




Quiver

Synopsis


Enter the exciting world of horse archery with the heavily anticipated new sports romance from award-winning sapphic author Rachel Spangler


Kye Manchester is no stranger to ambition. She sacrificed more than she cares to admit to become a highly acclaimed actress. Now more than a decade after her big break, her prospects are waning, and in a moment of desperation, she tells a lie that sends her spiraling back to where she started, and to the one woman she swore she’d never let herself need again.

Fletcher Bouchard isn’t just Kye’s first love and her greatest heartbreak, she’s also a world-champion mounted archer in a unique position to help Kye gain the skills she needs with a horse and bow, only she has no inclination to do so. Tensions flare immediately after Kye returns to their small hometown, and neither woman knows how to back down where the other is concerned. Driven, wounded, and resentful, they also happen to be the only person in each other’s lives who understands how to walk the razor’s edge between sanity and obsession.

The two women reluctantly agree to work together under the common goal of getting back to the lives they each built in spite of the other. However, during long days and nights of training, embers of the past rekindle fires hot enough to incinerate their defenses. As arrows and tempers fly, will passion burn hot enough to push Kye and Fletcher past old patterns in search of true healing? Or will the sharp point of lingering pain shatter their second chance at the love story of a lifetime?


Quiver is an enemies-to-lovers, ice queen romance about the power of love, redemption, and the choices that make us who we are.
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To Susie, the only person who understands my wildly unreasonable dreams.

 

Our shared propensity for blurring the lines of obsession makes this book all your fault.





Chapter One

Kye Manchester still had one foot on Forty-Sixth Street when a pair of well-manicured hands caught her by the lapels of her black coat and hauled her through the glass doors of a building much like all the others.

“Thank God you made it.” Mimi Levy gave her a quick once-over, then sighed before pulling her roughly toward the elevator. “They’re about done, and you’re my last hope.”

The news probably should’ve rankled, but Kye didn’t harbor any illusions about being Mimi’s top prospect for anything these days. Honestly, she appreciated getting a call, even last minute, though the time crunch hadn’t given her anything close to the preparation time she would’ve liked.

“Did you get a chance to glance at the script?” Mimi asked as she pushed the button for the sixteenth floor.

“I saw enough to know I want the part.” The statement might’ve undersold her true feelings. She’d been drawn to the project from the moment she’d read the details. Then after delving deeper into the actual script, she’d almost wept at the sheer artistry of it all. She fought to keep her hopes in check. A person could allow the sharp stabs of rejection to sink them only so low before it began to change them irreparably. Still, if she were the kind of woman who allowed herself to pine for anything, this movie would top the list.

“Good girl.” Mimi patted her shoulder. “Your auburn hair and age certainly match the physical description of what they’re looking for, but I honestly don’t know if anyone will get the part today. Rumor has it the producer mandated a major talent search, but Sophia LeBlanc wants an unknown or an upstart or something.”

“Or something,” Kye mumbled. Always unquantifiable. She couldn’t begrudge anyone such criteria, as it was what had allowed her to make her name in the business, but it didn’t sting any less to know some people saw her decade of hard work, experience, and sacrifice as a detriment.

“She’s in the room along with the writer,” Mimi said, almost as an afterthought.

Kye’s feet faltered as the elevator doors opened. “Sophia LeBlanc and Talia Stamos are both here?”

Mimi pulled her into a sparse reception area. “Seems redundant to me. Why hire a casting director, then watch over them the entire time? But you know how she micromanages her projects.”

She shook her head. She hadn’t known. She hadn’t been given the opportunity to work with a director of Sophia LeBlanc’s stature for quite some time. No wonder every detail of the script was flawless. Kye had dreamt of projects like this from the moment she got into the business, and she’d been green enough to believe that after her first success, chances like these would be thrown at her with predictable regularity.

Now she knew better.

“I haven’t gotten a great sense of what’s happening in there,” Mimi said, “but from the snippets I’ve overheard, they’ve already written off the world’s brightest stars for being too polished, too prim, or too proper. I also worry they don’t want an American at all.”

“Makes sense. The last thing they want on a woman warrior film is someone who looks like a princess on a show pony.”

“Then don’t be that.” Mimi clutched her arm tightly. “Go in there and fight. Show them you’ve got battle scenes in you, because they have a quick hook, and I’m sure I don’t have to remind you, your own clock is ticking down, too.”

She nodded and took a deep steadying breath as a door across the small room opened. A woman shuffled out, head down. Clearly her audition hadn’t gone well, and Kye’s own heart ached at the signs of dejection. There’d been a time when she may’ve tried to smile at a fellow actress, or at least offer some sense of camaraderie, now all she could do was try to hold her own fears at bay. A subtle sort of desperation had been rising in her throat like bile for years, but she forced it down now, just like she always did. There was no room for insecurity or weakness in this business.

A spritely young woman popped out of the room holding a clipboard. “Ms. Manchester?”

“I’m here.”

“They’re ready for you.”

Mimi gave her arm a squeeze. “Break a leg.”

She’d didn’t roll her eyes at the cliché even though a part of her had grown weary of hearing it. At this point she’d take every bit of good luck she could get.

She stepped inside the room, pleasantly surprised to see a full wall of windows overlooking Midtown Manhattan, so even though the space wasn’t big enough to hold more than a handful of people, the natural light helped combat the claustrophobia she often associated with screen tests.

She stepped in front of a neutral backdrop and looked straight into the camera set on a tripod mere feet away. “Good afternoon. I’m Kye Manchester.”

“Have you had a chance to review the script?” a man sitting behind the camera asked without offering any introduction of himself or anyone else in the room, though she supposed the two women sitting against the back wall didn’t need any introduction in this business.

“Only a few hours ago, but I’m confident in my ability to run the opening scene.”

“Proceed when you’re ready.”

She took a deep breath in through her nose, then held it as she closed her eyes, shutting out her current surroundings from her senses until she stood atop a rock crag overlooking an English valley. Releasing the breath through parted lips, she took up the lines she’d committed to memory until they flooded the studio.

Springing to life, she paced in a small circle as she recounted the situation, not as an actress conveying information to the others in the room, but as a budding queen, newly widowed, staring down both an approaching army of enemies and a small circle of close advisors, all of them expressing doubts in her ability to lead.

She didn’t grab hold of the part so much as it caught hold of her, scraping along her vocal cords and wrenching the muscles in her shoulders. Reciting lines from memory, her heart pulsed a steadily increasing tempo as she roused her own sense of self, willing it to fill the space between her and her advisors in ways her stature could not. The speech was as much for her sake as anyone’s, and it reverberated through her core.

Raising a fist to shake at anyone who dared doubt her resolve, she tilted back her head, ready to defy even heaven, then nearly pitched forward as the man behind the camera cut her off.

“That’ll do for today,” he said curtly.

She sucked in a shocked breath, as if some part of her soul had been snatched from her body. She always felt disoriented when the curtain fell, forcing her to relinquish the character she’d been filled with, but rarely did the process happen so unexpectedly.

She blinked a few times, but her vision remained blurry, so she lifted her hands to rub her eyes.

They hadn’t even let her finish.

“We’ll be in touch with your agent,” he continued, as if he hadn’t just robbed her in broad daylight.

The sound of rustling paper brought her back into the space, and she dropped her hands. Sophia LeBlanc was hastily shoving folders into a bag, while Talia Stamos whispered something to her.

“You won’t be calling me,” Kye said matter-of-factly.

That caused the others to still. It wasn’t as if they hadn’t been aware of their shared reality, but few of them ever said the quiet part out loud. It was part of the social contract they’d all agreed to. Most auditions remained open-ended, so both sides could tell themselves whatever lies they needed in order to keep going.

Only this time Kye didn’t want to keep going.

The realization pricked her chest, embedding itself like an arrow that would either have to be pulled out or pushed through. The illusion filled her brain and spilled out of her mouth. “You aren’t going to call anyone back because you’re looking for authenticity, but you’ve set yourself up to fail.”

That got Sophia LeBlanc’s full attention, as she straightened and leveled a dangerous sort of glare at Kye. Electricity began to crackle through the small confines of the room, and she rushed to get her last words out before she got struck by lightning.

“No one can show you whether or not they’re battle-ready in a Midtown high-rise. No one will find gravel in their veins on a smoothly shellacked floor, and no one will shake rocks from overhanging cliffs when they’re surrounded by glass and steel.”

“You recommend holding auditions in the Scottish Highlands, perhaps?” One corner of Sophia’s lips curled up sardonically. “I agree, which is why I’m off to catch a flight instead of spending more time justifying myself to you, or anyone else of your ilk.”

“My … ilk?” Kye’s jaw twitched. “You never saw any of what I’m made of. You didn’t offer the time or the space.”

“Ms. …” She seemed to search for Kye’s name, showcasing how little of an initial impression she’d managed to make.

“Manchester.”

“Right. Ms. Manchester, we’ve seen over a hundred actresses here, and none of the others had a problem with the setup, which might suggest the issue lies with you.”

“Or,” she shot back quickly, “maybe the role didn’t matter to them as much as it does to me. I’m in love with this character in a way I haven’t experienced in ten years. I care about her enough to want to see her given everything she deserves.”

“And you think she deserves you?”

“Yes.” She didn’t waver in the answer, nor did she stop there. “I believe I could bring an authenticity to this role that can’t possibly be showcased in a small studio. I feel her in my bones.”

“Sadly, your bones won’t appear on camera.” Sophia picked up her bag. “And you’ve already had more of my time than you’ve earned.”

Panic welled in Kye as she drifted away on a tide she couldn’t control. She didn’t know what to do other than paddle against the current with all her might, and in her frenzied brain, she grasped for anything she might use as leverage. “I can shoot, and I can ride.”

Sophia stilled again, but this time Talia Stamos spoke first. “At the same time?”

She nodded, buying her voice time to catch up with where her mind had leapt. “I grew up attending mounted archery competitions. I can handle a mount and a bow the way other actresses can walk and talk.”

The casting director turned to look at the women behind him, eyebrows raised in interest, clearly knowing his place enough not to speak out of turn, but Sophia dashed his hopes with a shake of her head.

“You managed to make an interesting case for a callback. I’ll give you credit there, but I’m intimately familiar with the edge of desperation in your voice, and while I respect the hunger behind it, I also suspect you’re running on adrenaline laced with a pinch of terror. In my experience, people in such a precarious position will say whatever they need to in order to achieve salvation.”

“I’m not lying.”

“And yet, I still don’t believe you.”

Thalia Stamos touched her arm, and Sophia softened slightly as she turned toward the writer, who spoke so softly Kye couldn’t hear her.

Sophia shook her head. “I don’t have time to call her bluff. I promised Vic I’d make this flight and spend the holiday in England with no outstanding commitments.”

“Please.” Kye tried to hide some of the panic Sophia clearly pegged in her. “I can wait until you come back. Give me a real chance to prove myself.”

“I won’t return until February, and we’d hoped to have this part cast before then.”

“But”—Talia spoke over them both—“this week has not gone well, and if you don’t want to work on your holiday, wouldn’t it be best to leave with at least one option worth following up on rather than going all the way back to square one?”

Sophia glanced at Kye again as if trying to decide if she might constitute something better than nothing, then glanced at her watch. “I’ve got to go. If you want to follow her down this rabbit hole, I won’t stop you, but I’m going on record now as saying it’s a waste of time.”

Talia didn’t argue. Instead, she rose and kissed Sophia on both cheeks. “Leave it with me. Give my love to Vic and the others.”

Sophia clutched her tightly for a moment. “And the same to Addie. I’ll be in touch.”

“Not until after the new year,” Talia ordered. “Go.”

Sophia did as instructed without suffering Kye so much as another sliver of side-eye. The casting director followed her out, while the assistant hustled after.

Kye turned, frantic once more, to the only other person left in the room.

Talia sighed as she looked her up and down intently. Her gaze didn’t carry the level of suspicion Sophia’s had, but it didn’t lack intensity. Kye struggled not to shrink from it at such close range. Talia finally managed a tired sort of smile. “I loved your work in Poetry in the Dark
 .”

“Thank you.” She’d received the comment enough over the years to react on instinct.

“I also saw you in Plaza
 recently.”

Kye’s surprise must’ve shown on her face because Talia laughed. “When I saw your name on an off-Broadway marquee during my last trip, it piqued my interest. You don’t often see Golden Globe winners and Oscar nominees that far from Times Square.”

“I’m sure you didn’t have any trouble snagging tickets last minute.”

Talia shrugged. “You were good, and I never fault an actress for not being given much to work with.”

“Then will you give me a chance to work with something better?”

“Ah, you’re quick, and I admire your drive.”

“You’re nice to label it as drive rather than desperation. I’ll admit both are equally apt, but I wouldn’t be fighting for anything I didn’t think I deserved. I’m not running around every audition in New York throwing fits like a prima donna.”

“I’m glad to hear it, because that’s a deal breaker. I know you can act, even if I believe you’ve made some bad choices in material over the years, but I have to be brutally honest. If you just lied to Sophia LeBlanc, it will be the worst decision of all, one no one will be inclined to help pull you back from.”

The back of Kye’s neck pricked with sweat. “I didn’t.”

Talia eyed her seriously for long enough that the silence became awkward, and Kye rushed to fill it.

“I didn’t mean to imply I’m a professional archer or gold-medal equestrian. If you a need a full-blown stuntwoman, I’m not her, but I have experience riding and shooting.” Memories flooded her mind of a time when she’d been a different person living different dreams, but she summoned as much of her acting training as possible to keep the strain of emotion from registering in her voice. “I have authentic skills no other woman on your docket today possesses.”

Talia sighed. “If that’s true, I suggest you start brushing up on those skills. I’ll be in touch after the holidays about a more thorough audition, and I swear I will not be happy if you prove Sophia right.”

She fought the urge to sway under the weight of pressure and relief. “I promise I won’t let you down.”

Talia stared at her for a few seconds longer, as if not entirely sure she believed her, before shrugging and turning to go. “We’ll see. Happy holidays.”

“Same to you,” she called, then waited until the door closed behind her before covering her face with her hands and smothering a scream.

She couldn’t believe that had happened, or was happening, because obviously nothing was over, or settled, or guaranteed. She’d placed a rather large bet on the table, and it wouldn’t be overkill to say she’d wagered all that was left of her professional reputation in the process. She wasn’t exactly holding an ace in her hand at the moment, but she knew where to get one.

Her heart began to beat faster. She’d been so carried away in the moment, she hadn’t stopped to consider where the tide was taking her until she heard the rush of rapids roaring through her brain.

“Hey.” Mimi poked her head into the room. “What happened in here?”

She shook her head slowly. She didn’t know how to explain. She’d made the choice, almost without thinking, and now she couldn’t turn back. The sweat pricking her skin turned to ice as the echoes of her past cackled at how fitting it would be for the same impulsiveness that had carried her away to also drag her back.

“Cancel all my other auditions until further notice.”

“Kye,” Mimi pushed, “did you get the part?”

She opened her mouth, but the words stuck in her throat until she shook them loose. She didn’t have another option. “Not yet, but if I want to, I have to go home.”





Chapter Two

“So, while a lot of people are coming to see mounted archery as a compelling sport, and it is, it’s also technically a martial art, and the most primal one on some levels.” Fletcher Bouchard spun an arrow in her hand as she scanned the faces of her audience. A few kids had clearly tuned her out, fascinated by the sharp point she held rather than the one she was trying to make, but the teens and adults eyed her with rapt attention. Only her dog, Bear, seemed completely disinterested as he yawned from his spot at her feet.

“There are no style points in mounted archery, or horse archery as we often call it. You don’t have elaborate rules about form, and you can take your shot using techniques from any number of cultures, but you must hit your target and hit it fast.”

A teenage girl raised her hand, then blurted out a question she’d clearly been worrying about. “What if I don’t have my own horse?”

“Not a problem,” Fletcher said quickly. “It’s not uncommon for competitors in our community to share horses. We occasionally travel to faraway places. I’ve been to Japan and Kazakhstan and South Korea in the last few years. Going those kinds of distances is hard on horses, and on the competitor’s wallet.”

“What about equipment?” one of the dads interjected quickly.

“I have everything you’ll need to get started here, and if you or your children get hooked, you can start buying your own gear slowly. Bows, arrows, quivers, targets, I won’t lie, it adds up, but not all at once.”

“Do we have to ride super fast?” a younger boy called out.

“We’ll build up. I never let anyone get in over their head, and speaking of heads, anyone under eighteen must wear a helmet, but I strongly recommend it for everyone. There’ll also be waivers to sign, because going back to my previous point, horse archery has its roots in war, and while we’ll never, ever, point an arrow at anyone else, the skill set is based around shooting someone before they shoot you.”

Several of the parents shifted nervously, and she let the silence stretch. She didn’t want to scare anyone away from the sport she’d spent her life trying to build up, but a healthy dose of respect offered the best starting point for building a lifelong obsession, and that’s what she hoped to foster every time anyone joined her classes.

“That said, mounted archery takes skill, discipline, precision, speed, communication, physical fitness, and mental focus. It’s perfect for molding well-rounded, active, and attentive people. It’s also a truly exciting way to pass your time, which is why it’s the fastest growing discipline in all equine activities.” Fletcher smiled with a hint of pride. “And if you choose to start your journey here, I promise you’ll have every opportunity to succeed, no matter what your ambition.”

The same girl who started off the questions raised her hand again.

Fletcher nodded for her to continue.

“Is it true both your parents were Olympians?”

She tightened her jaw, but managed to sound even as she said, “Yes, they were.”

“Did they win any medals?”

She nodded again. “A few.”

A boy in the front perked up. “Did you win any medals?”

She shrugged. “Mounted archery isn’t an Olympic sport … yet, but I do have a room full of trophies and ribbons, even a few from world championships.”

Several of the parents shared approving glances, and she tried to appreciate that while her credentials didn’t carry the weight of an Olympic torch, they weren’t wasted on this crew. “For the people who join the class starting in January, you’ll have a chance to win some prizes of your own. At the end of our first session, we’ll have a competition with folks from out of town, and there’ll be a beginner’s bracket for the contest.”

“I’m going to crush it,” a teenage boy said. “Where do we sign up?”

Fletcher used the arrow to point to a table off to the side. “There are registration forms with a class schedule on the back. You can fill them out here or take them home and mail them in.”

Several kids made a mad dash toward the table, parents and friends scrambling to keep up, and she got a sense this group would be a good one. From the looks of people grabbing paperwork, she’d likely have a class of at least ten, and they’d span a good range of ages from about eleven to middle age, which would provide balance. Plus, she already knew several of them from either 4-H or local horse-riding connections, so she wouldn’t have to start from scratch.

“Hey Fletcher.” Bob McEnroe, one of her closest neighbors and high school classmates clasped her on the shoulder, then nodded to his twelve-year-old daughter, who was snagging a form. “Looks like you got Jenny excited.”

“Good. You’re not going to let her go it alone, are you?”

He scratched the stubble on his chin. “You know, I’ve never been great with a bow.”

“There’s an understatement, but you’re decent enough on a horse, and you have to admit, combat sports are a pretty cool father/daughter hobby.”

He laughed. “Better than ballet, I suppose.”

“I don’t know. You could pull off the tutu.”

“Damn right I would, but this seems a little more my speed. I’ll give it a go.”

“Glad to hear it. And I’ll appreciate having an extra set of hands on the reins.”

“I’m not sure I can keep up with your standards. Then again, not many do.”

She didn’t argue. She didn’t hate her reputation for perfectionism.

“You’ve been that way ever since high school. Hey, speaking of which”—he lowered his voice and turned his back to the others—“I’m not sure you even want to hear things like this, but just so you don’t get blindsided, I heard folks at the Christmas market yesterday say Kylie Manchester’s on her way home.”

A cold sweat ran along Fletcher’s neck and palms. Her shoulders hunched forward involuntarily, and she gritted her teeth against the visceral urge to turn in on herself. She took a slow, quiet breath and clenched her fists before releasing both. Still, no amount of mind-over-matter exercises could help her find a full sentence, so she merely lifted one shoulder and shook her head. “It’s fine.”

“Yeah.” Bob nodded and took a step back. “I’m sure she’ll be in and out. She’s not one to linger, not that it matters.”

She shook her head. “Nope.”

“All right then.” He edged farther away. “Hey, you have a great Christmas, and we’ll see you in January.”

She nodded again and realized she was probably starting to look like a bobblehead before spitting out, “Merry Christmas.”

She glanced around for several seconds without seeing much, but as the white tinge from her vision faded, most people had filtered out. A couple of girls were petting horses on their way through the barn, and she should probably go supervise, but she couldn’t bring herself to leave the arena yet. Instead, she merely kept her ears open to anything out of the ordinary. She could always hear if any of her animals grew agitated and knew how to calm them quickly. Too bad she hadn’t developed as many cues and cures for her own anxiety.

Well, she had one.

Ignoring the paperwork waiting for her on the table, she reached for the rich, smooth, recurve bow propped up against it. By the time she lifted it to chest level, she’d already snugged an arrow against the string. Turning her torso toward the target in one fluid motion, she drew and sighted as her muscles flexed on memory. With her feet still facing perpendicular to the direction she intended to shoot, the string slid across her side.

She didn’t have to aim, not from a standing position or for anything the size of a standard archery target, but she still took her time, settling in, not so much to the shot but to her own situation. Her breath slowed and her pulse decelerated its drumbeat in her ears.

This was her own personal equivalent of slipping into a bubble bath or snuggling beneath a down comforter. Behind the painted rings in the center of her vision, she could see fat flakes of snow falling outside the arena windows, but the air around her still carried the warm scent of dirt and hay. Bear must’ve approved of having the place to themselves again as he flopped softly to the ground beside her.

Pulling the taut string back until two fingers brushed along her cheek, the tension in her muscles shifted from stress to anticipation. Her chores were done, her horses fed, her bills paid. She’d hit every target the day had put in front of her.

Except for one.

Though in that case, she hadn’t exactly missed as much as failed to bring it into focus.

Closing her eyes, she timed the rise and fall of her chest, trying not to replay Bob’s gentle warning. So what if the town rumor mill was burning up with the big news of its most famous resident’s impending visit? Fletcher didn’t allow her mind to wander down any dark paths, a skill she’d mastered over years of avoiding worthless what-ifs. Nothing about her reality had changed drastically in all that time, and there was no reason to expect it to now.

As if to prove her point, she loosed the arrow. The low hum of the reverberating chord, the subtle whoosh, and the satisfying thump against the center of the target all soothed her on a level she sensed at her core. There was no elation or even relief at hitting her mark. She expected to make the shot, always. Still, the familiar actions and foreseeable outcomes carried a sort of satisfaction in their predictability. She repeated the movements with the next arrow from her thigh quiver, and then another and another.

Losing track of time and anything else not in her immediate line of sight, she worked steadily, and when her fingers came up empty, she walked only far enough to collect her arsenal from the target and reset to go again.

Nocking another arrow, she raised the bow and drew back the string lightly, only to pause at the distant crunch of tires on her gravel driveway. Maybe someone had merely lingered outside chatting? Her heart kicked her ribs, and she leaned hard against the urge to guess as it became clear the noise was growing closer instead of pulling away.

Bear lifted his head, and one of the horses nickered in the barn behind her as the vehicle slowed to a stop. The dog rose, tail sweeping slow across the leg of her pants, but he didn’t trot off at the sound of a car door opening, instead choosing to stay close, which meant he didn’t recognize the visitor.

She inhaled through her nose, counting the seconds, not the steps against the hard-packed dirt on the path. Sharpening her gaze until she could see only the small yellow circle across the arena, she pulled back the string until the strain of holding it overshadowed all the other tension vying for the chance to torque her muscles. She would surrender to the pressure only of her own choosing.

She’d worked and trained and built, then rebuilt herself too painstakingly to allow even a tremor to trace her fingertips as the steps stopped, replaced by the silent sense of eyes intent on her back.

Bear whined, but the only release Fletcher would allow either of them was the slight flick of her fingers that loosed the arrow. It stayed true without so much as a wobble before striking home with enough force to make the target shudder the way she ached to.

A slow clap started behind her.

“You’ve still got it,” a voice said, low, close, haunting.

Lowering the bow, she steeled herself, but refused to turn around before saying, “Hello, Kylie. It’s been a while.”

A little hum of assent raked across her senses, and she didn’t have to see the woman to tell she wore a wry sort of smile. The fact that Fletcher still knew such a thing tinged the edges of her brain with heat.

“Fletch.”

Her jaw twitched at the way a single word, said in that deep, wistful register threatened to liquify her resolve. She turned slowly, bracing herself against the rush of emotions she always suffered at the sight of her.

Kylie stood a few yards away in worn jeans and a white shirt under a knee-length, black wool coat, waves of auburn hair spilling over her shoulders. There was nothing overtly elegant about the attire, but she still looked out of place, too bright, too polished, too proud and pretty for the dull earth and dim light of her surroundings. What had ever made either of them believe she could belong here?

Fletcher slung her bow over her shoulder and pulled an arrow from her hip quiver just to have something to do with her hands while Kylie drank her in with her eyes. “In town for the holidays?”

“Something like that. I’m not totally sure yet.”

She nodded as if that made sense.

As if any of this made any sense.

“You look good.”

Fletcher shook her head against the urge to repeat the compliment. Kylie did look ridiculously good, but she knew it, and she certainly didn’t need Fletcher to say such a thing. The whole world had fallen for her pale skin, her green eyes, the press of her lips in an impish expression that had been genuine, at least in the beginning. No one needed to point out the obvious here.

Fletcher didn’t play silly games. She didn’t make small talk either, and the thought of Kylie of all people waltzing in here at this point and trying to lead her into such an absurdity caused a flash of anger. “Can I help you with something?”

“I don’t know.” Kylie’s smile spread, and she shook her head until one wavy lock of hair spilled over her shoulder. “Actually, I do. You can
 help me. You’re the only one who really can. I’m just not sure you will
 .”

Fletcher laughed a little even though she didn’t find it humorous.

“Don’t think for a minute the irony is lost on me,” Kylie continued. “It seems as if the fates are kinky little bitches, because it turns out that holding onto the life I’ve sacrificed so much for actually depends on the life you’ve built here.”

“You
 sacrificed?” Fletcher snorted to keep in a sob. “Sure, let’s pretend. But you’ll have to forgive me, because you’ve had more practice with these sorts of performances.”

“Please, don’t make it harder. We both know I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t need to be.”

“Yeah, we know that much.” She spun the arrow in her hands until it pointed up, and resisted the urge to hurl it like a javelin. “What’s the big ask?”

“I need a refresher on mounted archery. Like a big one.”

Fletcher stared at her, waiting for more, but Kylie only shifted from one foot to the other and shrugged.

“Seriously? You came all the way here and that’s the best you can do? How many hours did you have on planes and in cars, and you didn’t even prepare a monologue? So unlike you.”

“I’m not playing a part today.”

“But you do want one, right? A big part you can use me to get a leg up on?”

She opened her mouth as if she might argue, then closed it and nodded. “I didn’t mean for it to happen like this.”

Fletcher rolled her eyes. “Ah, yes. The world just throws these things your way. Can’t be helped. No agency involved at all. Glad to know some things never change.”

“Okay.” Kylie threw up her hands. “You’re right. People don’t change. Thanks for the reminder. I actually did have a lot of agency here, up to a point … I thought, ugh, you know what? It doesn’t matter. I’m going to go.”

She clenched her jaw to keep from disagreeing.

Kylie looked from her to the dog to the rafters of the arena, her eyes lingering a second on the metal cymbal hanging overhead. “I like what you’ve done with the place.”

“Sorry you wasted a trip out.”

She managed a half-smile. “I’m not here to argue anymore, but you’ve never been a waste for me, Fletch. If nothing else, it’s good to see you’re doing well.”

“I could say the same, but anyone with a TV or computer knows how you’ve done for yourself.”

“Then maybe I’m better at my job than I thought.” Kylie caught herself and took a steadying breath before going on with a little more mirth in her rich voice. “You told me once you were the only person in the audience who could tell which smiles I was faking. I guess some things do change after all.”

Then without waiting for a response, Kylie turned and walked away.

Fletcher let her go. She’d decided a long time ago she’d never chase a woman who didn’t want her enough to stay of her own accord, but the fortitude that came from knowing she was right didn’t always balance the sting of wishing she were wrong.
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Kylie didn’t look in the rearview mirror. She knew better than to hope Fletcher would change her mind, or, God forbid, reach out to her. She’d known it for years, save for a few minutes in a studio a world away.

She shook her head. There was no need to be dramatic. There was no world between New York and Vermont, merely a few hours’ worth of interstates. The trip hadn’t even taken her half a day, and yet she would’ve gladly traded it for the shorter drive to her parents’ house. Fletcher lived exactly 2.8 miles from the two-story colonial on the edge of town where Kylie had spent the entirety of her idyllic childhood. She could still pinpoint exactly which split-rail fence post marked the halfway point between their front doors. Back when they were living on a mix of hope and young lust, meeting each other in the middle felt so sensible.

Now as she pulled onto the county road that used to be her pathway home, she couldn’t even bring herself to glance at the small grove of sugar maples where they’d spent endless afternoons.

Why had she ever believed she could come back here after all these years? Of course she’d visited a time or two, but only for short, surgical strikes, in and out except for the one time right after she’d moved from LA to New York. She shivered at the memory and the images it had seared into her mind. The scene played like a movie reel, unbidden and unedited through her brain, some woman with her arm curled around Fletcher’s, lips pressed close to her ear, the echo of laughter that haunted her dreams ever since.

Hurt, shame, grief and so many emotions she’d never dared to label threatened to overtake her once more, but she shook her head. That trip had been a mistake, too, but she clearly hadn’t learned her lesson. Maybe she never would.

It had been stupid to come here. The desperation had driven her, but even in her most frenzied moments she hadn’t really expected Fletcher to respond any other way. They’d been through too much, both together and separately, for her to expect anything other than a cold shoulder. She only wished she could find comfort in the consistency of their shared icy resolve.

As she pulled into the village halfway down a mountain road, she wondered if Fletcher took any satisfaction in rejecting her. The chill in her voice didn’t suggest pleasure, even if the set of her jaw betrayed the indifference she tried to project. They knew each other’s tells too well to convey apathy convincingly. No, she still got under Fletcher’s skin simply by showing up, but the prospect didn’t thrill her the way it once had. Nothing had thrilled her in too long to remember.

With that entirely maudlin thought, she pulled into her parents’ driveway and barely had time to kill the engine before they both spilled out to greet her. So much for taking a moment to collect herself.

“You made it.” Her mom practically squealed as she hugged her.

“You made good time, too, stranger.” Her dad piled on, wrapping his arms around both of them.

She didn’t tell them the ETA she’d sent before leaving this morning factored in what she’d hoped would be a longer stop at Fletcher’s … or that she’d planned to stop there at all.

“Come on in. It’s cold.” Her dad nudged her toward the door.

“Let me get my stuff.”

“We’ll help.” Her mom bustled ahead and opened the trunk of her car. “Wow, did you pack your whole apartment?”

“Sort of. Some of it’s Christmas presents.”

Her dad tugged a large suitcase toward the house. “I must’ve been good this year. What’s in here? I hope it’s a Porsche.”

“Sorry, this one’s all mine. The presents are in the backseat.”

“All yours? How long are you staying?”

She’d expected the question, but she thought maybe she’d make it across the threshold first. “My plans are in flux at the moment.”

“I’m glad they fluxed in our direction.” Her mom grabbed a duffle bag and nodded for her to go on ahead.

She stepped into the warmth of her parents’ home without much nostalgia until the scent of lasagna and baking bread took hold of her senses, and her stomach growled. “Did you cook my favorite?”

“Of course.” Her mom shrugged as if the question were silly, but she smiled like it pleased her. “My baby girl’s home for the first time in two years. You didn’t think I’d serve liver and onions.”

“Ew, thanks.”

“Do you want me to put my Porsche under the tree?” Her dad wheeled the big suitcase into the living room.

“I told you, that one’s mine. I’ll handle the gifts.” She scooted past him, snagging the bag her mother set down, but as she spotted the tall Douglas fir set proudly in the center of the large picture window, a pang of nostalgia cut through the dark hovering over her since arriving at Fletcher’s.

She stood and stared for a second, memories rushing back as she took in several handmade ornaments placed in positions of prominence. She’d braced herself for what happened earlier, but she hadn’t prepared for an emotional onslaught here.

“You okay, sweetie?” Her mom wrapped an arm around her waist.

“Just admiring the tree.” She let her head fall to the side until it rested on her mom’s shoulder. “It’s really pretty this year.”

“Dad picked it out, but I decorated.”

“You two make a good team.”

“We’ve had plenty of years to figure out a system. What about you?”

“What about me?”

“What’s going on?” her mom pressed.

“Hey,”—her dad peeked his head through the doorway to his study—“I wanna hear the gossip, too.”

“There’s no gossip.”

They both stared at her the same way they had when she was a kid and answered the question ‘how was school’ with ‘fine.’ She knew from experience they had what it took to wait her out.

“I initially hoped I’d have work to do in the city over the holidays, but it turns out I don’t.”

Neither of them said anything at the surface-level explanation until the silence stretched to a straining point. “I guess I needed a short walk down memory lane to remind me of a few things I’d let myself forget.”

Her mom nodded as if she found the answer sufficient.

“I, for one, am glad,” her Dad said, then added, “I hope it’s not too short a trip, ’cause we’ve missed you.”

She offered the most convincing smile she could summon and said, “I’ll see what I can do.”

She wasn’t in a place to make any more commitments, not after putting herself out on a pretty big limb and having Fletcher yank her last hope of a safety net away. Still, she didn’t have the heart to tell them that, as far as she was concerned, this trip was already over.
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Fletcher was spreading some fresh hay in a newly cleaned stall when the sound of an approaching car caused her to stiffen. Plenty of people had stopped by, what with neighbors dropping off holiday treats, the regulars making use of the break from school or work to visit their horses, or customers coming to pick up a bow or a bridle to place under the tree. Part of her remained grateful for the diversions, or at least she would have if not for the sickening seconds between hearing each visitor approach and the moment they revealed themselves.

She tried to remember she’d gone years between encounters like the one that shook her comfortable routine yesterday, and the likelihood of Kylie returning for more so soon was slim to none. She’d held her ground better than she might’ve feared if she’d had time to dwell on such a thing, but a fitful night’s sleep and the awareness Kylie was probably still in town left her tense.

She forced nonchalance, at least on the surface, until she picked out the sound of two car doors closing followed by a high whistle that swung low and back up again.

Bear bolted from the back of the barn, bounding as far as his long legs would carry him, no doubt on his way to pounce on his other mother, and Fletcher’s relief lasted long enough to prevent her from barking the standard “no jumping” command she needed only when Ava arrived.

Taking the time to rest the handle of her pitchfork outside the stall, she ambled into the hall to see Bex laughing while Bear, his paws on Ava’s shoulders, tried to lick her face.

“Not the mouth, buddy,” Ava warned without the slightest ounce of authority.

“You have only yourself to blame.” Fletcher leaned her shoulder against a wooden support beam as some residual tension left her body. Ava was comfortable, Ava was safe, and Fletcher didn’t need to examine why her reaction to one ex-girlfriend differed so greatly from another in order to be pleased to see her.

“Merry Christmas,” Ava said when she noticed her.

“Christmas is tomorrow.”

Ava laughed. “Bah humbug to you, too.”

“Christmas is a whole season,” Bex corrected, a bit more gently.

“Christmas is a state of mind,” Ava piled on.

“Christmas is a—”

“I get the idea.” Fletcher cut them off. If these two weren’t so genuine, they’d be insufferable. “What are you up to?”

“We got in from the city last night, so we’re running around, seeing folks and playing Santa at a few more stops before we head over to Gram’s tonight,” Ava explained. “And you know we couldn’t miss you and Bear on our present drop.”

Fletcher smiled as she shook her head, giving brief consideration to reiterating that they didn’t need to keep getting her gifts. It wouldn’t do any good, so she wiped her hands on her jeans and nodded for them to follow her to the house. “Come on. I’ve got something for you all, too.”

They trudged across the driveway, crunching down a couple inches of fresh snow until they came to the side door of her large, white farmhouse. She kicked the dirt and ice from her work boots as best she could, then tracked what was left across her kitchen floor.

Bex and Ava followed, holding open the door for Bear, who lumbered along at the rear.

She grabbed a bottle with a bow around it off the counter and passed it to her guests. “I don’t do fancy wrapping.”

Bex turned the frosted glass in her hands until she could read the label. “Maple cream bourbon?”

“It’s from a local distillery, top shelf. It made me think of you two because Ava likes the sweet stuff, but Bex, I know you like the good stuff. This is both.”

Ava jumped forward and hugged her. “That’s so nice.”

“I can’t wait to try it,” Bex added. “Thank you.”

“Here’s yours.” Ava produced a thin box wrapped in bright red paper from her coat. “You don’t have to wait. You can open it now.”

She did as instructed, knowing better than keep these two from holiday fun. After tearing the paper and sliding out the box, she slowly revealed a sleeve of rich brown leather. Turning it over, she marveled at the dark inlay of her brand, an arrow splitting a compass, identical to the tattoo it would cover on her forearm. “Wow, where did you get this?”

“I made it,” Ava said sheepishly.

“Of course you did. It’s beautiful.”

“It’s one of those wrist protector things for archers,” Bex explained unnecessarily.

“A bracer,” she corrected as she rolled up her sleeve and slipped it on.

“It was Bex’s idea,” Ava explained as she stepped forward to help snug the straps into place. “She noticed yours was plain and said such a cool piece of armor should be more personal.”

“I love it,” Fletcher said honestly, admiring the way it molded to her forearm. “Thank you.”

“We both understand the need to protect your hands when they’re the tools of your trade,” Bex said.

“Never thought I’d have that in common with an anesthesiologist.”

“I never thought I’d even know an archer, so we’re even.”

“And I’m glad I know you both.” Ava grinned. “We should get together while we’re all in town at the same time. What are your plans for Christmas?”

She shook her head, not wanting to get pulled into anything. “I’m going to Ryder’s for dinner tonight, to watch the kids open their presents. They’re flying out to see our parents tomorrow.”

“On Christmas Day?” Ava asked.

She nodded. “Good prices on a holiday, and they’ll get to have Christmas dinner with the grandparents.”

“The Christmas split.” Bex smiled wistfully. “We’ve been there.”

“So, what are you doing tomorrow?”

Fletcher kicked herself internally. She should’ve known Ava wouldn’t let a detail like that slide. “I’m going to let myself sleep in, and then use the day off to—”

“Practice,” Ava finished for her, with a hint of disapproval.

Fletcher shrugged.

“Why don’t you come to my parents’?”

“I don’t want to horn in on your family traditions.”

Bex shifted slightly. “I hope it’s not because I’m—”

“Not at all.” She cut her line of reasoning off quickly. “I’m glad you’re here. No awkwardness.”

