


Chapter One
 
Bright lights and an air horn blaring catapulted Harlan from his thoughts.

He cut the wheel hard to the right.
“Sonofabitch,” he hissed. His heart did a staccato beat on his ribcage. He

pulled to the shoulder for a minute. After popping the gearshift to neutral, he
pulled on the emergency brake and then fell against the back of the seat. The
dust and dirt whirling in the beam of his headlights echoed what he’d been
remembering before the air horn. At least this time his blood pressure had a
reason other than his memories for being in the stratosphere.

Maybe he should have flown home and had Larry pick him up. The
thought that he would have had to return to the base to pick up his truck
reminded him of why he hadn’t done just that. The pity in the eyes of those at
the hospital had been bad enough when he was still commissioned. There was
no way he would survive going back on base again now that he’d been
discharged.

He gave his heart a few minutes to recover while he considered his
options. There weren’t many. Releasing the emergency brake, he put the
truck back in gear, checked his mirrors, tapped his lights to high since there
was no other traffic, and pulled back onto the road.

“You’re almost there. No reason to stop now. There’s nothing to go back
to anyway. Besides, Larry’s expecting you. If you don’t show up soon he’ll
panic and send out a search party.”

Hearing himself say the last made him grin. When he’d called his brother
last night, Larry was already worried because the drive was taking twice as
long. Usually laid-back, Larry became a world-class worrier if he had an
inkling something might be wrong. That tone had come through the phone
line loud and clear. Harlan knew if he didn’t make it home tonight, there
would be hell to pay.

The extra illumination from his high beams gave him a look at more of
the flood damage he’d noticed while driving across the plains. Now in the
foothills, he could see places where the river’s path had changed.

“I guess nothing stays the same forever,” he said as he took the next ramp 
off the highway. Twenty minutes and four turns later, he was on the main 
road through town. The small mountain town near the Big Thompson River 
had changed from more than just the flood since he left almost fifteen years 
ago. If it wasn’t almost midnight, he expected he would notice even more 
differences. He’d had a chance to talk with his brother shortly after the 



flooding. Larry had said the town had some major damage, but everyone in 
Bluff’s Corner pitched in and it had bounced back.  

He saw the new sign above the door to his brother’s bar a block down the
street. Taking a deep breath, Harlan turned right onto the street then right
again into the back parking lot. He pulled up beside his brother’s old car. The
kid had bought the car in high school planning to fix it up. Obviously, that
never happened, he thought with a grin.

After pulling the keys from the ignition, Harlan leaned on the steering
wheel and looked at the back of the building. It was quiet. He thought back to
when he’d grown up in this town. A few times over the years, there had been
minor troubles, but nothing huge. The peaceful area, with the nearby creek,
stream, or river depending on whom you talked to, fit Larry and their parents
well. Their brother Gil and their baby sister, Priscilla were more like him.
They wanted to see what else was out there. He had been more than ready to
leave by the time he graduated from high school.

Now he wondered why.
Harlan stepped out of the truck and stretched as best he could. His muscles

were stiff from lack of use the past month. Physical therapy hadn’t been half
the workout he was accustomed to, but it was almost more than he could
manage after being caught between two exploding vehicles.

Just the thought had him pounding his fist on the side of the truck. The
resulting pain screaming up his arm was better than where his thoughts had
started to drift. A few deep breaths and he shook it off.

A cold wind whipped through the back lot and he shivered. It must have
been a clear day because he’d checked the temp and knew it had been ninety
earlier. If the sky was free of clouds all that heat disappeared quickly at night
up here in the mountains. He reached behind the seat and grabbed his leather
coat, glad he hadn’t rolled it up and put it in his duffel. As he shoved his arms
in the sleeves, he looked up. The sky was ink black with a myriad of stars. He
caught himself naming constellations and grinned.

His dad had started teaching them to him when he was only four. There
were some huge boulders near their house by the river. They would go out at
night, lie on a boulder, and look at the stars. It was a time just for him and his
dad. His brothers and sister never got the star bug, but he never got over it.
The desert was the only other place he’d ever known where you could see so
many stars. Unfortunately, the fact there was a war going on made stargazing
difficult. Maybe he could get back into it now that he was home. He wondered
if dad still looked up.

You could ask.



Harlan ignored his prodding conscience. He wasn’t ready to face the
whole family. Larry was different. He would give him space and time. As
long as Larry could keep an eye on him, he wouldn’t worry as much. Mostly,
he was happy. That’s why I came here, Harlan thought lifting his bag from
behind the seat. He needed to be reminded what it meant to be happy. The last
couple of years, his missions required him to focus on war and survival.

He turned to face the back of the building. “Well, you drove all this way;
you might as well go inside.”

