of illegal arms to a foreign country, trafficking in illegal goods, including people." She wagged her eyebrows. "And my all time favorite, breaking the morality law by sleeping with no less than four married women and two married men."

Yeah, my jaw dropped.

I wasn't sure what I was more shocked by. "First Uncle slept with two married men?"

"And four married women," Emiko stated. "He's going away for a very, very long time."

I couldn't say I was sad about that fact.

"You can add kidnapping and assault to those charges," Jos stated. "Not sure they will stick if you take him back to Japan, but they can keep him out of the States."

"I can do that," Emiko said. "I have a friend in the State Department. I'll give him a call tomorrow."

"We'd appreciate it. We really don't want him coming back."

"Oh, I can guarantee you he won't see the outside of a prison in his lifetime."

That would be good.

I jumped and darted behind Jos when the front door slammed open and several armed men came rushing in. It took me a second to recognize the man in the front, the one with the big shiny badge.

The sheriff glanced around for a moment and then holstered his gun. "I take it we missed the party?"

"You were a little late," Jos replied, "but maybe you can help us round up some party crashers." He gestured to Emiko. "This little lady here needs to get them to the airport so she can fly them back to Japan and toss their stupid asses in prison."

Ken's eyebrow cocked as he glanced at her. "Oh?"

"I believe we're in the same line of business, Sheriff," the woman said as she held her hand out to shake. "Inspector Emiko Tanaka of the Military of Justice in Okinawa, Japan."

"Uh, hello," Sheriff Ken said as he shook her hand. He frowned as he looked around. "What is going on here?"

Jos chuckled as he wrapped both arms around me and pulled me close. "It's a very long story that will require a very big drink."

"Sounds good to me," Ken replied before directing his men to handcuff those indicated by Emiko. "I'm off duty anyway."

"We need medical to come in and check on my father and Mrs. Gibbons before then. They were knocked out with chloroform."

"Paramedics are waiting at the end of the driveway for my okay to come up," Ken said as he pulled out his cell phone. "I guess we can put off that drink a little longer."

A little longer was going to be forever.

I wanted to go to bed.


Chapter Twenty-One

~ Jos ~

I placed the last of the items I wanted to take with us on the back of the ATV and tied them down. I would have loved to take Miko for a horse ride, but I didn't want to leave the horses out in the cold overnight. The ATV was better.

Most everything I wanted to take was already in place, but we'd need food and supplies. We were just going overnight, but every little second spent with Miko needed to be savored. Times alone with him especially.

It had taken me and the others two months to get the cabin built by the lake, mostly because we had to work in shifts so we could hide it from Miko, but now it was complete. We'd even taken a note from Ethan Walker and put solar panels on the roof so we could have power.

I wanted it to be a surprise.

Once I was all done tying everything down, I walked back into the house. I wanted tonight to be perfect. Miko had been under so much stress since his First Uncle came to the States. He needed a little relaxation and I knew just what to do for him.

"We'll probably be back around lunch time tomorrow, Mrs. Gibbons. Are you sure you are okay watching Kouki?"

"It's no problem, Jos," Mrs. Gibbons replied. "Kouki and I are good friends. We'll be fine."

I hoped so. Miko would be devastated if anything happened to his dog.

I gave her a quick nod and then moved through the house to Monty's office. His door was open when I reached it, but he was on the phone. I walked over and sat down in one of the chairs in front of his desk and then waited for him to get done with his phone call.

I was surprised when he reached down and put the phone on speaker and said, "Ken, I have Jos in the office with me. Can you repeat what you just said?"

"Hey, Jos."

I gave Monty a confused frown. "What's up, Ken?"

"I just got off the phone with that inspector from Japan. She wanted to let me know they wrapped up their investigation into Miko's uncle. That woman wasn't lying. He'll never see the outside of a prison again."

"Good, that will be one worry off Miko's mind."

"We were able to add a couple of charges to his American ticket," Ken continued. "When we searched the suite they had at the hotel in town, we found a bunch of wire and some pliers. Hazard a guess why they had those?"

"Why?" I asked because I was drawing a blank.

"Well, it seems Sato was paranoid. He rented that suite at the hotel with the plans to hide from Kaneko, except Kaneko found him and forced him to come here."

"I'm not making the connection, Ken."

"Kaneko knew Miko was in the area, but he didn't know where because Sato swore he didn't know. Knowing Miko's abilities with healing, I guess he figured to injure enough animals that Miko might pop up and he could find him."