Bex relaxed visibly, and while Fletcher still found the fact that Ava of all people had fallen for a big city doctor perplexing, she liked her. She liked Ava, too, a lot, just not the way Ava had wanted her to. She’d tried, and while she never should’ve let things get as far or go on for as long as they had, they’d both needed to learn good intentions aren’t enough to force something that wasn’t there.

Her mind wandered to the image of Kylie standing in front of her yesterday, eyes blazing, lips tight. The connection and how easily she’d made it annoyed her.

“I know you’re not exactly a social butterfly,” Ava continued, unaware of the war waging in Fletcher’s brain, “but I hate the idea of you being alone on Christmas. And don’t hide behind the family argument, because you are family, and you’ve been around long enough to know half the town passes through my parents’ living room at some point over the afternoon or evening. You wouldn’t have to stay long. Just stop by for a bit.”

She grimaced at the thought, but then again, she felt pretty much the same about her alternatives. “I’ll consider it, but I can’t make any promises.”

“That’s more than I expected,” Ava admitted.

The reaction surprised her, too, but after where her mind had wandered, she wasn’t sure she wanted to be alone with her memories on a holiday either.





Chapter Three

“Mom, this is so much food. There’s only three of us.” Kylie still wore her pajamas even though it was past noon. They’d had a more leisurely morning than any Christmas of her childhood, though the general trajectory of the day remained the same. She’d slept later than she had as a kid, but as soon as she got moving, she and her parents had sat on the living room floor around the tree and opened presents, taking a break only to have cinnamon rolls before diving back in. The exercise carried more than enough nostalgia to keep her grounded, but as her mom pulled yet another tray of appetizers out of the oven, Kylie began to suspect they wouldn’t be alone in their happy little bubble for long.

“Some of it’s for our lunch, then this afternoon I need to run the rest over to the Collinses’ house.”

“Who?”

“You know, the Collins. They live on the north side of the town center.”

She shook her head.

“Their daughter was a few years behind you in school.”

Still didn’t ring any bells.

“Anyway, they’ve been doing a big holiday open house for years, and once you left for California, we didn’t have much of our own to do on Christmas, so they started inviting us.”

She didn’t recall ever hearing of these people, but she hadn’t asked much about her parents’ social circle since she moved, which compounded the little tick of guilt she felt that her parents had to go to someone else’s on Christmas rather than spend it with her. “How’d you meet them?”

“Oh, they’ve always been around. We were just too busy with our own families and jobs, but once our kids flew the coop, we all got involved more with people our own age. Mrs. Collins and I are on the planning board for the Christmas market, and Mr. Collins is part of your dad’s cross-country ski group.”

“And the hiking club,” her dad said as he snagged a meatball before her mom could swat his hand away.

“We didn’t know you’d be here, so last week I told them I’d bring over a few appetizers. I didn’t want to flake out on them at the last minute, but we’ll run over real quick. You’re invited, too, but I know you don’t like to be too social when you’re here, what with everyone’s interest in your work.”

She didn’t deny the charge. She didn’t like to socialize too much in town, though her moderate level of fame wasn’t the primary reason. She’d never wanted to run into Fletcher on any of her other trips home, but the worst had already happened this time around. Her jaw tightened at the memory.

“You could make an appearance with us,” her dad offered. “We love to show off our brilliant and talented daughter, but we understand if you don’t want to go. You probably won’t know anyone there.”

She shrugged, not finding that a detractor. Not knowing people in New York was a bad thing, but here it felt comforting, or at least more comforting than sitting alone in her parents’ house while they took enough food to feed an army over to their new friends’ house. The only thing sadder than thinking of them spending the holiday with people she didn’t know when she was away was the prospect of them doing the same thing when she was here. Besides, after the emotional drubbing and multiple rejections she’d suffered over the last few days, maybe having her parents show her off to easily impressed locals might be good for her ego.

She didn’t take any time to consider how far she’d fallen to find such a prospect pleasing before she said, “I wouldn’t mind running by with you.”
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Fletcher hung her bow on the rack in the climate-controlled tack room of her barn, then closed the door behind her. She’d had two solid hours of practice, both from a stationary position and then astride her aging carriage horse, Winston. He didn’t get as much personal attention from her these days, as her newer quarter horse needed more training, and he didn’t compete anymore. Still, she’d enjoyed working with an old friend again.

She didn’t even feel a hint of chagrin at thinking of a horse as one of her oldest friends. More than one person had tried to suggest animals didn’t constitute peer groups, but she was secure in her knowledge of how wrong they were. As if to prove her point, Bear trotted up to greet her wearing the new red flannel vest Ava and Bex had given him for Christmas. She bent to scratch behind his ears. “She was right. You do look rather handsome in red.”

The thought of Ava made her glance at her watch. It was nearly two o’clock, and if she had any intention of talking to another human this holiday, she’d probably better make her way into town, but she wasn’t totally sure she did want that. Humans were a mixed bag. She’d had a nice time with her brother and his family last night. She had a soft spot for her nephew, Hunter, who’d recently taken to archery, securing the family line in the sport. She also liked Ava and Bex. If pushed, she’d have to say she generally liked most individuals, but grouping them together in larger clusters made her a little twitchy. And she’d be lying if she tried to tell herself her natural inclination hadn’t been exacerbated by Kylie’s reappearance a few days ago. There’d been a subtle tension tugging at her temperament ever since, which annoyed her. If anyone had cause to feel uncomfortable, it wasn’t Fletcher.

This was her town. Her home. Her friends. She’d never once turned up her nose at this place or turned her back on anyone who lived here. Letting Kylie keep her holed up or away from the people she cared about on Christmas would be giving her entirely too much power. Her natural defiance rose, and she patted her leg impatiently.

Bear glanced up, and she smiled at him. “You’re not torn at all, are you? You’d love to go see Ava and Gram.”

Those were two words he knew, and his tail wagged excitedly.

“Yeah, ’cause they spoil you and give you pets and treats.”

The t-word registered, and he began to dance from side to side.

She grinned. “It is Christmas. I guess treats aren’t totally out of line today. Come on.”

She snagged her lambswool-lined denim jacket off a peg and threw it on over her black Henley. Thankfully, few people in rural Vermont stood on formality, and none of those who did hung out at Ava’s parents’ house.

Bear hopped in the truck beside her and watched eagerly as they drove into town. He began to whine as he recognized the route and the anticipation got the better of him.

She laughed. “You’re too smart for your own good. You’d be better off if you were a little dumb. Then you could be pleasantly surprised instead of guessing what’s coming.”

She scrunched up her face a bit at the irony of the statement, but he didn’t call out her hypocrisy.

As soon as she opened the door he bolted across three snowy lawns right up the front porch. When she didn’t join him quickly enough, he ran back to get her, his thick, dark fur rustling in the breeze he created.

“Okay, okay. I’m coming.” Grabbing his collar, she realized she was about to show up empty-handed, but she didn’t get the chance to worry for long because the door flung open and Ava’s cousin Howie said, “Merry Christmas, Fletcher.”

“Same to you.”

“Ava, Fletcher’s here,” he called over his shoulder, and stepped aside to let her in. “Can I take your coat?”

“Sure.” She slipped out of the jacket, switching hands to keep Bear under control until Ava appeared to take him.

“Merry Christmas, baby,” she cooed as she crouched down.

“I assume you’re talking to him,” Fletcher said with a hint of cheek.

“You had your chance,” she said, then smiled up at her, “but I’m still glad you’re here.”

“Sorry I didn’t bring anything for the potluck.”

“You brought the best thing. My parents will be thrilled to have some time with their granddog.”

“And my great-granddog.” Ava’s grandmother came to greet them both, but unlike most people, she turned to Fletcher first, patting her cheek softly. “Happy holidays, you good-looking hunk of horsewoman.”

She laughed. “It’s good to see you, too, Gram. Have you missed me?”

“You know it. My granddaughter brings home the most handsome women I’ve ever seen, but you haven’t brought over your beautiful horse to take me for a ride yet this year.”

“Ha, I should’ve known you were sweet-talking me to get to Winston.”

“Can you blame me?”

“Not a bit.” She made a mental note to drive him over to her farmhouse next time they got a sunny day after a fresh snow. “We’ll stop by soon if you promise to bake a pie.”

“Cherry for you. Apple for him.”

She grinned, already certain she’d made the right decision in coming over even though she hadn’t moved past the entryway. The deeper she got into the house, the more the love and warmth saturated her senses. Ava’s mom piled a plate high with food, her husband pressed a whiskey on the rocks into her hand, neighbors and extended family all shared holiday wishes and bits of local gossip.

She had a drink, a dog, and good people who seemed genuinely happy to see her. She may have caught a bit of the holiday spirit after all.
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“Honey”—Kylie’s mom turned around as they all got out of the car—“does your father have the meatballs?”

“Have them? He’s eaten three on the way over.”

“We only drove four blocks.”

“That’s like half the town.” Her dad didn’t sound guilty at all as he climbed out of the car carrying a Crock-Pot. “Besides, I had to make sure they were safe to give to our friends.”

No one laughed. He’d been floating that defense for as long as Kylie could remember, but she still found the easy familiarity more charming than she had in years past. Maybe with so many things unsettled right now, she’d more willingly accept corny over conflicted. Then again, maybe their earnest affability provided a much-needed contrast to the combative nature of too many of her recent conversations.

She carried a tray of crescent-wrapped baked brie as they climbed the porch steps of a large home she’d driven past regularly for much of her life, but never entered.

Mrs. Collins opened the door and welcomed them with an exuberant, “Merry Christmas, Manchesters,” and a hug for both her mom and dad while she ushered them inside, not seeming to even notice Kylie there in the commotion until about five other people rushed to greet them.

Her mom took the tray from her hands and passed it off before beaming proudly as she declared, “And this is my beautiful if wayward daughter, Kylie.”

“Oh wow,” Mr. Collins said, then glanced down at the large, felted nutcracker on his shirt. “If I’d known we’d have a celebrity joining us today, I wouldn’t have gone the ugly sweater route.”

“Not at all,” Kylie laughed. “I was wishing I’d known ugly sweaters were an option. My usual black and gray are drab by comparison.”

“You’re lovely, dear,” their hostess said, ushering her inside. “And we know you don’t come around often, likely to avoid a bunch of questions about work. We promise you’re safe here. Come make yourself at home.”

They followed her as she pointed off toward a formal living room with a large tree. “If you go on through there, you’ll hit the dining room and all the food.”

“And I’m playing bartender. I’d be happy to mix you anything we’ve got,” Mr. Collins offered.

“Be careful. He has a heavy pour,” an older woman said as she rounded the corner carrying a tray of assorted cookies. Glancing up at Kylie, she squinted as if searching her memory.

“Mom,” Mrs. Collins said, “this is Kylie. She’s the Manchesters’ daughter, up from New York.”

“Oh yes, the actress.”

She forced a smile, preparing to answer questions, but instead the woman only said, “My grandchildren keep running off to New York.”

Her grin grew more genuine. “Oh?”

“Yes, first my grandson Howie moved there. He’s a surgeon in the big city, which is how we all met Bex. She’s always lived there, though I don’t suppose you have much chance of knowing her in such a big city.”

“Probably not,” she admitted, “but I’m happy to meet a fellow New Yorker, here, there, or anywhere.”

“Oh, the two of them were right around here, last I saw them.” The older woman handed the tray off and looped an arm around Kylie’s, tugging her toward the back of the house. This room wasn’t as formal, but it was still strung in white Christmas lights, with a single sprig of mistletoe hanging from the ceiling fan. As they came in, two people standing to the side both glanced up, then did a double take in unison.

“There you two city mice are.” Gram thrust Kylie forward. “I found another one of your people.”

They both stared, seemingly at a loss for words.

Kylie enjoyed the spark of recognition. The little confirmation of her cultural relevance and accompanying ego boost served almost like a secondary Christmas present.

“The one who looks like he’s forgotten how to shave for the last week is Howie, and the tall drink of water next to him is Bex. You can talk about whatever city people talk about while I go check on the cheese tray.” The woman bustled off as quickly as she’d arrived.

She watched her go before turning back to the others and saying, “I’m Kye, by the way.”

“No kidding,” Bex said, her light laugh shaking the feathering in her short blonde hair.

“I’m told you’re both New Yorkers?” She tried to steer the conversation to something more comfortable for them.

“I was actually raised here.” The man, Howie apparently, found his voice. “I was two years behind you in school, but we ran with very different groups.”

She eyed him more closely, from his chestnut hair to his wire-rimmed glasses, until something pinged in her memory. “You do look kind of familiar. Did we have study hall together my senior year?”

His whole face erupted into a smile, and he stood a little taller, or at least as tall as his frame would allow. “I can’t believe you remember that.”

“You were always quiet, but I got the sense you were smart. If you’re a surgeon now, I must’ve pegged you correctly.”

“The smart part, not the quiet part,” Bex said.

“I’m sorry, I can’t place you,” she admitted, knowing for sure she couldn’t have possibly forgotten a woman of Bex’s stature or bone structure.

“No, I doubt we’ve ever crossed paths. I’m a Manhattanite born and bred.”

“What brings you to rural Vermont?”

“Initially, Howie dragged me up for a homespun holiday, but I’ve been splitting time between home and here for my partner, Ava.” Bex leaned back into the doorway of the kitchen. “Hey babe? Come say hi for a sec?”

Bex smiled sweetly, and Kye almost craned her neck to see the woman who warranted such an expression, but when she stepped into the room, both of them froze, and this time the reaction had nothing to do with celebrity.

An uncomfortable sort of recognition passed between them, and Kye held her breath to keep from gasping as a flash of memory shot through her brain.

It didn’t work.

Everything about this woman had haunted her for years. Kye had lain awake in too many otherwise empty beds reliving the moment when she’d trudged, broken and dejected, up Fletcher’s driveway, seeking solace, seeking comfort, ready to grovel as she crawled all the way back to the only person who’d ever felt like home. She hadn’t thought she could sink any lower until the moment her eyes had landed on Fletcher in this woman’s arms.

The emotions rushed up to meet her as fresh and raw as if it were only yesterday that she’d stood there, frozen through, and laid open in her grief. Ashamed, anguished, and ripped open by an unreasonable sense of loss, she’d barely found the strength to limp, bereft, back to a life she no longer wanted to live. The soul-crushing vulnerability of that moment bled through everything that had come since, fueling her anguish and resentment. The sting of betrayal she had no right to feel reverberated through the years, shaking every part of her, and coloring even this idyllic holiday homecoming scene in red and black.

Kylie shivered, feeling cold and small in ways she had sworn she’d never let herself relive. How surreal to see someone she’d never actually met, someone whose name she’d never known until now, to be able to hear the echo of her laughter or recall details of her fingers twirling through dark curls, or the press of her lips against a smooth cheek.

Her face flamed, burning through the iciness that initially gripped her. The room tilted as she fought to stem a choking mix shame, resentment, grief, and disorientation. No. She’d wouldn’t drown, not here. Not again. She rolled all of her sharp, suffocating emotions into a ball, and used it to fuel the same kind of fire she’d used to sustain her for so long. Anger sparked old and familiar, and she welcomed the cover it provided. She might have even surrendered to a kind of rage if not for Bex wrapping an arm easily around this woman’s slender waist and shattering the silence. “Honey, you didn’t tell me you were neighbors with a movie star.”

“I didn’t know I was.” Ava’s smile was clearly forced. “I’ve heard stories, but we’ve never formally met.”

“No, not formally, but I’ve seen you…around,” Kye managed, without meeting her eyes. She focused on the hand on Ava’s waist.

These two were a couple.

Ava and Bex. Bex and Ava. And clearly for at least a year.

She nearly buckled under the relief and didn’t even have it in her to be annoyed about that. It surged through her with an almost palpable solidity. She hadn’t even let herself consciously consider any option where this woman still existed, but releasing those possibilities before they even fully registered made her bones ache, as if a burden had been lifted from her shoulders after ages of grinding her down.

“Gram thought we might chat about the city,” Bex urged as the silence started to stretch between them again.

“I live in Midtown, but Bex is near the border of Tribeca and the Financial District,” Howie offered. “We cover a lot of ground. I’m sure we have a few favorite spots in common.”

She shook her head, not because she disagreed, but because she couldn’t make her mind conjure up anything close to coordinates with her brain still firing random synapses. “Why don’t you start?”

“Start?” Howie asked. “Um, I guess you probably know the Theater District pretty well.”

“Yes.” She took a deep, steadying breath as the words seeped through the haze. “I’ve been working down there for the last five or six years.”

“There’s nothing like Broadway,” Bex said.

“Or slightly off of it, in my case lately.”

Howie laughed. “I’m all the way up on Forty-Fifth and Third, so you’re still closer than me in every possible way.”

She appreciated him doubling down on her self-deprecating tone. “I was actually not far from there the other day for an audition.”

“Oh really?” His eyes lit up, and she regretted the slip immediately. She didn’t want to relive that moment when she’d just barely found her feet again. She didn’t want to go back there at all.

“Nothing worth getting excited about … which is not to say the film isn’t. I only meant nothing for me to get excited about.” Except she already had, and trying to downplay it now in a roomful of distant strangers and one person who wasn’t distant enough felt more pathetic than she could’ve predicted.

“If it’s not for you, then I can’t imagine it’s a great project,” Bex said amicably. “I’m sure you’ve got impeccable taste.”

She started to laugh, not at all sure she shared the sentiment, but she appreciated the flattery. Before any bit of humor had the chance to bubble up, a more familiar chuckle than even her own caused everyone to turn toward the doorway.

They all shifted in unison, but Kye didn’t have to. She could picture the expression settling across tanned skin, the set of proud shoulders, the crook of those full lips.

She wished she could manage to appear as calm as she’d tried to project in the barn, but despite all her training, her voice still carried the hint of a tremor as she said, “Merry Christmas, Fletcher.”
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Fletcher laughed outright this time. The idea of Kylie wishing her merry Christmas while standing in Ava’s living room chatting about movies with Bex was all entirely too absurd to process with anything approaching seriousness.

“You two know each other?” Bex glanced between them with a bright smile, as if she found the idea nearly as amusing as Fletcher, though likely for entirely different reasons.

“We used to,” Kylie said with one of those practiced smiles that always struck Fletcher as a weird cross between predatory and placating, “but apparently not anymore.”

Ava and Howie shifted uncomfortably, because while much of the town probably knew a good bit of their business, they were polite enough not to talk about it openly, at least not in front of her, anyway. Fletcher and Ava had certainly never spoken Kylie’s name aloud, though her shadow had hung over them always.

“I don’t know,” Fletcher said. “Seems like when we spoke the other day, not much had changed.”

“I suppose we all remember things in the ways that have the most meaning for us.”

Fletcher lifted her glass. “Finally, something we can agree on.”

Kylie started to lift her hand as if intending to return the salute, then seemed to realize it was empty. It was her first real lapse in the role she’d cast herself to play, and, for some reason, Fletcher managed to find it mildly endearing, but before she had a chance to fully register the emotion, Howie stepped in.

“You don’t have a drink,” he said. “My uncle must be slipping. What can I get for you?”

Kylie shook her head. “I’m fine. I didn’t intend to stay long, and I think my time here has all but expired.”

Everyone looked to Fletcher, clearly expecting her to break the tension, but she had no inclination to do so. She would very much prefer for Kylie to go. Watching her walk away served as a reminder of those most meaningful parts she’d alluded to earlier.

Sadly, the others didn’t seem to share her sentiment, or at least Bex didn’t, because she said, “We haven’t even traded the names of our favorite theaters and restaurants yet. Howie, get the woman a Manhattan.”

“She’d rather have an amaretto stone sour,” Fletcher said without meaning to.

Ava and Kylie both turned to her. She could feel their attention, but she didn’t want to see their expressions, the pity and the pride in equal measures from opposite directions, so she didn’t meet either of their gazes while Howie about tripped over himself getting out of the room.

“He seems sweet,” Kylie finally said.

“You made his whole holiday by remembering your shared study hall,” Bex said. “He’s going to tell everyone at work for weeks. Can you imagine your plastic surgeon relaying how he spent his Christmas with the movie star he knew from high school?”

Kylie’s lips curled up. “They won’t believe the high school part. They’ll think it’s a cover. By the time the news gets out, the whole city will be certain I left my last play to get a nose job.”

Bex laughed. “I mean, it shouldn’t be funny, but at least now everyone will buy tickets to your next movie, if only to see whether Howie did a good job or not.”

“I like the way you think,” Kylie said, though a hint of weariness crept into her voice as she added, “Now if only I could get cast in another movie, we’d have something to work with.”

Bex shrugged. “I’m sure someone will snatch you up soon, maybe those people from the audition you mentioned.”

“Oh they’ll definitely get in touch,”—Kylie glanced over her shoulder at Fletcher—“but unless you happen to know a second mounted archer in the area, I’m afraid I’m about to embarrass myself rather thoroughly.”

This time Bex and Ava turned to Fletcher. Bex looked almost excited for her, but Ava’s brow creased with concern, and she tried to bring both back to a more neutral space by saying, “I already turned her down.”

Bex gasped. “Turned her down for what? Mounted archery? That’s your thing. I thought you loved to teach other people.”

Kylie pursed her lips as if trying to hold in a smile. “Yeah, Fletcher, what happened to those dreams of trying to raise the profile of the sport?”

“Wait, is the movie like some big blockbuster about mounted archery?” Bex asked.

“It’s historical fiction, a fantastic script, a strong female character arc at the center of it all, and yes, epic battles with horseback archery at the forefront.”

“And you want the role? The strong female mounted archer?” Bex’s interest grew, but Fletcher didn’t miss the way Ava slipped her hand into her partner’s and squeezed it as if trying to dial her back. She didn’t know if she should feel grateful or ashamed one of her exes was trying to protect her from another.

“Yes, I’m almost desperate for it. That’s actually the reason I came home for Christmas, though don’t tell my parents.” Kylie turned more fully toward Fletcher as she continued to reply to Bex. “I would’ve swallowed all my pride and crawled across glass to get a shot at a project like this.”

Fletcher rolled her eyes at the pointedly dramatic delivery.

“A project like what?” Howie came back in carrying a drink in one hand and a plate stacked high with finger foods in the other. He thrust them both toward Kylie.

“Thank you.” She took the offerings but focused on the drink to the exclusion of the food. The press of her lips against the glass did more for Fletcher than any of the pointed glances or hyperbolic pleas. “We were discussing the need for a mounted archer to train me for an upcoming callback.”

“You’re right up Fletcher’s alley. She’s the best in the … oh.” Howie seemed to realize the inherent issues only after he started talking and tried to back up awkwardly. “There are probably plenty of other people who could offer you a refresher course.”

“Why would she need anyone else?” Bex continued to miss the cues around her. “Fletcher’s the best, she’s right here, Kylie gets the part, and mounted archery gets a pop culture boost. You two would make such a badass team.”

“Honey.” Ava finally cut in, “I don’t think Fletcher wants to—.”

“Wants to?” Kylie’s sharp green eyes flashed with something proprietary as she spun on Ava. “Fletcher’s always had an amorphous relationship with desire, but maybe you didn’t get a chance to see that side of her.”

The hair on the back of Fletcher’s neck stood on end at the seething sort of intimacy in the comment, and she wasn’t the only one. Even Bex seemed to finally grasp the low hum buzzing around them, and this time Fletcher did feel obliged to step in, because if the rest of them had any sense at all, they wouldn’t engage Kylie in this state.

“We wouldn’t make that great a team,” she finally said. Then with a mirthless laugh, she couldn’t resist poking the bear one more time. “Besides, Kylie, you were always shit with a bow.”

“I don’t know,” Kylie said in an eerily calm voice. “I managed to land a few arrows over the years.”

“Not the kind anyone can capture on film.”

The corner of her mouth twitched up. “Doesn’t mean they didn’t hit their target.”

“You always did manage to be ruthless when it mattered most.”

“Something we still have in common,” Kylie said. “Besides, you always said the shooting could be taught, but the riding was intuitive.”

Fletcher sighed at having her own words echoed back to her after all this time, and even more at the reminder of how magnificently Kylie could ride. She was a natural, willing the horse to do her bidding with a light touch, but unafraid to use the reins when needed. The similarity to how she’d steered this conversation and the people around her wasn’t lost on Fletcher.

Kylie took another healthy sip of the drink in her hand, waiting, likely completely aware of how Fletcher’s mind had wandered to images of summer days, the scent of sunshine on freshly cut grass, the way her muscles flexed, the creak of stiff leather giving way.

“You’ve always ridden beautifully. There’s no victory in making someone concede the obvious.”

“Why not? You have plenty of practice avoiding the obvious. I’ll take my concessions where I can get them.” Kylie’s smile expanded as if she’d thought of something nice. “I’ve missed riding. Besides, not even you are cold enough to begrudge me a chance to reunite with Tally.”

She grimaced at the mention of her beloved dapple gray. “Tally died three years ago.”

Kylie looked stricken, her knees wobbling so much Howie took a step forward as if she might need to be caught. She waved him off as she sank to the couch.

Fletcher felt torn between her own residual grief and the first glimpse of a totally genuine reaction out of Kylie in twelve years. Something inside of her twisted as she watched her press the cool glass in her trembling fingers first to her forehead, then to her cheek, and finally her lips. She downed the remainder of her drink before closing her eyes as if slipping back into the character she’d created for herself.

Rising slowly, Kylie lifted her chin and released a slow breath before summoning her cool and collected voice. “I’m sorry to hear that. I’m also sorry to cut this short after you’ve all welcomed me generously and plied me with alcohol, both of which I’m grateful for. Still, as an aging actress with waning prospects, I need more sleep and salads than you can possibly imagine. I hope you’ll forgive me for heading out.”

“So soon?” Bex asked, but even she’d lost some of her natural exuberance.

“I’m afraid I’ve already stayed longer than I intended to.” She glanced at each one of them before letting her gaze linger on Fletcher. “Merry Christmas.”

Then she left.

Again.

This time Fletcher didn’t experience the same sort of satisfaction at the consistency of watching her walk away. Instead, she listened to the footsteps, to the murmured excuses, to the click of a closing door. She may’ve stood there the rest of the night, her ear tuned to the sounds of Kylie’s retreat if not for the padding of Bear’s feet on the hardwood floor as he trotted in and bypassed her completely.

She wanted to scream, and barely considered the fact that it had taken Kylie only two days to shatter the calm center she’d worked so hard to cultivate. There would be time for self-recriminations later. Now she turned to Ava. “Will you keep Bear tonight?”

“Of course.” Her smile looked strained. “But Fletcher, please—”

She held up a hand to cut her off. “Don’t. I … just not today.”

“Okay.”

“Merry Christmas, everyone.”

They all echoed the sentiment, but she gritted her teeth and shook her head before pulling her coat back on and flipping up the collar. Clearly, a happy holiday was not in the cards for her.
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Kylie didn’t tell her parents she was leaving. She’d merely told the grandmother of the group she needed to retrieve her coat, then slipped out into the chilly Vermont air. It wasn’t even five o’clock yet, but darkness came early this far north, and she found it fitting that she hadn’t seen the sunset.

She picked her way carefully along the snowbank on the edge of the road picturing the headline, “B-list has-been found frozen after stumbling in the dark and cold of her self-imposed isolation.”

She laughed aloud, which only enhanced the manic edge of her evening. Why had she thought she could go out in this town without running into ghosts? She may have argued the odds of ending up at Fletcher’s ex-girlfriend’s parents’ house were pretty slim, but in a town this small, they probably weren’t. The anonymity of city life had clouded her judgment, or maybe she really was a glutton for punishment. Plenty of people accused her of as much over the years, and while it wasn’t something she’d ever consciously aspired to, the last few days suggested she was either stupid or willfully engaging in emotional risk-taking.

She stopped and stared up at the stars shining overhead. What was wrong with her? At thirty-four years old, she was still too young for a midlife crisis, no matter what Hollywood might suggest about her shelf life, but she still felt a little unhinged. As much as she wanted to blame the audition and Sophia LeBlanc for her mental instability, she suspected it had been building for some time. She’d been filled with a vague sense of lacking for longer than she cared to admit, but it wasn’t until she’d read Talia’s script that she’d let herself want something to fill the void.

Wanting was dangerous, like hunger or desire or hope. The cravings could consume you. She’d seen too many lives and careers careen out of control when they surrendered too deeply to their own drive, and yet without a little bit of insanity, few of them could ever commit to the vulnerability required to transcend the masses. She’d always secretly thought herself superior at walking that tightrope, but now she felt her balance slipping.

And she’d turned to Fletcher to break her fall.

She rolled her eyes at the very idea now, as a set of headlights filled the street behind her. She had a brief second where she worried it might hit her, and while the idea didn’t appeal to her, she also didn’t think it would hurt as badly as some of the dumb decisions she kept making.

The truck rolled by her without incident, and she suffered a sharp pang she didn’t have the chance to make sense of before brake lights flashed brightly, followed by the white to signal a reverse, and she knew then who was driving. Her brain always burned red to white when Fletcher got this close. Still, she’d never seen the woman reverse course, so she froze and braced for a collision of another kind.

Fletcher stopped the muddy Toyota Tacoma next to her and lowered the passenger-side window. “What the fuck, Kylie?”

“You could’ve left it at ‘Merry Christmas.’”

“You could’ve left it at any point before you accused me of having an amorphous relationship with desire.”

She snorted softly.

“Seriously? Who says shit like that at a holiday open house? Or, you know, anywhere?”

She sighed with something approaching regret. She didn’t love the way she’d reacted to seeing Ava, but she couldn’t explain that to either of them without breaking open completely. “Neither one of us has ever been good at knowing when to let things go where the other is concerned.”

“I don’t know,” Fletcher said. “You’ve proven yourself pretty adept at letting go over the years.”

“And you’ve been good at moving on. Why not keep driving?”

The comment seemed to give Fletcher pause. “I’m not sure.”

It was the first genuine response, but instead of easing the tension, it only made Kye more wary. She wasn’t sure she trusted herself with any sliver of vulnerability right now, not her own or anyone else’s. “I hope you figure it out, but I have my own stuff to work on, and after what happened back there, there’s more baggage than I previously realized. How about I’ll unpack mine and let you tend to your own, ’cause that’s how you roll. Not that it’s any of my—”

“Shut up.”

“What?”

Fletcher grumbled. “Shut up and get in the truck.”

“You used to be a lot better at talking to women.”

“And you didn’t used to be icy enough to fog up my windshield glass.”

“Ah, well, you’d know plenty about cold shoulders.”

Fletcher rolled her eyes in the dim light of the truck cab. “I’m trying to give you a ride back to your parents’.”

“Will you be this grumpy the whole way?”

“Yeah, the entire three blocks you have left. If we couldn’t hold it together at a Christmas party, there’s no reason to start pretending we like each other now. Feel free to keep being frigid as fuck.”

She managed a twisted little smile as she opened the door and hauled herself up into the seat. “Glad to know you’ve still got a way with words.”

Fletcher didn’t respond as she started to drive. Kylie watched her face under the soft glow of passing streetlights. She hadn’t let herself see her on this trip, not really, but now she wanted nothing more than to trace the gentle curve of her smooth cheek, or revel in the way her long, dark lashes brushed against her skin every time she blinked. And then there were those curls, lush and coal black. She wanted to twist one of the perfect coils around her index finger.

“Don’t,” Fletcher finally said.

“Don’t what?”

“Look at me like that.”

She laughed. “You sound like a little kid. Do you also want me to draw a line down the middle of the seat so I don’t cross onto your side?”

Fletcher turned onto the street where Kylie’s parents lived. “It wouldn’t hurt.”

“Isn’t it nice to think so? That we could draw imaginary borders between where you end and I begin, and then no one would get hurt?”

“We could.”

“How’s the avoidance strategy worked out for you?”

“Fine.”

“That good, huh?” She didn’t know why she couldn’t stop picking at the wound. She didn’t want to draw blood. Or maybe a part of her did. Misery loved company, or so they said, but she didn’t feel any more or less miserable than usual. “I’m sorry about Tally.”

“I know.” Fletcher pulled into the driveway and jammed the truck into park.

“You do?”

“I wish you were sorry about a lot of things, but I could see on your face that you cared about the horse.”

“I care about more than Tally,” she said.

“I won’t concede that point tonight, so settle for what you can get.”

“You could’ve called me.”

Fletcher laughed outright. “So we’re back to lying, are we?”

“I would’ve been here if I’d known it was happening.”

“It happened quickly. She didn’t suffer.”

“But you did.” She reached for her on pure instinct, but Fletcher ducked away from her touch.

“We both made our choices, Kylie. Why dig up the grave one more time after all these years?”

“I told you, I need you. Honestly, I’m a little surprised you don’t find the fact more amusing than you seem to.”

“You don’t need me. You need something I have.”

“Isn’t that close enough?”

“No. And the fact you think I’d be willing to deal in ‘close enough’ with you shows how little things have changed.”

“You’re such an absolutist when it suits you. Doesn’t it ever get tiring?”

“Not as tiring as continuing to have this conversation with you.”

“Then let’s have a different one.”

Fletcher shook her head. “We’ve already said everything we have to.”

“Have we?” Kylie wasn’t sure. It was hard to be sure of anything right now, in this place, with Fletcher so close, her voice low, and their breath causing the windows to cloud in the cold of the night.

“I’ve said everything but good night.”

She sighed. “Okay. Say it then.”

“Good night, Kylie.”

She rolled out her neck and opened the truck door, fighting against the urge to push for more. She wasn’t one to surrender easily, but she also understood Fletcher better than anyone, so she climbed out and turned around before saying, “Good night, Fletch.”

Then she closed the door and headed for her parents’ home.

The truck behind her didn’t move again until she’d stepped inside.

Fletcher had come after her. Fletcher had backed up for her. Fletcher had waited until she got home safely before she’d left.

To anyone else they would’ve been basic human courtesies, but seeing as how they hadn’t afforded each other even those for more than a decade, she wouldn’t discount them. She’d hung her hopes on less lately, which is why she’d been willing to accept a “good night,” simply because it hadn’t been “goodbye.”





Chapter Four

“I know it’s the day after Christmas, but I thought you might want to start looking ahead to the new year,” Fletcher said into her phone as she stared at the spreadsheet on her laptop screen.

“Or we could actually wait until the new year,” her weary co-chair of the Northeast Horse Archery Association suggested. She could hear a TV and perhaps a couple of his kids in the background of his house in Western New York. “Or maybe, you know, even longer because we have a solid three months before the snow melts.”

“I don’t want to miss any opportunities by putting it off too long.”

“Pretty sure nothing will get lost in the shuffle. You’re the only person in the whole Northeast even thinking about horse archery in the dead of winter. It’s called the offseason. Let’s enjoy the holidays.”

Holidays, plural. She wasn’t sure she could take any more of them after yesterday, and the idea of an off-season felt even worse. She wanted to get back to work and the normalcy that went with it. She needed something to focus on to distract her from the visceral reactions she kept having to memories she hadn’t wanted to make.

“Are you at least going to be able to come out for the showcase in February?”

“We’ll see,” he said noncommittally. “The roads between here and the Adirondacks aren’t great this time of year, and I’m not sure our club will want to risk it. Besides, it’s not like you need the help.”

She didn’t, but that didn’t mean she didn’t want it. She’d been holding events on her own for years, and she’d assumed she would’ve built more of a die-hard cadre of instructors by now. There was always plenty of buy-in during the summer travel season, but she wanted more, always more than she got.

For some reason, the thought sparked images of Kylie, and she quickly did the mental gymnastics necessary to make herself believe she’d made the connection only because of how badly Kylie must want the movie role if she’d been willing to ask for her help.

“Don’t be mad, Fletcher,” John said. “We appreciate what you’re trying to do, spreading the word and growing the sport. It’s impressive. You’re the best of us all, and seriously, no one has ever done more to raise the visibility of the discipline. Hell, you’re one of the only true professionals I know. It’s a hobby for most of us.”

The phrase pierced her skin, and she clenched both her fists against the urge to lash out.

“Don’t you have any other hobbies or interests, or, I don’t know, people to catch up with?” he pressed gently.

She did board and train horses for people around town, and sometimes Ava came over, but none of those things fit the bill of what John was asking about, and they certainly didn’t compare to her passion for horse archery.

“You still there?” he asked.

“Yeah, sorry, mulling things over.”

“Whatever it is, you always make stuff work. Hell, you’re working in the middle of winter, in Vermont. You want nothing less than global domination.”

“Not domination, but exposure, a bigger reach, more …” Her voice drifted off as she heard a vehicle crunching a fresh layer of snow on her driveway. She glanced around for Bear before remembering she’d left him with Ava last night.

John continued, clearly not realizing she’d been distracted. “You’ve got a full competition slate, and you’re still running courses and retreats, not to mention the work you do with other people’s horses—”

“Yeah,” she cut in, not seeing any need to rehash her own credentials.

She heard a car door shut, and walked over to the front window but didn’t see anyone approaching. Maybe one of her boarders had shown up for a ride. She walked to the side door and noticed an unfamiliar car near the entrance to the barn. “Hey, I gotta go. Someone’s in the barn, and they’re supposed to let me know before they saddle up.”

“You don’t want pony club going rogue on you.”

“I don’t do pony clubs for exactly that reason, but seriously, I do have the beginners’ group starting soon if you want to send anyone out.”

He laughed. “Happy New Year.”

She sighed but didn’t make any comment about all years being pretty much the same. “Sure, you too, but call me in January.”

“Enjoy the off
 -season.”

She rolled her eyes and disconnected without agreeing.

“Off-season.” She tried to scoff, but the idea left her more queasy than disgusted.

She found the boots she’d kicked off near the couch last night, and her coat was tossed across the kitchen table, but she had to search a bit for her stocking cap. She didn’t even bother with gloves, jamming her hands in her pockets instead. She tromped through a fresh two or three inches of powder, listening for any voice she might recognize, but she could only pick out the soft nicker of her old carriage horse. She wondered what caught his attention, as she stepped into the center hallway between two rows of stalls. It took a second for her eyes to adjust to the dim light, but she didn’t have to see details to recognize the silhouette standing in the doorway to Winston’s stall.

Kylie stood with her forehead pressed to his while she stroked his neck and whispered sweet words to him.

The sight of her there, beautifully unguarded, twisted Fletcher’s insides so tightly she nearly took a step back. If they’d been anywhere else, she might’ve ceded her ground to the ache in her chest, or to the way it matched the ache radiating off Kylie as she clung to an old friend. But this was her barn, her horse, her sanctuary. She couldn’t stand to see that shattered, and the longer Kylie stood there, looking like a lovely kind of belonging, the more likely Fletcher would end up shattered. She’d worked too hard to allow it.

“You need to leave, Kylie.”

She startled briefly but collected herself in an instant, sliding a more calculated mask of neutrality across her features. “Good morning. I figured you’d be up early.”

“You have to stop showing up here,” she said flatly. “Go home.”

“My grasp on the concept of ‘home’ is as fraught as your relationship with ‘desire.’”

She refused to take the bait. “Then go back to the city, or your parents’ house, or go someplace new, or anywhere you want.”

“There’s the problem. You gave me a lot to think about after you dropped me off last night.”

“That was never my intent.”