He walked across the parking lot to the bar’s back door. Years ago, Larry
had sent him a key to the building, the apartment stairwell door, and the
apartment for the rare occasions he would come home. Somehow, his brother
had known going back to the house wouldn’t have worked. Harlan still wasn’t
sure why he’d been so against staying at their childhood home, but he didn’t
have to figure it out tonight so he let it go.

The private entrance for the upstairs was immediately to the left after you
entered the bar’s back exit. The alcove between the exit and the bar itself was
empty, so he went upstairs unseen. He let himself in the apartment and
dropped his bag inside the door. Exhaustion weighed on him. He really didn’t
want to go downstairs.

In his teens, he’d been the life of the party. Now he preferred solitude and
silence.

He didn’t want to upset his brother, so he used the bathroom, splashed
water on his face, and headed back downstairs. To give himself a few more
moments of quiet and to stretch his legs a little more, he walked around to
the front. It had been a long ride from the east coast. The fresh air would
hopefully give him some energy.

Opening the door, Harlan felt like he was entering another dimension.
Loud music, loud laughter, even louder conversations, and a lot of people
filled the neighborhood bar. For the past month or more his life had been
filled with beeps from monitors, squeaky wheels rolling down hospital
hallways at night, and the quiet of staring out the shrink’s window while
listening to him ask questions Harlan never answered. But, he’d wanted a
change, and this was definitely different.

Stepping inside he scanned the entire room by the time he’d taken two
steps. The place was impeccable, just as he’d expected. The brass accents on
the bar gleamed. The real and locally created stained-glass lights cast colors
into the mirror behind the bar. The floor had some peanut shells on it, but it
was late on a Friday night. Yep, neat and tidy, just the way Larry liked things.

As he made his way to the far end of the bar, several people stared as if



trying to figure out who he was before it would register. Then they’d smile
and offer their hand. Harlan forced himself to nod and return the handshakes.
He clenched his jaw to keep from groaning when a few people slapped him
on the shoulder. He didn’t speak to anyone. There was nothing to say, they
simply recognized him because he’d grown up here and was Larry’s brother.
The resemblance was clear even though they were very different. Harlan
didn’t really know or at least didn’t recognize anyone here anymore except
Larry. As far as he was concerned, that was fine.

Halfway to the other end of the bar a waitress almost backed into him. At
the last moment, she turned, avoiding him with a fluid grace he couldn’t
remember seeing in a bar before. She cast him an apologetic smile before
turning to give Larry her order. That’s when Larry looked up and saw him
for the first time.

He nodded and Larry returned the greeting with a smile. Harlan knew he
wouldn’t have long to come up with a better hello. He hoped the waitress had
a big order for his brother so he would have a few extra minutes to think. Not
having come up with anything in the past four days, he couldn’t imagine what
good a few more minutes would do. He watched the waitress for a moment.
Larry listened and started mixing drinks, though he kept glancing at Harlan.
Offering the closest thing to a smile he could dredge up, Harlan continued his
journey toward the back.

He didn’t remember the place being so busy it needed waitresses. Then
again, it had been years since he’d been back. That was when he realized the
bar itself was almost a full circle. Most of the wall between the two buildings
had been knocked down. The bar now encompassed the first floor of both
buildings and included a new dance floor. Harlan was impressed. Larry
worked hard and deserved the success.

Rounding the end of the bar, he headed for the last seat. He was glad this
part of the wall was still intact. When he was here, he always sat here so he
could watch both entrances. The stool had a cardboard sign propped on it.
Harlan picked up the placard. Reserved for the guy with black eyes. He
grinned. It was a family joke. Somehow, he had been the only one to inherit
his grandfather’s black eyes. Everyone else had brown eyes. When he looked
up, his brother was walking toward him with an amber-filled glass and a
smile. Yeah, maybe a scotch would help rid him of the last of the tension
from unintentionally playing chicken with an eighteen-wheeler. He dug deep
and found a real smile for his brother.

“I was starting to wonder if you were going to make it tonight,” Larry
said, grasping Harlan’s hand after setting the glass down.



Harlan held up the sign in his other hand. “Cute.” He was thankful that
since the real black eyes he’d had in the hospital had healed the joke wouldn’t
take on a different meaning.

“Hey, I wanted to make sure no one took your place. I haven’t seen eyes
like yours since you left, so I figured it was a safe bet.”

Harlan nodded as he sat on the stool. “Sorry I’m so late. I needed to stop
and get out of the truck more than I used to. Guess I’m getting old.”

“Not old, just human,” Larry said.
Seeing the concern in his brother’s eyes, Harlan shook his head.
“I’m okay, stop worrying. I’ll hang out here until you close up,” he said

taking a sip of the single malt. “I hope you have some iced tea down there
though. One of these will probably be my limit tonight.”