My stomach churned with disgust. "That's sick."

"Well, it adds animal cruelty to his charges here in America, so if for some goddamn reason they release him, he can't come back here. He'd be picked up the second he set foot on American soil."

That wasn't a bad thing.

"Were there any more animal injuries besides the ones you mentioned awhile back?" I asked.

"None that have been reported to me."

Miko would be glad to hear it.

"Hold on a moment." The line went silence for a few minutes and then Ken came back on. "I got to go, guys. Ethan Walker just punched someone down at Ray's Market again for talking trash about Colby. If he keeps this up, I'm going to toss his ass in jail whether Cooper likes it or not. That man gives me more headaches than anyone in the county."

The line went dead before either Monty or I could say anything.

I just shook my head. I'd heard about some of the antics Ethan had gotten into and I wouldn't want Ken's job for love or money. There was a reason I was a rancher and not a deputy sheriff.

"Okay, Miko should be here any time," I told Monty. "As soon as he does, we'll be leaving. We should be back sometime tomorrow."

"Got your emergency phone on you?" Monty asked.

I rolled my eyes. "Yes, Dad."

"I don't want anything happening to our boy. He's suffered enough in his life. It's time for him to be happy."

"I aim to make him happy." I pulled a small black box out of my pocket and opened the lid, turning it to face Monty. "When we got married, we never exchanged rings. I want him to have that experience and I want everyone to know that he's mine."

"I'm pretty sure everyone knows, Jos."

Maybe, but this was an important step in our relationship. This was no longer a marriage of convenience. We were married now because we wanted to be and we needed to show that to the world.

"I hear a car," Monty said as he glanced toward the window. "Miko must be home."

I hated the times when he got called out by the Doc and I couldn't go, but I understood why he felt that he had to. He wanted to put his skills to use saving others, be they animals or people. That was just the type of person he was.

It both filled me with pride and made me frustrated.

Usually at the same time.

"We'll see you tomorrow, Monty."

Monty let out a chuckle. "Have fun."

I intended to.

I walked out of Monty's office and down the hallway, heading straight for the front door. I stepped outside just as Miko waved to the vet and started up the steps.

"Everything go okay?"

"Hai." Miko beamed. "Mama cow and baby cow are just fine."

"Good." I held my hand out to him. Once he grabbed it, I pulled him in close and gave him a peck on the lips. "Ready for an adventure?"

"Adventure?" Miko's eyebrows lifted. "What sort of adventure?"

I wagged my eyebrows at him. "The fun kind."

I swung Miko up into my arms and carried him around the porch to the back steps where the ATV was waiting. After placing him on the back, I grabbed a helmet and fit it over his head, and then swung my leg over and settled in front of him.

"Hang on."

Miko's arms instantly wrapped around my waist.

I started the ATV and got us underway. Several ranch hands waved as we drove past them heading out into the open range. The ride took about an hour, but it would have been longer on horseback.

When we broke through the tree line and the lake came into view, I slowed the ATV. I wanted Miko to get the full effect.

"Are we going camping?"

"In a manner of speaking." I stopped the ATV and climbed off and then helped Miko off. After removing his helmet, I grabbed him by both arms and turned him to face me. "Close your eyes."

"What?"

"Close your eyes." Once Miko closed his eyes, I turned him again so he was walking in front of me, holding tightly to his arms so he didn't fall. "Keep them closed."

I walked Miko toward the cabin, stopping several feet away. "Okay, open your eyes."

I'd built the cabin in the same place we'd come for our picnic since he seemed to like that spot so much. He had been so happy here. I wanted him to always be able to come here and be happy.

I smiled when I heard Miko gasp. "Do you like it?"

"How?' Miko turned to look at me. "How did you get that here?"

"The guys helped me."

Miko turned back around to look at the small cabin. "We can use it?"

"It's ours," I replied. "We can come here whenever you like, just the two of us."

"Really?" Miko spun back around, a large grin on his face. "Just the two of us?"

"Yep."

Miko let out a laugh as he jumped into my arms. "I love you so much."

I hugged Miko as tight as I could without crushing his ribs. "Aishi te i masu."

And now this was my happy place, too.

~ The End ~
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An Eagle Creek Ranch Story

~Cooper~

I thought I had everything I could ever need right here on the Eagle Creek Ranch until Ethan Walker walked into my life. He was a city slicker right down to his polished dress shoes. He had no business being here, but I didn't want him to leave, especially since I can't seem to keep my hands off of him. Too bad he doesn't plan to stick around.