“Can we both agree we’re not great at connecting intent and action where each other is concerned?”

“I do not agree.”

Kylie gave Winston one more pat before stepping out of the stall, revealing she held a bridle in her hand. “Let’s go for a ride.”

“No.”

“I haven’t ridden in years, and hard conversations are always easier on horseback.”

Fletcher shook her head. “I’m all maxed out on conversations.”

Kylie flashed a smile. “Don’t worry. I’ll do most of the talking, but I want to ride Winston.”

“Winston’s mostly a carriage horse these days. He’s done a lot of sleigh rides lately.”

“I know I’m not as lithe as I was at twenty-two, but I’m certain I weigh less than an open sleigh.”

“That’s beside the point.” Fletcher tried to rein Kylie back in.

“I’d rather ride Western if you don’t mind.”

“I do mind.”

“Okay, fine. We’ll ride English. You can choose the saddles if you want to be grumpy about it.” Kylie stepped back into the stall, snuggling close to Winston’s neck, and slipped the bridle into his mouth without a hint of fuss from the horse. She lifted her eyes to Fletcher as if to say, See how easy that was
 ?

Still, she didn’t move. This wasn’t going the way she’d planned at all, not that she had a plan. Kylie had showed up unannounced and steamrolled her way into a stall, which was exactly what she’d intended to do. When Kylie wanted something, she usually got it, and there’d been a time when Fletcher had been all too eager to bow to those wishes, especially when she found herself the object of them.

“Here, hold these a sec.” Kylie led Winston out of his stall and handed the reins to Fletcher, then bent down and tugged at her boot. The move tightened her jeans over her ass, and she lingered for a second as if stretching her back. Fletcher watched, because of course she did. Kylie wanted to prove Fletcher couldn’t look away, because saying no at this point would require a level of fortitude she’d been able to summon only near the end.

If you could even call what had happened the end
 at this point, because as Kylie straightened and shook out her hair with a knowing smile, nothing between them felt over.

“This isn’t a good idea,” she managed weakly.

“Still stating the obvious?” Kylie took the reins back. “If you need to put up a fight for your own sense of honor, I promise I’ll give your concerns their due, but can you at least point to the saddle you want me to use when I’ve exhausted your resistance? We both know the quicker we’re into it, the quicker we’ll be out of it.”

Fletcher clenched her jaw, both at this woman’s audacity and the truth behind her confidence. She didn’t have it in her to make a scene or forcibly remove her from the property. They were clearly going to have it out, and the longer she dug the heels of her boots into the dirt floor, the longer she delayed what Kylie had declared inevitable.

She sighed, opened the door to the tack room, and grabbed an old English saddle she used for lessons.

Kylie eyed it with a hint of amusement before lifting it easily onto Winston’s back. “Aww, look at us both making each other as uncomfortable as possible. Way to play along, Fletch.”

She rolled her eyes as she grabbed her own Australian stock saddle, rich brown and well-worn, offering both the stability and maneuverability she needed to shoot, and perhaps the same attributes might be helpful when riding with a woman determined to tie her in knots. Running her fingers lightly over the compass and arrow brand pressed into the leather, she tried to heed the subtle reminder to stay the course.

She turned to see Kylie already fastening the buckles on Winston’s girth. She was running out of time, or at least it felt that way. “This is a terrible idea.”

“Oh yeah,” Kylie agreed with a little chuckle, swinging her leg back and forth a time or two as if testing old muscles. Then she swept it up into one high kick akin to a standing split, followed by a spin that propelled her onto Winston’s back.

No one else mounted a horse that way. The move was part ballet and part acrobat, and pure Kylie. The power it held to conjure a myriad of memories ended the objection perched on Fletcher’s lips.

Kylie wheeled Winston around to face her, the smug grin on her face topped only by the horse, who stamped and nickered excitedly. They cut quite a self-satisfied pair, and what did it matter anyway, because Fletcher’s brain had gone a little numb and her mouth so dry she could only manage to mutter, “Traitor.”
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They rode out of the barn into the brightness of sun reflecting off the snow to the point where even the air glittered. Kylie took in a deep breath of cold laced with the dominant scent of pine needles. “God, it’s glorious.”

Fletcher didn’t respond, but when Kylie turned in her saddle, she saw the crook of a smile on her lips before she schooled it back into a frown.

It was fine for her to play gruff for as long as she needed to. They both had their reasons to stay stoic, but Fletcher never could resist a good ride in the woods. Some of their biggest fights had been resolved out on the trail she intended to ride today, and while she wasn’t as hopeful or naïve as she’d been back then, their conversation in the truck last night hinted at a deep current running between them. She couldn’t go back to New York without at least trying to tap into it one more time.

She steered Winston along the edge of a pasture, but he didn’t take much coaxing, seeming to both remember and relish his role in this little play. Kylie took a few minutes to enjoy the scenery and the anticipation radiating off the woman behind her.

Fletcher was strung as tight as any bow she’d ever fired, and Kylie didn’t hate having the power to make her strings vibrate merely by showing up unannounced. Still, she needed to relax enough to reason some things out, so she turned to a topic almost guaranteed to lull her into a more settled state.

As the pasture gave way to a wide, graceful path marbled with snow and patches of downed pine boughs, she nodded to Fletcher. “Come up here and tell me about your new mount there.”

With the slightest move of her thighs, Fletcher urged the horse forward until they rode side by side. The young mare’s presence caused Winston to raise his head haughtily.

“She’s a three-year-old quarter horse.”

Kylie remembered a horse that had passed through the barn back in the days when it’d felt like a second home to her. “She looks like Shield.”

“She’s her granddaughter. She’s every bit as smart and nimble, but she was already jumpy when I got her as a yearling, and we’re still working on managing loud noises.”

“If anyone can calm her, it’s you. What’s her name?”

“Gabrielle.”

“Wait, is that some kind of Xena reference?”

Fletcher didn’t respond, and Kylie burst out laughing. “You’re such a throwback.”

“I didn’t name her. Ava did.”

Her hands tightened on the reins so much, Winston slowed.

“She liked the show. She always finds fun things like that. Most people won’t get it, but the two of us always—”

“If I wanted to know about who you were with while I was gone, I would’ve asked about her instead of the horse.”

Now it was Fletcher’s turn to laugh. “Wow.”

“What?”

“Didn’t take long for your temper to flare.”

“I don’t have a temper. I’m just not here to talk about her or replay any part of last night.” At least the last part was true. She still hated the way Ava’s existence hurt to even acknowledge, so she urged Winston to pick up the pace to something approaching a trot.

“Don’t hold out on me.” Fletcher steered Gabrielle right over a fallen branch as if the bump meant nothing to either of them. “What did you come here for?”

“I want a do-over.”

“On what?”

“Asking for your help.”

Fletcher shook her head. “I already told you—”

“It doesn’t matter.” She cut her off. “We didn’t have the right conversation, and it’s entirely my fault. I was overwhelmed and maybe a little resentful for having to come back to you on these terms. I didn’t even really ask. I sort of stated the facts and only the bare bones of those. You were right. I should’ve prepared a better speech, because this could be good for both of us.”

Fletcher scoffed. “It’s better for you though.”

“Maybe. I’m out of options. If I don’t get this part, I might have to pack it in, come back to Vermont, and teach drama at some local high school.”

Fletcher’s jaw twitched as she no doubt recognized the similarity to the plans their younger selves had made for their future, though this time they inspired less hope than dread.

“Maybe you’d love that. Maybe you want to see me fail, and I wouldn’t blame you one bit. But then it will have all been for nothing.” Winston picked up the tension in her voice or body, and lifted his head to scan for danger he couldn’t see, even if they could all feel it. “You would’ve been right all along, and I would’ve been wrong. You could bask in your superiority every time you drove past me on Main Street or bumped into me at the grocery store, and all it would’ve cost us is everything we believed in enough to sacrifice all we did.”

Fletcher looked anywhere but at Kylie as she seemed to consider the possibility.

“There’s no going back to what we were, and I’m not asking you to.” She pushed on. “But can’t we go forward together for a little way to cement the paths we’ve chosen? I can get this part. You can have the vindication of promoting the sport you loved enough to let me …”

Kylie caught herself before she went to a darker place. It wouldn’t serve her purpose today. “This film will undoubtedly raise the profile of mounted archery, and you could be a part of that on a professional level. It’ll also make me dependent on your skills. It’ll affirm we’re both doing exactly what we need to. What’s more, it’ll make sure we both stay on our own very different trajectories instead of crashing back into the same sphere with nothing to do but drown.”

“Stop selling me on something you haven’t even shared the fine print on,” Fletcher finally said. “Give me the details of what you’re asking.”

“Teach me mounted archery.”

“When.”

“I don’t have a date, but basically it’ll be about a month, two tops.”

Fletcher scoffed. “Do you know how long people train to be mounted archers?”

“Years,” she admitted, knowing even that was on the optimistic side of things.

“And in case you haven’t noticed,” Fletcher waved an arm around at their surroundings. “It’s the middle of winter.”

“I know.”

“Two months from right now isn’t nearly enough time.”

“I’m not starting from scratch. I know the basics. I can ride, and I’ve seen you shoot.”

“And I’ve seen guys juggle chainsaws at the state fair, but it doesn’t mean I’d try to do the same anytime soon. There are building blocks. You have to start slow, master fundamentals.”

“I already have some of them.”

Fletcher’s dark eyes flicked to her seat in the saddle, causing Kylie to sit a little taller, adjusting her calves more forward, until she got a grudging nod, which was probably as close to a compliment as she could expect.

“You can’t shoot, and even if you could, it’s riding and shooting at the same time that wrecks people.”

“But you’re the person who helps them put it all together. You’re the best in the business. You run workshops up and down the East Coast and do demonstrations on all those building blocks you’re talking about.”

“You don’t know what I do anymore.”

“I do. I’ve seen all the advertisements and the YouTube videos and the competition results and …” Her voice trailed off as Fletcher’s eyebrows arched higher as she sat forward in her seat.

“Why Miss Manchester, have you been internet stalking me?”

“No.”

“Then, pray tell, where would you have seen those things? Not in New York City newspapers, and you certainly wouldn’t have heard about them from your high society friends or your agents. Mounted archery isn’t exactly at the top of the sports pages, either. There’s no way you’d ever hear about any of my skills workshops unless you went looking for them.”

She blew out a frustrated breath that clouded before her in the snow. “Maybe I googled you a few times over the years, but don’t act like you didn’t do the same, because you seem to know where I live and who I work with.”

“I don’t have to go looking for information. Your face was everywhere for years. Do you know how many movie posters and trailers and magazine covers I had to avoid in my twenties? Fuck, Kylie, I didn’t go to a theater for five years. I still skip all the previews when I watch anything.”

“The previews are the best part.”

“They used to be, and the fact that I had to go to extreme measures to avoid knowing about you while you had to become an internet sleuth to find me proves—”

“Nothing.” Kylie cut her off before either of them could slip back into places neither of them wanted to go. “It proves literally nothing relevant to this conversation. This is not the beginning. I’m fighting to hold off the end, and, in this moment, you’re infinitely more successful in your chosen career than I am in mine. Be honest, doesn’t that give you a little thrill?”

The corners of Fletcher’s lips quirked up slightly, giving Kylie the answer she needed.

“Go ahead, enjoy it. You made the right choice. You win.”

“It was never a competition.”

“Maybe not, but it felt like one at times. We both had plenty to prove to ourselves and each other, and I can’t speak for you, but that drive both shattered me and pushed me forward, so I’m not thrilled about being back in this place, emotionally or physically. This isn’t how I wanted to see you again, indebted and precarious, but here I am, practically begging for your help. Whatever else is running through your brain, you have to find some sort of kick there.”

“When are you leaving?”

“What?” The blunt question rocked her back in the saddle.

“Say I help you and you get the part. Will you leave immediately?”

“Um …” She shook her head. “There’s a lot of ifs there, but I suppose things will move quickly. They said they wanted to be further along by now, so I guess I’d probably go right away.”

Fletcher let out a low sort of grumble that caused both horses ears to waggle.

“What does that mean?”

“Fine,” Fletcher said sharply. “I’ll do it.”

“You’ll help me?”

“I’ll train you,” she corrected.

She heaved a huge sigh of relief, rocking forward until she rested on Winston’s neck, and breathed in the soft scent of his mane.

“I mean it, Kylie,” Fletcher warned. “Training. Nothing more. I’m not doing this for old times’ sake or personal connection or some form of therapy. This is a job, for both of us, and the sooner we get to it, the sooner we’ll have our real lives back where they belong.”

“Agreed.” She nodded and tried not to let the undertone sink in. Fletcher would teach her what she needed to know. She got what mattered most. If she also happened to understand she was getting her way only because Fletcher wanted her to leave and never come back, well, she had ample experience living with that sentiment.





Chapter Five

Fletcher leaned a couple of smooth recurve bows against a sawhorse in the riding arena, then wandered back to the barn intending to grab an extra quiver. She owned plenty of supplies from the various workshops and day camps she ran all summer, and despite the chill in the air, and maybe in her bones, she intended to run this morning’s lesson in much the same way she usually did. She wasn’t delusional enough to think she’d always be able to treat Kylie like any other student or hobbyist, but the more she stuck to the familiar aspects of her job, the less time she’d have to focus on the familiar aspects of the woman with her.

Despite her initial resolve to send Kylie packing, once she’d pushed her way into the barn, Fletcher had been powerless to keep their old patterns from reasserting themselves. Helplessness was something she’d spent years fighting against. She might not have had the wherewithal to stop this thing before it started, but she’d spent all last night and much of the morning trying to remind herself Kylie needed her, not the other way around. What’s more, they were on Fletcher’s home turf, literally training in her arena.

She was still giving herself the same version of that pep talk when she heard a car approaching. She straightened her shoulders and set her intentions much the same way she did before a competition, then strode out to meet Kylie. Only, as she stepped into the gray of a wintery day, Bear bounded up to greet her.

It took a second, a flurry of black fur, and a few barks to realize the new arrival wasn’t Kylie, but rather Ava returning their dog.

“Good morning,” Ava said, her greeting more subdued than Bear’s, but her smile no less joyful. “And Merry post-Christmas.”

“That’s not a thing.”

Ava laughed. “Christmas is more than one day.”

“It’s not.”

“It should be if you’re doing it right.”

She didn’t argue, partially because she wasn’t sure she was doing much right these days, and partly because there was no point in fighting about Christmas with Ava. “Thanks for bringing the boy back.”

“Thanks for letting me keep him. We played in the snow yesterday and would’ve done so again this morning, but Bex and I have a flight out in a few hours. She’s at home packing now.”

“Back to the city?”

“Yes, New Year’s Eve in New York is kind of a thing.”

“To each their own. I don’t begrudge anyone their tastes, even if I find them … overwhelming?”

Ava shook her head. “You’re one to talk.”

“Me?”

“Come on. Do you think no one noticed you left my house with Kye Manchester on Christmas?”

She rolled her eyes and turned back to the barn. “I didn’t leave with her.”

“You left right after her, and after a super awkward conversation.” Ava followed her.

“Yeah, that’s why I don’t like parties. All the conversations are awkward.”

“Don’t. Other people might buy this grumpy social-recluse bit, but I’ve been around you too often to believe it. You’re surly, but you’re not inept. I’ve seen you hold crowds captivated and make the most nervous or hesitant person feel at ease.”

“That’s different.” She busied herself dropping arrows into a couple of quivers.

“Because Kye is different, or at least she is to you.”

“Can we not have this conversation?”

Ava folded her arms across her chest. “Like we didn’t have it for three years?”

Fletcher’s blood ran a little colder as she stopped.

“I always knew,” Ava continued gently. “Every time you pulled away, every time the shadow passed over your features, every night you paced out here so I wouldn’t see.”

Her chest tightened, not at the fact that she’d done those things, but at the idea of Ava feeling anything akin to the loneliness consuming her in those moments. “I’m sorry I wasn’t better at—”

“I never wanted you to get better at hiding, and it took me a while, but I made my peace because it never really had anything to do with me.”

She finally turned to face her. “I’m glad you know now, but you deserved better.”

“I’ve got it. I have everything I dreamed of and more in Bex.” She smiled again, but this time it looked more reflective. “You deserve better, too, and I don’t think you know that, which is why I’m worried.”

“There’s nothing to worry about.”

“If you believe that, you’re much better at lying to yourself than you are at lying to me.”

She scrubbed her face with her rough hands. “What is even happening?”

“She’s still under your skin. The way she talked to you, the way she talked to me, the way she looked at you … it didn’t … I don’t know how to explain, but there’s something dangerous there.”

She wasn’t wrong. Fletcher felt it, too, stronger than when they’d been young. The power it had over her had only grown as the two of them grew apart, but she couldn’t do anything about it, and she certainly couldn’t say so. Not to sweet, happy, generous Ava. Fletcher had always protected Ava from the darkness inside her, or at least she’d tried, and she’d enjoyed playing the role of protector. She’d relished being seen as steady. “Look, she and I have a past. The whole town knows the stories, but I’m not the same person anymore.”

“You don’t have anything to prove to anyone.”

She wasn’t sure she believed that either, but she gave voice to the things she’d been telling herself all day. “I’m an adult. I’m a professional. I’m good at my job. I can handle a few months of working with a difficult client, and—”

Ava held up a hand. “Wait. A client? You said you weren’t going to train her.”

Fletcher groaned.

Ava’s eyes went wide with disbelief. “Please tell me you didn’t.”

“She came over yesterday. We hashed some things out.”

“Did you hash out more than a decade’s worth of hurt in one day?”

“No.” She gritted her teeth. “We worked out a way for us to get back to where we need to be.”

“Where you
 need to be or where she
 needs to be?”

“Both.”

“I want to believe you.”

“Then do, or at least trust me to handle my own life, because it’s my fucking life,” she snapped.

Ava took a step back and bit her lower lip.

“Shit. I’m sorry.”

“No, you’re right.” Ava nodded. “I’m just the ex. I shouldn’t butt in.”

“You should. I mean, you can. You’re more than someone I used to date. You’re my, I don’t know, best friend?”

Ava’s expression softened. “I’ll take it, and I guess I should’ve said I don’t want to see you get hurt again.”

She sighed, not knowing how to explain to Ava that maybe getting hurt a little bit was the best way to avoid additional pain in the long run. A part of her panicked at the idea of Kylie having to move back to town, but not for the reason Kylie tried to hang her hopes on. Of course, running into her randomly or having to interact with her more regularly would come with its own burn-and-scrape of annoyance, but on a deeper level, any sort of constant presence would serve as a much scarier threat to a central tenet of the worldview she’d built. In order to dive into the life she chose—steady, stable, solitary—she’d laid her entire foundation on the bedrock of Kylie leaving. Kylie walked away. Kylie couldn’t stay because she wasn’t capable. Fletcher had based so much of herself on that irrefutable fact. If Kylie came back to town without coming back to her, it would crack something central to every security mechanism she depended on. The risk was so much greater than the prospect of trading barbs or firing verbal shots at one another for a couple of months to the point where she hadn’t seen much choice at all.

Still, she didn’t want to tell Ava those things. “I appreciate your concern, but honestly, I don’t think Kylie can hurt me anymore.”

“‘Anymore’ as in ‘any longer,’ or as in ‘more than she already has’?”

She shrugged. “Either. I know how this ends, and I’m playing a different role this time. I’m doing it on my terms.”

Ava opened her mouth as if she had more to say, but the sound of another car pulling up cut her short.

“That’ll be her,” Fletcher sighed. “She’s got a knack for making an entrance.”

Right on cue, Kylie swept into the barn, dusting snow from the shoulders of her coat and stomping her low-heeled boots to clear them. She glanced up, her expression shifting from indifference when she noticed Fletcher to something sharper as she recognized Ava.

Bear started forward as if to put himself between them. Fletcher sensed the same kind of warning in the air but commanded the dog to stay.

He stopped, immediately dropping to a seat between his moms, but couldn’t resist a little whine at wanting to go farther.

“It’s fine,” Kylie said. “He won’t bother me.”

“You don’t know that,” Fletcher said. “He’s a big dumb baby most of the time, but he’s protective of his moms.”

“Moms?” Kylie arched a perfectly manicured eyebrow.

Fletcher nodded to Ava.

Kylie’s eyes darkened as she scanned the woman between them as the silence stretched. “How quaint. Did you two keep each other’s class rings or letterman jackets, too?”

Ava shifted uncomfortably, but Fletcher rolled her eyes. “Kylie’s more a cat person, not that she has them so much as she identifies with them, like when she doesn’t know how to retract her claws.”

Kylie’s low rumble of a laugh sounded entirely too put-on for Fletcher to take seriously, but Ava clearly didn’t know how to respond. “I better be going.”

“On my account?” Kylie asked, as if she liked the idea of running her off.

“She and Bex live in the city part time.” Fletcher tried to quickly undercut the sense of power she saw her building. “They’re going for New Year’s.”

“Ah yes, the city doctor with the golden hair and the light eyes.” Kylie looked from Ava to Fletcher and back again and her shoulders relaxed slightly. “Your range is impressive.”

“You can go on into the arena,” Fletcher deadpanned. “I’ll join you when I’m ready.”

Kylie shrugged and headed that way, stopping only briefly to scratch behind Bear’s ears as she walked past. “Enjoy your time away, Ava.”

Fletcher waited for her to stroll completely out of view before forcing a grin she hoped didn’t make her look queasy, and meeting Ava’s concerned gaze. “See. We’re fine. Nothing to worry about here.”
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Kylie wandered around the vast, open space. The floors were covered in a rich, sandy sort of dirt, and her feet sank in a little, but she appreciated the loamy warmth to the chill she’d left behind her. Or maybe she’d brought it with her. Something about seeing Ava in Fletcher’s space still caused frost to spread through her veins. She wasn’t stupid. She understood the city house and handsome doctor indicated Ava’s complete entrenchment in a different relationship, and little Miss Small-Town-Sunshine didn’t strike her as the kind to pine for something lost, but just because there was no possibility of a present threat didn’t mean Kylie could just forget she’d ever posed one. Something powerfully proprietary pushed up in her, and a huge chunk of her hated that, but she couldn’t ignore her killer instincts when they concerned anyone who’d ever held the power to make her feel as small and helpless as Ava once had.

“You have to stop.”

She turned to see Fletcher leaning up against the doorjamb, long and lean with her jeans tighter at the top and loose over her classic work boots. “I’m serious, Kylie. Ava’s not your enemy.”

“But she is your ex.”

“No, you’re
 my ex. She’s my friend.”

Kylie’s stomach tightened at both the distinction and the steel in Fletcher’s voice. “What does it matter? She’s leaving. Out of sight, out of firing range.”

“And out of your attitude,” Fletcher added. “I didn’t sign up for head games. If you’re not here to train, you can go.”

She sighed. “Fine, I’m happy to get to work. Shall I saddle up Winston, or do you want me to work with Gabrielle?”

“You won’t be riding today,” Fletcher said with a hint of amusement. “Or tomorrow … or even this week.”

“What? I thought you were going to teach me mounted archery. Shouldn’t I be mounted to do that?”

Fletcher snorted softly. “What you do with your personal time doesn’t matter to me in the least, but in my arena, you’ll keep your boots on the ground as long as I tell you to.”

She didn’t miss the allusions, or the force behind them, but Fletcher wasn’t just dealing in double entendre because she could. She fully intended to keep her grounded, which was unacceptable.

“We only have a little time. You can’t work some kind of power trip because I like to ride. I need the accelerated program.”

“You need to do whatever I say, and I say your fundamentals are shit. We’ll start there and build brick by brick.”

“What does that mean?”

“Classroom sessions, terminology, repetition of basic movement, raising and lowering the bow, pull and release, nocking arrows with your eyes closed. You’ll be lucky if you get a single shot off by the end of the week. We build an almost robotic sort of muscle memory on the ground before you get a leg up on anything again.”

“Wow, okay. But, are you going to make me paint your fence or wax your truck while I’m at it?”

“If I tell you to, then you will,” Fletcher snapped back, her voice deep and resonant. “This is my domain. You’re here because you need me, not the other way around. If you can’t take direction, maybe you shouldn’t audition for any more movies, but you can’t stay here, either.”

Kylie smiled. “Okay then, but before we get started, could you please answer one more genuine question for me?”

“What?”

“When did you become such a top?”

“Kylie,” Fletcher warned.

“I’m serious. You always rocked the whole butch bottom vibe so well, but now you’re using your daddy voice, and—”

“Bye.” Fletcher turned and strode out of the arena with Kylie laughing all the way.





Chapter Six

She’d made a mistake. Fletcher had known it as soon as she’d agreed to train Kylie, but the woman had kept relentlessly driving home the point virtually every minute of every day since then.

It wasn’t always a full-frontal assault like the first morning, but Kylie’s naturally quick wit had only grown sharper over their years apart, and while Fletcher wanted to hate that, she didn’t always. She didn’t hate several things she probably should have. Like the way Kylie’s auburn hair shone more red in the early light streaking through dusty windows, or the way she moved with confidence through the barn and arena, as if she’d never left. Or the fact that her arms were lean and toned enough she had little problem repeatedly pulling back the string of the bow, even set at a thirty-five-pound draw weight.

“Nice,” she murmured as Kylie drew the string again. “One more. Try to make sure your fingers brush up near the corner of your mouth.”

Kylie released, then reset and pulled the string once more, only this time she lifted a little higher until it pressed firmly against the tip of her nose.

“Too much,” Fletcher said. “You’ll put your eye out.”

The corners of Kylie’s mouth twitched up, but she didn’t break her position. “Do you remember when we used to watch your mom shoot, and she would smoosh her nose all the way into her cheek until she looked like she was made of Silly Putty?”

“My mom does a wildly different kind of archery.”

“Yeah, the Olympic kind.”

She rolled her eyes. “Someday mounted archery will be an Olympic sport, and I still won’t squish my face. I’ll keep using that bow, too. Give it here.”

Kylie relinquished the bow.

“This one is a lot simpler than the one my mom or any other Olympian uses. There are no weights or wheels or counterbalances.” She ran her hand down the full length of both wooden bends. “This one is a traditional recurve, with a short flat in the middle. My mom’s bows also have scopes and a small ledge to rest the arrow on, whereas the ones mounted archers use have to be smooth.”

“Sounds like her bow is Space Age and yours is Middle Ages.”

“You’re not completely wrong. Olympic style archery employs cutting-edge technology, whereas horse archery is trying to recapture a lost art. They want cold, hard science. We inject artistry.”

“You get that from your dad,” Kylie said as if relaying a simple fact.

Fletcher supposed there was plenty of truth to the statement, but it had been a long time since anyone had spoken so simply and easily about her inherited attributes.

“They’ve been in France for four years.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Ryder’s visiting them now, with his family.”

“Why didn’t you go?”

“Meh”—Fletcher waved her off—“Bordeaux in winter isn’t my idea of a great vacation. Ryder has to work around his kids’ school schedule. I can go anytime.”

“When was the last time you went?”

She shrugged, not wanting to admit she hadn’t gone since her parents had moved. “The point I was making is everything my mom does is about trying to assert absolute control. On horseback, we embrace the uncontrollable and learn to shift and bend and flow with the elements.”

“Plus movement, right?” Kylie edged closer. “Your mom could hold so still she looked like a statue. She didn’t even breathe.”

“Exactly, which is why she could get the arrow right up to her face, but if you try to do that on a galloping horse, you run the risk of impaling yourself in quick order. You want to learn to shoot quickly, and instead of not moving, you time the shot to make the most of the momentum you have within the movements.”

“But wouldn’t at least having an arrow rest allow you some baseline to use?”

“Undoubtedly,” Fletcher admitted, “but at the times throughout history when mounted archery was used in war, those features weren’t standard. Modern mounted archery as a competitive sport tries to capture that spirit of skill and craftsmanship.”

“I thought you were all just trying to look like medieval badasses.”

“No, you’re
 trying to look
 like a badass.
 I actually am one.”

Kylie shook her head. “Talk is cheap, Bouchard.”

Without even a single, fully conscious thought, Fletcher’s reflexes kicked in, and she lifted the bow in one hand while simultaneously pulling an arrow from the quiver strapped to her thigh. She had it nocked in a second, and then with a slight twist of her torso, she aligned her extended arm across the front of Kylie’s chest, inches below her chin, drew, and released. A zip, a whoosh, a thud, and it landed at the center of the target she hadn’t even been facing.

Kylie’s lips parted slightly. Then she bit the bottom one as if to hold something in.

Fletcher arched an eyebrow with a hint of smugness. “You were saying?”

She shook her head. “Nothing.”

“That’s a rarity.”

Kylie’s green eyes swept quickly over Fletcher, from head to toe and back up again. “So are you.”

She warmed under the favorable appraisal. It was the first unburdened compliment Kylie had offered in over a decade, and her body threatened to react the way it had when she’d been younger, dumber, and more easily aroused. Thankfully, even if she hadn’t gotten better at controlling her physical responses, she’d at least become more adept at hiding those impulses until she managed to crush them, and this time she already had her favorite coping method in her hand.

Snagging another arrow, she let a different kind of muscle memory take over, and landed a second direct hit less than an inch from the first.

“Okay, okay.” Kylie reached for the bow again. “You’ve made your point … two rather sharp ones. Now it’s my turn.”

“No, it’s not.” She refused to hand her any tools of the trade she clung to in this moment. “We’re done for today.”

“Bullshit.” Fire built in Kylie’s voice. “I’ve only been here an hour and a half, and I haven’t even loosed a single arrow. It’s day four, Fletcher. We need to move faster.”

“You always want to rush everything.”

“You never used to mind that personality trait.”

A surge of memories hit her like a slap in the face, the two of them crushing together, clutching, ripping at clothes under hot breath. She took a step back and closed her eyes, willing her brain to summon different images, like taillights fading at the end of the driveway. That had happened just as fast and felt just as disorienting as the others. “Maybe I should have.”

Kylie sighed. “Are you going to punish me every time you recall some perceived slight?”

“Perceived?” She shook her head as anger rushed up to supersede all the other emotions.

“Yes, perceived. If you want to rehash a few things, I’ve got as good a case as anyone for not leaving well enough alone.”

“No.” She clenched her teeth. “Not if we want to keep doing this.”

“Okay, then let’s do the damn thing we’re here for.”

She purposefully tensed her shoulders, neck, and jaw before cueing the muscles to release, not totally certain what exactly either of them thought they were doing here, but, as usual, Kylie was all too happy to step into even the slightest power void.

“Give me the bow.”

She grudgingly relinquished it, but this time Kylie didn’t simply accept a return to their previous workout. Instead, she strode across the barn. Fletcher felt a momentary rise of relief at the distance between them, but it didn’t take long to realize where she was headed. “Don’t touch those arrows.”

“I’m only bringing them back,” Kylie said as she reached the target.

“You better not so much as lift the tip upward.”

“You’d rather I work the shaft?” She pursed her lips together as she twisted the arrows loose. “That’s the correct terminology, isn’t it?”

Fletcher didn’t respond, which, of course, Kylie took as confirmation.

“So, the tip, and the shaft.” She pressed her finger to the point of the arrow and then ran it down the length before sliding gently over the green feathering, while lifting her eyes. “And this is called the … oh yes, the fletcher-ing.”

“So original. Never heard those quips before.”

Kylie smiled slowly. “Don’t blame me. I’m not the archer who named my kid Fletcher, or the kid who chose to go all in on the family business.”

She did her best to stay grumpy even as she felt her resolve to remain aloof waver. Kylie was dangerously close now, close enough to see the shades of green swirling from light to dark in her eyes. “Can we get back to work?”

“You said we were done for the day.”

“We are. I meant our separate work. I have a riding group, and you have … honestly, I don’t care.”

“But we’re not done with our vocabulary refresher. You wouldn’t want the new pop culture emissary for mounted archery to go on the interview circuit using the wrong terms.”

“You don’t know what I might want.” Her jaw twitched at the stab of truth in the statement, and Kylie must’ve noticed, because one corner of her mouth curled as she slipped her finger to the lowest point on the arrow and she ran a manicured nail through the groove there.

“This is called the notch?”

“No, it’s called the nock.” She emphasized the hard sound at the end. “And there’s a spot in the middle of the bowstring called the nocking point. It’s the sweet spot we’ve been working around with your draw pulling. You’ll need to be able to find it by feel with your eyes closed before you get on a horse, because you won’t be able to search for it when you’re at full speed. It has to be a natural, fluid movement.”

“Show me. I promise, this’ll be the last thing I ask today. I’ll go if you show me how it feels when it’s right.”

Fletcher sighed. The offer was too good to be easy, but seeing as how their entire agreement was based on the desire to see this woman walk out the door again, she couldn’t resist the chance to test that theory on a smaller scale. “Fine, we’ll draw once with an arrow, but you don’t get to shoot it today.”

“Got it. All tension, no release. We’ve had plenty of practice, right?”

She shook her head, but Kylie raised the bow and widened her stance.

“Good,” she murmured at both the form and the ease with which she assumed such a technically sound position. “Now take the arrow in your pull hand, which for you is the right. We’re going to use a split-finger technique, between your index and middle fingers.”

Kylie bit her lip and closed her eyes.

“What?”

“I’m trying, honest I am, but you want me to use a ‘split-finger’ approach with my business fingers, and you’re not even snickering a little?”

Fletcher managed to hold in a little snort that would’ve served only to egg Kylie on. “I’m not a fourteen-year-old boy.”

“No fourteen-year-old boy could pull off a split-finger anything with any finesse. You need a full-grown lesbian to—”

“Please stop.”

“You used to like my sense of humor.”

She wasn’t wrong. Kylie’s irreverence had been one of the first things that had drawn them together. Even as a young teenager, she’d been raunchier than the older group of boys her brother had run with. Fletcher had never met a girl so quick and sharp, with so little care for convention. She’d always been a tomboy, choosing the liberty of jeans and boots, but even in a skirt and heels, Kylie’s candor projected a kind of independence Fletcher hadn’t yet been able to comprehend. She’d wanted some of it for herself, and while she’d never been quite as self-possessed, she did manage to possess the young woman who showed her how to aspire to something more.

“Come on, Fletch.” Kylie’s voice dropped low, both in volume and vocal register. “At least show me where to put my fingers. I know you can do that.”

Blood ran hot through her veins, and her brain approached boiling point. It wasn’t that she didn’t understand what was happening so much as she was losing her ability to stop it. Kylie had always teased her, and she’d never failed to be affected, but this time as Kylie tried to snuggle in a little closer, Fletcher leaned into the subtle brush of her body. She eased near enough to see the fine strands of hair on Kylie’s neck stir on the breath of her exhale. Then, lining up her own lips next to her ear, she whispered soft but firm, “No.”

Kylie gasped slightly, and Fletcher stepped back completely.

“What?”

“I said ‘no.’”

She blinked a few times as if she couldn’t make the word compute, and Fletcher felt a prick of pride at being able to rattle her.

“You agreed to—”

“Practice, but you’re playing, and not even with archery. With me.”

“You used to—”

“I used to do and think a lot of things I don’t anymore. This isn’t a game to me. It’s my job. No, my career. If you’re not here to work, you need to go.”

“Okay, fine. I didn’t know fun was against the rules of archery.”

“Not the rules of archery, the rules of you and me.”

“All right, zero fun. Got it. Can we get back to not shooting?”

“No,” she said again, enjoying the word on her lips and the corresponding expression of consternation contorting Kylie’s beautiful features. “Come back tomorrow. I have a 10:30 riding class for a group of middle school girls, and you cannot be here when they arrive.”

“Why? I was a popular middle school girl myself at one point.”

“I remember.” Fletcher finally smiled. “You were a corrupting influence then, too. You couldn’t be trusted around impressionable young minds even when you were one.”

She didn’t even try to deny the charge. “Can you at least admit you used to love that about me?”

“Bye, Kylie.”

“See you tomorrow, Fletch.”
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Kylie wasn’t supposed to show up at the barn before nine each morning to give Fletcher time to feed the horses and complete chores, but a week in, the routine had already grown stale. The calendar rolled over to a new year without much notice other than to remind her that time marched on without her. So far, she’d been afforded lessons in stringing the bow, setting up targets, basic shooting stances, string grips, and how to nock an arrow and draw it entirely without looking. Then she’d been made to repeat all those steps a bazillion times without firing a single shot. She wasn’t questioning Fletcher’s expertise so much as she was beginning to suspect her ex got some sort of thrill at wielding the power to frustrate her, and she didn’t even blame her. No one could fault either of them a little power trip, but, for better or worse, turnabout had always been fair play where the two of them were concerned, so today she killed the engine of her rental car halfway down the long gravel path up to the barn and walked the rest of the way.

The element of surprise, along with some persistent pressure, had worked well enough in the past. That, paired with Fletcher’s strong desire to get rid of her again. They both had their reasons to make this work, which was why she intended to already have an arrow in hand before Fletcher joined her. She remembered her way around the barn enough she could’ve walked this path in her sleep, and as she slipped quietly through the door, she didn’t even have to let her eyes adjust to the light before she sensed the attention of the horses shift toward her. She paused only long enough to place a little kiss on Winston’s cheek before continuing to the tack room and snagging the bow she’d been practicing with from among the many hanging from pegs on the wall.

It wasn’t hard to find a quiver, either. If she hadn’t known better, the barrels of arrows and other implements of destruction might’ve made her second-guess sneaking around this place, since the owner clearly had everything necessary to outfit an entire battalion of elite, if outdated, assassins.

She gave a little shudder at the memory of Fletcher shooting the arrow right under her chin.

Edging back out, she took a couple more steps toward the arena when she noticed Gabrielle wasn’t in her stall. She paused and considered her possibilities. If Fletcher’s training horse wasn’t here, neither was she, but before she could process any further, the sound of hoofbeats picking up speed set her senses on high alert.

Fletcher was in the arena, and clearly riding at a canter.

Her heart pounded faster at the sensory memories that awareness conjured. Hot days, muggy nights, the smell of hay, horses, and leather. She’d never told anyone for fear she’d seem silly or childish, but even into her early twenties, the sight of Fletcher riding toward her, proud and fluid in the saddle, tapped into something primal inside Kylie. As a teen, she’d felt a part of herself trapped in a tower, and while she’d never wanted anyone else to play the role of savior, she would’ve gladly let down all her guard to welcome a knight of Fletcher’s caliber. Strong, secure, honorable, with her curves and planes and bronze skin …

A kind of craving she hadn’t let herself acknowledge since those days pulled her forward. The fear of getting caught held nothing as sharp as the need to see her in action again. Peeking around the edge of the open doorway, her boldness was rewarded. Fletcher had three large targets set at equal distances down the middle of the arena, so she had significant room in front of them, and barely enough space behind them for Gabrielle to loop around. Kylie came in as she made the turn, seeming to reset. Fletcher slowed enough to nock her first arrow, then using only her legs, urged her mount into a higher gear once more.