“It’s brewed and chilled. I figured you wouldn’t want much else,” his
brother said as someone called from the other end of the bar. “Gotta get back
to it, we’ll talk later.”

Harlan nodded. Turning on the stool, he settled his back against the wall.
After a minute or two, he found a comfortable position that didn’t irritate his
aching body too much. Unfortunately, the position had the light above him
shining directly into his eyes. Snagging a napkin, he twisted the bulb and
almost sighed aloud with relief.

It didn’t take long for the noise to become minor background while he
observed the room. There was a good crowd, but the place wasn’t packed.
The waitress made her way between the various tables with practiced ease.
She had a ready smile for each table. She obviously had a good memory as
well. He counted four tables before she went to the bar and placed the orders.
The length of time it took for her to tell them to Larry, said it wasn’t just
four pitchers of beer. Taking another sip of his scotch, Harlan decided to see
if she managed to get it all right with the delivery.

While she waited for the drinks, she looked in his direction. It wasn’t a
glance. Her gaze was intent and searching. Harlan held her gaze. It felt more
like the inspections he withstood in boot camp, than a woman sizing him up.
He’d had more than his share of typical female once-overs and he didn’t
usually waste his time acknowledging them. He had no intention of becoming
involved in a relationship. But this, this was different. It felt like she was
trying to assess his right to be here. The moment Larry started setting
glasses on her tray the perusal stopped. She gave Larry a megawatt smile and
returned to business. Harlan’s gaze remained on her while the shock hit him
that he felt she’d taken his measure and found him lacking.

It didn’t bother him. He’d already had his ego blown apart . . . that’s fitting,



having your ego blown up like you were, he thought barely stopping himself
from shaking his head. With no ego and no idea what life held now, there was
nothing left for the little wisp of a woman to hurt, the look did, however,
intrigue him.

He watched her deliver her orders. If the bills she stuck in her apron were
any indication, she got the first three tables right. She returned to the bar to
pick up another tray and returned to the last table. After efficiently placing
each glass in front of the women seated there, she patiently waited for the
money, returned the change, and smiled before turning away, even though
she didn’t receive a tip.

Watching the table full of women, to see if the reason for lack of tip was
placing the drinks with the wrong customer, he watched each one take a sip.
Every drink was in the right place. The women were just cheap.

Score one for the waitress, he thought as his cell phone vibrated in his
pocket. When he pulled it out and glanced at the display, he rolled his eyes
and stood. Heading toward the back door, he answered the call.

“I’m fine, Colonel. Besides, I’m not your concern anymore. Remember?”
“Are you there yet?”
Harlan clenched his jaw as he opened the door that led to an alcove and

the back entrance. He needed less background noise to get through to his ex-
CO. “Yes. I’ve already checked in with my brother if you want to call him to
verify.”

“I’m concerned about you, son, but I don’t plan on going behind your back
or talking to anyone about you. That’s your business. I just wanted to make
sure you made it to Colorado. It was a long drive to take so soon after being
released.”

Harlan took a deep breath, remembering his close call with the truck less
than an hour earlier. Releasing the breath, he managed a calm tone when he
replied. “Yes it was a long trip. I’m tired, but that’s no excuse for insulting
you. I know you tried.”

“I’m not insulted, Harlan. I’ve known you too many years to let a little
sarcasm from you get under my skin.”

“That’s true. Anyway, I’m relaxing in the bar until Larry closes up. I’m
still too wound from the drive to go to sleep.”

“I can understand that. Listen, I may not be your commanding officer
anymore, but if you need to talk you can call. My phone’s on 24/7/365.”

“Yes, sir.” Flipping the phone closed he shoved it back in his pocket then
blew out a tense breath. With the number of deep breaths he’d taken in the
past hour and the increased elevation, he should be light-headed. Exhaustion



was obviously dogging him if he was mouthing off to the Colonel. The man
had backed him at every turn. He scrubbed his hands over his head and
squeezed it for a few seconds. Dropping his hands from his head, he released
yet another breath, and tried to center himself before walking back toward
the bar.

He rubbed his stomach as he walked out of the small alcove and through
the door. When he got back to his stool, a plate of nachos waited next to his
drink. Looking up, he wondered how his brother had known he was hungry.
Larry walked over while he dried a glass.

“It’s Fiesta Friday,” he said, motioning toward the plate. “I held some
aside for you before it was all gone. I figured you wouldn’t stop once you got
close.”

“Thanks. I take it the customers like it.”
“They seem to,” Larry said, leaning on the bar. “I’m thinking about

offering more. There’s a kitchen in the back of the other building. I’m
renovating it now and trying out some recipes. I think it would give the place
more of a pub type feel and bring in more business during the lunch hour.”

Harlan nodded. The nachos were putting a dent in his hunger. The colonel
had backed off. Larry was talking to him as if it hadn’t been over two years
since they’d seen each other. The scotch was starting to take effect, too.
Maybe coming home was the right thing to do.