~Ethan~

Forced to come to Montana from New York City for the reading of my estranged father's will, I knew I wouldn't be staying. I didn't even pack an overnight bag. I didn't plan on being here that long. Little did I know that my dead father had other ideas.

In order to inherit my father's ranch and save the men who worked there, I had to accept the conditions of the will. A year in hell was a small price to pay when I learned someone was stealing from the ranch, but it just might kill me. Literally. Someone is out to take the ranch and they need me out of the way to make that happen. My only chance is to put my trust one the one man I can't have.

mybook.to/CowboysCitySlicker

Excerpt

"I'm in hell."

There was no other way to describe the small, backwoods, Podunk town I was driving through. If this was where my father had lived, no wonder he'd been such an asshole. There wasn't a single building taller than three stories, and I was pretty sure they rolled up the sidewalks when the sun went down. I hadn't seen a Starbucks since the airport, which was over a hundred miles behind me.

If this wasn't hell, then I was on an alien planet.

I followed the GPS through town, which took about five minutes, and then another twenty miles west of town before it said I had reached my destination. I slowed the car to a crawl and looked up at the big sign hanging over the driveway to my right.

Eagle Creek Ranch.

Apparently, I'd arrived.

I drew in a fortifying breath and then turned the car onto the dirt—I shuddered—driveway. Faded wooden fence lined both sides of the drive. Horses were in the field to my right, cows on my left. A mountain range was beyond the horses, but there were wide-open field as far as the eye could see beyond the cows.

It was a long driveway. I drove it slowly because I didn't know what I might run into. It still took about ten minutes before a house came into view. When it did, I almost backed back down the driveway and raced for the airport as fast as my luxury rental car would take me.

This was what my father had left me and my mother for?

I had a three-bedroom penthouse on Park Avenue. It was a showcase property, complete with a rooftop patio, Jacuzzi, and built-in bar. I could fit over a hundred people in the entire place and had on numerous occasions.

This was not that place.

I wasn't even sure what this place was. The lawyer I'd spoken to had told me my father—who I hadn't seen since just a few months after I was born—had made it a condition of his will that I be in attendance for the reading of the will. If I wasn't there it wouldn't be read. The lawyer only told me that because I hadn't wanted to come.

I prayed I had put the address into the GPS wrong.

I grabbed my leather briefcase and pulled out the address that had always been on my birthday cards and then double-checked it against the address I'd put into the GPS.

Damn.

I hadn't gotten it wrong. This was my father's ranch. The ranch that he'd given me and my mother up for. The ranch that was more important than his marriage or his infant son. The ranch he'd lived on until the day he died.

I truly was in hell.

The ranch house was probably bigger than my entire penthouse apartment. I could see a first and second floor, but I wasn't sure if the windows at the top led to a third floor or an attic. For all I knew, they could have been there for decoration.

It looked sturdy enough, but the white paint on the outside was fading from years of Montana weather and what I could only assume was lack of upkeep. Strangely enough, the barn seemed to be in great condition, even if it was unpainted.

There was another weathered building between the house and the barn, but I had no idea what it was. It could have been a luxury outhouse for all I knew. My knowledge of life on a ranch was limited to what I'd seen on TV and in the movies.

I could ride a horse, but only because I'd had a client who'd had horses and he'd taught me. I wouldn't know the first thing about cows or steers or bulls or anything that mooed.

I parked my car in front of the house and climbed out. I stiffened when a large black and white dog came barreling around the side of the house, barking for all he was worth. I wasn't aware that dogs were allowed on ranches, but it made sense. They probably kept the critters away.

I stood my ground as the snarling beast stormed up to me. I knew better than to run or show fear. He was no different than some hoodlum protecting his territory in the inner city.

"Hello, boy," I said in a calm voice. "I'm not going to hurt you."

When the dog stopped barking and started sniffing the air close to me, I slowly held out my hand. He didn't bite it off, so that was something. I moved my hand back to stroke the fur behind his ear and then down his neck.

I squatted down and then quickly dodged the tongue aimed at my face as the dog went from ferocious to friendly. "Oh, you're a good boy, aren't you?"

I continued to pet the dog for several moments until I heard someone's loud shout coming from the same direction the dog had come from.

"Sampson!"

The dog stilled.

"Is that your name?" I asked. "Are you Sampson?"

He could be a Sampson. He was some sort of sheepdog, but he was huge. When I stood, his back came up nearly to my waist.

"Sampson!"