She got off the shot well in advance, and by the time it’d struck its target, she’d already pulled another from along her flexing thigh. Rising slightly in her stirrups, she let this one fly once she was directly in line with the target and it shuddered on impact, but Fletcher could’ve hardly seen it, as all her attention focused on the final mark. Several things happened simultaneously. Now in a full stand, Fletcher snatched the third arrow, drew the bow, and twisted her body so she actually aimed behind herself. The move would’ve been beautiful even to the untrained eye, but for anyone who’d ridden a horse, it projected something akin to heroism, a feat of strength, grace, and precision.

As the arrow landed dead center, some forgotten emotion lanced through Kylie as well, hot, sharp, and low.

She applauded, no longer interested in concealing any part of herself.

Gabrielle startled, kicking into a high step and tossing her mane. Fletcher wheeled her around and leveled that intense focus on Kylie. Her dark eyes had gone wide with surprise, but still blazed with intensity. “What are you doing here?”

She didn’t know the answer to the question any longer. She remembered vaguely why she’d come early and what she’d intended to do, but now something deeper and stronger rose up to suggest there might be more. Maybe there’d always been more. “I’m not sure.”

Fletcher lowered her bow enough to take up the reins, and gently guided Gabrielle to a stop, so that she towered over Kylie. “I told you not to come before nine.”

“I know.”

She waited as if wanting more, but ‘more’ was too big a concept for Kylie to process, much less articulate now. Her body still overpowered her brain, heightened from the prowess of the performance and complicated by Fletcher’s powerful proximity.

“You can’t show up here whenever you want.”

She nodded, agreeing for the first time. “No more surprises.”

Fletcher’s brow furrowed.

“It’s not good for either of us,” Kylie said, more for herself. “We have to do better.”

“I’m doing fine.”

“We’re not,” she said without any force. “It’s been a week and we’re still playing games.”

“I have a method.”

“And you’re wielding it like an electric shock collar, but it’s not who you are.”

“You don’t know who I am anymore, and the fact that you keep making these assertions based on data you collected when we were barely more than kids—”

“Fair.” Kylie cut her off before her anger picked up steam. “We’re not teenagers, but we’re acting like them, only with bigger vocabularies and shittier attitudes.”

The corner of Fletcher’s lips twitched up. “I don’t know. You had a pretty shitty attitude back then.”

“Also fair. And maybe I’ve reverted to that because sometimes when you look at me, I still feel like I’m seventeen.”

Fletcher shifted in the saddle, causing it to creak. “I may’ve felt twenty-two a couple times.”

The age difference wasn’t lost on her. She’d chosen the age when they were closest, and Fletcher had picked the one where they’d fallen apart.

“We have to do better, and believe me, I know a huge part of that work is on me. I’ve had my guard up every bit as much as you. Honestly, I came here to undercut your authority today, and it’s not a helpful impulse, but you haven’t exactly been forthright or magnanimous in your teaching style.”

Fletcher shrugged. “There’s a process, and you haven’t exactly hopped on board.”

“Fine, but I’ve also seen you move along seven-year-olds faster than me.”

She nodded, a grudging sort of admission. “Seven-year-olds don’t usually get under my skin as much as you, and don’t pretend you haven’t been trying to.”

“I can’t seem to help myself,” she admitted with only a hint of chagrin. “I don’t know any other way to be with you, but we to have to learn. We need the same thing here.”

“I don’t need anything.”

“You need me to be successful for a myriad of reasons, maybe not as badly as I do, but if this doesn’t work, we might end up strangling each other, if not in the moment, in the long run.”

Fletcher glanced at the rafters for a long second before she sighed. “I’m not going to roll over for you.”

“I’m not asking you to. Seriously, all the other stuff aside, what I just saw you do, you’re … I respect that so much. More than respect, I’m in awe. I’m asking you to work with me.”

“Then you have to work with me.”

“I want to try.”

“Harder than you have?”

“Yes,” she said with a hint of pleading in her voice, and Fletcher must’ve heard it, because she gathered up the reins a little tighter.

“Showing up here when I asked you not to isn’t a great start.”

“I’ll go,” she said quickly. “I’ll come back at nine.”

She shook her head. “Go string the bow and grab a few arrows. I want you to nock each one with your eyes closed, raise the bow and draw, totally controlled without releasing while I put Gabrielle away and feed the rest of the herd.”

“And get us coffee?”

This time Fletcher’s smile lingered a second longer. “No, we both need clear heads and steady hands, because if you manage to keep your form the entire time I’m gone, when I come back, we’ll loose some arrows.”

She breathed a sigh of relief and perhaps something more. “Thank you.”





Chapter Seven

“Nice,” Fletcher admitted as Kylie’s arrow struck the target in the second ring from the center.

“Nice?” Kylie yelped, rubbing the skin on the inside of her elbow where the string had snapped her again. “I keep hitting my arm.”

“Yes, but you’re also hitting the target.”

“That isn’t a great trade-off.”

Fletcher glanced at the angry red welt forming above the guard protecting Kylie’s forearm and fought to keep her voice curt. “Learn from your mistakes.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Fletcher sighed. “When something hurts, most people stop doing it. You, however, have never been able to take your hand off the stove.”

Kylie rolled her eyes. “I’m hitting the target.”

“And if you’re willing to keep ripping yourself open to achieve your goal, so be it.” She had no intention of exploring the idea any deeper, for both of their sanities. They’d been shooting for two days. It was up to Kylie to set her own boundaries around how much she was willing to endure.

“Can I hit the target without the pain?”

“I do.”

Kylie arched an eyebrow as if she weren’t thinking purely of archery anymore either.

“Lift your elbow a couple degrees. You can even angle the bow so the ends point slightly to the side instead of straight up and down, as long as you have a clear line of sight down the arrow.”

Kylie made the adjustment and nocked another arrow without so much as glancing down, and this time she let it fly without the scrape of tender skin. The arrow flew true, striking slightly outside the yellow center.

“Again,” Fletcher commanded.

Kylie obliged, landing in the general vicinity of the first shot.

“Faster.”

She repeated the movement quickly, and the third arrow landed only slightly farther out.

Fletcher turned to find a bright smile splitting her face and scrunching up her cheeks in ways the more practiced expressions never did. “Not bad.”

“Not bad?” She laughed. “I hit every single one and barely grazed my arm. That’s freaking brilliant.”

“You shouldn’t be grazing your arm at all, but the shot positioning was solid for a beginner … holding still … on the ground. Learn to accept a compliment without pushing for more.”

Kylie snorted softly. “Seriously, did you decide this morning’s theme is life lessons couched as archery training?”

“I wouldn’t dare.” Fletcher collected three arrows from the target with minimal tugging and brought them back. “Try again. This time rotate the bow a tick more, and inch your aim slightly to the left of the bull’s-eye like you’re leading yourself toward it.”

Kylie’s brow wrinkled slightly, as if she needed to work to picture such an adjustment, but when she pursed her lips together and her eyes sharpened, Fletcher surmised she’d figured something out. Sure enough, the first arrow landed within the center ring.

“Yes!” She gave a triumphant cheer, and turned to Fletcher as if to say, you saw that, right?
 “I did not throw away my shot.”

“No, but you threw away the next one.”

“What?”

“You were locked in. You found your sight line, your bow level, and your pull weight exactly perfect. Then as soon as it went precisely how you wanted, you threw it all away even though in this sport we always shoot three arrows in a row. You screwed the next two.”

“I didn’t,” she said without sounding fully convinced.

“Go again.”

She took way more time than she’d ever have in a saddle, but Fletcher didn’t have any inclination to rush her. The more she fiddled with the details of her stance, the more it proved the larger point about intuition and muscle memory, because as soon as she shot, it landed out farther than anything even from the last round.

“Shit.” This time Kylie dropped the bow completely.

“It’s okay. Your overall trajectory today has still been on the upswing. You’re just too shortsighted from one arrow to the next. You need to work on establishing a groove rather than letting yourself get too up or down about the minutia of any single attempt. It takes time.”

“We’ve been shooting all day, and I’ve barely gotten any better.”

It wasn’t true. Kylie’s improvement had been steady if slow, but Kylie’s natural impatience would never let her appreciate the incremental when she craved instantaneous.

“You have to find your way again, and then stay there for as long as you can. The staying power, along with the ability to feel when something’s right enough to recreate, that’s the essence of all the other work going forward.”

“Recall and recreate.” Kylie nodded emphatically.

“And recognize,” Fletcher added. “If you shoot randomly, you’ll make some and miss others without learning from either. Humans are creatures of habit. You have to carefully choose which ones you form.”

Kylie sighed. “I worry we’ve wandered back into life lesson territory.”

“I’m talking about archery,” Fletcher said flatly. “If you’re extrapolating something more, save those conversations for your therapist.”

“Oh, don’t worry, I talk to my therapist about you all the time.”

Fletcher clenched her jaw, not sure if Kylie was teasing, but unwilling to ask. “Shoot again. This time pay less attention to trying to aim. Focus on how it feels in your shoulders, your arms, your fingertips.”

Kylie did as instructed. The result was better, still in the second ring, but solid and, more importantly, repeatable.

Fletcher fed her another arrow.

She re-nocked and shot again. This one’s tip hit the target mere inches from the first.

“Good,” she murmured, and supplied her another. “Try to memorize the slots where your muscles lock in, the same way you might memorize an address or lines to a play.”

Kylie held her frame and limbs steady, but she closed her eyes and parted her lips, and an expression of serenity came over her the likes of which Fletcher hadn’t seen in years, not since the last time she’d awakened to that head on her shoulder, auburn locks spilling over her bare chest.

Something twisted inside her, and she turned away from the onslaught of her own memories. It wasn’t the first time she’d suffered pangs of longing over the years, but it had been a long time since she’d experienced them so acutely, and she had only proximity to blame. With Kylie out of sight, she’d always been able to push her out of her mind, but in none of those other moments had she smelled the undercurrent of citrus from her shampoo.

She wasn’t even looking as Kylie released her last shot, but when she registered the thump of it against the target, she glanced up to see it embedded directly between the previous two.

“Yes,” she whispered, a hint of pride mingling with a slew of emotions she hadn’t intended to summon. “Keep doing that.”

“What?” Kylie’s concentration finally broke as she turned to face her.

Fletcher stepped back from the force of focus in those green eyes. “You need more. So much more.”

“Can you be more specific?”

“A hundred shots on the target. Here.” Fletcher unstrapped her own thigh quiver and held it out to her, trying to sound calmer than she felt. “Take this and five arrows. Shoot them all from the same basic position. Focus on feel, then reset and see if you can find the groove again with the next five. Do it twenty times if you hit them all.”

“And if I don’t?”

“If you miss one, don’t repeat that movement. Reset right away and try again.”

“On my own?”

“That’s the goal, right? I won’t be in the saddle or on the set with you. The whole point of this little experiment is to get you out of here and back on your way.”

“What are you going to do?”

“You’re not the only one with a job. Worry about yours, and let me do mine.”

[image: Bow And Arrow with solid fill]
 [image: Bow And Arrow with solid fill]
 [image: Bow And Arrow with solid fill]


Kylie’s triceps trembled as she drew the bow for literally the one-hundredth time, but she gritted her teeth and waited until she settled into what she’d come to think of as her slot. It wasn’t that the position felt any better than the others so much as it now felt more familiar. She released her final shot with a simple prayer of “please.”

When it struck true, not dead center, but close enough to call it a day, she nearly doubled over with relief, if not quite satisfaction. She heaved a few heavy breaths she’d denied herself while shooting, then straightened and glanced over her shoulder before kicking herself. Fletcher hadn’t seen her accomplishment, and she shouldn’t have cared. She wasn’t doing any of this for her approval. The only person she needed to convince was Sophia LeBlanc, and she had a long way to go before she’d even approach that level. Little milestones hardly mattered.

Kylie reminded herself she wasn’t the kind of person who needed constant praise or accolades in order to sustain her drive, or she would’ve left this business multiple times over the last few years when the dismal reviews and short runs outnumbered the standing ovations. Still, she couldn’t deny the flicker of annoyance that Fletcher had left her to her own devices for the last hour, or the low-level burn of disappointment when she didn’t even get a mumbled “good” or “nice” at the end of one hundred shots in a row.

She rubbed her arm, fingers running over the knotted muscle near her shoulder. She’d worked with personal trainers for years, but none of them ever tortured her with so many repetitions or offered so little encouragement in return. Then again, she’d paid them a lot more than she was paying Fletcher, which was nothing.

She scrunched up her face as if smelling something distasteful. It wasn’t that she didn’t mean to compensate her, but exchanging money with someone she’d once shared so much with seemed awkward, reductive, almost tawdry. But those days were long past, and their current relationship certainly felt transactional.

With that unhappy thought she wandered back from the arena to the barn. She hadn’t let herself dwell on the idea of accessing this space as a paying customer, nor did it feel like the days when she’d made herself at home here. She loosened the string and hung her bow in the tack room, then slipped the quiver from her thigh. She paused to breathe the scent of horses and hay. There were moments when she could easily forget she didn’t belong here, but they passed quickly, and she spent more time fighting the emotional whiplash than actually sitting in the feelings that had caused them.

The sound of a tail slapping the doorframe caused her to turn around.

Bear stared up at her, his dark eyes full of curiosity.

“What?” she asked, then added, “Where’s Fletcher?”

He opened his mouth so his pink tongue showed but didn’t move from his spot in her path.

She had to be close. While Bear appeared to have his run of the farm, he never got too far from Fletcher’s side when Kylie was around, as if she might need protecting from this newcomer, or maybe his other mom had put him on surveillance duty.

She rolled her eyes at the idea. Ava did didn’t seem capable of raising a spy dog. “Come on, Bear. Where’s your owner?”

Nothing.

“Person?”

Nope.

“Mom?”

He barked and turned in a quick circle.

“Oh Lord, seriously?” She snorted. “Do you call her ‘mom’?”

He barked again and gave a little bounce before trotting off.

She followed, shaking her head. “She’s getting soft.”

Sure enough, Bear slid through a slightly open barn door and out into the courtyard, where Fletcher stood with an axe in one hand and a saw in the other as she frowned at downed branches on the side of her driveway.

“What? The bows and arrows aren’t enough implements of destruction for you? You intend to take up axe throwing or primitive surgery now, too?”

She barely glanced up. “You finished?”

“Yes. One hundred hit targets.”

“Okay. Time to call it a day.”

She didn’t argue about the work, not sure her arm could’ve drawn the bow one more time. “You’re not even going to grill me or quiz me or make me shine your boots to prove my dedication?”

Fletcher raised the axe and brought it down across one of the smaller branches, stripping it completely off the larger piece. “I don’t care if you’re dedicated or not.”

“A likely story.” She stared at her back. “I think you don’t need to check up on me because you sent Ava’s dog to spy on me.”

“He’s my dog.” Fletcher axed off another branch.

“I know. I’m wondering what he calls her, since he seems to associate you with the word ‘mom.’”

As if to prove her point, Bear barked once and ran to Fletcher’s side.

“Sit,” Fletcher commanded, and waited for him to oblige before finally turning to Kylie. “Seriously? You’re in there talking to my dog?”

She laughed lightly. “I sort of happened on the ‘mom’ thing, but how does he differentiate between you if you’re both ‘mom’?”

“I just say ‘Ava,’ but sometimes she uses other terms.”

“Like ‘mom’?” She enjoyed the way Fletcher folded her arms across her chest and glowered. “Does she refer to herself as ‘mama,’ or ‘mommy’?”

“No. She just, well, she’s got a silly sense of … you know what? I know you’re making fun of us, but I don’t care. She calls herself ‘Nice Mom,’ and I’m ‘Grumpy Mom,’ okay?”

This time there was nothing restrained about her laughter. It rolled out of her and into the cold winter morning. “You let this girl call you ‘Grumpy Mom’ to your own dog? I mean it’s shockingly fitting. Maybe not clever, but right on the nose.”

“Ava has a way of making things stick without letting them sting, so I’m ‘Grumpy Mom’ whether I want to be or not.”

Fletcher sounded resigned but not annoyed, and alarm bells blared in Kylie’s brain. Fletcher had let Ava cut against her grain, and she hadn’t fought her. The realization made Kylie’s stomach roil. Some other woman had lowered Fletcher’s defenses long enough to form a connection in ways Kylie used to. She ground her teeth together. “Bear must not be the only one who thinks of her as a nice mommy.”

Fletcher’s jaw twitched. “Don’t.”

“Oh, come on, don’t pretend—”

“I don’t.” Fletcher snapped. “You’re the one who pretends for a living. I signed up only to teach you mounted archery. Anything else that brings your claws out will have to be exercised on your free time. We shoot, we don’t chat.”

“Fine.” She didn’t agree with the assessment, but she’d learned to recognize a dead end a long time ago. “But before I go, we should probably talk about payment.”

That refocused Fletcher’s attention. “Like money?”

“How do you normally take payment around here? Have things regressed to squirrel pelts in my absence, or were you expecting me to work off my debts with farm chores or sexual favors?”

Fletcher’s dark eyes flicked over her body before her face flamed. “Do you have to make everything awkward?”

She smiled. “Is asking your ex-lover how’d she’d prefer to receive compensation for sharing the expertise necessary to get you out of her life as quickly as possible ever not awkward?”

Fletcher dropped the axe at her feet. “You could’ve asked someone else to help you. You could’ve walked away when I asked you to. Hell, you could’ve asked me what my training or workshop rates were. Some people go to my website, but I suppose they aren’t button-pushing drama queens. That’s sort of your thing, isn’t it?”

Kylie laughed again, but this time it sounded sharper and felt colder inside her chest.

“What?”

“Nice tirade there. Have you been letting it build the whole time you’ve been out here?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Sure, deny there’s an issue. That’s your thing, right? Boy, we’ve both learned our parts so well. What were you saying earlier about building habits without meaning to?”

Fletcher closed her eyes. “I don’t remember.”

“Then maybe we should review that lesson before our next session,” Kylie said, “because when it comes to habits, it seems like we need to break a few of them.”

“Or we could not.”

“Sure, if you’d rather we keep taking potshots at each other for weeks”—Kylie started to walk away, but made it only a few steps before calling back—“but if that’s the path you land on, I don’t think you can lean too heavily on the argument that I’m
 the button-pushing drama queen, Grumpy Mom.”





Chapter Eight

Fletcher had done all the work a person could do in a day in January in Vermont. She always planned meticulously for the winter. The climate here was too unforgiving not to, but today she found herself almost wishing she’d left more undone, if only so she’d have something to occupy her hands and her head.

She could practice. She could always practice, but as she stepped into the tack room, she caught a lingering hint of Kylie’s perfume, and the sensory trigger caused her to take a step back. Closing her eyes against memories she didn’t want to summon, memories of a time when this entire place hummed with the echo of her ghost. She’d spent years exorcising them all, and she didn’t intend to go back there. She’d worked too hard to let the present haunt her in addition to the past.

As if sensing her tension, Winston snorted and bumped against the end of his stall until he rattled the gate.

She smiled slightly and turned to him. “What do you want, old man?”

He tossed his head, shaking his mane indignantly.

“It’s cold outside, buddy, and your joints are getting creaky.”

He stamped his hoof and stared at her.

“Pouting won’t get you anywhere, you spoiled baby.”

He huffed like a sullen teenager and bumped his door again.

She sighed. “What would we even do? I’m not going to run you right now, and if I take you in the arena, you’ll get bored and impatient.”

Once the words left her mouth, she realized she might be talking to herself as much as the horse and rolled her eyes. Maybe Winston wasn’t the only one going stir-crazy.

“Okay,” she said as much for herself as for him. “If we’re going out today, I’ll need company and a chance to keep warm, which means the sleigh, and if we’re hitching up the sleigh, you know who we have to call, right?”

He took a couple of high steps, and she couldn’t say for certain if he understood or merely picked up on her tone, but, either way, her own spirits lifted at the prospect of going for a ride with Gram.

It was nearly an hour later by the time she’d gone through the rigmarole of preparations followed by a short ride around a mountain path and through a small orchard to the large, white farmhouse, but she’d put the jingle bells on Winston’s harness so Gram would hear them coming.

Sure enough, she stood on the porch waving to them. Gram was small in stature and a little hunched with age, but she still looked vibrant with her wide smile and mischievous eyes, the only things visible under her long, thick coat and fur hat with full earflaps.

“Hi there, handsome,” Gram called, then added, “and hello to you, too, Fletcher. Thanks for bringing my boyfriend to visit me.”

“I did promise, didn’t I?”

“Yes.” Gram edged down the stairs. “But you also left Christmas without saying goodbye.”

“I’m sorry.” Fletcher hopped down out of the sleigh to help her into the seat, then offered several blankets to tuck around her. “Something came up, but I should’ve found you before heading out. That was bad manners.”

Gram nodded as if she found the apology satisfactory. “Honestly, I was a bit surprised you showed up in the first place. I suppose I should be happy with you popping in when it suits you.”

She clicked the reins and Winston took off at a reasonable clip.

“Attaboy,” Gram encouraged the horse. “He knows the way.”

“He believes he’s in charge.” Fletcher tried to steer him toward a more level and open field to their left.

“Something the two of you have in common.”

“Hey now.” Fletcher laughed. “We haven’t gone even a hundred yards, and already you’re zinging me?”

Gram patted her leg. “Don’t pretend you don’t like that. I know your surly sense of humor. But I’m grateful to you for paying me a visit. I even brought you a little present.”

“Oh?”

Gram rummaged under the blanket for a second before pulling out two flasks.

“Hey, now you’re talking.”

“It’s nothing too hard. You can’t be drinking and driving my pretty boy, but I figure with your constitution, a little hot, mulled wine won’t hurt.”

“I’m not sure what you think of my constitution, but pass it over.”

Gram handed her the metal flask, still warm to the touch, and Fletcher gave over the reins so she could open it.

“Aren’t you going to tell me not to make him go faster?”

“Would it do any good?”

Gram chuckled and gave a gentle slap, which Winston was all too eager to heed. They picked up speed, but not to the point where Fletcher worried about any of them … or spilling her wine as her horse trotted happily along.

“That’s good stuff. Rich with a hint of orange at the end.”

“Yeah, Isaiah mulled it for me.” She mentioned Ava’s brother with a hint of pride in her voice. “It makes me want to curl up under a heavy blanket, stare at the fire, and reminisce.”

She could understand the impulse, even if she didn’t want to indulge it for herself. “You always were a deep thinker.”

“You are, too.”

She shook her head and sipped the flask once more as the warmth of her first few sips hit her stomach and began to spread through her system. “I spend most of my time trying not to think.”

Gram nudged her shoulder. “How’s that working?”

She shrugged. “Maybe not as good as usual.”

“I figured as much if you came looking to take an old woman for a ride. You know what I thought about when you pulled up?”

“What?”

“The line in the Bible, when God is making the world and it says, ‘it’s not good for man to be alone.’”

“I reminded you of the Book of Genesis?”

“Just one line, which struck me as off, because I’ve honestly come to believe the world would be a better place if more men were alone a little more often. Might solve a few problems if they had to sit with themselves for a bit, but when I saw you all hunched up and dour at such a pretty, young age, I thought, that one’s alone a little too much.”

Fletcher reached over and took the reins, as if wanting to steer at least one thing about this exchange. “Dour, huh?”

“You know what I mean. You’re always brooding, alone even with people around.”

“Maybe I enjoy my own company more than most other people.”

“You probably do, not that I blame you. I prefer your company to a lot of other people, too, but you’ve gotten used to things being a certain way. Your way. And just because you’re used to something doesn’t mean it’s the best thing for you.”

The comment made her remember Kylie’s parting barbs about habits, particularly the ones they’d developed with each other. She could at least admit she’d probably built a few unintentional ones, but some of them had been put there with purpose and a strong protective instinct. She’d damn well earned both where Kylie was concerned.

As if sensing an argument building, Gram cut her off by saying, “You always seemed a little alone even when you were with Ava.”

“I don’t know,” Fletcher said on reflex, even though she recognized the truth of the statement.

“I don’t think it was anybody’s fault you two weren’t good for each other.”

“Wow, Gram.” She laughed a little nervously. “I didn’t know you were bringing a knife on this ride. I always thought you liked me.”

“I do,” Gram said calmly. “From the first time Ava brought you over, looking all handsome and a little bashful, I had a real soft spot for you. Which is why I’m glad you didn’t end up together, because I never understood what you saw in Ava.”

Fletcher scrubbed her face with her hands. Maybe she should call a medical professional, because Gram wasn’t talking sense at all. “I can’t believe you said that. Ava is a nice girl, the nicest, and sweet and loyal. You love her.”

“Of course I do! I’ve never loved anyone more than I love Ava. She’s about as perfect a girl as ever lived. I see why Bex didn’t wait long.” Gram smiled with a hint of pride. “Now that’s a great match. But relationships, they’re a lot like rummy. Two high cards close together make a good hand only if they’re suited.”

“And Ava and I weren’t suited?”

She shook her head. “You already knew too much. Ava understood love, and so did you, but you knew pain, too. She knew all about candlelight and sunshine, but you knew about roaring fires and getting burned. Nice girls aren’t for everybody.”

“Quite a statement there, Gram.”

“When you get to be my age, you don’t fuss around with making the truth more palatable.”

“Let me see if I have this right. You think I shouldn’t be alone so much, so I need to find me a not-so-nice girl.”

Gram shrugged. “I think you might’ve already found one. I’m old, but I’m not dead, and neither are you. The whole town knows the Manchester girl left with a piece of your heart, and now she’s back.”

“She’s just passing through.”

“Maybe.”

Sweat pricked Fletcher’s palms under her gloves. “She’s going to go, and I suspect she intends to exact another pound of flesh to take with her.”

“I suppose you have some say in stopping that.”

“Which part?”

Gram patted her knee under the blanket. “Whichever part you decide to fight for.”
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“Honey, we’re going to the Collinses’ for dinner and cards,” Kylie’s mom said from the doorway to her room. “You’re invited, too.”

She looked up from the magazine in her lap. “Thanks, but no thanks.”

“I figured,” her mom said. “Why don’t you call some of your friends and see what they’re up to?”

It took a second to realize she meant people here in Vermont, only Kylie couldn’t think of a single person her age she still considered a friend, though saying so would probably be cause for concern. “I’m enjoying the downtime to relax and recharge.”

“I know. That’s what you’ve said every night, but surely you’re getting a little bored. You barely stayed out an hour on Christmas and wouldn’t go out at all on New Year’s Eve. You haven’t seen anyone but us for weeks.”

“I see Fletcher every morning.”

A shadow passed over her mother’s expression before she schooled it. “I know. You must be working hard. I’ve seen the bruises on your arm, but are the two of you getting a chance to talk?”

She snorted softly at the absurdity of that image.

“Yeah, I thought so.” Her mom sighed.

“We’re working together, which honestly is shocking enough. I don’t expect either of us to have a total personality transplant. It’s a job, a weirdly connected and ludicrously complicated job.”

“I worry about you getting, I don’t know, a skewed sort of tunnel vision.”

She tried not to roll her eyes. Her mom meant well, but she had little concept of what it meant to live in her line of work. Her entire life had been one form of tunnel vision after another for years.

“I know you’re a successful and fully grown woman, but you and Fletcher, it wasn’t just a high school crush. You two …” She shook her head, and Kylie couldn’t blame her for not being able to find the words. “When you left, you both changed, maybe for the better, but it seems unrealistic to expect all that icy water under the bridge won’t become a problem at some point.”

“I don’t disagree,” she admitted without flinching, “but I’m the person who imposed on Fletcher, so I don’t get to make the call. Besides, we’ve both thrown ourselves into our jobs as adults, and what we’re doing right now is much more an extension of that than anything from back then. It’s a weird confluence of events that our work crossed paths, but we are both working right now.”

Her mom looked as if she wanted to say more, and maybe a part of Kylie wanted her to. Lord knows she wasn’t having these kinds of conversations with anyone else, but instead, her mom forced a smile. “I’m sure you know more about your work than anyone else.”

She wasn’t at all sure, but she didn’t need to pile onto her worries. “Thanks.”

“Do you want me to make you something for dinner before we go?”

“No, I’ll figure something out.”

“There’s not much in the freezer.”

She actually did smile at her mother’s subtle reminder she didn’t know how to cook so much as reheat things.

“Hey, I know.” Her mom brightened. “You could call in an order at the diner. I know you know how to order takeout. I’m sure if you pop in, your adoring fans won’t overwhelm you all at once.”

She rolled her eyes. “You know I’m not like Elvis or the Beatles.”

“You’re more talented than any of them, but I’d feel better if you had plans, even if they aren’t as fun as mine.”

She stood and shook out her sore limbs. Maybe she had been moping around a bit too much if her mom was worried about basic feeding and socialization. “I do need to call my agent. Would it make you feel better if I got takeout and talked to Mimi tonight?”

Her mom pursed her lips together, then nodded as though she found the idea acceptable if not exactly thrilling. “And you know where the Collinses live.”

“I do,” she agreed without saying she’d rather shove needles under her fingernails than go back to Ava’s family’s home.

She’d been aware of her flagging prospects and precarious career for a long time, but she hadn’t thought she’d slipped into the realm of pathetic until now. No job, no plans, no dinner, and the only invite on the table was a mercy offer to play third wheel with her parents and their neighbors.

She threw on her coat, stocking cap, and boots, not even stopping to do her makeup. She wouldn’t be caught out in New York looking like this, but even if there were any paparazzi still interested in her, they’d hardly recognize the Vermont winter version of her as she stepped outside and into the softly falling snow.

Pulling her phone from her pocket, she pushed the buttons to call Mimi quickly, then pulled on her gloves.

“Where are you?” Mimi asked without any preamble.

“Um, still up north.”

“It’s been weeks. Can’t you ride a horse yet?”

“I’m actually good on horse—”

“Then what’s the problem? Have you heard from Talia Stamos? Do you have a callback date yet?”

“No. No word.”

“Do you even have cell signal from the woods?”

“I called you.”

“Right, well are you ready to go the moment she calls?”

“Not exactly.”

“Kylie, are you trying to kill us both?”

“No.”

“Look, you know I love you.”

She did not, but she didn’t interrupt.

“I’ve believed in you from the first moment I saw you in that dinky little student show. I’ve always fought for you, and we’ve had each other’s backs even though you’ve gone in a different direction than we originally planned.”

Again, she didn’t point out that she hadn’t exactly made the choice not to become a large-scale blockbuster actress. The market had made those choices for her, and Mimi, as her agent, was the second most influential person throughout the process. She’d always been upbeat and encouraging. This new tone threw Kylie off and caused a chill even deeper than the dark evening warranted. “What’s going on?”

“What’s going on? You had an audition go completely off the rails, and then you disappeared. All I got was a few words about needing to go home, and now I’m hearing through the grapevine you got into an argument with the director.”

“You’re the one who told me to fight for the part.”

“I didn’t tell you to lie to one of the most powerful women in the business.”

“I didn’t lie.”

“Kylie,” Mimi snapped, “don’t bullshit me, okay? If Talia Stamos called you tomorrow, could you land an arrow on a target from a moving horse?”

“Three,” she said softly as she trudged down the sidewalk that wasn’t quite cleared of snow.

“What?”

“Standard mounted archery competitions require you to hit three targets from a moving horse.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

“I may’ve embellished my capabilities a little, but I’m closer than anyone else they’ve auditioned.”

“Maybe I could’ve worked with ‘close’ weeks ago, but you shot off your mouth and oversold yourself, and from what I heard, you got people’s hackles up in the process, so you’re going to be held to a higher standard. You didn’t promise them you could come up to speed fast. You promised you could do the job right now, didn’t you?”

She sighed, and a cloud formed around her in the cold. “I did.”

“Kylie, you put everybody behind the eight ball here.”

She didn’t argue. She’d tried to bully her way through enough interactions in her life to recognize the truth. “So what do I do?”

“You figure it out. You figure all of this out, and quickly, or you make peace with your plan B, because burning bridges with Sophia LeBlanc and Talia Stamos is akin to burning all
 the bridges. Those are the breaks, babe. You dug yourself a big hole, and you’re the only one who can get out now.”

“I know.”

“Get back to work.” Mimi disconnected as quickly as she’d jumped in.

Kylie stood outside the diner, the cold of her surroundings sinking in to meet the cold radiating from her core. She looked around, trying to anchor herself to the darkened street of her hometown, but between the snow obscuring the streetlights and the blur of hot tears threatening her eyes, she couldn’t make out much to cling to until she turned toward the large plate glass window of the local diner, and locked eyes with Fletcher.

[image: Bow And Arrow with solid fill]
 [image: Bow And Arrow with solid fill]
 [image: Bow And Arrow with solid fill]


“Are you fucking kidding me?” Fletcher grumbled as Kylie turned and saw her.

She’d noticed her walking up a couple of minutes ago, but Kylie was so engrossed in her phone, Fletcher clung to the hope that she’d stroll on by. Even when she’d paused in front of the diner, she’d seemed a million miles away, and Fletcher took the rare chance to observe her unnoticed. She’d wondered if the pink of her cheeks stemmed from cold or emotion, as it peaked at a color close to the red waves spilling out the bottom of her stocking cap. She was beautiful even bundled up, maybe even more so than when she tried to turn people on. Her stature stood proud with a hint of defiance, and her jaw worked strong and stoic, but when she turned, her eyes betrayed her.

Kylie wasn’t just at a loss. She was falling.

Fletcher gripped the edge of her table to keep from moving toward her. The old instinct was still strong enough to strike fear. She knew from experience she couldn’t save a drowning woman. She’d only be dragged down with her, but for a few torturous seconds, she ached to be pulled anywhere by the woman she’d loved as a girl.

As Kylie pushed open the door, she didn’t even have the will to wish her away.

“Don’t worry,” Kylie said, as she passed, “I’m not here to stalk you. I’m getting my salad to go.”

“Order the meatloaf and mashed potatoes,” Fletcher offered, and Kylie continued shuffling slowly toward the counter.

“Ew.”

She rolled her eyes. “Meatloaf reheats well.”

Kylie finally came to a complete stop and cocked her head to the side. “Why does it make me sad to know you know that?”

Fletcher shrugged. “Probably the same reason it makes me sad to think of you trudging through the snow to eat something you could chop up and toss in a bowl at home.”

Kylie seemed to consider that for a second, then smiled slightly. “I could’ve made a salad at my mom’s house.”

“Probably, yeah, but you do you.”

She shook her head.

“Okay, or be someone else. I guess that’s a thing in your world.”

Tears brimmed in Kylie’s eyes, and Fletcher immediately regretted everything she’d said … maybe ever.

Kylie looked away, but her jaw muscles worked as if she were actively trying to hold something in, and it would’ve been better for both of them if she succeeded, but Fletcher couldn’t watch her fight this hidden threat without feeling some defensiveness of her own. She rose and stood beside her for one painful second, then pulled out a chair.

Kylie sank into it without meeting her eyes and said to no one in particular, “I’ll be okay.”

She sat down opposite her.

“I always figure something out. I have enough credit to my résumé to do regional theater, and maybe I could be a good teacher.” She shook her head. “I have the knowledge and craft, but maybe not the temperament.”

Fletcher sat back and watched her mind work its way out of her mouth. Kylie had always talked out her problems.

“I used to be good with kids, not that I’ve known any of them for a long time. Maybe UVM needs adjuncts. I think the pay’s not great, but maybe better than commercials.” She shuddered even though she was still wearing her coat and hat.

A waitress came by and did a double take, but Kylie didn’t even seem to notice her after she’d said, “Can I bring you something to drink, Ms. Manchester?”

Fletcher shifted in her seat. “How about water, and a bowl of chicken noodle soup for our local superstar, Sharon? Maybe she’ll remember her manners once she thaws out a bit.”

“Sure thing, kiddo.” Sharon smiled brightly at them both. “Boy, this brings back memories of you two always having your heads together or scurrying around town in your own little world when you were teenagers. It was like the rest of us didn’t even exist. I’d never seen any two kids more absorbed in each other for so long, even the ones who ended up getting married.”

Fletcher shifted in her seat.

“Anyway,” Sharon continued happily, oblivious to her discomfort, “it’s nice to see you two out together after all this time.”

“We are not together,” she said, but Sharon had already walked away, only now several other people from nearby tables had noticed them, too. She worked hard not to make eye contact.

“Kylie,” she said softly, “I know you’re running your own internal monologue, you freaking drama queen, but you’ll regret doing this in the morning. Not that I care, except you’re great at roping me into your breakdowns.”

Kylie didn’t even acknowledge she’d been spoken to as she continued talking to the voices in her head. “I was only trying to stand up for myself, you know? It’s such a fine line between being a bitch and a doormat.”

Fletcher snorted softly. “I haven’t found that to be true.”

“Do you know Sophia LeBlanc and I started in this business the same damn year?”

“Don’t even know who that is,” she said, though she suspected the question had been rhetorical.

“She did a B-grade movie so bad it was a half step above porn, and I won a Golden Globe.” She laughed mirthlessly. “But now I’m lying and scratching and fighting and groveling in a fucking barn to get her to give me ten minutes of her attention.”

“My barn? I wouldn’t say you’ve made it all the way to groveling, or did you mean you groveled for this Sophia whatever-her-name-is? Doesn’t matter. You’re not even talking to me. I’m just the convenient connection, again.” A prick of anger niggled at her brain.

“And Mimi.” She slapped her hand on the table hard enough to rattle Fletcher’s silverware. “She works for me. Supposedly.”

“Kylie.” She tried again to break through her mounting agitation as she heard an echo of Gram’s voice saying maybe she needed a not-so-nice girl. This couldn’t have been the level of torture she’d intended.

“Where’s she been for months? She pops in to give me some bullshit pep talk, then when I do what she tells me, she lectures me about burning bridges I haven’t been able to cross in years.” Her voice went up another several decibels and a full octave. “And who the hell does—”

“Kye!” Fletcher snapped sharply.

Her eyes went wide, and all the air from her lungs hit Fletcher all the way across their table. The two of them stared at each other as the name echoed through the room, and all the years between tonight and when she’d used it last.

They stayed suspended like that until breathing grew painful, and the waitress returned in all her mercy. “Here’s your water and a hot bowl of soup to warm you up, if Fletch here hasn’t already.”

Kylie finally blinked up at her, then around the room, and back across the table.

“Thanks, Sharon,” Fletcher said quietly.

“No worries, kids. Nice to see some things don’t change.”

She couldn’t share the assessment, but neither did she want to prolong yet another awkward conversation. She pushed a spoon across to Kylie. “Eat.”

Kylie stared at the silverware for a second before lifting her eyes. “What?”

“Eat your soup.”

Some natural defiance mechanism must’ve kicked in at receiving a direct order, because she pursed her lips and tightened her jaw as if working up another outburst, but at least Fletcher had her attention again.

“I ordered for you during your catatonic hissy fit, and I suggest you put something in your mouth unless you want to keep telling the whole town your business.”

Kylie widened her gaze to take in her surroundings, and several people who’d been watching her looked away nervously. “Ugh, how many hours before the tabloids hear about me mumbling the internal monologue in my outside voice?”

“No one here even knows how to get hold of the paparazzi,” Fletcher said flatly, “and even if they did, none of them would haul their slimy selves up to Vermont in the middle of a snowstorm for you these days.”