“What do you think?”
“Sounds like a good idea,” Harlan said biting into another chip before

looking at his brother. Larry gave him a curious look.
“Not the business. Rilie, the waitress?” he said, nodding toward the

waitress who had avoided Harlan when he’d been walking through.
Maybe the scotch was having too good an effect. Obviously, he’d missed

something. He followed his brother’s gaze to make sure they were talking
about the same waitress. “She seems good at her job.”

Larry shook his head. “I asked you why a girl like that would prefer being
alone?”

Ah, now Harlan understood. “Struck out, huh?”
“No, never even tried. I know a lot of guys who have.”
Harlan let his gaze follow the waitress in question as she went from table

to table. He found himself enjoying it. Her short, spiked, perky, golden hair
suited her toned, compact body. He shook his head for looking that closely
and refocused his mind. She always had a smile and a few words for the
customers. He could tell she had a good rapport with the regulars. He could
also tell which people weren’t regulars. Like the table of women who hadn’t



given her a tip. And the table of rowdy young men in the front corner where
she was heading now.

Out of the corner of his eye, Harlan noticed Larry push off from the bar at
the same time his own trouble radar kicked in. So much for the drink taking
effect, he thought still watching the waitress.

She cleared the table and turned to leave. Her glance met his for a
moment when she looked toward the bar. He sensed unease in it. Then, one of
the men grabbed her wrist. Harlan was on his feet instantly. Larry held up his
hand to hold him in place. The jukebox chose that moment to go silent. All
heads turned toward the table where the man held the waitress. Shit, he didn’t
need to get into the middle of a bar fight. Hell, he wasn’t sure he could
survive a bar fight tonight, but he’d do his damnedest if it came to that.

The waitress turned her head back toward the table and looked down at
the man. “Sweetie, if you want to use that hand for fishing tomorrow, I
suggest you let go of me.”

Her tone was even, she was giving him an easy out. From the tension that
Harlan felt in the bar, the idiot should take it.

“I’d rather use it for something tonight,” the idiot said, tugging on the
wrist he held.

Harlan watched, ready to jump in, as the movement unsettled the load of
glasses the waitress carried. They all fell into the rude customer’s lap. Harlan
took two steps as the man jumped up and grabbed for the waitress, screaming.

“You little --”
The man’s words were cut off by Larry’s martial arts fighting sticks

slamming down on the table. Harlan had seen Larry snatch the sticks from
under the bar before jumping over it in one smooth motion. Harlan hung
back. He kept an eye on the waitress walking toward the bar. He’d smooth
things over here, while his brother faced off with the idiot and his friends.
There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that Larry could handle them on his own.

The waitress offered smiles to customers who offered comfort as she
made her way toward the end of the bar. Harlan could see the smiles were
forced. She was working very hard to make everyone think she was fine.

She wasn’t.
Her movements weren’t fluid as they’d been before the encounter. Her

body was tight. It was as if she were trying to make herself so small she
wouldn’t touch anyone as she moved. Her gaze was straight ahead, but not
really seeing. When she turned the corner, she froze, as if just realizing he
was there. He pulled a stool out for her before lifting the hinged part of the
bar near his seat. Once behind the bar, he snagged a shot glass and a bottle.



While he poured the shot, he looked at the wrist she was rubbing. The guy
had been holding on tight from the finger marks left on her pale skin.

“Drink it,” he said, swallowing his anger and setting the filled glass in
front of her. She wasn’t paying attention to him. Her eyes were watching
Larry and several others herd the idiot out the door. Harlan leaned sideways
to block her view. “Drink.”

This time her gaze flew to his. Harlan saw a slight flash of anger, but it
couldn’t erase the fear that had filled those gorgeous hazel-colored but
Bambi-sized eyes. “It will help calm your nerves.”

She narrowed her eyes just a bit, but picked up the glass. Her hand shook
and he knew he’d been right about how upset she was. He’d have to ask Larry
if this type of thing happened often.

Thought you weren’t going to get involved in anything.
The reminder slammed him in the gut about the same time the whiskey hit

the back of the waitress’s throat. His gut tensed. He prayed no one else
noticed the fear enveloping him as he concentrated on the waitress. He gave
her points for not choking outright. However, she did grasp her throat and
her eyes filled with tears from the shock of the alcohol. He poured her
another.

“Sip this one,” he said, before turning away. He faced the bar, but all he
saw was the back of heads. A few turned around and looked at the waitress
nursing the second shot he’d given her. The way her shoulders were almost
touching her earlobes, he figured the attention bothered her. He needed to
change the focus from the negatives to a positive. Damn. Fine, he could
pretend to be a friendly and interested bartender for a few minutes if it killed
him.

 