I glanced up just as a man came storming around the side of the house. He was dressed as I imagined a cowboy would be dressed—jeans, heavy-duty button-down shirt, cowboy boots, and hat—although, he was a little cleaner than I thought cowboys were.

That was a plus.

"He didn't hurt ya, did he?" the guy asked.

"No," I replied as I continued to pet the dog. "He was just greeting me."

The man stopped a few feet away from me and tipped his hat back. "Well, that's the darndest damn thing I've ever seen. Sampson don't like no one."

"Really?" I glanced down at the dog, who had sat down at my feet and leaned against my thigh, and he wasn't light. "He seems friendly enough to me."

"Last man that done drove up to the main house unannounced walked away with teeth marks in his hand."

"Huh." There was a lawsuit waiting to happen. "Well, he's been nothing but friendly to me."

There was the whole licking thing, but I could let that pass.

"You here to see Mr. Maddox?"

"I'm sorry, who?"

"Asa Maddox, the ranch foreman. He's in charge now that Mr. Walker done passed away."

I smiled. It was the same smile I gave a judge when I couldn't tell him to go fuck off. "I can assure you, Mr. Maddox is not in charge." Especially since I'd never heard of the man. "Would you happen to know where I can find this man?"

"This time of day, he should be in the office."

Fantastic.

"And where is the office?"

It was like pulling teeth.

The guy smiled as he pointed to the house. "Mr. Maddox moved into the main house when Mr. Walker died. He took over Mr. Walker's office."

"He moved into the main house?"

The cowboy shrugged. "Mr. Walker don't need it no more."

I reached down and patted Sampson's head. "You go chase rabbits or herd sheep or whatever it is you do. I need to go meet Mr. Maddox." And toss him out of my house. I smiled at the cowboy. "Thank you for your assistance, Mr...?"

"Colby, sir."

Well, at least manners were not lost on him.

"Thank you for your assistance, Mr. Colby." I held out my hand.

"Oh, it's just Colby." Colby wiped his hand on his jeans then shook my hand.

"It's nice to meet you, Colby. I'm Ethan Walker."

Colby's jaw dropped. "You're...you're..."

"I am."

Colby's eyebrows drew together in the cutest little frown. "But, Mr. Maddox said you was some city slicker who'd never set foot on a ranch."

Good god, the man's grasp of the English language was atrocious.

"Considering I've never met Mr. Maddox or even knew who he was before you mentioned him, I find it highly unlikely that he knows anything about what I would or would not do."

"But, your pa said—"

"My pa"—not a word I'd give to the man who had contributed to my birth—" knew me about as well as your ranch foreman thinks he does."

Which was not at all.

"I'm real sorry your pa died, Mr. Walker."

"Thank you." I didn't have much more of a response than that. I hadn't known my father and he hadn't known me. Other than a quarterly support check he sent to my mother—which stopped when I turned twenty-one—I hadn't heard from my father since the day my mother left home with me when I'd been just a few months old.

Well, there was the birthday card with a hundred dollar bill in it that came once a year on my birthday. That had been cool when I was a kid, but it quickly lost its luster when that was all I got from my father. If we'd ever spoken, I had been just months old.

I hope I drooled on him.

"I'm supposed to be meeting my father's lawyer here. Do you know if he's arrived?"

"I ain't seen hide nor hair of anyone but you, Mr. Walker."

Wow.

The education system in this backwater town needed a serious update.

I sent Colby a polite smile then gestured toward the house. "It was nice talking to you, Colby, but I'm going to head inside now." I would have preferred climbing back in my car and driving back to the airport, but I didn't see that happening.

Once the will was read, I'd be free.

"Oh, I can let you in." Colby raced up the steps before I could stop him and opened the front door. Sighing because I knew I had no other choice at this point, I followed.

I wasn't sure what I'd been expecting when I stepped inside, but it wasn't what I found. The open floor concept was nice, but the furniture was so outdated, it might actually be back in style. Very nineteen-seventies. If it wasn't so worn out, it could have been chic. It was also very rustic, with lots of wood.

A. Lot. Of. Wood.

It was surprisingly clean.

Colby walked over to a door on the far side of the room and knocked. "Mr. Maddox, sir?"

I heard a muffled reply, but couldn't quite make out what was said.

"Mr. Walker's son is here, sir," Colby said.

He jumped back a moment later when the door was wrenched open. A tall clean-shaven older man stood there. Considering we were on a ranch, I was a bit surprised he was dressed in slacks, a dress shirt, and a tie.