Kylie laughed, a sharp sound that seemed to surprise her as much as it did Fletcher. “There’s one upside to losing my integrity and my career cachet in one fell swoop. After the initial backlash, no one will care about anything I do ever again.”

With that happy thought, she picked up her spoon and ladled a few helpings of chicken and noodles into her mouth. She closed her eyes and let out a little moan. “Oh Lord, that’s good.”

Fletcher didn’t respond, at least not verbally. Her body had other reactions, from the tightening of her heart to the loosening of her shoulders. She didn’t have to understand the impulse or even approve of it to admit the sight of Kylie surrendering to such a simple pleasure moved her. Then again, maybe any kind of surrender on those stunning features would have the same effect. Even a few minutes without arguing or angling for something more offered a nice change, so Fletcher sat back and watched her eat, noting the flutter of dark lashes against smooth skin, the pink of warmth rising to her cheeks, the press of full lips with a slight upward quirk at the corners.

The silence stretched between them, but for the first time in their adulthood, it didn’t feel awkward. Maybe the playing field had leveled a little bit. Maybe she felt safer with Kylie off-kilter. Maybe she needed a little reminder this woman was every bit as human as she was. She didn’t know much for sure, but she did know one thing. She didn’t have any intention of walking out on her right now.
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Kylie scraped the last of her soup into her mouth and let the spoon clatter in the bowl, the warmth spreading through her so much more soothing than the shame and frustration burning through her on arrival. “I needed that.”

“Seems like you need a lot of things, but chicken noodle is never a bad place to start.” Fletcher rose and threw a few bills on the table. “Come on, I’ll give you a ride home so you don’t freeze it all off again.”

“Thanks, but I don’t want to go back to my parents’ house yet. They aren’t home, and I’m not sure I’m ready to be alone in my old bedroom again. It’s messing with my mind.”

“Sure, yeah, it’s probably the bedroom.” The comment was sarcastic, but her tone didn’t carry any bite. “You want me to stay here for a bit with you?”

Kylie looked up at the dark eyes she’d avoided most of their meal. The simple request delivered without the usual acidity made it feel safer, at least for a moment, but as she met that serious gaze, all the concern and conflict behind them brought back a million memories of other times Fletcher had soothed her simply by staying. Nothing seemed as secure or stable as it had back then.

Glancing away again, she noticed several other people within earshot, a few of them leaning in as if aching for a chance to slide closer. “Actually, we’ve probably already offered this place enough fuel to keep the rumor mill spinning for weeks. Maybe you could give me a ride … I don’t know, somewhere else.”

Fletcher nodded. “Sure. I need to let Bear out anyway. You can come with me to the farm, and then I’ll bring you back to town when you’re ready.”

She rose, recognizing the best offer she’d had in a while. They walked out to Fletcher’s black truck, only tonight it was nearly white with snow. Fletcher clicked the locks and nodded for her to climb in before grabbing a brush to clear the windshield. There’d been an inch or two of snow daily since she’d arrived, but it was coming down hard now. By the time Fletcher had cleared one side, the other was nearly covered again, and when she climbed into the cab, she had to shake fat flakes from her dark curls and broad shoulders.

“I didn’t know we were supposed to get a storm tonight. I can’t even remember the last time I checked the weather. I guess I’ve been in total work mode.”

“I noticed.” Fletcher fired up the truck and pulled out. “You’ve always had a one-track mind when you want something bad enough.”

She eyed her in the passing streetlight, wondering if they were both remembering a time when what she’d wanted most had been her.

“The character trait always served me, but since I probably already made it clear back there how close I am to the edge, I think I can admit now I may’ve bitten off more than I can chew this time.”

“Because you lied to someone named Sophia?”

“I didn’t lie. I embellished.”

Fletcher arched an eyebrow as they drove under another streetlight near the edge of town.

“Okay, fine. I lied.”

Fletcher shrugged, not seeming remotely scandalized by the confession.

“I wanted this role so badly,” she went on, “and I could own it if I got a fair shot, but in going for it, I may’ve cut myself off from every other possible role for my future.”

“What makes you think you aren’t going to get it all of a sudden?”

She shook her head. “I got bawled out by my agent, and she’s right. I’ve been here two weeks and haven’t even shot an arrow from a horse yet. There’s no way I’ll impress anyone for years at this rate, and this bomb can drop at any moment. The impending sense of failure has me by the throat, and it’s triggering all my fight-or-flight instincts. I’m flailing trying not to lose the one thing I’ve sacrificed everything else for.”

Fletcher shifted in the seat uncomfortably.

“Sorry.” She reined in the panic once more. “Did I break too much of the no-personal-conversation rule there?”

“No, I was remembering something someone else told me rather forcefully earlier.”

“Did you get bawled out, too?”

“I wouldn’t go that far, but Gram gave me a rather blunt talking to.”

“Gram? Wait, your ex-girlfriend’s grandmother gave you a lecture? Where? About what?”

Fletcher’s jaw twitched as she pulled into her long driveway, and for a second Kylie suspected she was about to shut down again, but with nothing but the high beams swirling in snow and darkness, she started to speak. “She thinks I’m alone too much and it’s taking a toll.”

“That can’t be the first time someone said as much.”

“She also said Ava and I weren’t a good match because she was too nice for me.”

“Holy shit. What did you say?”

“I don’t know. I sat there while she talked about how I knew too much for my own good, basically. Things about getting burned, and, I don’t know, maybe being out of control or over the top I guess.”

“Are you hinting at something we have in common?”

“Maybe.” Fletcher pulled up in front of the barn and turned to face her for the first time since leaving the restaurant. “I don’t know much about your life or what you need, but I do know what it’s like to throw yourself into work as a way of making it through.”

She believed her.

“And I know what it’s like to fight to hold onto something no one else thinks is worth working for. I know how it feels to toe right up to the line other people see as the boundary between sanity and obsession. I guess we always sort of honored that in each other.”

Her chest tightened at the truth and the shiver of anticipation it sent through her. “What does it mean that the thing I need to cross that line with right now is the same thing you’ve crossed it with for ages?”

“I don’t know,” Fletcher said in a low voice, “and I don’t think I believed you at first because it seemed too damn convenient.”

She scoffed. “Not for me it didn’t.”

“I understand now. You were lost back there, lost in ways I haven’t seen more than once or twice in our lives.”

She suffered a little wave of gratitude that Fletcher didn’t mention the night they’d broken up specifically.

“I guess something finally broke through for me. You’ve staked your whole career on this, and you turned to me in order to pull it off. I’m still not sure if I should be impressed you value my skill set enough to swallow your pride or offended that you thought you could still pull my strings and get your way, but tonight when you were melting down in front of half the town, it didn’t seem to matter as much anymore.”

“What are you saying?”

“Fuck if I know.” Fletcher climbed out of the truck and tromped toward the barn as snow swirled on the wind around her.

Kylie wasn’t sure what to do, but, in the end, she chose the same path she’d always chosen when Fletcher got hold of an idea too big for her to convey quickly. She followed her.

Shivering, she pulled up short when Fletcher stopped next to Winston’s stall and said, “Saddle him up.”

“What?”

“You want to work, and you love to ride. If we’re going to spend more time together, we all have to kick things up a notch.”

“Are we going to spend more time together?”

Fletcher sighed so hard it lifted a couple of dark curls off her forehead. “I suppose we ought to at least try.”

She should’ve probably accepted the offer while it was on the table, but the part of her that never could leave well enough alone blurted out, “What changed?”

Fletcher laughed. “Nothing. That’s the whole point. We’re not nice girls. We never have been. We’re both obsessed and driven and temperamental, and neither one of us has ever been able to shake the habits we built without meaning to when we were fifteen. We also happen to be with the only person in our lives who gets those things on a level that transcends judgment. Why the hell not lean into it?”

“Lean into it?”

Fletcher pointed from Kylie to the horse and back again. “You want to blur the lines between sanity and obsession? You don’t do it part time. You said the bomb could drop at any moment? Then we’ll work at any time, unless this was all your flair for the dramatic kicking up when it didn’t need to.”

She shook her head quickly. “No. I want this role, my career, my dignity, everything.”

“Not everything,” Fletcher corrected. “You’re not ever going to get everything, but if this is your choice, let’s go.”

She stared at those dark eyes for a second longer than she had let herself so far, feeling the stirring desire for that elusive everything, but knowing better than to believe it possible. There was an offer on the table, a better one than she expected or deserved, and for the first time, gratitude overwhelmed defiance.

“Thank you.”





Chapter Nine

“This won’t happen quickly,” Fletcher called as Kylie sat astride Winston in the middle of the arena. She tried to sound firm and commanding, when really the sight of her there, proud and strong again, stirred a swirl of emotions she had to hide behind the façade of work once more. “Even on the accelerated path, we can’t cut the total number of hours it will take to bring you up to speed, literally.”

“But we can put more of those hours into a single day, right?” Kylie asked as she turned slightly in the saddle to face her and Bear, who stood close by her side.

“Something like that. You’re able to fatigue muscles you haven’t used in a while only so much. We can shoot, and then we can ride, and then we can combine the two.”

“Arm day, followed by leg day,” Kylie summarized. “I’m familiar.”

“Except more like arm morning, leg afternoon, and combo evenings. We’ll run this more like a training camp than a gym program. You need to eat well, and sleep, and for the love of all things holy, hydrate or die.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

Kylie laughed. “I know this means nothing to you, but I’ve been on and off Broadway for years. I dance, I sing, I do two-show days and then wake the next morning for Good Morning America
 . I’m not afraid of work.”

It didn’t mean nothing to her. She’d always been impressed by Kylie’s work ethic. Even in high school, she’d known someone so pretty could’ve slid by without trying nearly as hard as she did. The only part of her still rebelling against what they were doing together was the part that had spent the last decade believing Kylie would never put in that kind of effort for her. Then again, Kylie wasn’t doing any of this for Fletcher, a fact she needed to remember, no matter what came next.

“Let’s start with a trot around the ring.”

Kylie leaned down and patted Winston’s neck. “You heard the boss woman, old man. Don’t let me down.”

Then she urged him forward. She didn’t rush, giving them both time to make a few minor adjustments, nor did she linger before using only her thighs to coax more out of her mount. And in the moment, Winston did seem like hers. He responded like the much younger boy he’d been when they’d first worked together. He kept his head up and steady as he high-stepped beautifully around the arena.

Fletcher stood in the middle, turning slowly to track their progress in the full circle, doing everything in her mental power to focus on the minutia of positioning and poise, but even her most detached critical assessment merged completely with a deeper awareness that Kylie was stunning in the saddle. Her heels sank deep in the stirrups, calves and thighs flexing in an easy give-and-take rather than a battle for control, carriage upright, hands quiet, auburn waves shimmering down her back.

Okay, maybe her hair didn’t have any bearing on their training, but Fletcher had always admired the cascading waves. At fifteen, she’d ached to touch them every bit as much as any other part of her body, but, then again, that was before she’d understood a great many things about the rest of her body.

“Ready to move on to a canter?” Kylie called as she completed her second lap.

Fletcher froze for a second, trying to process the question and doubting her own readiness for anything more than she’d already agreed to. She was a professional, a teacher, a trainer with an intense eye for detail and superior focus, but in less than five minutes of watching this woman ride, she’d lost all sense of neutrality and let her mind wander right down the most dangerous of memory lanes.

She sighed. None of that lapse was Kylie’s fault. “Sure, go ahead.”

With another minor squeeze of her legs, more of an encouragement than an order, Kylie sent Winston into the highest gear he still had any comfort with. The two of them rocked in a gracefully controlled stride, and neither faltered in their rhythm. Both sides of Fletcher, the instructor and the admirer, fell into lockstep agreement as she mumbled, “Beautiful.”

Bear cocked his head and yawned loudly.

“Yeah, I know.” She scratched behind his ear without taking her eyes off Kylie. “You’re not impressed by horses or women, but you’re going to have to trust me on this one. That’s as good as it gets.”

She allowed them all a few more passes around the big oval under the guise of letting Kylie and Winston reacquaint each other with their quirks, but she suspected she needed time to get used to a few things as well. If they intended to work together more often and more closely, Kylie wasn’t the only one who’d need to get hold of some reins. Fletcher took a few deep breaths, anchoring herself to this spot in the dirt, the scent of hay and horses, the tousle of Bear’s fur under her fingers.

This was still her world, her home, her turf, no matter who else came to train and then left. They always left, and Kylie wasn’t an exception to the rule. She’d been the one to write it. Once Fletcher felt more secure in all those facts, she waved her arm over her head and called, “Bring it down now.”

Kylie obliged with only a slight frown, easing back to a trot and then a walk.

Winston shook his head, indignant at being stifled.

“I know, I know.” Kylie patted his neck again. “We had more to give, coach.”

She didn’t disagree with Kylie’s self-assessment. The pink in her cheeks seemed as much from pleasure as exertion, and while her chest rose and fell more heavily, she didn’t seem out of breath as much as elevated. Fletcher’s lips went dry at the tells of her excitement and quickly shifted her focus to Winston. “You may have more in you tonight, but he already pulled a sleigh this morning.”

“Winston?” Kylie fake-gasped. “You were stepping out on me?”

He shook his mane at the sound of his name.

“Am I your second date in one day?”

“You are,” Fletcher said matter-of-factly, “and while he’s as good as he once was in short doses, his stamina isn’t what it used to be.”

“You and me both, buddy.” She laughed as she rubbed her side. “My obliques felt those laps more than they used to. I guess you’re the only ageless wonder here, Bouchard.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’ll hold your own once you get used to working the old muscles again. You’ve still got a beautiful seat and a natural grace. That’ll show on camera or in person, even from a distance.”

Kylie’s smile flashed radiant with joy and relief, not the practiced expression calculated to look pretty, but a genuine grin stretching her cheeks and curling the fullness of her mouth. “Thank you.”

“Yeah, um.” Fletcher had lost all her breath, or had it stolen by the beauty of this woman, so close, so unguarded.

“I know you didn’t have to do this tonight,” Kylie continued, her voice softer. “I wouldn’t have blamed you if you’d used my little meltdown as an excuse to throw in the towel. Maybe you did it because you wanted to get me out of your hair faster, but I still appreciate you being you again.”

Fletcher couldn’t find the air to force words past all the emotion in her throat, and her brain started to tinge red. She shook it away, fighting to hold onto anything she could grab rather than falling into the sincerity in those expressive eyes.

“It’s fine. You were always going to be good at this part,” she finally managed. “Why don’t you trot around the arena for a bit, but this time I want you to stay aware of the targets. Keep your eyes on them at all times. Angle your body so you’re oriented to each goal until the next one comes into view.”

Kylie nodded. “Sage advice, Fletch. You always were a little Yoda-esque in your teaching. Life lessons and archery lessons all in one evening. What else do you have for me?”

“Nothing,” she said flatly, swallowing the hint of panic the question inspired. She had nothing else to give Kylie. She hadn’t even made a conscious effort to give her this much. “I need to go check on the storm. I’ll be back.”

Kylie ran her hand down Winston’s neck. “We’ll be here as long as you’ll let us stay.”

She couldn’t even respond, not with her brain screaming for her to run. She managed to stride out of the arena at what she hoped looked more like a purposeful pace than a frantic retreat, but even if she managed to fool Kylie, she couldn’t keep her own rapid heartbeat from echoing through her ears.

Once fully in the barn, she leaned her back against a stall door and drew the deep breath she’d longed for back there. Nothing had happened, not really. Nothing she hadn’t survived a thousand times before. Kylie smiled at her, raw, open, genuine, a mere moment in a sea of memories. Was she so weak as to be leveled by the slightest hint of humanity?

Gritting her teeth and clenching her fists, she turned toward the door. She needed the cold slap of winter air to anchor herself. This whole day had been one assault on her mind after another. She needed to breathe, to think, to collect herself, and she’d be fine. She wasn’t a teenager driven silly with want. And she hadn’t been a shattered, angry, broken, twenty-two-year-old for more than ten years. She had her life and her sense of self all set. Despite Kylie’s last little quip, she wouldn’t be here forever, or even for as long as Fletcher would admit to wanting. She’d leave and Fletcher would watch her go again. At least this time neither of them would be surprised. They were used to surviving. Hell, she was great at it.

She intended to step outside only for a few minutes, to feel a chill come from somewhere other than inside herself. However, no sooner had she opened enough space to step through the door did she realize the storm hadn’t just picked up inside of her, it raged outside as well.

She lifted her hand to shield her eyes against the swirling snow to see her truck completely covered. Her chest tightened again as wind howling overhead caused trees to creak eerily. She gave a brief thought of trying to drive, or even sled Kylie back to town, but as if Mother Nature sensed the doubts forming in her mind, a crack rang out through the dark as a large branch broke and, from the sound of the thud, landed heavily near the mouth of the driveway.

She hung her head in surrender to the elements, the fates, and her own stupidity for not seeing this coming. Then closing the door, she steeled herself to go tell Kylie she’d have to stay the night.
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“What?” Kylie pulled Winston to a stop as if she couldn’t process what Fletcher said and sit on a moving horse at the same time.

“We’re snowed in.”

She shook her head. “I’ve barely been here two hours.”

“You haven’t lived in the mountains for twelve years. Two hours is all it takes.”

She couldn’t argue, and it wasn’t like Fletcher would joke about such a thing. Her chiseled face was a mask of stoicism, which could indicate panic or anger or utter utilitarianism. They all looked the same on her until you got close enough to see the lighter flecks of chocolate amid the dark night of her eyes, and Kylie had no intention of stepping into that sphere at the moment.

“You’ll have to stay here tonight.” Fletcher offered no cues as to what emotions the news should inspire.

Kylie responded in kind, and instead of screaming, merely said, “Okay.”

“Why don’t we call this training session good and wrap up?”

She nodded even though she didn’t want to.

“You need a hand?” Fletcher asked.

She shifted in the saddle and slipped one foot from the stirrup, intending to hop down the same way she’d hopped up, but every muscle from her core to her calves screamed in protest.

Shocked, she sat back up quickly, causing Fletcher to chuckle.

“Is that a yes?”

“What just happened?”

“You haven’t ridden hard in years. You’re older. It’s late. It’s cold. You’ll feel worse in the morning.”

“Aren’t you a ray of freaking sunshine?” She flexed her muscles and tried again, straining against the tightness and grimacing as she swung her leg over, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to drop to the ground, which left her standing precariously in one stirrup, her stomach resting across the saddle.

Winston craned his neck to give her a curious look, and she suspected Fletcher wore a similar expression as she said, “There’s one way to get started. What next?”

She sighed, blowing loose strands of hair from her face. “I’m working on it.”

“Sure, sure. Take your time.”

She could extract her foot and aim for an inelegant sort of slide down the side of the horse, or she could try to jump back, which had about equal odds of her landing on her feet or her ass. Either way, even if she did manage to stick the landing, she wasn’t sure her knees wouldn’t go out from under her. There weren’t any great prospects for preserving her dignity, so she chose the one least likely to shatter her bones. “You mentioned offering a hand?”

She couldn’t see Fletcher from this angle but heard a smile in her voice as she said, “I’m happy to help.”

“I’m sure you are.”

“Was that a request?”

She rolled her eyes. “Please.”

Thankfully, she didn’t have to wait long to feel strong hands on her waist. Fletcher steadied her and bore enough weight to soften her landing. Still, Kylie wobbled, perhaps not from the strain on her body as much as the ache to absorb more of Fletcher’s care. It wasn’t a conscious choice. Something instinctive or long ingrained took over, and she turned in the circle of Fletcher’s grasp. Fingers tightening against her hips offered the only evidence she wasn’t the only one acting on intuition. And this time when she looked up to meet dark eyes, she was absolutely close enough to see them swirling with an array of emotions. Lust, shock, fear, need, they were all there as Fletcher’s lips parted.

Kylie pressed into her, unthinking, seeking deeper contact, the crush of hard planes against her own curves, but as the connection between them spread, so did the fire, and Fletcher must’ve felt it too, because she stepped back quickly as if she’d been singed.

She smiled slowly, maybe not at the reaction itself, but at the strength of it. If the mere brush of bodies could produce such a powerful response in this usually stoic woman, what could a little more do?

“So, it looks like we’ve got more time than we initially expected.” She reached out, intending only to regain what they’d lost, but this time Fletcher’s eyes flashed with something akin to panic as she caught Kylie tightly by the wrist, holding her back.

The move startled her and she gasped, but she’d never been one to back down from a hint of assertiveness. “Wow, Fletch. Weren’t you the one who said we needed to lean in?”

Fletcher’s jaw twitched and she shook her head sharply. Then dropping Kylie’s hand, she put another step between them for good measure. “Not that far.”

Before she could even respond, Fletcher turned on a heel and strode away.

Kylie followed, not enjoying the view nearly as much as Fletcher’s tight jeans and broad shoulders deserved.

Everything had happened so quickly she hadn’t had time to form any expectations, but if she had, the reality wouldn’t have aligned with them.

She wasn’t sure she’d meant to hit on Fletcher, or even wanted to. In a clear-headed state, she certainly wouldn’t choose to complicate her life any more than she already had, but a primal part of her sought comfort right now, and like it or not, she’d never in her life found anything as soothing as Fletcher’s arms. She wasn’t surprised she’d reacted the way she did to having those strong hands on her body. Fletcher’s reaction, however, came as a complete shock.

She stared down at her wrist where Fletcher had grasped it. “What are we doing?”

Fletcher stopped without turning to face her. “Trying to make it through another long night.”

She nodded slowly. “You know it’s more than that, right?”

“Not if I have anything to say about it.”

“We could use this time to—”

“What did I tell you about pushing for more? Haven’t we made enough mistakes as it is?”

A week ago, she wouldn’t have characterized many of the major decisions she’d made as mistakes, but something about the last few days kept her from saying so, and Fletcher used the silence to regain some of the certainty Kylie now lacked.

“I need to secure the barn and bed down the horses to ride out the blizzard. Will you take care of Winston?”

“Of course.” She did, both because she cared for him and because it felt good to know what to do and how to do it for once. Leading him back into the barn, she set about the work of removing his saddle and brushing his coat while Fletcher pretended to busy herself in Gabrielle’s stall. They fell back into the pattern of working around each other instead of together, but she couldn’t shake the sense they’d come dangerously close to something more.

She’d gotten used to the indifference Fletcher had projected over the last few weeks, the cold shoulder, the walking away, the sharp responses. Kylie had never blamed her for the anger simmering under the surface. Lord knew she had plenty of her own, but tonight she’d swept in and saved her. Fletcher had spent the last couple of hours playing the role she’d owned in their early years, the pragmatic, dependable problem solver. What’s more, she’d allowed part of her own humanity to show through in the process. Kylie hadn’t even meant to turn to her tonight, and yet Fletcher had stepped forward to catch her when she fell. Only when she actually had reached for her with any intentionality, something inside had snapped.

Fletcher hadn’t gotten the walls up fast enough to hide the fear in her eyes, and she wasn’t sure which one of them that would end up bothering more.

“Come on,” Fletcher said, a hint of gruffness to her voice as Kylie closed the door to Winston’s stall.

They trudged toward the house, hunched against the driving wind and swirling snow in the dark courtyard, but at least the cold helped eat up the last hints of arousal surging through her system. She sank to her shins, and staggered slightly as she neared the side door Fletcher held open, then slammed shut behind her.

Shaking and stomping themselves as clean as they could took a few seconds, but as Kylie shed her coat and hat, the warmth of the old farmhouse seeped into her senses, her gaze traveling over hardwood floors, white beadboard walls, and rich details of original windowsills and doorways. She held her breath as she moved almost on autopilot through the rooms she’d considered a second home as a teenager.

The kitchen had newer appliances, but the butcher-block countertops were the same ones she’d sat atop and watched Fletcher cook grilled cheeses. The hallway had the same grooves in the floor, worn smooth by the sliding of sock feet. And the living room, with the fireplace and built-in bookcases, beckoned dark, warm, soothing, like a favorite blanket, bringing back a million memories of winter days filled with languid kisses while the snow fell outside.

She lifted her hand to her chest as if she could somehow rub away the ache there, but it had embedded itself too deep to touch. She walked around the large sectional couch to a series of mementos placed prominently on the mantel. There was a black-and-white photo of Fletcher’s parents at the Lake Placid Olympics where they’d met, accompanied by a series of medals in gold and silver, their ribbons showing their age despite being stored in glass boxes. Another picture showed a happy family in front of the barn, the parents beaming proudly as a young boy held the hand of a toddler. Another showed a grown man with dark eyes, and beside him stood a woman and two small children she didn’t recognize.

She picked it up, inspecting it for any sense of connection or memory like the ones the other items sparked, but none came, and a hint of resentment bubbled up in her.

“Ryder’s family,” Fletcher finally offered. “His wife, Helen, and their boys, Tyler and Hunter.”

It made sense on a surface level, and maybe even somewhere in the back of her mind she remembered hearing Fletcher had become an aunt, but seeing the photo here, in the place she ached to have untouched by the passage of time, made her jaw clench as she set the frame back on the mantel and turned back to the medals. “Your parents left the hardware?”

“They said the medals belonged here. It didn’t make sense to take them across an ocean as long as I was living on the farm. This place is the dream that started with those games.”

She turned to face her again as Fletcher hung back, leaning her shoulder against the doorway without actually entering the room. “One might’ve said you’re the dream that started at those Olympics.”

Fletcher lifted the one shoulder not currently propping her up.

“You earned the right to keep them because you’re keeping this place alive. You’re their legacy.”

She sighed. “Not quite the one either of them hoped for.”

“Better than they could’ve conceived.” Kylie pushed, her voice picking up the strength of her conviction. “You took the best of both their passions and blended them together.”

“And in doing so, managed to disappoint them both.” Fletcher shook her head and pushed off from the wall. “It’s late.”

Kylie glanced at the grandfather clock in the corner by the bookcases. “It’s barely nine o’clock. You know, you don’t have to run away every time a conversation gets a little personal.”

“I’m not running. I’m going to bed. There’s plenty of work to do tomorrow, and I don’t need a therapist, thank you.”

Kylie smiled. “Everyone needs a therapist, but I’m not nearly neutral enough to play that part for you. I just thought since you listened to me earlier, I could return the favor.”

Fletcher’s jaw tightened as if she might be straining against an impulse she didn’t want to have, or maybe that was merely wishful thinking, because she shook her dark mop of curls and started toward the stairs. “If you want to do me a favor, go to sleep. You can have my old room. I’m sure you remember how to get there.”

This time Kylie didn’t even get to watch her leave. She merely heard footsteps fall heavy on the staircase and then across the hallway upstairs. While Fletcher’s hostess skills may’ve left something to be desired, she would indeed be able to find her way up to the warmest bed she’d ever known, and when she did, she suspected she wouldn’t be the only one sleeping with old ghosts.





Chapter Ten

Fletcher rolled over and peeked out of her barely open eyelid to confirm what she suspected. Her room was still dark with barely a hint of gray coming from the window that normally offered a magical mountain view. She groaned slightly and flopped onto her back. Despite living her whole life on the horse farm, she’d never been an up-with-the-sun person. She worked hard and trained to the point of exhaustion, so a full night’s sleep wasn’t just fun, it equaled fuel, and she’d likely need more than usual to face the day ahead.

She lay still and listened for signs of a continuing storm, but the wind had ceased to howl despite raging for a good part of the night. She could probably blame that and the sound of cracking branches for her restless sleep pattern, but here in the cool dark of not quite day, she could admit Kylie’s presence was also partly to blame. She’d heard her turn in only a few minutes after coming up the stairs, and while she’d tried not to keep track of her movements, creaking floorboards and soft footsteps sank into her sanctuary like a heavy sigh. Nothing felt safe with her this close, and something about the sight of her in this home, so much the same and yet so different, sparked an internal warning long before they’d broached the subject of parents.

Fletcher had worked hard over the last decade to close the doors to the parts of her past she couldn’t reconcile, but it hadn’t taken Kylie Manchester even five minutes in her personal space to blow them all open again. The subtle assault wiggled its way under her defenses much deeper than the direct press of their bodies in the barn, which was saying a lot, seeing as how that one had left her dizzy with desire.

She hadn’t intended to play with fire when she’d brought her back here last night, but when Kylie was around, Fletcher seemed incapable of intentionality, instead simply settling for reacting to things she hadn’t welcomed and couldn’t control. She ended up strung tightly between fight or flight, surrender or withdrawal, her only options to either lean into chaos or jerk away from it violently. Her dreams had been filled with sensations of swaying and slipping and sinking as she watched Kylie wander through the home and life she’d built, pulling open doors and emptying bins she’d worked hard to pack away.

The pressure on her chest became too much and she sat up, causing Bear to lift his head in his own bed on the floor. She didn’t relish the idea of starting this day any sooner than she had to but didn’t possess the emotional fortitude to lie here and relive the expression on Kylie’s face as she’d turned away from the one picture she hadn’t recognized right back to a past neither of them ever lived up to.

Swinging her legs off the bed, Fletcher slipped her feet into warm slippers and padded to the bathroom. Bear huffed his disapproval but did what he clearly saw as his primary job and followed at her heels.

She worked through her morning routine, grateful for the small mercies of a solid set of habits, even if they only entailed the banality of brushing her teeth and washing her face. She wandered over to her closet, only intending to grab a Henley and perhaps a well-worn flannel, but her arm acted as if it had a mind of its own and rose higher than the hangers to pull an old shoebox from an upper shelf.

She bit her lip until it hurt but still couldn’t stop herself from the subtle sense of emotional self-harm as she lifted the lid. A jumble of memories hit her like a slap as a few photographs fluttered to the floor. An old snapshot of Kylie on stage in high school, one of her standing next to Tally when they’d both been young and vibrant, a picture of her submerged in a lake up to her chest, her grin making it clear she wasn’t wearing anything under the water.

Fletcher smiled in spite of the ache and sank to the floor. She stayed there sifting through mementos of a life that had belonged to someone else, or at least a purer version of herself, one filled with more hope than hurt. There were ticket stubs to movies they’d seen together, and plays Kylie had starred in. She found a frayed friendship bracelet Kylie had made for her one summer at camp, and a pressed clover from the field where they’d shared their first kiss on a sweet spring day. There were letters, notes really, things left in pockets and lockers, little professions of love and affection in hurried handwriting, as if the words carried too much weight to hold in and had to be rushed out.

She’d kept them all because she’d believed them all, right up until the point when she no longer could. And even then, she’d held them almost like a sort of punishment, or at least a stark reminder of how far she could fall. In those early years after Kylie had left, she’d pulled them out often as a warning to never allow herself to fly so close to the sun again. Kylie could sell her Hollywood visions of romance on the silver screen, but if these things hadn’t been real, nothing ever could be.

Still, somewhere along the way, the sharp edge of that knife had dulled, and nostalgia crept in like mold or rust, unwelcomed and yet unstoppable. It slipped deeper into her senses as she stacked items neatly one by one back into the box. They’d been different people when they’d built those memories. The girl who’d folded her affections into an origami heart wasn’t sleeping down the hall, but for the first time since she’d packed the mementos away, Fletcher allowed herself a fleeting second to wish she were.
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Kylie rose more rested than she had in ages. The thick mattress and feather down comforter felt more luxurious than any hotel she’d ever visited in New York or Paris, and while she did have memories of sharing them with Fletcher, those too left her warm and cozy. She almost hadn’t wanted to get up at all, but as the sun shone brightly on fresh snow outside, a sort of excitement built in her. The stiff aches in her muscles barely managed to dampen her exuberance, and she ran through a quick series of stretches to break up the lactic acid serving as a reminder of how long it had been since she’d used so many parts of her core, but even that felt like progress. She’d ridden last night, hard enough to leave a mark on her body. The thought propelled her forward once more, and as she wandered downstairs, she was not surprised to find the place empty. Of course Fletcher would already be working, but having the house to herself for a few minutes felt like another little luxury.

This had been her home away from home. As sought-after athletes and trainers in their respective sports, Fletcher’s parents traveled often, and her brother, Ryder, never played chaperone convincingly, which left Kylie and Fletcher playing house more often than not. It was fitting, she supposed, the way they’d cook meals and eat at the dining room table, then do homework or read by the fire like an old, married couple. They’d always pushed beyond their age, and perhaps their emotional capabilities, but as they crashed into bed and into each other, the way she’d ached for Fletcher had been too powerful for the teenagers they’d been. Even into college when she’d begun to experience a bigger world and brighter successes, she’d never wanted to roam from the relationship that reminded her of who she was when she shed the parts she’d been cast to play.

She walked slowly down the hallway, examining pictures she’d seen a hundred times of a family she’d often felt a part of. Fletcher’s dad in full fancy equestrian mode wearing a top hat with one of his show horses in an open arena. A black-and-white image of Fletcher’s mom with a bow throwing half her face into shadow, which made the brightness of her other eye even more intense. She smiled as she came to one she’d always loved of Fletcher astride Tally in midleap over a low hedge, a bow dangling from one arm.

The image spurred her forward once more, and she headed toward the side door, bundling up as best she could quickly before tromping through snow up to her knees. She did her best to stick to the path Fletcher had cut, but her strides were longer, and she staggered a time or two into the wider wells that Bear had probably made as he’d bounded his way toward the barn.

She gave Winston a little pat on his muzzle before passing Gabrielle’s empty stall, and her excitement piqued as the sound of hoofbeats picked up speed like the thump of her own heart. Quickening her pace, she reached the doorway of the arena in time to see Fletcher loop around into her approach. She’d dropped the reins and raised the bow as her body worked to balance in the stirrups. Her own obliques tightened in sympathy for the work it would take to stay upright in that position, but Fletcher appeared to do so effortlessly as she loosed the first arrow. Without even watching to see where it landed, she nocked the next arrow and drew, her body perfectly aligned in front of the target for the release.

Everything happened so quickly, only a few strides of a speeding horse, and yet Kylie got the sense she was watching her in slow motion. Her heightened senses memorized every detail from the clench of her jaw to the bounce of her curls to the flex in the muscle where her shoulder met her neck as she drew and twisted for her third shot. She was facing almost backward and still moving at peak speed, a master class in skill and grace as she sent her last shot directly into the heart of the target.

The entire thing took less than fifteen seconds, and yet the raw prowess of Fletcher’s run left Kylie breathless, her heart racing and libido surging. She would say she’d never seen anything quite so impressive in her life, but she had a hundred times, and none of the repetition did anything to dull her sense of awe or arousal.

Even in her heightened state, it wasn’t lost on her that Fletcher’s performance sparked all the emotions she needed to inspire in Sophia LeBlanc or her movie viewers, nor was it easy to pretend she’d ever be able to do so, even if she trained her entire life. Fletcher possessed an intangible type of command, and for once, Kylie didn’t feel even a prick of resentment when comparing herself to someone better.

She opened her mouth, desperate despite all the other conflicts between them, to tell Fletcher she’d witnessed her magnificence, that she saw her and admired her, and yet when she stepped forward, she never got to voice a single adulation before Gabrielle tossed her head and turned with a wildness in her wide eyes.

The horse gave a short kick and stomped herself in a full circle in the second it took Fletcher to snatch up the reins and tighten them.

“Shit.” Kylie shook her head. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

Fletcher’s eyes flashed with anger and maybe something more as she wheeled. “What did I tell you about sneaking in here?”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to sneak. You weren’t in the house when I woke up. I thought if you got started early, I should, too. I swear I made the normal amount of noise when I came in, but then I got swept up in watching you work.”

Fletcher’s expression softened, and a hint of pink rose in her cheeks as she took a few calming breaths. “Gabrielle needs more practice.”

“I don’t know, she seems well-practiced to me. You two are glorious together.”

She shook her head. “Maybe when it’s only us, but when other people come into our space and throw off our routine, she acts defensive.”

“Sounds vaguely familiar.” Kylie allowed her gaze to travel slowly up Fletcher’s legs to her seat in the saddle, and then languidly over her torso and neck before meeting her dark eyes.

Fletcher looked away and then steered the horse farther into the arena. “We don’t have time for therapy or anything. She needs to work through her issues in the next few days, because it won’t be the two of us much longer.”

“Oh?” She tried to sound neutral but wasn’t sure she managed to pull it off. “And by ‘the two of us,’ you mean you and me, or you and the horse?”

“Either. Both.” Fletcher rode over to the targets as if wanting to inspect them more closely even though all three shots clearly hit the center. “I have a beginners’ group starting this weekend, mostly locals, ranging from a seven-year-old to a retiree, and while Gabrielle is fantastic with kids one-on-one, she’s still skittish in crowds.”

“Why not use Winston during the classes?”

Fletcher retrieved an arrow and sheathed it in her thigh quiver. “First, Gabrielle needs the practice before the summer competition season, and two, you’ll be riding Winston.”

She smiled so broadly the stretch of her cheeks felt a little foreign to her. “I get to help with the class?”

“While you might not be instructor material, you certainly have more skills and knowledge than any of the kids in the group.”

It wasn’t exactly a compliment, but she appreciated even the slightest vote of confidence. “I’d like that. It’ll be good practice for me and Gabrielle.”

Fletcher shrugged. “At least I don’t have to worry about you holding your own in a crowd. You’ve commanded the attention of every pack you’ve ever been a part of.”

This time she did take the praise, and lifting her chin, she affected a more regal tone before saying, “I’ll be sure to put my best foot forward so as not to disappoint you or your legion of followers.”

Fletcher patted Gabrielle’s neck. “No need to go overboard. I only meant I wasn’t concerned about you getting jumpy when someone unexpectedly breaks the routine or does something you can’t fully see, like this one does.”

“Do you think maybe she gets that from her mom?”

“Shield?” She shook her head. “No, she was Steady Eddie.”

Kylie bit her lip to keep from grinning. “I didn’t mean her horse mom.”

Fletcher’s brow furrowed, then rose almost comically. “Me? I’m not her mom.”

At the sound of Fletcher saying “mom,” Bear hopped up and trotted over.

Kylie laughed. “Why not? You’re his
 mom. Are you playing favorites among your fur babies?”

“No, I mean, yeah, I’m not a … you know what?” she finally spit out, flustered.

“What?” Kylie laughed.

“You’re just messing with me openly now.”

Kylie smiled up at her, and Fletcher managed to scowl for only a few more seconds before cracking and returning the expression. When she smiled, a million silly clichés rained down over Kylie. The clouds parted, the sun broke through, heavens opened, all within the curl of Fletcher’s lips.

“You are. You’re messing with me, and you’re enjoying it,” Fletcher said again.

Kylie had no inclination to argue. “Yes, I do enjoy this very much.”
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“This doesn’t feel natural.”

Fletcher inspected Kylie’s form as she stood with her feet pointed in the direction she’d be facing if she were riding a horse down the firing line and had just passed the third target. Her neck strained, and Fletcher lifted a hand to tilt it more upright, then caught herself inches before grazing her fingers against an unruly tangle of auburn locks twisted into a loose clip. “It’s not natural. This is why we work on this angle last. You’re technically shooting behind yourself by the final shot.”

“I’ve seen you do it a thousand times, but I don’t know how I can strike this pose on a moving horse.”

“Practice. Lots of it,” Fletcher said flatly, “but not much more today. I have to set up some stations before the group arrives. You can keep shooting while I work, but you need to get Winston saddled before one o’clock.”

She stepped back and watched Kylie loose one more arrow with mediocre results before walking away. She saw plenty of room for improvement, but needling a person to death wouldn’t produce fluid, confident results. She’d rather work on one good habit at a time before refining everything together. If she also happened to feel a little grateful for any excuse not to stare at Kylie for a while, she didn’t need to examine it too closely.

Things had been different since the storm. Fletcher couldn’t put her finger on what. They worked more now, two sessions a day for the last three days, usually groundwork in the morning and riding in the afternoon. If you’d asked her a month ago, she would’ve guessed familiarity would breed contempt. Instead of nitpicking or sniping at each other, however, the increased time together smoothed the edges of their animosity, or perhaps something had shifted.

She didn’t like that prospect. While she didn’t enjoy the sharp barbs and undercutting comments of their earlier interactions, at least they’d kept her on edge with little chance of slipping. Over the last few days, though, she’d found her mind wandering, her gaze lingering, and conversations flowing into slightly more personal topics. Nothing too intimate, but after talking though a battlefield of barbed wire for weeks, even a discussion of what they planned to eat for dinner constituted meaningful progress, and she wasn’t sure she wanted that.

Kylie loosed another arrow. Fletcher turned instinctively to see where it landed, and when she did, their eyes met. Kylie’s lips curled up in some question, or perhaps seeking an acknowledgement, but Fletcher merely returned to the work of setting up her demo stations.

She had a table full of bows and arrows with suction cups on the end, and a sheet of plexiglass in one area, then a section with darts and balloons like a carnival game. All she needed now was to rope off a thin alley along the row of targets Kylie was working with, but she didn’t want to interrupt her yet, so instead she walked into the barn to ready Gabrielle.

She was in the stall when she heard the sliding door open followed by a high whistle that swung low and then back up again. Bear rocketed down the central hallway, and Fletcher barely turned fast enough to see him pounce on Ava, nearly knocking her back out into the snow.

She rolled her eyes and thought about lecturing them for the hundredth time about letting dogs jump on people on farms with other animals around, but what would be the point? The two of them were as firmly set in their patterns as ones she and Kylie couldn’t quite shake. The thought made her shake her head and straighten up.

“Hey,” Ava said when she spotted her. “I expected to find you in the arena.”

“Which is why you thought you could bend the rules with my dog?”

“Our dog,” Ava corrected, “is the bestest boy in the whole world, and he clearly missed me.”

“Sure, sure, who wouldn’t miss Nice Mom?”

“You didn’t.” Ava closed the door behind her. “You barely returned any of my texts about the storm.”

“I was busy.”

“I’m sure. It must’ve taken quite a bit to plow yourself out if the drifts along your driveway are any indication.”

“Yeah.”

“Looks like you had a few big branches down around the place, too.” Ava folded her arms across the divider between the stall and the hallway. “Were you snowed in for long?”

“Until the next afternoon.”

Ava nodded. “And how did Kye Manchester enjoy her extended stay at Hotel Bouchard?”

Fletcher froze.

Ava shook her head. “So it’s true? The whole town’s buzzing about how you two left the diner together and didn’t come back into town for nearly twenty-four hours.”

She gritted her teeth. “The bare facts are correct, but any significance they’re eager to attach to them are way off base.”

“It’s no one’s business one way or another.”

She didn’t disagree, but she still wanted to set the record straight, at least for Ava’s sake. “We’re working together, training steadily, and yes she got snowed in here after a particularly stressful day, but nothing’s changed since you left.”

“Nothing at all?”

She rolled some of the tension from her neck as she tried to find an honest answer without encouraging too many follow-up questions. “I won’t pretend it’s been smooth sailing. We got off to a rocky start, and I guess that part’s gotten a little easier.”

“And her car’s out front, right?”

“Yes, but she didn’t stay here or anything. She’s finishing her morning session early since I have a class, and she’ll help with the group because that’s in line with the type of things she’ll do if she gets the part, talking about the sport and technique. It’s all about the work.”

“Your work or hers?”

“Both.” Fletcher answered quickly, secure in at least the intersection of their careers if nothing else. “She’s committed to the movie. I’m committed to the sport. We’re both a bit obsessive, and we’re putting in a lot of hours, but it’s totally professional.”

“I believe you,” Ava said, her sweet smile making Fletcher feel a little guilty for glossing over the moments that hadn’t been entirely about the task at hand, but how could she explain to Ava something she hadn’t even let herself examine?

“What about you?” She shifted subjects. “How was the city?”

“Bustling, but not as bad as other times of the year. Folks hibernate there a little. It’s easier to get tickets to shows or restaurant reservations.”

“I wouldn’t think Bex ever had any trouble with such things.”

“No, but she’s got a lot of catching up to do after taking time off for the holidays. She’s still there covering a few extra shifts, but next weekend she’s working with a doctor doing some top surgeries in Burlington.”

“She seems to be in demand wherever she goes.”

Ava’s smile spread. “She’s a keeper. Hey, maybe when she’s in town next week we could all go out to dinner.”

Fletcher was already racking her brain for an excuse, but before she could even open her mouth, Kylie came into the barn with a satisfied smile, bow in hand.

“I’m crushing it in there and you—” She stopped short as she noticed Ava. Then, adjusting quickly, she shifted both her expression and her position into a more practiced sort of poise. “I hadn’t realized you were one of Fletcher’s beginner students. I would’ve thought with all your ample opportunity to practice together, you’d be much further along by now.”

“I’m not part of the class. I never took to shooting, or anything that emulated war games,” Ava explained without a hint of apology. “But I always try to show up for Fletcher and help out when she has something going on out here.”

“How considerate of you to be present for a friend even when you don’t have any personal attachment.” Kylie paused for a purposeful beat. “To the sport, I mean. Obviously, you have a personal connection to Fletcher. Speaking of which, where’s your handsome doctor hiding today?”

“Bex is back in the city, but Fletcher and I were making plans for when she arrives next weekend.”

“You were?” Kylie shot a pointed look between them. “Don’t let me interrupt. I’ll saddle up Winston, because if you’re going to try to convince Fletcher to play third wheel with you and your new love, I’d love being a fly on the wall.”

Fletcher’s jaw tightened.

“No third wheel,” Ava said quickly. “I only meant we haven’t gone out, all of us together, since the fall. I know you were busy with the festival season and carriage rides and competitions. Then we were gone over the holidays, but if you don’t enjoy—”

“No, I’d love to plan something. You’re right, we’ve been too busy.”

Ava eyed her more seriously, as if searching for something. “I know you’re not into big social events, but you usually like a good meal you don’t have to cook.”

“Who doesn’t?” Fletcher injected a hint of cheerfulness that sounded forced even to her own ears.

Ava’s smile didn’t quite reach her eyes as she glanced nervously from Fletcher to Kylie and back again. Fletcher could’ve throttled Kylie for putting those doubts in her eyes. Even if she were right and Fletcher actually hated driving to Burlington to eat in an upscale, experimental fusion joint Bex always seemed to find, she’d never tell Ava.

“You know, the place we went last time was pretty good,” she added, trying to sound convincing enough to smooth over any more awkwardness, which wasn’t easy to do with Kylie throwing a saddle on Winston in the next stall. “The one with all those seasonal cider dishes.”

Ava brightened slightly. “I agree. And you know, if you didn’t want to drive the half hour into the city, you could come to our place, and”—Ava glanced over her shoulder with a tight smile—“you’re always welcome to bring a plus one.”

“I wouldn’t have anyone to bring,” Fletcher said flatly. “At least no one I’d care to inflict on some of my favorite people.”

Kylie slipped the bit into Winston’s mouth and smiled. “Might be a chance to try something new, Fletch. I haven’t noticed many women banging on your barn door, but perhaps if you told them your ex-lover and her new girlfriend invited you over to their place, you might encourage a whole new kind of interest.”

Ava chuckled, but it sounded a bit strangled. “I guess when you put it that way, maybe you should come on your own.”

“Yeah.” Fletcher glowered at Kylie as she led Winston out of his stall and back toward the arena. “None of the women I associate with right now are classy enough to appreciate the gesture, but I do. Let’s plan something when Bex comes up.”

Ava nodded, then waited until Kylie left the barn entirely. “You know I care about you, so maybe I butt in more often than I should, but if you don’t want me to—”

“Ava,” she cut her off. “I’m not shy. If I didn’t want you around, I’d make that abundantly clear.”

“I thought so, but sometimes you do grumble, and maybe you’ve been trying to tell me—”

“I grumble to everyone. You know me as well as anyone.”

Ava’s eyes darted toward the arena. “I used to think so.”

“Then don’t stop,” Fletcher said forcefully, even though they were likely thinking the same thing. Kylie did know her better. She’d seen parts of her Ava couldn’t even imagine, much less comprehend, and no amount of denying the fact would change it, which pissed her right off.

She didn’t want Kylie to be right. She didn’t want her to give voice to the things she only thought but never said. Sure, Fletcher had done her fair share of dodging invitations or making excuses, but that was not a choice for Kylie to make for her. The more she dwelled on the idea, the angrier she got, and before she could tone herself down, she skirted around the door to Gabrielle’s stall.

“Would you mind giving us a few minutes?”

“Fletcher, please don’t get riled up on my account.”

“I’m not. Would you mind counting out five quivers of five arrows each, and an arm guard to accompany each set?”

Ava pursed her lips, clearly realizing she’d been given a mundane task the way one might distract a child, but Fletcher didn’t expect her to put up an actual fight, so she added a “thank you” before she strode into the arena.

Only her respect for Ava’s listening distance kept her from shouting the second she saw Kylie starting to kick up onto Winston.

“Feet on the ground,” she commanded.

Kylie turned, “Did you get bored with your guest all ready?”

“Stop it,” she snapped.

“Stop what?” Her smile twisted tightly. “I only said what you were thinking.”

“Then stop doing that, too.”

“Why? Because you’re dying to go out to dinner with her and her sexy doctor friend?”

“No, but I don’t want to hurt her feelings.”

Something akin to lightning flashed in Kylie’s eyes. “How noble to put her comfort over your own.”

Fletcher took a step back at the razor in her voice.

“Is that how you did your penance?”

“What the hell, Kylie?”

“Tell me.” She leaned closer. “How long did it last?”

“How long did what last?”

“How long did you punish yourself?”

Her stomach turned. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You can’t tell me you fell head over heels for Little Miss Sunshine and Snowflakes in there. Were you settling for something softer? Or were you trying to prove to yourself you could’ve showed up for someone a little less demanding? Or perhaps you thought that if you played pretend long enough, you might actually become the person you’re still pretending to be around her. Either way, I want to know how long you strung her along, or are you still doing it with the amicable-ex routine, because there’s no way you ever actually wanted—”

“Shut up!” Fletcher snapped as the pressure building in her chest throughout Kylie’s tirade exploded out of her mouth. “You don’t have any idea what you’re talking about. It’s making you sound petty and mean. This is beneath even your lowest bar. Ava is literally one of the nicest people in the world.”

“What did you say recently about not needing nice girls?”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Because you still haven’t answered my question,” Kylie shouted, then shaking her head, lowered her voice to an eerie sort of softness. “After everything we went through together and everything we lost in the aftermath, you won’t even tell me how long my replacement lasted?”

Fletcher pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to stem the pressure building against her skull. “I’ll answer your question if you answer one of mine.”

“Anything.”

“Why do you hate her so much?”

Now it was Kylie’s turn to take a step back. “I don’t hate her.”

“I see it flash in your eyes every time you see her. You were already locked and loaded before I even walked in on Christmas, and I know she couldn’t have done something so egregious as to warrant your wrath in mere minutes.”

“Sometimes people rub you the wrong way.”

“Bullshit. I’ve seen plenty of people annoy you over the years, and you always dismiss them with a wave of your hand, but around Ava, you keep pulling knives out. Why?”

Kylie folded her arms across her chest even with Winston’s reins still in her hands and stared up at the ceiling. For a second, Fletcher thought they were slipping back behind their respective walls, but when Kylie allowed their eyes to meet once more, there was a slew of painful new emotions swirling in the green and gold of her irises. Fletcher fought the urge to look away, to backtrack, to apologize for even asking. She didn’t want to know, not now, not with the sense of gravity pushing all around, but it was too late.

“I saw you two together.”

“What do you mean together?”

“Together
 together.” Kylie’s voice cracked. “I saw her hands on you, on your arm. I saw her fingers in your curls and her lips against your ear, and I swear to God, Fletch, I’d never in my life wanted to choose violence as much as I did in that moment.”

Fletcher shook her head. “Ava and I haven’t been together in years. There’s no way you could’ve seen any of that in the last few weeks.”

“It wasn’t in the last few weeks.”

None of this added up. “When?”

Kylie shook her head again. “Too many questions. I’ve given all the answers you’ve earned.”

“I’m not sure you have,” Fletcher said softly, still searching her brain for a thread of logic she could grab hold of. “You apparently saw something at some point that you had no right to hold against anyone.”

“Tell me how long it lasted,” Kylie demanded more than asked.

“A little over three years.”

Kylie closed her eyes, dark lashes brushing against pale skin as she drew a slow, deep breath she held, then released. “Thank you.”

“Thank you for what? What’s going on, Kylie?”

She opened her eyes and squared her shoulders. “We’re getting ready for class.”

“So, this conversation is over?”

Kylie turned to her horse and, putting one foot into the stirrup, kicked herself gracefully into the saddle. “There’s nothing else good that can come from it.”

She scoffed. “Nothing else
 ? What good came from it in the first place? I’m not even sure I got my answer.”

Kylie turned Winston around to stare down at Fletcher. Then, with her voice dead calm, she said, “I hated her because I could never find the strength to hate you.”

She kicked Winston so swiftly he jumped right past a walk and into a trot, as if even he couldn’t stand the tension any longer. Only, as they picked up both speed and distance, Fletcher suspected neither of those things would be enough to lessen the strain this time, and if she didn’t find a way to do so soon, something was bound to snap.





Chapter Eleven

“Great work, everybody. Let’s take a few steps back and try again,” Fletcher said to the group of students at her shooting station, and Kylie found herself straining to hear more, even as she led Winston past with a young girl atop his back.

It wasn’t as if her task was particularly engaging. All she had to do was guide the world’s most gentle horse back and forth across the arena while various students took turns getting used to riding without holding on. She wasn’t exactly putting anyone in danger by letting her mind wander, but a part of her hated the way her ear always tuned into Fletcher’s voice above all the others.

Fletcher moved with confidence and skill from one group to the next, meeting each person where they were and helping them to move forward, from the youngest novice to the more experienced archers. She managed to inject silliness with the kids without talking down to them or undercutting the seriousness of safety. She really was the perfect ambassador for the sport, and even though Kylie would’ve thought she’d need distance after their emotional bloodletting earlier, she couldn’t keep from reacting to her nearness now.

Maybe that was progress. Lord knows, she’d let her temper get the better of her, or she never would’ve said some of the things she’d let slip, but instead of shame or resentment, she felt only a subtle sense of release.

If she had it all to do again, she may’ve changed the tenor of the conversation, or perhaps made more eloquent word choices, but she wouldn’t have avoided the topic altogether, if for no other reason than she got an answer to a question she’d allowed to haunt her for years. Fletcher had shared her bed, her company, her life with someone else for three years, and as much as that laid to rest, it also caused a few other questions to arise. How long had they been together before Kylie had seen them? How long had they lasted beyond then? How many nights had Kylie lain awake torturing herself with the image of another woman sleeping soundly in Fletcher’s arms?

She shook her head to clear her overcrowded psyche.

The girl on the horse…Jannah, Janie? No, Jenny, sat a little straighter. “Am I doing it wrong?”

Kylie hadn’t even noticed her position. “You’re great. Maybe try with your hands out to your side.”

“Sure.” The teenager did as instructed, then pursed her lips together tightly, as if concentrating harder than the task should warrant.

“You feeling okay?”

She nodded. “I just, I’m curious, and my dad told me to mind my business.”

Kylie shook her head. “A woman with questions deserves answers. Don’t swallow yours.”

She smiled brightly. “What’s a movie star doing in a barn in Vermont?”

“Excellent question, and I wish I had a better answer to give, but the most truthful one I can offer is that I’m here for the same reason you are. I want to learn mounted archery.” It might not have been the whole story, but the simplicity of it pulled her back to the present. She wasn’t generally the type of person who lost focus when chasing down some goal she’d set, but between Ava and Fletcher and ghosts of the past, she’d lost sight of a few things today.

“Are you staying around here?”

“No,” she said quickly as she reached the end of the arena and turned Winston in a wide circle.

The teenager sighed. “There’s not much here, huh?”

She glanced across to Fletcher, and her heart squeezed as if wanting to argue that point, but she knew from experience if she waited long enough, the urge would pass. “Nothing for me anyway.”

“All right,” Fletcher called, “can I get all the groups back together again near the entrance to the arena?”

Kylie helped her rider dismount, and they joined all the others with Winston in tow, careful to stand away from Ava. Fletcher didn’t make eye contact with either of them as she stood in front of the class, holding Gabrielle’s reins tightly. “You all did a lot of work today. Raise your hand if you had fun.”

Every student did, and Fletcher flashed the first genuine smile Kylie had seen today. “Awesome. We’re going to have a great season, and don’t forget, we’ll have a big competition showcase at the end.”

“How’s it work?” a boy near the front asked. “Like a contest?”

“Kind of. We’ll have brackets by ability and experience. A lot of my former students will come back, but we’ll also do a sort of showcase where more experienced riders and archers, myself included, show you all the things you can build up to.”

Several of the students smiled, and Kylie couldn’t deny the excitement, nor was she immune to it. The prospect of watching Fletcher in her element carried extra incentive for her, both for her career aspirations and her personal enjoyment.

A boy in the front row raised his hand like he might in school, and Fletcher smiled down at him. “Yes?”

“Why’s there a cymbal on your ceiling?”

She glanced up to the metal disk hanging from the rafter. “It’s called a qabaq. Shooting the qabaq is a traditional Turkish game, or trick shot. It started with a gourd on a string atop a high pole, but now we use things that make a lot of noise. The goal is to get your horse up to a gallop and ride right under, then release the shot. Sometimes mounted archers use this shot as a competition, and other times we do it to show off.”

“Can you do it?” the boy asked.

“Sometimes,” Fletcher admitted. “It’s not easy, and it’s harder to do inside because I don’t have much space to pick up speed, but I’ll tell you a little secret. Sometimes when no one’s here, I get a running start from all the way back in the barn and then try to hit it.”

“No way,” one of the older teens murmured.

“It’s true,” Kylie said, and everyone turned to face her.

“Have you seen her do it?” Jenny asked.

She nodded, trying not to smile too much at the memory. “When she was about your age, she was already the best in the area. Her parents didn’t let her ride through the barn, but when they’d go out of town, she’d hoist the cymbal and try to break her own record.”

Kylie didn’t add how sexy she’d found that or mention all the times she’d sat to the side, breathless at the fierceness of her beauty, or the way Fletcher’s singular determination stirred things in her young body it would take years to fully articulate. Instead, she just said, “She’s always been impressive in her wheelhouse.”

Fletcher shifted from one foot to the other, jaw clenched and brow furrowed, giving every indication she didn’t enjoy this walk down memory lane as much as Kylie did. She finally cleared her throat. “Any other questions about what we did today?”

“No,” one of the adults said, “but with an endorsement like that, I kind of want to see you do the cymbal trick.”

Fletcher rolled her eyes. “Kylie has a flare for the dramatic. I don’t hit the qabaq all the time.”

“Will you do it next time?” someone called from the back of the group.

“I usually save that for the showcase, but we’ll see how things go. Gabrielle needs more practice.”

The students seemed content with a possibility and started chatting among themselves even before Fletcher formally dismissed them. Kylie hung back as they scattered, and watched parents bundle everyone up before wandering back into the snow. She steadfastly avoided Ava as she collected a few extra quivers, and Bear trotted along at her heels with his tongue lolling, but once they got back into the barn, she gave Winston’s reins a little tug only to take a single step and bump into someone else.

“Sorry,” a man’s voice said right over her shoulder, and she turned to see one of the dads with a few bows tucked under his arm. “I always was a klutz around you.”

She inspected his face a little closer, searching its vaguely familiar features. “Bobby?”

He grinned. “Bob mostly these days, but yeah.”

“Wow.” A few months ago, she couldn’t have conceived of a world where she literally bumped into her tenth-grade chem lab partner again. “How are you?”

“Great. I mean, not as great as you in a lot of ways, obviously, but not bad. I married Lana Martin. Our daughter Jenny was riding with you at the end there.”

“Really?” She found every part of the idea absurd. Bob managed to overcome his shyness enough to woo a woman, they’d had a kid, and the daughter was now old enough to ride horses and shoot arrows the way they had as teenagers.

“Yeah.” He laughed. “Time has a way of running off. I have to say, I was pretty surprised to hear you were hanging around again.”

“I don’t know if I’d call it hanging around. I’m training mostly.”

“Sure.” He nodded. “It looks good on you, and it makes me feel a little younger watching you and Fletcher telling tales about the old days.”

She cocked her head to the side. Was that what they’d been doing?

“I don’t know what happened between you two all those years ago, but I’m glad you patched it up.”

They hadn’t, but she didn’t want to say so, probably for a thousand reasons, but not the least of which being it felt nice to live in Bobby McEnroe’s high esteem once again even if she hadn’t earned it.

“Dad,” Jenny called from the door.

“Coming.” He grinned at Kylie. “She’s bossy like her mom, and I love it. See you next week?”

“I’ll be here as long as it takes.” As she watched him go, she realized for the first time since coming back, she didn’t resent that fact.
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Ava squeezed Fletcher’s arm as they passed by one another in the narrow central aisle of the barn, and the contrast between the easy touch and raw nerves nearly made her jump out of her skin. She gritted her teeth against the urge to jerk away, but even in that second, she remained aware she didn’t want to edge closer, either. She was walking a tightrope, and any emotional stimuli carried the risk of shaking her tenuous balancing act. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could keep it up.

“Things went well today,” Ava said in a soothing tone.

“Did they?”

“All the kids seemed to have fun, and a few of the older ones took to the archery station, at least from what I saw.”

“No. I mean, yes.” She shook her head, but it still felt fuzzy. “They did. It’s a good group. Thanks for helping.”

“I didn’t do much, but it’s always fun to watch you work. You’re in your element when you’re sharing what you love.”

She definitely didn’t feel like she’d been in her element today. Not when Kylie upended everything with her little outburst, and not when she’d relayed some of Fletcher’s most cherished memories to near strangers. But after the toll those two encounters took on her mental state, she didn’t think she could handle any more emotional processing, so she merely said, “Thanks.”

“All the students are gone. I’m heading out”—Ava glanced over her shoulder—“unless you want me to stay?”

Fletcher tried not to follow her gaze to where Kylie was putting away Winston in his stall. “No. I’ve got work to do. Then I’m going to crash.”

“Sure.” Ava forced a smile. “I’ll be in touch about next weekend.”

“I’m looking forward to it.” Fletcher injected as much gusto as she could summon and held her smile all the way until Ava slipped out of the barn door. Then she steadfastly refused to meet Kylie’s eyes as she entered the tack room. She set about loosening bows and sorting arrows, thankful for rote tasks to busy her hands without taxing her mind. She may have let herself get a little lost in the mundane, because she didn’t hear Kylie approach until she spoke.

“She’s not wrong, you know?”

Fletcher startled and turned to see Kylie leaning against the doorframe, casually blocking her exit. “What?”

“Your ex. She’s right. You’re rather impressive when doing something you’re passionate about.”

Fletcher refused to examine her expression too closely, not wanting to search for the tells as to whether she was being baited, or worse, if Kylie were wearing the dreamy sort of look she’d had when she’d talked about watching her ride as a teenager. It was the same one she’d directed at her all those years ago, the one that had made her believe in things that weren’t real no matter how much she wanted them to be.

She shook her head.

“No?” Kylie arched an eyebrow and stepped forward, making the room feel painfully small. “As in you don’t agree with Ava?”

“No, as in you don’t get to do this again.”

“Do what?”

“You can’t jerk me around.”

Kylie laughed. “Obviously I can, but I swear I’m not trying to. I thought you’d appreciate me agreeing with the woman who you firmly told me I needed to be nicer to.”

“I don’t believe you’re actually trying to be nicer, and even if you were, that’s just yanking my chain, because you’re only nice when you want something.”

The muscles in Kylie’s jaw tightened. “Wow.”

“Don’t act offended. You can’t play with people and not expect them to get agitated. You dropped a bomb right before class, then rode away. Then the next thing you say is some heartfelt nostalgia you decide to share, not with me directly, but with my students and my neighbors? How can you act like we haven’t fought an entire war since the time you’re publicly reminiscing about? And how in the name of all things holy do you expect me to chat about our day like nothing happened?”

Kylie nodded thoughtfully. “Okay, fair.”

“Nothing about this is fair, Kylie!” she yelled as the control she’d clung to slipped a little further from her grasp. “You buzz back into my life, make your demands, swing up and down emotionally. You push and push and push, but you won’t give in return unless it suits you.”

“Hey.” Kylie held up her hands. “I thought we’d settled in and were doing better lately.”

“Me too, until you blew up on me about Ava, like you have some right or claim you won’t fully explain.”

“I may’ve taken things too far.”

“That’s not an apology,” she snapped, and tried to sidestep Kylie, but she shifted to block her path.

“Is that what you want? For me to say I’m sorry?”

She rolled her eyes.

“No, really. Do you want me to say I’m sorry? For what? Telling you the truth you asked for today? Or maybe for telling you the truth twelve years ago? Do I need to go all the way back? Is there anything I can say to satisfy you, or do you want to see me punished, too?”

She snorted. “Here we go with the dramatics again.”

“No, it’s a serious question.” Kylie’s voice was calm. Her eyes bore into her, a direct contrast to the roiling emotions tearing at Fletcher’s insides. “Have you given any thought to the fact that you seem to like me only when I’m suffering? You tell me I have to be nicer, but haven’t you noticed the only time you’re nice to me is when I’m getting kicked around?”

“It’s time for you to go.”

“Because I hit a little too close to home? Think about it. You were rude when I arrived until you saw me get sad about Tally’s death on Christmas. You refused to teach me archery until I admitted my career was almost over, and even then, you stayed totally cold and stonewalled me in lessons until I had a mental breakdown in the diner. Maybe you like to see me wrecked.”

Her brain threatened to short circuit. She didn’t want to see Kylie struggle. She didn’t feel animosity toward her. She didn’t want to feel anything, but even if she did, she would’ve suspected it was fear. Fear of the power she still held over her, fear of how easily she could fall, fear of getting hurt … again. She couldn’t say that though, and Kylie would likely turn it around on her somehow if she did. They were both too worked up now, and way too close. She could smell the undercurrent of her perfume even amid the dirt and leather around them. “I’m not in the mood for games.”

“I’m not playing them.”

“You were earlier, and you have at several other points, so forgive me if I’m not eager to get tied in knots again. Maybe you’re right. Maybe I am nicer when you’re down, but honestly, Kylie, that’s the only time I trust you’re not angling for something.”

Kylie took a step back. “Even after what I admitted earlier?”

“You only admitted what you wanted to. You still withheld the parts you weren’t ready to say. You made declarations. You didn’t engage in a conversation. There’s no give-and-take until you’re sure you’re taking more than you’re giving, and I’m tired of it.”

“So what?” Kylie shrugged, more resigned than defiant. “What’s that mean for you?”

“It means I’m going to the hayloft, and when I come back, you need to be gone.”

“Gone for today, or gone for good?”

Fletcher’s heart kicked her inside the rib cage, but she managed to sound only mildly strangled as she said, “You decide.”





Chapter Twelve

Kylie stood in the tack room for God only knows how long. She heard Fletcher climb the ladder to the loft and listened in a detached sort of way as her boots shuffled against the wood floor overhead. Then came the rhythmic thumping and scraping, either from a pitchfork or broom. The repetition didn’t manage to keep pace with her still-racing heart, but she closed her eyes and tried to breathe in time with Fletcher’s exertions.

Leaning against the doorframe once more, she tried to walk back through what happened. She’d meant only to make conversation, maybe even offer a tiny olive branch after blowing up earlier, but while she’d felt better after venting steam, Fletcher had clearly been roiling in a sort of emotional pressure cooker for the entire lesson.

She sighed. She should’ve seen this coming. Everyone else clearly had, and maybe she had too, at least at the beginning, but they’d made such progress lately. Even admitting what she had about Ava felt like a big deal. Perhaps she hadn’t conveyed that fully to Fletcher, but it wasn’t like she’d given her a freaking chance.

She shook her head. She was making justifications to herself again instead of offering them up to the woman who deserved them. What had her mother said about icy water under a bridge? Only things didn’t feel cold between them now. They felt hot, like the kind of heat that had tinged their early days. Maybe not exactly, but close enough to stir something familiar in her.

Moving toward the ladder, she put her hands on one cool rung after another without fully processing where she was headed or what she intended to do. All she could make sense of was the pull toward Fletcher, both physically and emotionally.

She hauled herself into the loft the way she had in her younger years when she’d sought privacy and solace with a girl who’d grown into the woman across from her now.

“I told you to go,” Fletcher said without breaking her rhythm of stabbing large piles of hay in the far corner and sliding them across dusty boards toward another hatch over the horse stalls.

“You also said I could decide when I came back, so I’m here now and ready to have a real conversation.”

“How magnanimous of you.” Fletcher stabbed at the hay with additional force. “You mean after my years of waiting and wondering, you’ve finally deigned to speak to me about some serious topic of your choosing? Did it ever occur to you that I’m not ready to talk about any of it, or that I don’t even aspire to that?”

Kylie bit her lip.

“Of course it didn’t.” Fletcher shook her head. “All you ever think about is your goals, your timeline, your emotions. You’ve never spent a second considering what I want or what I hope for or what I like.”

“Not true. I think about what you like and want way more often than I should.”

“Bullshit. The only time what I want comes into play is when it aligns with what you want enough for you to use it against me.”

Kylie stifled the urge to snap back, instead taking a deep, slow breath and considering the charge. “Maybe I haven’t had a lot of practice differentiating between your desires and mine. It’s a new skill. We were always aligned during those early years, at least when it came to what we wanted most of all.”

Fletcher lifted a large pile of straw, all her muscles flexing, possibly more from the tension than the exertion. “I used to believe that, too, but it was always a lie.”

Kylie shook her head. “What lie?”

“All of them.”

That didn’t make sense. She wasn’t even sure exactly what they were discussing anymore, but Fletcher clearly had something on her mind, and she suspected it’d been there for a long time. “Who lied to who?”

Fletcher shrugged.

“No, don’t pull away.” Kylie put a gentle hand on her shoulder, but Fletcher shook it off as she tossed the straw forcefully across the loft. “We made plenty of rash decisions and a lot of heated declarations over the years, but I believed every whispered word.”

“Then maybe you were lying to yourself, too,” Fletcher snapped, then sighed. “Maybe we both were, or maybe we were too young and hot for each other to understand what we wanted, because when push came to shove, it was never the same thing.”

“Never?” Kylie stepped into Fletcher’s personal space, no longer sure what she intended to do, but she simply couldn’t stand the distance between them any longer.

“Never.” Fletcher tried to turn with the pitchfork for another jab, but this time Kylie caught hold of the handle.

“Now who’s lying?”

“Kylie.” Fletcher’s voice went low, probably as a warning, but it only served to send a shiver of anticipation through her.

She took the final step until only inches separated them. “I don’t think any of it was a lie. I know something we both wanted very much, and if you want honesty, that part hasn’t changed.”

They stared into each other’s eyes, waiting, anticipating, challenging each other to see who would blink first, but Kylie knew, and she suspected Fletcher did, too. There were some things neither of them could deny and no amount of hard lessons learned could fully overcome.

Finally, after too many tense seconds and long, lonely years, Fletcher released her hold on the pitchfork, allowing Kylie to cast it aside and instead grab hold of her. Clutching at the front of her shirt, she planted her feet and pulled.

They collided in every way at once, slamming into each other with a force stronger than physical impact.

All the air left her lungs, swallowed by Fletcher’s need meeting her own. They kissed frantically, like two people who’d learned everything they ever needed to know by doing exactly this. Fletcher’s lips were heaven and home, and also, so fucking hot as they melded to Kylie’s. She pressed into her, hungry for more, desperate to possess as she swept her tongue along Fletcher’s, then nipped at slightly chapped lips.

Fletcher groaned, and her hips rocked to meet Kylie’s, further evidence their bodies remembered things their brains had worked to unlearn. She’d always been that way, saying more without words than any woman Kylie had ever known, and a sense of precious power welled within her. Kylie understood so little these days, and only a small portion of the things she held tightly to actually mattered. But this woman managed to be so many things rolled into one, from her brooding expressions to the set of her shoulders, the way she held herself back and the way she fell forward into her. Fletcher was every glorious paradox she’d ever craved, and the pure decadence of pressing against her now would’ve shattered Kylie if not for the overarching drumbeat of desire urging her forward.

She deepened the kiss, lips parted, breath fast, hot, and shared as Fletcher met her every movement. If Kylie could’ve crawled into her, she would have. Instead, she tightened her hold on the thin cotton Henley clenched in her fist. That shirt symbolized all the frustration that held them apart needlessly, and if she’d had the strength, she would’ve shredded it. She needed bare skin, vulnerability, raw connection. Tugging almost frantically, she dislodged their kiss long enough to rip the shirt and the one below it over Fletcher’s head. Then she clamped her mouth back along her neck. Fletcher tilted her chin, the subtle sign of surrender, making Kylie’s vision go white as she licked the hint of salt along her skin.

She cupped a firm breast in one hand, palming the softness even as she bit into the hard muscle of Fletcher’s shoulder. She relished the contrast while aching to consume. She wanted to own her, to keep her within arm’s reach, to make sure they never, ever forgot again, and at the same time she wanted to burn everything to the ground, letting the flames singe them both until there was nothing left but a pile of ashes in the spot where the barn once stood.

“Fletcher,” she murmured into the hollow at the base of her throat, drunk with the hope that the echo of that name might circle back around to her again and again.

Strong hands sank into her hair, sifting through the strands until fingertips scraped against her scalp. Pectoral muscles flexed under her lips, and she grazed her teeth down to take a nipple between them with a tug. Fletcher sucked a sharp breath, and her abs contracted as Kylie scratched along the ridges hard enough to leave a raised trail of pink from the underside of her breasts to the buckle of her belt. While this body before her certainly qualified as a work of art worth worshiping, she had no intention of handling it gently. She would leave her imprint here, rough and rash and wild. She jerked open the belt, and Fletcher stumbled forward, reaching out one hand to steady herself on a low beam.

Kylie sidestepped her, wrapping an arm around her waist and using the shift in balance to reposition herself so her lips brushed against Fletcher’s ear from behind. “Stay.”

For the first time in twelve years, Fletcher heeded a command without argument. Perhaps Kylie’s grip on the zipper of her pants made her more amenable to taking directions. She pulled it down in one sharp move and slipped her entire hand under the waistband of her boxer briefs.

She wasn’t sure which one of them gasped as fingertips slid into the pool of wetness waiting for her, but all the blood and good sense left Kylie’s brain, surging toward the pulse point between her own legs.

“Oh Fletch,” she practically purred as she split her fingers around the hard center of her need. “You’ve been holding out on me.”

Fletcher’s jaw muscles strained, but Kylie nipped at her earlobe, then sucked until she relaxed, before asking, “How long have you been like this?”

Fletcher shook her head, but Kylie increased her pressure and began to work in small circles.

“Tell me, please.” Her voice sounded calm compared to the ragged breath causing Fletcher’s chest to rise and fall. “Has it been all day?”

Fletcher gave a slight nod.

“All week?”

Another little dip of her head, and Kylie took the chance to inhale the scent of her, musk, hay, need, a sandalwood shampoo in dark curls.

“Since I got back to town?”

Fletcher didn’t answer, and Kylie didn’t intend to torture her or force her surrender. Not now, not like this. She circled faster and harder before pulling back as much as the tight jeans would allow and teased lightly as she tried again. “Tell me how long you’ve tried to convince yourself this was a lie?”

Fletcher gritted her teeth so forcefully Kylie could feel the grind in the place where their cheeks met, but she rasped out, “Twelve.”

Kylie slipped lower, her palm pressed against Fletcher’s clit. “Twelve what?”

Her chin dipped all the way to her chest as the last of the fight drained out of her, replaced by something much stronger as she growled, “Years.”

Something snapped inside Kylie as she cupped Fletcher fully in her hand and used the other to smother one of her breasts from behind. Grinding, grasping, her hips snugged against Fletcher’s ass like some sort of saddle as they rocked together. Fletcher pressed both hands to the overhead beam to keep herself upright, but Kylie held onto her, and only her.

“Yes.” Fletcher’s body thrust forward. “Fuck, Kye, yes. I don’t know.”

“Shh,” she whispered in her ear. “I know. This is how I used to touch myself when I’d think of you.”

Fletcher’s head rolled back onto Kylie’s shoulder as if that information might be too heavy for her brain to bear.

“It’s true,” Kylie said, almost desperate to meet the vulnerability of Fletcher’s honesty with her own. “I started when I was sixteen. Do you know when I stopped?”

Fletcher strained to lift her head, but failed, instead rasping, “When?”

Kylie pressed into her with all the force she could muster before saying, “Never.”

The news sent Fletcher careening. She cried out and nearly doubled over, as her whole body shook. “Kye. Yes. Fuck. Kye.”

She held onto her, using all the core muscles she’d tormented for weeks to keep them both on their feet while the orgasm ripped through the perfection she’d wrapped herself around.

“Kye, yes, Kye.” Fletcher’s chant softened to a whisper.

The name dissolved into a murmur that curled into her chest and tugged at her tighter than any bowstring she’d ever pulled. Kylie fought the urge to melt. She wanted to hold this woman up and ease her down simultaneously, but before she’d fully assessed her ability to do either, Fletcher jerked forward once more, then used her own momentum to spin around and capture her mouth.

Her eyes snapped open, and she straightened in surprise, but she could have no more pulled away than she could’ve willed the seasons to change or the stars to fall. She breathed into the kiss, taking in as much of Fletcher as she could, allowing her body to sag slightly into the strength of the arms around her waist. Fletcher walked her back until they bumped against a stack of hay bales. Then working one hand up to Kylie’s head, she cradled her descent inelegantly into the loose pile along the floor. It wasn’t thick enough or soft enough to constitute comfort, but that wasn’t what either of them craved most in the moment when Fletcher’s body came to rest atop her own.

Fletcher pulled up her shirt enough to expose the pale expanse beneath. The air might’ve been cold, but Kylie had little chance to feel it as rough hands ran insistently over smooth skin. Pushing up under the shirt, Fletcher pulled down the cups of her bra and closed her mouth around one straining nipple.