Seemed kind of out of place.

The hair was jet black without a gray strand in sight, making me wonder if he dyed his hair or had touch-up work done. It was clear from the wrinkles on his pudgy face that he was an older man.

The mustache was just as bad as the dye job. Maybe worse. It curled into one of those handlebar mustaches. It even had a curl at the tips.

All that black made his skin look pasty.

"Who is here?" the man barked out.

Colby pointed to me. "Mr. Walker."

I arched an eyebrow when the man glanced at me. "Mr. Mattox, I presume?"

I wasn't sure what to think of the man at first, but I knew I didn't like him when he flashed me a huge smile with lots of sparkly white teeth. I shivered at the slimy feeling it gave me. It was the same one I got when some stupid, slicked back, ambulance-chasing lawyer tried to get one over on me.

"Ethan," the man said as he walked toward me, his hand outstretched, "I wasn't aware you'd be coming. I had the impression that you didn't leave the city."

"Believe me, I don't want to be here anymore than you want me here, but—"

"Now, that isn't true."

Oh, yes it was.

I wasn't too thrilled with the guy calling me Ethan either. I didn't know him, had never met him, and I certainly had not given him permission to use my first name.

It just wasn't worth fighting at the moment.

"Mr. Maddox—"

"Just call me Maddox. We're all friends here."

The hell we were.

"My father's lawyer called me and informed me I needed to be here for the reading of my father's will." I glanced at my gold Rolex watch. It was eleven forty-five. "He asked me to meet him here at noon, so I assume he's on his way."

"I see." For a moment, the man's mask slipped and I saw the rage steaming inside of him, but then the smile was back as if it had never been gone. "Well, that makes sense, of course, what with you being Mr. Walker's son and all."

"Can I get anyone coffee?" Colby asked.

"We're talking here, Colby!" Maddox snapped, and just that quickly, he went from charming to asshole.

"Sorry, sir," Colby whispered before darting away.

I arched an eyebrow at Maddox. The man might have a couple of inches on me and more than fifty pounds, but I'd been eating assholes like him for breakfast for years. I wasn't intimidated in the least.

"My apologies," Maddox said before sending me another one of his slimy white teethed smiles. "Colby can be a bit of a chatterbox at times, always walking around with his head in the clouds. He'll talk your ear off if you let him."

Funny, that hadn't been my impression of Colby. He seemed kind of quiet and timid. I had no idea how he had survived on a ranch.

Maddox waved a hand back toward the room he'd walked out of. "Why don't we go wait in my office? Mr. Anderson should be here soon."

I didn't bring up the fact that we were walking into my father's office. For all I knew, it could be Maddox's office now. I didn't care either way. I was just here for the reading of the will. I had a return flight ticket for this evening in my pocket. Maddox could do what he wanted with the office, the house, and the whole fucking ranch.

I didn't want it.

I hadn't been planning to come at all until my mother learned my father had put me in the will. She's the one who insisted I go. I could have cared less. The man had done nothing for me when he was alive. I had no reason to think that might have changed now that he was dead.

I had no idea why he thought leaving me anything was a good idea.

It wasn't.

I hoped this didn't take long. Staying this far away from civilization could quite possibly make me break out in hives.

"Please, have a seat." Maddox waved his hand toward one of two chairs sitting in front of a massive wooden desk. He walked around it and sat down in a chair equally as large.

I had to wonder if the size of the furniture was meant to intimidate me. I'd seen people do try something like this before. I even remember one guy having his desk up on a platform so he was above anyone he was speaking to.

Some people could be really stupid.

I was a man who was comfortable in my own skin. I had been for a very long time. My mother had instilled a strong sense of self-worth while she was raising me. I hadn't even been worried about people's reactions when I came out as gay.

Technically, I hadn't "come out". I'd simply brought my first boyfriend home to meet my mother, and that was that. She knew I was gay. I knew I was gay. Beyond caring about who I was dating, I didn't care what others thought.

Some considered it a flaw. I considered it the building blocks to a life where I had no problem telling someone to go fuck themselves.

"Can I offer you some coffee?"

I gave Maddox the same smile I'd used before. Colby had offered the same thing and he'd jumped down his throat. "No, thank you. I don't intend to be here that long."

That statement seemed to make Maddox happy. His smarmy smile brightened. "That's too bad. I'd love to show you the ranch. We've been able to build it up over the last few years."

"I have no interest in my father's ranch, Mr. Maddox."

The man frowned. "Then why are you here?"

"My mother insisted."
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