Kylie bit her lip and arched up as much as the firm body above her would allow. Fletcher used the shift to work the shirt up until together they squirmed enough to slip it off completely. The bra, however, proved entirely too time-consuming or confounding in such an aroused state, because instead of lifting up enough to undo the clasp, they worked together to merely push it off her breasts. Fletcher replaced the cups with her mouth and hand, the heat of her breath making Kylie burn for her.

Shifting her hips, she applied pressure to Kylie’s legs until they parted enough to accommodate her, then using the strength of her thighs, pushed them wide. Kylie’s jeans stretched tight, and she reached down to open them, offering both relief and access. Fletcher wasted no time accepting the invitation and worked her free hand inside. Kylie wriggled enough to create space without separation, and Fletcher found her target with the skill and accuracy she possessed in every arena that ever mattered.

She slid two fingers inside and curled them forward feeling each ridge and rise of Kylie’s body. She cried out as Fletcher began her push and pull, a rhythmic draw and release with all the finesse she might use to sightlessly slot an arrow along a taut string.

Kylie arched for her, chest and hips lifting off the ground as if pulled toward the woman who’d held her at arm’s length for entirely too long.

She would’ve pointed all her wildest impulses in any direction Fletcher chose to aim, but there was nothing else to see but her. Fletcher lifted her head enough to stare down at her, skin glistening, eyes filled with dark intensity, a few curls flattened against her forehead. She rocked forward and back, bringing her thigh up to create extra pressure as she rode Kylie with the same command, artistry, and mastery she poured into every passion she chose to pursue. No wonder Kylie was awed and aroused watching her ride at full tilt toward a target. She looked the same in those moments as she did in this one. She wasn’t sure how much longer she could stand being the center of such singular focus without combusting, but she didn’t have to wait long, because when Fletcher lowered her head and sucked hard on one nipple, the orgasm slammed through her.

She’d known she was close, and she’d fallen hard enough in the past that she shouldn’t have been surprised at the ferocity, but in her fevered release, she suspected no experience could ever prepare her for the way she reacted to Fletcher. The waves rolled through her with exquisite violence as Fletcher continued to thrust into her relentlessly.

She wanted to call to her, to beg, to plead, to force her to understand, to make them both remember everything she’d known in the moment when she didn’t know anything else, but as even breathing seemed a monumental task, all she managed to gasp was the word that mattered most. “Fletch.”

“Kye,” came the whispered response against the center of her chest. She wasn’t even sure she heard it over the rush of her own heartbeat, but as she slowed almost to a settling point, it came again, this time more raw and raspy. “Kye.”

When the next wave soaked through her, it was less of an aftershock from the sex and more from the force born of twelve years and a million aches shattering around them.

She sank her fingers into those curls again and held Fletcher there, exactly where she was, exactly where they were supposed to be, exactly how they always could’ve been.





Chapter Thirteen

Fletcher’s brain swirled as the sweat soaking her skin began to turn cold against the heat of Kylie’s body beneath her. Still, it wasn’t the temperature causing the shiver along her spine now. No, this one came from deep inside her and worked its way out to invigorate leaden limbs.

Her emotional center shook, suspended between the disbelief over what they’d done and the equal shock that it had taken them so long to reach this point.

She rolled over more fully into the hay and struggled to catch her breath as Kylie lay panting next to her, gloriously bare-chested and flushed in the wintry light streaming through one dust-streaked window. She didn’t know how long they lay in the silent stillness, but it wasn’t long enough to collect herself before Kylie rolled onto her side and regarded her with hazy eyes and a slow smile.

“No.” It was the only word she could manage now, too late and too weak to carry any weight.

Kylie laughed and ran a hand through Fletcher’s curls. “I didn’t say anything.”

“You didn’t have to, and please don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“Act all smug and satisfied.”

“I’m not smug, and I won’t be satisfied for long.”

Fletcher closed her eyes against the truth of the latter part, but she couldn’t block the panic rising in her, or the way even the slightest brush of Kylie’s fingers in her hair soothed her jangling nerves.

She didn’t want to be comforted. She hated that this woman still had the power to rev her up and bring her down at will.

Kylie twirled her finger, wrapping one curl around it, and coiling Fletcher in much the same fashion. Her insides twisted and spun, and her body betrayed her again as she scooted closer. The hay scratched rough against her naked torso, the prick of it not nearly strong enough to override the pull of the body beside her. She would’ve borne any amount of discomfort or even pain to press up against her more fully, and, for some reason, the realization made her eyes snap open.

Kylie was still watching her with the same half-lidded expression, but her gaze sharpened. “What is it?”

“I’m doing it again.”

“What?”

“Hurting myself for you.”

Kylie sat up, her auburn hair spilling down the creamy expanse of her shoulders and back. “Fletch.”

She shook her head. “Don’t call me that.”

“You called me Kye.”

The word felt like a knife to her chest, and she winced against the pain. “I didn’t mean to.”

“Why?”

“Because it makes everything harder. You blur all my lines, and I can’t tell which way is up when you look at me.” Fletcher couldn’t even stand the sight of Kylie’s body, uncovered and unblemished, the tips of her nipples, the hollow between her collarbones, the smooth plane of her stomach dipping into the open V of her jeans zipper. If she stared any longer, she might drown in the desire choking out all her restraint and logic. She glanced down at the tattoo on her forearm, tracing the arrow with her eyes as it ran through the compass. The image seemed discordant with everything she felt in the moment. “Do you know Ava used to call me her true north?”

Kylie grimaced at the mention of Ava but didn’t offer a snide remark this time. “Because you’re so constant?”

“I wanted to be.” She hopped to her feet and pushed her hands through her hair as if she could somehow smooth out all the strands Kylie had tangled. “God, when she looked at me, I thought I might be able to be the person she saw, the person I’d worked to become, and I let myself believe I could do it. I believed I had
 done it until you showed up and sent my compass spinning.”

“I’m sorry.”

“No you’re not.”

The corner of Kylie’s mouth curled up. “Okay, not completely.”

“Do you know that’s the first time you’ve apologized to me in, like, twelve years, and you didn’t mean it?”

She rose and reached for her, but Fletcher stepped away, and, snatching her shirt off the floor, pulled it on roughly.

“Look, I am sorry you’re hurting. I hate that something that felt so damn good left you in turmoil, but it doesn’t have to. This doesn’t have to be a bad thing, not when we’re so amazing together.”

“We aren’t together.”

“Oh my God. We just were. Don’t try to tell me it wasn’t earth-shattering. I was there. I might not know you the way I used to, but there are some things you can’t forget. I heard you call my name. I felt you move inside me.”

Fletcher clenched her jaw against the visceral memories threatening to overtake her.

“Can you drop the stoicism for a few minutes and actually look at me? Come back and sit next to me for a bit? What’s done is done. The world won’t stop spinning if we enjoy the freaking afterglow before you throw up those walls again. You can’t wish it away, or pretend—”

“Don’t tell me what I can or can’t do.”

“Oh, Fletch, even you’re not strong enough to deny this power between us, and we’ve already tried ignoring it, but we were always going to end up here.”

She couldn’t argue the sense of inevitability hanging around them in those moments of surrender, but she could at least fight the idea of this being the end of the road. Just because they’d fallen this far didn’t mean she had to wallow here. She still had some agency, and she needed to assert it, if only for her own sanity. “It can’t happen again.”

“I didn’t plan for it to happen this time, but it did, and acting like it didn’t won’t produce different results next time around. Can’t we talk about—”

Fletcher held up a hand. “The only thing I want to talk about is how this ends.”

“I think we both ended pretty nicely.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re so juvenile sometimes.”

Kylie grinned. “Come on. This didn’t make you feel a little bit like a teenager again?”

It had. In those moments when Kylie clutched her skin, mouth wet on her shoulder, breath hot in her ear, she’d felt every bit like the seventeen-year-old who learned to love while wrapped in those arms, blissfully unaware of the havoc her naïveté would wreak on her sense of self. That’s what terrified her. She’d sworn she’d never let herself feel such abandon or leave herself so vulnerable with anyone ever again. Especially not this woman. Fletcher was almost desperate now to remind them both of the consequences of their actions and the expiration date on all of them. “Call your director woman.”

Kylie blinked a few times and tilted her head to the side as if she couldn’t make the words compute. “Sophia LeBlanc?”

“Yes.”

She laughed. “I’m honored you have such a high estimation of my social circles, but I don’t exactly have her in my contacts.”

“Then call someone else, an agent or a manager or whatever, but tell her to come to Showcase Day. You’ll graduate with this lesson group.”

“Graduate? Will you parade me across the stage in a little cap and gown? I’m sure she’ll be impressed.”

“Six more weeks, Kylie. I need an end date. No, I need to set it myself. This is my life, my business, my barn. I get to decide, and I say it’s Showcase Day.”

“You’re being silly.”

“No, I’m dead serious. This is your chance. We’re having a competition for you to show off your skills.” She planted her feet as if bracing for the blowback. “We’re putting on a show. That’s your forte. If you want this role, you need to make the most of what you have available, and if you don’t, it’s on you. I’m washing my hands of the whole thing six weeks from today.”

Kylie stared at her, jaw tight, eyes piercing, as if trying to work out a more favorable timetable or option, but she clearly didn’t see one. She walked over and picked up the shirt she’d tossed in the hay, as if finally aware of her own vulnerability. She took her time putting it back on, and then picked a few bits of hay from her arms, presumably while she ran through possibilities in her mind.

Fletcher should’ve known bringing up work would offer the only distraction worthy of holding her attention, and she kicked down a rising tide of disappointment that it had succeeded.

“The timing is close to when Talia expected Sophia to be back in New York, but I can’t just command an audience with one of the most sought-after directors in the world.”

“Then force her hand. Make the offer or ask her to name another time and place. Go back to New York for all I care, but I’m not going with you.”

Kylie scoffed. “No, I know better than to expect any such concession from you.”

She bit her tongue to keep from taking the bait, and Kylie shifted uneasily in the silence.

“I’ll propose it.” She shrugged. “It doesn’t sound like I have much choice in the matter.”

“I know the feeling.”

“I do, too.” The sharp edge returned to Kylie’s voice. “It’s been my constant companion for quite some time. You clearly have a story in your head about what happened between us, and some lofty image of my life since then, but you’re wrong.”

“Whatever.” She didn’t want to hear any more and started for the ladder.

Only Kylie didn’t intend to stop until she’d had her say. “You’re wrong about all of it, Fletcher, and what happened here today, whatever narrative you’re writing right now, you’re wrong about that, too.”

She wasn’t. She couldn’t be, and what’s more, she couldn’t let Kylie turn her around again, so she started working her way back down to solid ground one rung at a time. “You can think what you want. I don’t care. I learned my lessons.”

Kylie stayed up top, staring down at her until her boots hit the dirt before calling down. “We learned a lot of things together, Fletch. What if you’re clinging to the wrong ones?”

She walked away. She couldn’t be pulled back, not now, not ever again, but that didn’t keep her from worrying that if there was more to learn from Kylie, she might not survive this time around.
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Kylie sat in her car around the corner from her childhood home, watching fat snowflakes fall on the windshield. She didn’t want to see anyone right now, especially her parents. Not with her clothes rumpled, her body languid and freshly sated, but her mind jumbled discordantly. She wasn’t even sure she could make sense of everything that’d happened, much less form sentences coherent enough for someone else to comprehend.

She’d have to wait here until her family went out for their usual Saturday evening cocktails with the Collinses, or sneak into the house. She’d done so plenty of times as a teenager, but no matter how she’d behaved in the hayloft this afternoon, she didn’t have it in her to crawl through her bedroom window anymore.

Her hands trembled as memories rose to haunt her, ones from the days she didn’t want to repeat, and the nights she just had.

“Damn it.” She slammed her palm onto the steering wheel. It wasn’t that she regretted what’d happened or her role in it so much as she wanted to scream at Fletcher’s reaction. The ultimate power play was to remain unaffected. No matter what Kylie had done or reduced her to, nothing changed. How could that be? After ravishing each other to the point where the earth seemed to tilt on its axis for a few breathtaking minutes, all Fletcher could think about in the end was, well, the end.

As she stared out the increasingly snow-covered windows, she tried to hold the tide of emotions at bay. She’d never gotten better at facing rejection, not the ones from years ago or the one from earlier this afternoon. She had to look ahead, no matter how many things threatened to pull her back. Back to Fletcher’s mouth on hers, back to days when what they’d done came easy and without consequences, back to the moment when Fletcher had pulled away—or rather all moments, because it had happened so many times.

She shook out her hands, cold from their tight grip on the steering wheel, but she couldn’t shake the sting of Fletcher’s abrupt withdrawal. She wasn’t stupid or oblivious, and while she couldn’t deny Fletcher’s charge of her being a little self-centered, she wasn’t heartless. She’d seen the fear accompanying awareness in those dark eyes. She’d watched the walls go back up as if putting more barriers between them might somehow protect Fletcher from the earthquake of emotions cracking their foundations, but it still burned that the connection they’d shared for those explosive moments together did so little to soften Fletcher’s self-preservation instincts the way they had her own.

What they’d done together meant more to her than an exquisite release or a convenient physical outlet. In those moments, she’d seen her fully again and had allowed the same in return. Sure, they’d been rushed and raw, but they’d moved together with a grace and knowledge that couldn’t be undercut. Their bodies had allowed what their brains couldn’t, and they knew each other. If she had someone else to talk to about such things, she might’ve gone so far as to say she couldn’t remember the last time she’d had such physically fulfilling sex, but here, alone with her memories, she had no one worth lying to. She knew exactly the last time anyone had touched her so thoroughly. It was the night before she’d met Mimi.

Mimi.

She gritted her teeth, not ready to do what needed to come next, but Fletcher hadn’t left her much option.

She sighed and picked up her phone, dialed, and let it ring twice before the familiar New York accent blared through the car.

“Kye, where are you?” Mimi jumped in without prologue.

“Still in Vermont.”

“Did you hear from Sophia LeBlanc?”

“No, but it’s time to take the ball back into our court.”

“Meaning?”

“There’s a mounted archery competition and demonstration the last week in February at the place I’ve been training. It’s small and indoors, and the weather might be a problem for travel. Not ideal, but better than sitting around waiting, I suppose.”

“You’re not selling this,” Mimi said. “Sounds half-hearted. You have to do better.”

“I know.” She rubbed her face, not wanting to evaluate her own waning motivation. Fletcher had made it abundantly clear she had no reason to drag things out, so unless she wanted someone else in the driver’s seat of her career, she didn’t have much choice other than to grab this bull by the horns, or perhaps the horse by the reins. “There’s not a lot of things we can control, but this is one of them. Make the invitation. Call Talia Stamos first. She was more open last time we talked.”

“Good idea. Talia’s one for second chances, and she lives up that way, Upstate New York, a little place in the mountains. How far is that from Vermont? I have no idea.”

“The Catskills? They’re closer to me than to the city, probably, but what do you mean she lives there? Don’t all screenwriters live in LA or New York?”

Mimi grunted disapprovingly. “It would make my life easier, but no. She thinks of herself as a novelist more than a screenwriter. Anyway, I’ll see what I can do. Even if it’s out in the middle of nowhere, it might not be the worst idea ever. At least we can keep things quiet.”

Kylie’s pulse pounded at the base of her skull, along with the realization one more person in her life was trying to limit the damage from her rash decisions. “I won’t blow this.”

“I want to believe you, babe. I know I came down hard on you during our last chat, but I’m worried. I want to see you succeed—”

“Then help. Set this up. Sell it however you need to.”

“I’ll make the call, but you need to tell me honestly if I actually have something worth selling. If I drag people all the way up there, you’ll have to make it worth the trip. Are you ready?”

“I will be.”

“I swear, Kye. This is your last chance to back out or back down, and there’s no shame in telling me if you made a colossal mistake.” She paused. “I was actually thinking a few days ago,” Mimi continued, her voice a little softer, “we could tell them you fell off a horse or got another offer or, I don’t know, went to rehab. People respect rehab.”

“For fuck’s sake, Mimi.” Kylie clenched her teeth until her jaw ached. If one more person lectured her about mistakes, she was going to scream. “I don’t need an excuse, and I don’t need rehab, and I’m sick to death of running away. This one’s on me. Get them here, or get a film crew, or set up something else, but if you make this happen, I’ll face it head on.”

“Okay,” Mimi said as a beep sounded in the background. “I’m giving you all the rope you’re asking for. Turn it into a lasso or use it to tie an anchor around your career, just don’t make a noose with it. It’s up to you, as long as you swear you’re ready to face whatever comes next.”

“I’m ready, or at least I will be.” She refused to add yet another qualifier that she could promise to be up to snuff only on archery and made no such vows about her readiness to face the emotional upheaval surrounding any of this.

“I gotta admit, I like the attitude.” A hint of admiration seeped back into Mimi’s voice. “Text me the details, and I’ll do what I can. Don’t muck it up.”

“I won’t,” she said seriously, then disconnected the phone and tried not to let the fear creep in that she’d already complicated the situation beyond what anyone else could comprehend.





Chapter Fourteen

“Wow,” Bex said, close enough to nearly startle Fletcher right out of her skin.

She’d been so absorbed in watching Kylie ride, she’d completely lost track of everything else around her, and it wasn’t the first time, either, though it was certainly the only example of anyone else being around to bear witness to her lapse.

She hadn’t even heard anyone else arrive, much less make it all the way up to the arena doorway, but as she turned around now, she realized it wasn’t just Bex. Ava and Bear were approaching, too.

“Sorry,” Bex said sheepishly. “We didn’t mean to sneak up on you. Honestly, I didn’t know you were capable of being surprised. Don’t you have like some superhero spidey senses?”

“No, but lasers shoot out of my eyeballs, so, you know, don’t stand too close.”

Bex grinned and didn’t move, clearly intending to take her chances. “I wish I could stick around and see if that came up in today’s demonstration, but I gotta get to the hospital in Burlington. I just wanted to pop in and say hi.”

“I think she also hoped to shoot some arrows, but she doesn’t have time,” Ava chided gently.

“Can you blame me for trying? You two get to do all the cool stuff while I have to work.”

“You don’t have to work,” Ava corrected. “You could say no, but you’re too talented for your own good. The more shifts you cover, the more doctors request you.”

Fletcher only half-listened to their exchange, as her eyes wandered back to Kylie, who steered Winston entirely with her legs into a looping, figure eight pattern.

“Right, Fletcher?” Bex gave her a little nudge.

“What?”

“I said being the best in the business comes with high demand.”

“Oh, yeah,” she agreed for the ease of keeping the conversation moving.

“Still, I wish I could join your lesson group. Ava said things went great last Saturday.”

Her muscles tightened at the memory of last weekend. No one else knew what had happened after the class ended, but her body hadn’t let her forget.

“Any prodigies in the group?” Bex asked.

She shook her head, trying not to remember the skill with which Kylie had touched her. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

“Maybe it would be me,” Bex laughed, and then glanced at Ava, who shook her head.

“You’re already the best anesthesiologist in the entire Northeast. I’m not sure I could handle you being any more amazing.”

Bex smiled broadly at Ava, and for a few seconds, it felt like they had forgotten Fletcher was there. With anyone else she might’ve rolled her eyes, but the two of them were too genuine. No matter how silly they might sound, they were always completely themselves, open, sweet, and supportive. The contrast to her own recent interactions made Fletcher’s chest ache.

Bex and Ava had faced their fair share of challenges, like any other couple, and there were even moments when it seemed like they didn’t have much of a chance. Still, the city mouse and the country mouse found a way to make things work against all odds, but the two of them seemed almost stupidly happy to jump through any hoops necessary to meet in the middle. Fletcher tried to not think about the fact that, when faced with their own challenges, she and Kylie had instead chosen to throw up walls. She couldn’t compare the two of them to Bex and Ava. These two had made a commitment to each other where Fletcher and Kylie had committed themselves to self-preservation.

Ava finally sighed. “You know I’m proud of the work you do, love, but you need to go do it now, or someone will be late for surgery.”

Bex wrapped an arm around her waist and planted a kiss on her cheek. “Fine, fine. Besides, it looks like Fletcher’s already found a new prized pupil, and I wouldn’t want to suffer by comparison.”

Fletcher’s brain took its sweet time to process the comment, but it wasn’t hard to follow Bex and Ava’s gazes to where Kylie had taken up her bow and nocked an arrow. She faltered slightly as she drew back the string, not quite in time with the rise of Winston’s trot, but she managed to get off the shot at a decent angle and strike the target a few inches outside the second ring. Her shoulders slumped slightly, perfectionism likely preventing her from appreciating her progress, but she’d improved steadily. “She’ll get what she’s after eventually. She always does.”

Ava shifted from one foot to the other. “Have you two talked about what she’s after?”

She shook her head. They hadn’t talked about anything other than archery for the last week, and she needed to keep it that way. She’d been absolutely unflinching in her insistence they focus on the work ahead, and while Kylie had made it abundantly clear she’d like for them to have a more in-depth conversation, Fletcher immediately shut her down every time she hinted at any topic other than work. It had taken a while, but Kylie’s focus and demeanor had improved with each passing day.

The same could not be said for Fletcher, and again, she fought to keep her brain from drawing more unfavorable comparisons. While Kylie had shown up this morning and set about her practice routine without deviation, Fletcher hadn’t been able to get her mind off what’d happened in the hayloft a week ago. While Kylie had been cool and professional, she’d felt hot and flustered in the midst of a Vermont winter. While Kylie homed in on form and repetition, Fletcher couldn’t stop noticing finer details like the way Kylie’s fingers curled around the reins or how her thighs flexed responsively in the saddle, and every little distraction sparked a flashback to the way those body parts reacted to her own touch. And horrifyingly, those impulses were getting worse instead of better as time went on.

Hell, she’d drifted off again right now and missed whatever Bex had said in response. “Sorry, what?”

Bex smiled. “I have to go. Tell your star student I said hi.”

She rolled her eyes and called out, “Kylie, Bex says hi.”

Kylie turned slightly in the saddle and offered a little wave. “Hi, Bex.”

“Wow.” Bex’s grin stretched her cheeks all the way up to her ears. “I can’t believe you know a movie star well enough to just call her Kylie.”

“Everyone used to call her Kylie. No one else called her Kye until … you know what? Never mind. You have to get to work and so do I.”

“Right.” Bex patted her shoulder, then gave Ava another quick kiss. “I’ll see you both for dinner tonight?”

“You know it,” Ava said sweetly.

Fletcher nodded and did her best not to turn around when she heard Winston’s hoofbeats pick up speed again. She had plenty of other things to demand her attention, and even though she could feel Ava’s gaze on her, she refused to meet it, instead heading toward Gabrielle’s stall.

Ava refused to take the hint and followed her. “So, you two haven’t talked yet?”

“About what?”

“Anything?”

She turned to face her, only because refusing to meet her eyes would be a sign of weakness or at least uncertainty, and she got enough of that around Kylie. She didn’t need to shrink from another ex. “Why does everybody keep asking me stuff like that? Not everyone needs to talk things to death.”

“Okay.” Ava pursed her lips and tried to force them into something resembling a smile, even though she clearly had more to say on the subject, which was probably the first time she and Kylie were of one mind. They both seemed to believe she needed an emotional bloodletting or breakthrough when she really needed everyone to leave her be. It wasn’t that a part of her didn’t ache for some sort of catharsis, but no such option existed where Kylie was concerned. Even if they could somehow find their way back to the easy way they’d always related to each other, what would be the point? It would all fall apart again in a few weeks, and God only knew what kind of damage Kylie would inflict on her heart and mind in the meantime. If last Saturday proved anything, it was that neither of them had any approximation of moderation where the other was concerned.

She shook her head.

“What?” Ava pressed gently.

“It’s all or nothing with Kylie, and even that’s a false choice, because she’s always the one who does the deciding.”

“But there is something there.”

She sighed, unwilling to either concede or deny. “Nothing worth digging up old skeletons for. I like my life. I like my home. I like my job. It’s enough for me.”

She didn’t mention the moments when she might have let herself wish for more, because even the all-or-nothing equations failed to take into account one key fact. No matter how strongly she’d felt in a few moments or how much of herself she may offer, she’d never truly possessed any part of Kylie, and she remembered the pain of losing something that hadn’t been hers in the first place.
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“You’re doing great,” Fletcher called in a way that confused all of Kylie’s senses. The words were nice, but the tone sounded gruff, almost resentful. She slowed Winston from a trot to a walk and picked up the reins as she lowered the bow. Her movements were more fluid now, and she didn’t have to think about each one individually, which was damn good, because she had plenty of things vying for the chance to rattle her brain.

“You’re steering better with your thi—um”—Fletcher cut herself off and looked away before continuing—“your lower body.”

It wasn’t the first time Fletcher had stopped mid-sentence and searched for a word. Kylie almost got the sense she was working extra hard not to notice her in any direct fashion. Similar interactions had permeated their work time throughout the week, but today seemed worse than all the others combined, and she suspected it was the reminder of what had happened both before and after last week’s group lesson, or maybe Ava’s arrival amplified the disconnect. Either way, Kylie tried to go easy on her. “Do you need to set up for the lesson group now?”

“Yeah. I have to lug out a bunch of saddles and barrels today.”

“I can help.”

Fletcher shook her head. “You and Winston should take a break. Or, if you want, you can introduce each of the kids to Gabrielle as they come in so she gets a better sense of who she’ll be around today.”

It wasn’t lost on her that Fletcher’s suggestion put them as far apart as possible. She might’ve even found the transparency of such a request amusing if not for the subtle sting every time she remembered the reaction stemmed from Fletcher’s repulsion at the fact that they’d had sex. Still, as Ava wandered back in from the barn with her arms full of equipment, Kylie realized now wasn’t the time to broach the subject again. She pulled on her professional training to school her expression. “Hi, Ava. How are you doing?”

“I’m great. I’d ask the same of you, but Fletcher says you’re making fantastic progress.”

She stifled the urge to make a shitty comment about Fletcher choosing to make such a declaration to Ava rather than her, and instead said, “That’s nice to hear. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” Ava’s smile appeared slightly nervous, as if waiting for the other shoe to drop, and Kylie couldn’t blame her, but she was trying to be nicer. She wondered if Fletcher even noticed as she’d begun pulling Kylie’s arrows from the target.

She dismounted and managed to hop down to the ground with only a slight creak and grunt. “How’d I do today, coach?”

Fletcher nodded. “Better.”

“Not the exuberant reaction I’m hoping to inspire, but someone recently told me to accept compliments where I can get them.”

“Sounds like a smart person.” Fletcher’s tone remained droll, but one corner of her mouth twitched up.

“A real savant, I’m sure.” She took Winston’s reins and led him away, but as she passed Ava, she tried again for a little smile. “I’m off to introduce children to Fletcher’s horse, because apparently Equine Goodwill Ambassador is the best use of my vast talents today.”

“Enjoy.” Ava sounded mildly amused. “I’m to set up plastic barrels in a long row. I guess that says something about my skill set as well?”

Kylie glanced pointedly over her shoulder at Fletcher. “Or maybe it says something about her.”

“I heard that,” Fletcher called.

“You were meant to.” She took off Winston’s saddle and bridle before checking to make sure he had plenty of water.

Then she moved over to greet Gabrielle, who welcomed her with a soft nicker. She patted the quarter horse’s flank. “Hi, beautiful. You ready to meet some new friends?”

Gabrielle nudged her arm, and she heeded the request to pet her muzzle. “You know, everyone will love you. You don’t have to be all skittish and snappy because your rider is antisocial.”

The horse snorted softly.

“I know, right?” Kylie pressed her forehead to Gabrielle’s. “You’re getting a lot of do-as-I-say-not-as-I-do from Fletcher, but she’s stubborn, and you’re super sweet. She used to be sweet, too. She always acted tough, but she was a big ole softie. I think I believed she still would be this time around. I knew the shell would be hard to crack, but I suspected there was still something gooey underneath. After last week, I’m starting to wonder if I’m the only one with a soft center. You got any inside info?”

Gabrielle leaned into her so hard she had to plant her feet to keep from being knocked over. The move reminded her of how she’d helped to sustain Fletcher’s weight last week as she’d called her name, the name she’d called out so many years ago. Her chest filled with something hot and expansive until pressure and pleasure mingled.

The door to the barn slid open, cold and light slapping her senses back into focus as Bob and Jenny stepped in, stomping snow off their boots before noticing her.

“Oh hi, Ms. Manchester,” Jenny said. “I didn’t know you were going to be here every week.”

“I’m not sure any of us planned on it,” she admitted, “but the class schedule has gotten conflated with my own, so I might as well make myself useful. Today that means playing social secretary for Gabrielle here.”

“Hi, Gabrielle.” Jenny patted the horse’s cheek.

“Let her get a good look at you and pick up your scent, so even if she can’t see you later, she’ll know she’s among friends and feel safe.”

Bob stepped forward and looked the horse in the eye, but spoke to Kylie with a lopsided grin. “I wish it worked the same way with humans. Like once they knew what you smelled like, they trusted you. Maybe sometimes it does. Aren’t there some smells that make you feel a certain way?”

The concept conjured the scent memory of leather, hay, sweat, and ice, all the things she associated with Fletcher. They summoned a slew of emotions, none of them comfortable, and yet nor were they unpleasant. “I guess recognizing is one thing and trusting is another.”

He blew out a breath as another family came in. “There’s a bigger conversation than a Saturday afternoon calls for.”

She didn’t disagree, but she didn’t know there was any time of day or week big enough to broach all the many topics she and Fletcher had avoided. She hadn’t come here expecting closure. Maybe such a thing wasn’t even possible for people like them, but the last week had left her wanting something more than she’d let herself imagine before.

She went through the routine of introducing Gabrielle to several more people as they entered, but even as she put on a happy face and used her best hostess voice, she couldn’t shake the unsettling sense something wasn’t right, and she couldn’t will it to be. She’d tried focusing on work, she’d tried sarcasm, she’d tried force, and sex, and in the last few days, she’d offered as much space and patience as she possessed. She didn’t even know what she wanted other than something
 more than she was getting.

Gabrielle nipped at her sleeve, and she turned to face her once more. “Sorry, did I stop paying attention to you for a second? A steady stream of admirers wasn’t enough for you? High-maintenance much?”

“Sounds like you two found something to bond over,” Fletcher said.

Kylie turned to see her leaning up against Winston’s stall, all long and relaxed in a gray button-down shirt and jeans, a quiver full of arrows strapped to her thigh. Her expression remained neutral, eyes dark but not glowering, just taking them both in.

“You heard that, huh?”

“What? I wasn’t meant to?”

She smiled. “I’m not sure it makes any difference. We all have each other’s personalities pegged by now.”

Fletcher paused before nodding toward Gabrielle. “Probably, but she’s got one thing over on both of us.”

“What?”

“She’s still learning.”

“Hey now.” Kylie led the horse out of the stall and handed over the reins. “I’m still learning, and I’ve got five more weeks to go. I might surprise you yet.”

Fletcher shrugged. “I won’t rule it out, but I won’t hold my breath, either.”

“A sensible, middle-of-the-road approach. I guess you’re not trying to surprise me, then?”

Fletcher swung into the saddle and looked down at her for a second before shrugging. “You’re the one always trying to up the ante.”

“You used to like that about me.”

“And you used to like me staying steady.”

“Yeah, well, it’s not a terrible quality, but what about all those people in there waiting to see a little flash and sizzle? Are you going to shoot the qabaq for them?”

Fletcher arched an eyebrow. “For them or for you?”

“Can’t it be both?”

“Come on out and we’ll see.” Fletcher nudged Gabrielle into a trot, and Kylie followed, pausing in the doorway to watch her take a lap. Everyone else did the same, and she held them all captive as she shifted Gabrielle into a canter, scooping up her own bow from the end of a table loaded with them. Head still and hands calm, she dropped the reins and pulled an arrow from her quiver, then nocked it. Picking up speed, she signaled for quiet, and Kylie took her cue.

“No one applaud,” she called to the others. “Gabrielle doesn’t like it.”

When Fletcher came around again, she aligned herself right down the middle of the arena and pointed her arrow upward. Gabrielle loped gently toward dead center as Fletcher drew the bow, waiting until she passed underneath, but before she reached her target, a clatter sounded behind them as one of the other bows fell from the table and rattled onto the plastic barrels.

Gabrielle’s stride faltered, and she tossed her head to the side, trying to see where the noise came from. Without the reins, Fletcher had no way to pull her up, so she shouted, “Whoa.”

The horse heeded the warning and pulled up short, but reared up in the process. Fletcher reacted quickly, snagging the reins while tilting herself forward in line with her mount. She clutched to her tightly, her seat never faltering as she molded herself to Gabrielle’s neck while the horse kicked her front legs at the air.

The move was pure grace and composure, but at that raised angle, all the arrows began to spill from Fletcher’s thigh quiver, and the sensation of them sliding along her flanks must’ve further spooked Gabrielle, because she kicked her back legs violently to the side, dislodging Fletcher from the saddle. The horror unfolded almost in slow motion to Kylie, who couldn’t even manage to gasp as Fletcher’s boot snagged in the stirrup only long enough for the last arrow to slip along her leg, before her weight pulled her loose and she hit the ground with a guttural thump.

There was a flurry of hoofs and shouts, triggering fight-or-flight instincts in several of the bystanders. Bob jumped for Gabrielle while several children scattered, but Kylie’s instinct sent her surging to the only person who’d ever mattered.

Diving to the dirt, she shielded Fletcher’s body with her own long enough for the immediate threat to die down. Then easing back, she rolled her over and searched her eyes, her face, her head. “Did she kick you?”

Dirt streaked Fletcher’s rapidly paling complexion as she tried to speak through gritted teeth. “Not the horse … the arrow.”

Kylie shook her head as she tried to make sense of the sparse declaration, but as Fletcher stared down, hands clutched off-center of her abdomen, Kylie followed her gaze to the arrow embedded in her side.

The world spun. Her vision blurred and began to go black as her head grew light, like it might lift off her body and float away. She would’ve welcomed it in the moment, and she might’ve surrendered to the appeal of blacking out entirely if not for the only word with the power to pull her off any ledge.

“Kye.” Fletcher’s voice was strained, but it was still enough.

Her vision snapped back into focus and the blood returned to her brain in a rush as she met her gaze intensely. Her own tone registered the resolve galvanizing inside her veins. “I’m right here. I’ve got you.”





Chapter Fifteen

Fletcher allowed her head to drop back to the dirt as Kylie began to bark orders. “Bob, get Gabrielle back to her stall. Jenny, get the kids into the courtyard. Ava, call 911.”

“We’re too far out.” Ava knelt beside her. “I can get her to the hospital faster in the truck if we can move her.”

“I don’t know if we have a choice … the arrow.” Kylie’s voice wavered slightly, and Fletcher understood the feeling.

“Don’t pull it out,” she said through clenched teeth. “The head will function as pressure.”

“Okay.” For once, Kylie didn’t argue. “Can you stand without making it worse?”

Her head swam at the idea, but she gripped the shaft, and bent her knees. “I have to use my abs as little as possible.”

“Ava, get the truck and bring it all the way in.”

Ava hopped up and ran, throwing open the sliding door with surprising strength.

“You’re right.” Kylie forced a smile. “She’s more useful than she looks.”

Fletcher rolled her eyes. “Same for you.”

“Yeah, maybe not you in this moment.” Kylie’s hand slipped behind her head, cradling it firmly. “But I guess I can forgive you.”

“For what?”

“What do you want? I’m feeling generous. Now’s your chance to apply for full and blanket absolution.”

Fletcher noted the tremble in her voice and met her eyes again. “I don’t need last rites.”

“I know.”

“I’m going to be okay.”

“I know.”

Tires crunched snow, then dirt nearby as Ava eased the truck into the arena as quickly as she dared, then hopped out. “We can lay her down across the back of the cab, but we have to get her up.”

Bob came running back in, and the three of them did what they could to brace her with hands and arms behind her back, but it still took everything Fletcher had not to pass out as they tilted her upright. A little shout of pain slipped out, and she bit her lip hard enough to rival the pain in her side as they loaded her into the back of the truck cab as gingerly as one could with a projectile implanted in her stabilizer muscles.

Kylie climbed in beside her and grabbed her hands as Ava jumped into the driver’s seat, and slammed the door. Each pothole in the driveway felt like a crater, and every bump caused another grenade to go off around the hot point of the arrow.

She groaned as they pulled onto the road. “I might vomit.”

“Oh God.” Kylie squeezed her hand. “I recommend against it. Once, I puked while wearing a corset for a movie, and that was bad enough. I can’t imagine doing it while in the process of being stabbed.”

“Fuck.” She hadn’t thought of that.

“Come on,” Kylie urged. “Stay with me.”

“How bad does it look?”

“Real bad, Fletch. Let’s talk about something else. Think of something happy.”

“Are you kidding me?”

Kylie’s laugh sounded a little manic. “I know. It’s stupid. This whole thing is so stupid. I don’t know what to do, but I’m right here with you.”

“Bex will know.” Ava passed her phone back to Kylie. “She’s my most recent call.”

Kylie glanced away from Fletcher only long enough to push the buttons, then met her eyes again, holding her gaze in a way that anchored them together, as if neither one of them would fully slip away so long as they could see each other.

“It’s not Ava, it’s Kylie,” she said into the phone. “Yeah, no time for small talk, Bex. We’re on the way to the hospital. Fletcher fell off a horse onto an arrow.”

“Got bucked off,” Fletcher corrected weakly, but Kylie didn’t pass the message along.

“Yes, it’s stuck in her side … I don’t know, at least an inch, probably two, maybe more.” Kylie paused for a second then exploded. “I’m not going to pull it out! Why do people keep saying that? Do I seriously strike you as someone who would perform field surgery?”

Fletcher snorted, which caused another searing pain down her side.

“Ava, she wants to know how far out we are.”

“Maybe fifteen minutes,” Ava said, and Kylie relayed the message while Fletcher tried not to think of what an utter eternity fifteen minutes could be.

“Yes,” Kylie snapped again. “There’s a lot of blood. I don’t know … no, not gushing. It’s deep red, not blue or purple. Is that a good thing?”

She grimaced. “Okay. Go. We’ll be there soon.”

“What did she say?” Fletcher asked as Kylie ended the call.

“Keep the arrow stable and stanch the blood. She’ll meet us at the door to the emergency room with a gurney and a team of people. You’ll be okay.”

“Yeah.” She didn’t argue. She didn’t doubt she’d survive the wound, but she did have some concerns about the pain driving her mad in the interim. “Maybe if I close my eyes, I could sleep—”

“No!” Ava and Kylie shouted in unison, causing her eyes to shoot open again.

“You need to stay with me,” Kylie continued as she began stripping out of her flannel shirt, then the cream waffle weave she wore underneath.

“If you’re trying to distract me, this is awkward.”

“But it’s working.” Kylie grinned. “You’re thinking about something else, and I’m getting the cleanest item of clothing I have to wrap around the arrow.”

“Two birds … one bra.” Fletcher laughed slightly, then gasped as Kylie wrapped the shirt around her torso.

“I’m sorry.”

“Another apology,” Fletcher grunted. “You have great timing.”

“Hey, at least I meant this one.”

“Now there’s a topic to distract me.”

“Really? You pick this moment to have that talk?”

Fletcher shook her head, causing sweat to roll down the side of her neck. “No. I’m bleeding from the side, not the brain.”

Kylie squeezed her hand. “Then give me something else to work with here. I’m an apt conversationalist, but I’ve never seen anyone run through with an arrow, so I don’t know my social cues in this setting.”

She felt herself slipping a little and tried to hold onto Kylie’s presence tighter. “Take my mind off the pain.”

“Okay, okay.” Kylie sighed. “Something to take your mind off the pointed shaft oozing blood from your side, not a tall order at all. And my breasts alone aren’t enough to do it?”

Fletcher’s eyes flickered over the thin, satin cups and the rise and fall of her chest. “They do help a little.”

“A little?” Kylie scoffed, then brightened as if she had an idea. “Hey, do you remember the horrible college production I did where I was supposed to change clothes mid-number, but I’d forgotten my slip.”

Fletcher laughed and immediately regretted it. “Fuck.”

“Yeah, that’s what I said when I whipped off the frock and the cold breeze hit my stomach.”

“You kept dancing in your bra and underwear.”

“The show must go on.”

“Always.” Fletcher didn’t mean to sound resentful, but at least Kylie seemed to chalk it up to the pain, and gently caressed her face, wiping sweat from her brow with her flannel. Fletcher turned her head toward the touch, no longer strong enough to refuse such a small measure of solace.

“Remember the time in high school when I was doing Guys and Dolls
 and you slipped real whiskey into my drink during the cabana scene?”

“You kept drinking even when you realized.”

She grinned. “I was totally lit by the time we made it back to your hayloft.”

“I wish I had whiskey now.”

Kylie’s voice dropped an octave. “I wish we were in the hayloft now.”

Fletcher sighed and pressed her cheek into Kylie’s palm. “I’m sorry about that, too.”

“Don’t be.” Kylie leaned forward and kissed her forehead. “Neither one of us does regret well.”

“I didn’t mean to make you feel—”

“I know,” Kylie whispered. “I’m okay.”

“Really?”

She nodded, and glanced at Ava, who continued to drive quietly, then back to her, but try as she might, Fletcher couldn’t manage to feel too awkward when Kylie’s eyes looked at her with such unguarded affection. Then again, maybe something about being soaked in your own blood made it easier to allude to sex with one ex while another sped toward her new lover and the emergency room. “We’re all kinds of messed up, huh?”

“You and me?” Kylie smiled down at her, eyes swirling with too many emotions to process. “We’re fire and gasoline, but that was always part of the appeal, right? When we got together, nothing and nobody else could withstand the heat.”

Fletcher nodded, the weight of her own head seeming disproportionate to the rest of her body, or maybe that was the burden of knowing Kylie was right. It had only ever been the two of them. Why did it take this exact moment to make her admit that?

Kylie glanced down, and Fletcher followed her line of sight to the spot where blood soaked through the clean shirt against her shattered skin. Maybe it was the shock or the shaken sense of self, but, for some reason, the pain didn’t register much at the moment, only a strong sense of how fitting the image seemed between them.

She stared back up into Kylie’s eyes, flecks of green and hints of fear mingled with a healthy dose of love, and she didn’t have any space left for doubt or resentment. Fletcher hadn’t given any real consideration to dying, not ever, and certainly not from a stupid injury like this, but she had to admit, if she were fated to go out, no director in Kylie’s world could’ve scripted it better or found two more fitting people to play out this particular scene.
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Ava wheeled the truck with great speed into the circle drive at the emergency entrance to the University of Vermont Medical Center, but Kylie didn’t look away from Fletcher until the doors flew open and Bex practically crawled over them. Someone handed her the flannel she’d shed when looking for a makeshift bandage, and she slipped it on awkwardly, trying to keep one hand on Fletcher at all times.

There was a buzz of activity, people swarming, a backboard to stabilize Fletcher, a gurney, and then Kylie was jogging along, still clutching her hand until they reached a heavy set of doors, and a soft hand on her shoulder caused her to turn.

Ava smiled almost sadly. “She’ll be okay. Bex has her now.”

She stared at her for several long seconds, trying to make sense of the words, or even her presence in the haze, so totally absorbed in the dark eyes she anchored to, even darker and deeper than the wound she couldn’t bring herself to fully acknowledge. She turned back to Fletcher, seeking her the same way Fletcher had sought her amid the crowd and chaos.

“I’ll be all right,” Fletcher whispered.

She shook her head, not because she disagreed, but because she wasn’t sure what that had to do with anything. Of course, Fletcher would be okay. There was no conceivable world in which Fletcher wouldn’t be okay, and yet Kylie wasn’t certain the same could be said for her.

“Kye, er, Ms. Manchester.” Bex leaned forward into her line of sight. “We need to take her back. I promise I’ll find you the minute she’s stable.”

They were telling her to let go. She needed to release her, and she’d had more than her fair share of practice, but her fingers refused to disentangle themselves until Fletcher lifted her hand and gave it a tight squeeze, then did the letting go for both of them.

She watched as they pushed through the doors, and even when they slapped shut behind the stretcher, Kylie stared through the window long after they’d turned the corner, until Ava’s arm wrapped tentatively around her waist. She didn’t have the energy to jerk away even if the inclination still lived somewhere buried beneath too many other impulses, including the one closest to the surface that caused her to sag.

Resting her head on Ava’s shoulder, she began to shake. She didn’t cry, at least not in the conventional sense, though tears stung her eyes. This release came from someplace deeper, in sharp, painful gasps and clenched fists. She brought one to her mouth and bit the knuckle, stifling the scream that had threatened to rip her vocal cords since the moment Fletcher rolled over in the dirt, blood already spreading through her shirt.

“It’s okay.” Ava circled her arms all the way around Kylie and held her tightly. “She’s safe now.”

Kylie’s mind swam at the insipidness of such a comment. None of them were safe. If Fletcher could be hurt on a horse, if blood could spill from her own arrow, if she could still look through her soul with those dark eyes, her body racked with pain, and see to the heart of who they’d always been, there was no such thing as safety.

“You’re in shock,” Ava whispered.

That seemed as likely an explanation as any, if also insufficient, because what the hell was she supposed to do with that information?

“It will pass,” Ava continued in an absurdly soothing tone. “You did everything right by her.”

The laugh that escaped her lips startled them both, and Ava leaned back to search her face.

“You were fantastic. You acted fast, you took charge. You stabilized her, you kept her calm, you kept her talking. You saved her today.”

“Today.” She laughed a little lighter this time, and a strand of hair fell into her eyes. She lifted her hand to brush it out of the way but stopped short at the sight of blood coating her fingers. Her knees might’ve buckled right there if not for Ava’s arm still around her. “Oh God.”

Ava, likely sensing Kylie’s slipping grip on sanity, propped her up at the same time she began edging her toward a nearby door. “Come on. You’ll feel better when we get you cleaned up.”

The statement felt like one more in a long string of absurdities. She suspected she’d never feel completely better again, but she didn’t have any other plan, so she allowed herself to be steered into a women’s restroom they had entirely to themselves. Ava ran water into a sink, testing its temperature against her own wrist the way one might for a baby before nudging Kylie’s stained hands into the stream.

Soap and scrubbing gave her something to do with all the adrenaline still shivering its way through her system, but it did little to release the pressure squeezing her brain to the point of pain. “I didn’t do right by her.”

“What?” Ava glanced at her via the bathroom mirror.

“You said I did everything right. I didn’t.”

Ava pressed her lips together tightly as if she had the impulse to argue, but it wasn’t strong.

“I know it. She knows. You obviously know, too, but I tried. Fuck, not hard enough, but harder than she did.” Kylie shook her head. “I don’t know how to stop justifying myself. I spent years making all the excuses.”

She sagged forward against the sink and shook her head. She knew so many things now but couldn’t stop pouring them out in the wrong place to the wrong person. “I was twenty-two and in over my head. I begged her, and I came back for her. I almost told her last week. I started to anyway, but she’s so damn stubborn, and my defenses are hardwired now. Even when I don’t like them, I don’t know how to stop. I keep trying, and I keep falling back on who we were at our absolute worst.”

“I think that’s natural,” Ava said. “Have you tried to tell her?”

“So many times, but I never get through it before she cuts me off. I want to strangle her sometimes, and other times I feel like she is
 strangling me. I get petty and jealous, which isn’t my best look, and I took it out on you. God, I swear I didn’t mean to, Ava, but I don’t even know how to relate to someone else she loved. I was trying to be nicer today, honest. You probably didn’t even have a chance to notice.”

“No, I did.” Ava sighed. “But I notice you said ‘was.’ Does that mean past tense?”

She hung her head. “Now I’m only trying to stay upright. I don’t know what else I have in me.”

“I want to help.”

“Even though I all but admitted I might not be able to stop myself from reverting to old patterns?”

Ava’s smile seemed tired. “Yes.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s not really about you.”

“Hmm. Not everything’s about me. Sounds vaguely familiar.”

“I’m not touching that with a ten-foot pole, but I care about Fletcher, and I know you do, too. I’ll also put it out there in case it needs to be said, I do love her, but I haven’t been in
 love with her for a long time.”

She sighed. “I can appreciate the difference, at least intellectually.”

“You two are very much alike.”

She pressed against the sink harder as the emotions threatened to drop her. “Not alike enough.”

“I don’t know you enough to argue,” Ava said, “but what I saw and heard today, it’s not the sort of thing that goes away on its own. The way you two turned to each other, stepped up for each other, clung to each other—”

Kylie raised her hand to cut her off. She’d been there, and she’d have a hard enough time compartmentalizing what’d happened without someone else highlighting the finer points. “None of it matters in the end.”

“That’s up to you.”

“No, it’s up to Fletcher,” she snapped, then pinched the bridge of her nose until the ice pick of a pulse point there slowed to something bearable. “She’s the one thing I can’t bowl over or make bend to my will, at least in any lasting or meaningful way. Whatever you heard in the truck, it was another slip, another temporary lapse. Fletcher is going to be okay, and I’m not sure I ever will.”

“You’re not giving yourself enough credit.” Ava placed a hand on her shoulder. “I know you don’t like to think about it, but I understand how hard she can be to reach. I know what it’s like to be on the outside of those walls. I know how it feels to be beside her and still alone. I know what it’s like to love her.”

“I don’t … I mean, I can’t … I do …” The word wouldn’t come out. She’d fought it for so long. She’d built so much of her life, her personality, her sense of self, on the self-sufficiency that came from getting over Fletcher Bouchard, but she didn’t have it in her to admit she had never stopped loving her.





Chapter Sixteen

Kylie glanced up as the doors to the small waiting room swung open, and Bex pushed through with blood on her blue scrubs but a smile on her face. “She’s stable. They’re moving her to a room now, and you can see her in a few minutes.”

Ava jumped up and threw her arms around her girlfriend. “Oh thank God. And thank you.”

Kylie shared her gratitude but not her exuberance. The relief weighed so heavily on her, she had to use both armrests and an unreasonable amount of her waning energy to push herself out of the hospital chair. “What’s the damage, or are you allowed to tell us?”

Bex nodded. “Yes. She listed you on her intake forms.”

For some reason, the simple consideration caused tears to shimmer over her vision, but she blinked them away quickly as Bex went on.

“She’s got stitches internally and sutures externally, but the arrow didn’t hit any major organs or arteries. She’s got impressive muscle mass in her obliques, and you got her here quickly. Even though it sounds awful to say, given the circumstances of the accident, she’s very lucky.”

Kylie wasn’t sure if she should laugh or cry at such a statement. She stared down at the blood on all their clothes and steadfastly refused to consider what unlucky would look like.

“The big concern now is infection. Puncture wounds are particularly worrisome in that area, and there was a lot of dirt and sweat around the wound. She’s already started intravenous antibiotics, and we’ll keep her at least overnight to watch for any trouble. If all goes well, she’ll be able to go home tomorrow, and I have no doubt she’ll be defying doctor’s orders and be back to work sooner rather than later.”

“She’ll be a bear to keep down,” Ava agreed, “but we’ll deal with that when the time comes. You said we could see her?”

“I’ll take you back, but before you go in there, you should probably know one more thing.”

“Oh God.” Kylie wasn’t sure she could stand anything else.

“No, it’s not bad.” Bex bit her lip as if working hard to hold in a grin. “She’s on a considerable amount of painkillers.”

Ava and Kylie exchanged a confused look.

“Okay, she’s super drugged.” Bex let her professional façade fall for a second. “I expected things to be pretty bad as they pulled out the arrow, and I didn’t want her to feel it any more than she already had, so I gave her something for pain, but also a sedative for the trauma and the sutures.”

“Oh honey,” Ava laughed.

“I swear I didn’t go overboard or give her the friends and family treatment. I stayed within the normal limits for her height and weight and the gravity of the injury, but I didn’t factor in that Fletcher isn’t exactly a normal human, and apparently she may not have the same threshold for such things as a person with a reasonable pain tolerance or physical fitness level.”

“She doesn’t even drink caffeine,” both Ava and Kylie said at the same time.

“I clearly don’t know her as well as the two of you,” Bex said awkwardly. “I only meant to warn you the heavy dosage has made her … chatty.”

“Chatty?” Kylie couldn’t make the word compute. “Fletcher?”

Bex nodded. “Come on.”

They followed her through the emergency room and then into a quieter area past a nurses’ station to a small room with two chairs and a single bed. Fletcher lay under a sheet and blanket with her head propped up on a couple of pillows, her complexion still pale and her curls a mess, but she smiled when she saw them. “Everyone came back.”

“Are you surprised?” Ava asked.

“Little bit. That was some scary shit.”

Kylie snorted, and Fletcher looked her up and down with the same crooked grin. “Your shirt’s ruined.”

“I have more shirts. How are you feeling?”

“Kind of messed up. I can’t feel anything anymore, except thirsty. I’m very thirsty. Hey Bex, if I take a drink, will water come out of the arrow hole?”

Bex shook her head. “If it does, someone made a pretty serious mistake, but I was there the whole time, so I’m relatively confident you can have water.”

Fletcher turned back to Ava. “She did stay with me the whole time. That’s nice. Where did you go?”

“We went to get cleaned up as best we could, and then we had a little chat.”

Fletcher seemed suspicious. “Was she nice?”

“She was.”

Fletcher looked past Ava to Kylie. “Kye, my Kye. Do you remember when only I used to call you that?”

She stepped forward to the bedside. “I do. I wasn’t sure you did.”

“They didn’t give me enough medicine to make me forget something like that. I always called you Kye until you let everyone else do it.”

She bit her tongue, literally, and kicked herself for wanting to have this conversation so badly earlier today, because she definitely didn’t want to do it here with an audience.

“I tried not to call you Kye anymore, but I slipped a few times.”

“It’s okay.”

“Is it?” Fletcher appeared to ponder the possibility, but then remembered something else. “Hey, Ava said you were nice to her, but were you really?”

“As nice as I could be.”

She laughed, then grimaced slightly. “I doubt it. You’re rarely as nice as you can be, but that’s okay. We’re not nice girls, are we?”

“Not usually,” she admitted, equal parts amused and dreading where this line of thinking might lead. “We haven’t been very nice to each other lately.”

“Lately?” Fletcher scoffed. “Not for a long time. And since you came back, you haven’t been nice to anyone, but it’s okay. I love you anyway.”

She gasped and felt almost certain either Bex or Ava had done the same, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away from Fletcher long enough to see which.

“What?” Fletcher arched her eyebrows. “I’ve always loved you. I never stopped loving you.”

Kylie’s fingers found Fletcher’s on the bed and intertwined them with her own, squeezing rather than speaking.

Fletcher frowned. “It’s true, but isn’t it stupid?”

“That you love me?” She squeaked on the l-word.

“Yeah.”

She ran her other hand through Fletcher’s curls and tugged enough to pull her head back a little, then stared into her eyes, before choking out, “So stupid.”

Fletcher grinned up at her, and her own smile stretched so it hurt her face. They stayed there staring goofily at each other. “We are both so stupid.”
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Fletcher felt like shit. Even before she opened her eyes, she knew it would hurt. She remembered where she was and what had happened, but she couldn’t make sense of why her head would be filled with cotton. Shouldn’t that stuff be reserved for the wound? She didn’t like feeling dull or out of control. She would’ve preferred the pain. At least she had plenty of practice with hurting, and in a wide variety of ways, so she forced her eyelids apart.

It took a second for the haze of sleep and medicine to burn away, and another few to find the ability to focus, but when she did, the first thing she homed in on was Kylie’s sleeping form curled up in one of the hospital chairs.

She was stunning like that, more so than she’d ever been on any movie screen. Even the dark circles under her closed eyes only managed to make her skin seem creamier than usual.

Fletcher suffered a pang of something akin to regret for a myriad of things she’d said and done over the last few weeks, and maybe even things she’d done at other times, but none quite so acute as the remorse that she hadn’t allowed them to linger in the hayloft. What would’ve been the harm in holding her? After everything else they’d done, it’s not like she could pretend a few moments of Kylie’s cheek resting on her chest would’ve dug them any deeper. Was there even such a thing as deeper when it came to the two of them, or had they been living at rock bottom so long they didn’t even recognize it anymore?

She sighed and remembered the way she’d anchored herself to Kylie. Amid the pain and the fear and the sensation she might float away or drown, she’d reached for her. Something inside her had broken in those moments, something sharper than the arrow and embedded more completely. There weren’t enough stitches in the world to cover that hole, and she’d have to drink herself all the way to death to numb those pains. She’d done such a good job of keeping herself from the full realization that had filled her yesterday, but now they’d overtaken her, and she wasn’t sure she had the fortitude to ignore what she’d seen so plainly. Stubborn was one thing, willful ignorance another, and she’d never played an utter idiot for anyone, not even herself.

So what the hell was she supposed to do now?

“Knock, knock.” Bex said the words rather than actually knocking on the semi-open door, and Kylie stirred across the room. At some point she’d changed into a clean set of scrubs. The top rode up and revealed her stomach as she stretched awake, and Fletcher’s mouth went dry in a way that had nothing to do with the medicine or loss of blood. Then again, all of the blood in her body did seem to head south as Kylie rose and it became clear she was no longer wearing a bra.

“How you feeling this morning?” Bex asked.

“Fantastic,” Fletcher answered honestly, then remembered the puncture wound in her side. “I mean, all things considered.”

“Great. The nurses say your temperature remained steady all night, and you’ve been cleared to move up to Jell-O and juice this morning, you lucky dog.”

“I’m living the dream.”

“What about you?” Bex turned to Kylie. “Have you eaten anything?”

“I got some chips from the vending machine around three o’clock this morning.”

“The breakfast of champions,” Bex agreed. “Let me take a peek under the bandage, and if things look good, I’ll see if I can find a doctor to spring you from this joint later today.”

“I thought you were a doctor.”

“I’m the kind that makes you feel good while you’re here, not the one who clears you to go, but don’t worry, I know a guy.” Bex gently folded down the blanket and peeled back half of a bandage about the size of a paper napkin. Kylie leaned over her shoulder for a second, then closed her eyes and stepped back.

“How bad is it?” Fletcher asked.

“It’s not.” Bex eased the bandage back in place. “There’s significant bruising around the edges, and the dressing has a lot of blood on it, but we can swap that out. The main thing is nothing looks infected, so I’ll send my recommendation back up the chain along with my promise to keep monitoring you while I’m in town.”

“You don’t have to,” Fletcher said quickly. “I’m sure you have your hands full with other patients.”

Bex stood back and shook her head, golden waves of hair feathering like she was in some kind of soap opera medical scene. “Nope. I’m not even on call this morning, but curiosity got the better of me.”

“You scrubbed up and drove into Burlington to look at my Band-Aid?”

Bex clasped her on the shoulder. “It’s what friends do. Let me go find one of the doctors on shift, and we’ll be back in a bit. Can I get you anything while I’m out and about, Ms. Manchester?”

“Please, call me Kylie, and coffee would be magic right now.”

“On it.” Bex headed out.

Fletcher turned to Kylie. “Is it what friends do?”

“What?”

“Do friends go to work on their day off to peek at people’s stitched-up arrow holes?”

Kylie sat back in the chair. “I can’t say I have any wide frame of reference for friendship, but I kind of wish I hadn’t seen the wound.”

“That bad?”

“If it were on a random person, I probably wouldn’t have flinched, but I saw it happen, all the blood yesterday, and well, it’s you.”

“Me,” Fletcher said pensively. “It was kind of intense, huh?”

“You have a gift for understatement.”

“What about you?”

Kylie shook her head. “Normally, I’m considered rather hyperbolic.”

“Yeah, drama queen, but I meant how are you doing?”

“It’s been a long day and night, but I think we’ll both survive.”

“Survive, that’s something we’re good at.” She paused, realizing they could leave things there, and maybe yesterday she would’ve been happy to, but this morning she pushed forward. “You told Bex to call you Kylie, not Kye.”

She shrugged. “I don’t know that I gave it much thought.”

“What if you did?”

Kylie rolled out her neck as if trying to loosen some tension, either from the topic or a restless night sleeping in a chair. “I guess I could say people around town, the ones Bex is likely to run into, know me as Kylie, but it would also be true to admit it’s weird to have someone else call me Kye with you sitting here.”

“It’s weird for me, too,” Fletcher said, and then they both sat in the silence for a while, maybe letting the concept sink in or perhaps waiting to see if lightning might strike them for such simple, bare honesty. It felt a little bit like an affront to the natural order.

“Do you remember much of yesterday?” Kylie finally whispered.

“I think I remember most of it,” she said warily, wondering what, specifically, Kylie thought she might’ve forgotten. “Everything before the accident seems pretty clear. The moment I went off the horse is burned into my memory, as is the excruciating ride to the hospital.”

“What about after?”

She searched her memory. “Bex gave me something, or several things, and they pulled the arrow out. That moment’s a little hazy. Maybe I blocked it. Then did I fall asleep?”

“Not exactly, but you were pretty out of it.”

“Why, did I drool?”

Kylie smiled slightly. “No.”

“What then?” She didn’t like that Kylie seemed to be fishing. “I didn’t say anything embarrassing, did I?”

Kylie shook her head. “Not at all.”

It still felt like she wasn’t saying something, and at the same time, she believed her. She might’ve even said as much if Bex hadn’t returned with another young doctor in tow.

“Good morning. I’m Dr. Hanland, and I’m here because Dr. Leone is calling in some personal favors to get you sprung today.”

“Thank you,” Fletcher said. “Both of you.”

“I hear you had a run-in with Cupid yesterday.”

She glanced around the room, her eyes lingering on Kylie for a second too long. “What?”

Dr. Hanland smiled. “An arrow? Right? Like Cupid’s bow … nothing?”

“Oh, yeah. I fell on my own arrow.”

“Okay, not one for metaphor or poetry I see.”

Kylie snorted softly, causing the doctor to turn to her.

“And you are her … um … movie star?”

Kylie’s smile spread. “I am her … yes, that’s as easy an explanation as any.”

Fletcher rolled her eyes.

The doctor waited a beat, perhaps hoping for more, but when he didn’t get anything, he folded down the sheets and did an inspection similar to Bex’s. “In a surprise to no one, I agree with Dr. Leone’s assessment. You’re incredibly fortunate the arrow went in where it did instead of higher up or more central. The antibiotics also seem to be working, and I want you to stay on them, though we can switch to oral instead of intravenous. Given the placement and depth of the wound, your protocols should resemble someone healing from a keyhole kind of surgery.”

“What exactly would those be?”

“Rest, hydrate, ease back into solid foods slowly, keep the sutures dry, no lifting anything more than ten pounds for at least a week until you follow up with your general care physician.”

Fletcher grimaced, but suspected if she argued they might not let her go.

“And your chart shows you had a pretty strong reaction to the anesthesia, so I’d rather you not be alone for forty-eight hours. Do you have someone at home to keep an eye on you?”

“My dog,” Fletcher said.

“Anyone who could dial 911 if you passed out?”

“You could come to Ava’s with me,” Bex offered quickly, but before she could think of a way to politely refuse, Kylie cut in.

“I’ll stay with her.”

They all turned to her. Then both doctors glanced back at Fletcher.

She wasn’t eager to repeat the turmoil they’d suffered after Kylie’s last overnight visit, but even she could admit a lot had happened since then. “You don’t have to—”

“I know,” Kylie said quickly, “but you’ll sleep better in your own bed, and you can tell me what needs to be done around the farm. If you can’t lift, you’ll need help, and we both know you won’t ask for it.”

She gritted her teeth and nodded, not so much because she wanted to argue, but because she didn’t. The idea of going home with Kylie certainly presented the best option logistically, but after everything that had happened, a part of her even preferred it to the prospect of going home alone.





Chapter Seventeen

“There.” Kylie set a glass of water on the table next to Fletcher’s bed. “You can have more painkillers in two hours, so I’ll be back in then, but if you need anything else, you can call me.”

“I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

Kylie’s eyes ran over her body, still finding it hard to believe there was so little sign of the trauma they’d all suffered twenty-four hours earlier. “I think you might actually be.”

“Disappointed?”

“No,” she said quickly. “I’m not even surprised now that I’ve had time to think about it. You’ve always been a marvel in so many ways. I guess now we can add ‘death-defying’ to your resume.”

“Also, human pin cushion.”

“It’s a handy party trick to add to your repertoire. I wouldn’t have expected you to be such a bleeder, though.” She fought the visual memory of blood seeping between her fingers.

“I ruined your shirt, huh?”

“Two of them, and the prognosis isn’t great for my bra, either.”

Fletcher’s eyes dropped to her chest for a second, and the corner of her mouth twitched before she caught herself. “Sorry. I could buy you another one.”

She laughed. “I’m not sure we share the same fashion sense, so I’ll do my own shopping, but I’m sure you can find another way to make it up to me when you’re healed and we resume my lessons.”

“We’re not pausing your lessons.”

“Your doctor said—”

“I have to take it easy for a week. He said nothing about you. Today’s Sunday, right?”

Kylie nodded, even if yesterday had felt two weeks long.

“We’ll rest today. Tomorrow, it’s back to the arena. I’ll set up a lawn chair or something. You can ride circles around me in both the literal and figurative sense.”

“While the last part appeals to me on many levels, I don’t want you to overexert yourself.”

“All you’ve ever wanted is for me to overexert myself, Kylie, but in this case, you letting me spend my day nitpicking your form is actually the safest option. If I try to do nothing for a week, I’ll go stir-crazy in two days and start doing farm chores.”

“I’ll do the farm chores. You can boss me around. I know how much you enjoy that.”

“I’ve never been successful in the role of your director, but there’s a first time for everything.”

Kylie pondered the comment and the wistful tone in which it was delivered, wondering how far the sentiment might extend, but now wasn’t the time to push. “We’ll figure it out tomorrow. I’ll make sure the horses are all set. You get some rest.”

“Sounds good.” Fletcher allowed her eyes to drift closed.

The lack of argument or instructions served as further evidence of her waning energy, and Kylie slipped out of the room. She closed the door softly and took a few deep breaths for the first time in she couldn’t remember when. Everything had seemed so precarious for so long, and Fletcher’s accident had amped up her fight-or-flight impulses. Only she hadn’t felt anything akin to flight, only fight. She’d been fighting for as long as she could remember, but none of the battles ever consumed her as much as those moments when she’d seen the color drain from Fletcher’s face. Nothing else mattered. She would’ve sold out Mimi, Talia Stamos, and Sophia LeBlanc, even her own drive, to keep Fletcher safe and stable, but now that she was, Kylie wasn’t sure how to handle the adrenaline and the emotions left in the wake of it all.

She slid her fingers along the smooth banister of the stairs on her way toward the kitchen, not sure she totally trusted her legs. Something had shifted inside her, and possibly between her and Fletcher, too, even though she didn’t seem to remember the conversation in the hospital where she’d professed her love.

Her head swam at the echo of Fletcher’s words rattling through her chest. I’ve always loved you. I never stopped loving you
 .

She reached the bottom stairs and closed her eyes just to savor the feeling for a second, but the sound of tires on the driveway interrupted even the shortest solace she may’ve taken from something she couldn’t fully process.

She pulled on her boots and grabbed one of Fletcher’s sweatshirts from a hook near the door and stepped out into the cold courtyard as Ava hopped out of her truck.

“Good afternoon.”

“Better than yesterday afternoon,” Kylie said.

“Thank God. How’s the patient?”

“Sore. Getting home on those bumpy mountain roads wasn’t fun, but she got cleaned up a bit and fell asleep.”

“Probably for the best. Bex said you plan to stay with her overnight?”

She nodded. “I was headed out to feed the horses and see if anything needed to be picked up after yesterday.”

“The arena’s clear. Bob and Jenny got the horses taken care of last night, and Bex helped me put all the equipment away.”

“That’s going above and beyond after the day we all had.”

“We didn’t want her to have any excuse to overdo it when she came home.”

“She’s already talking about resuming lessons, but I’ll keep an eye on her.”

“You’ve done so much already. Are you sure it’s not too much for you?”

Kylie waved her off. “I’m not much better than she is about sitting still.”

“Have you eaten anything? Gotten any real sleep?”

She shook her head. “After I feed the horses, I’ll rummage through the cabinets.”

“Why don’t I do that? Or better yet, I’m happy to sit here for a bit if you need to run back to your parents and pick up fresh clothes.”

“I have everything I need here.”

Ava pursed her lips as if forcing herself to choose her next words carefully. “I understand you’re used to taking care of yourself, and Fletcher is, too, but she has a lot of people who care about her. We want to be here for her, and for you if you’ll let us.”

“I appreciate the sentiment, but I’m not sure it’s warranted. All Fletcher needs right now is rest.”

“And what about you?”

“I don’t need anything at all,” she answered too quickly to not sound defensive.

“Yesterday was a lot,” Ava said gently. “Have you given yourself any time to process, not just those scary moments, but also the ones that came after?”

“Oh.” She finally got it. Ava was offering her a chance to talk about what Fletcher had said in front of all of them. I never stopped loving you.


What must that have been like for Ava to hear? She tried not to feel too superior at the thought of Fletcher loving her all through the years she’d spent holding Ava, and maybe she didn’t have much emotion left to spare, because the idea didn’t inspire the level of satisfaction it might have a few days ago. Still, neither could she summon much in the way of guilt, and certainly not an ounce of regret. “I’m sure it must’ve been hard on you, too.”

“Parts of it,” Ava admitted. “I felt shock initially, then helplessness while driving. I worried for her, of course, but I was also grateful for your command and the way you spoke to her in the truck. You were able to focus her attention in ways I’ve never been able to.”

She had no intention of arguing, so she merely nodded while the cold began to work its way through Fletcher’s sweatshirt.

“And then after we handed her over to Bex,” Ava continued, “I worried about you.”

“Me?”

“You seem to be bearing a lot since you arrived in town, and I won’t pretend to understand the pressure inherent in what you’re trying to do, but yesterday, when the two of you were clinging to each other, it felt like something might be shifting, and then after they stitched Fletcher up …” Ava’s voice trailed off.

“Look, what she said in the hospital room, I imagine that might’ve been upsetting for you.”

Ava’s expression of concern morphed into a smile. “For me? No.”

Kylie cocked her head to the side. Were they talking about the same thing?

“Can we go inside? You and I need to have a talk, and I’d rather not do it in the cold.”

She hadn’t wanted to let her into the home she’d inadvertently come to think of as a sort of sanctuary, but she didn’t have it in her to tell Ava to buzz off, which probably constituted progress. “Sure.”

She trudged back into the house but didn’t kick off her boots in case she needed to make a quick exit. Ava clearly had no such issue, as she unlaced her shoes and left them neatly on a mat near the door, then set about filling a coffee maker with water and grounds. The way she moved around the kitchen with ease and comfort pinged Kylie’s defenses again.

“You had something you wanted to say?”

Ava smiled over her shoulder. “I’m making decaf. It’s all Fletcher has. You want cream? Sugar? Whiskey?”

“You don’t seem like a whiskey kind of woman.”

“No,” Ava admitted, “but you do.”

“Fair enough, but sobriety suits the moment.” She eased into a seat at the table, marveling at how this woman bowled over her resistance without an ounce of force.

She reached into an upper cabinet and pulled out a small bottle. “I’ll add a dash of peppermint to mine.”

“That also tracks. So far, we’re very on brand here.”

Ava shrugged and poured a bit into a mug on the counter, then added coffee on top of it, before filling another and bringing it to Kylie.

She sat opposite her and blew on the mug for a second, causing the tendrils of steam to curl over the hot coffee. Then she lifted her eyes to meet Kylie’s and said, “I’ve always known Fletcher was in love with you.”

The words hit her in the chest with only slightly less force than when Fletcher had said them yesterday.

Ava continued, her voice even, steady, and soft. “I’m only a few years younger than you. You wouldn’t remember me from high school, but I saw you in all the plays. I actually got my first hints of who I might be while watching the two of you around town. Even a kid could see the power of your connection.”

She had no idea where this was going, and, for once, she had no pithy response, so she waited.

“When you left, it shattered something in her, and I wanted to be the one to put the pieces together again. I wanted to see her look at me the way she’d looked at you. In my naïveté and youthful optimism, I believed I could love her enough for both of us. I won’t admit how long it took for me to realize love didn’t work that way.”

Kylie scanned the memory that had haunted her for so long, the image in her brain of this woman with her hands on Fletcher, her lips against her cheek, the adoration in her eyes. She’d only seen Ava with her vision tinged red. She’d never seen what Fletcher’s eyes had conveyed in the moment, or what they’d failed to. Was it possible the same memory that had driven Kylie mad for so many years had driven Ava to such a sad realization?

“She never felt for me what she did for you, and I’m not proud of how I tied myself in knots trying not to face the truth, but Kylie, and this is the important part here, those days are so far in the past, I can’t summon anything but gratitude for what they taught me about myself, and about love. By the time Bex came along, I was a different person with a stronger sense of self, and ready to love and be loved by someone equally, fully, powerfully.”

“Fletcher mentioned you and Bex overcame some obstacles.”

Ava smiled so sweetly, Kylie had to glance down at her coffee cup. “We did. That’s life, but I’m in it with someone who’s committed to navigating those challenges with me in a way Fletcher never was.”

“Fletcher cares about you a lot.”

“She does, and once I let go of trying to make our relationship something it wasn’t, she and I became much better friends than we ever were lovers. We’re able to be real, honest, and comfortable in ways we weren’t when we were together, which is why I was thrilled when Fletcher said what she did back in the hospital. It’s out there now, the truth she always needed to speak.”

“It didn’t bother you?” Kylie found the idea hard to believe, but Ava’s utter genuineness left little room for her doubt to flourish.

“I’m not bothered by honesty or healing, or anything that leads to her happiness. The only thing bothering me about any of this is your inability to say it back.”

“What?”

Ava leaned back in her chair and lifted the mug to her lips rather than respond, which only left Kylie to sit on the sharp edge of such a softly delivered blow.

“I don’t know why you … I mean, she and I … she was not really …” She started several rebuttals, but they all fell flat even before she had a chance to complete them until she finally managed to spit out, “What the hell?”

Ava laughed lightly.

“What’s funny?”

“At least you didn’t try to tell me you don’t love her.”

“You can’t say something like that, like it’s an either-or proposition.”

“It is.”

She shook her head and pushed back from the table. “We’re not that simple. We never have been, or maybe we thought we were, but there are a million reasons, and slings and arrows can’t even begin to cover the damage—”

“And none of those things change whether or not you love her, they only complicate what you intend to do about it. But she laid her cards on the table yesterday. She put herself out there, and spoke her truth—”

“On drugs!” Kylie exploded. “Bex had her high as a kite. She doesn’t even remember telling me.”

Ava’s posture softened. “I’m sorry. That must be hard.”

She clenched her jaw. “I don’t need sympathy.”

“No, because, in the end, you remember it. And I do. And Bex does. It’s out there now and there’s no reeling it back. It’s up to you to meet her vulnerability, her honesty. You have the chance to do something about this cycle that sucked all of us in and pulled us all down.”

Kylie rose. “I think you’re making too much of this.”

Ava hopped up. “And I don’t think you’re giving enough back, which is of course your right, but as someone who still cares about Fletcher in ways that aren’t complicated or convoluted, she deserves better.”

“I don’t make a habit of bending to other people’s opinions of what I owe anyone else.”

“Believe it or not, I respect that, and I’m not asking you to waver on what you feel, but I am asking you to think about how you intend to go forward. Ask yourself what you genuinely want and what she deserves. As someone who held onto outdated and unreasonable ideals with her too long, I can at least speak to the value of serious self-reflection.” Ava walked over to the entryway and slipped into her shoes before turning back to add, “And pardon me if I’m off base here, but I don’t think either of you has done much of that. Yesterday gave you both plenty of opportunities and reasons to reexamine those choices. She took them. You didn’t. I hope you’ll stop and consider that for a few minutes.”

Then she let herself out, leaving Kylie alone with nothing to say, and no one to say it to.

Well, no one but the woman sleeping upstairs.
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Fletcher was neither fully awake nor asleep, and she wasn’t even sure if she had been either for quite some time, but when Kylie pushed open the door to her room, every one of her senses sharpened, and she tried to sit up much too quickly. The pain in her side wasn’t explosive, but it was enough to make her suck a breath through clenched teeth.

“Wait,” Kylie commanded, but there was no bite to her voice. She walked around the bed, carefully balancing a lap tray loaded down with food and a drink and pills.

“I don’t want those,” Fletcher said.

“None of it?”

“The pills.”

“Then let’s start with the rest, shall we?” Kylie set the tray on the bedside table and slipped a hand under her head. “Up you go.”

As she edged into a seated position using as little of her abs as humanly possible, Kylie stuffed a couple of pillows behind her back. “How’s that feel?”

“Fine,” she said out of habit, then took a moment to actually inventory her pain levels. “Not as bad as you’d think. If I’m not using those muscles, it’s kind of a dull soreness.”

“You know, if you take those pills, it’ll be even less.”

“The pills make me hazy, and I lose track of things.”

“What do you need to keep track of?”

She couldn’t come up with any serious answer, but rather than admit as much, she glanced at the tray. “Did you make soup?”

“Don’t get too excited. I found it in the freezer. Looks like vegetable, but I can’t vouch for its taste or freshness.”

“Turkey vegetable.” She perked up. “Gram brought it over after Thanksgiving.”

“That’s not too old for frozen soup.” She shrugged. “I mean, I have no idea how long soups last in a freezer. I don’t cook, and I don’t have a deep freeze. You tell me.”

“A few months is fine. Lay it on me.”

Kylie settled the tray across Fletcher’s lap. “There’s also apple juice and those pills you find offensive.”

“They can stay.” Fletcher glanced up, noticing the dark circles under her eyes again and the slight slump of her shoulders. “Did you check on the horses?”

“They’re fed, and everything in the barn is taken care of for the night.”

“Then you can stay, too.”

Kylie arched an eyebrow.

“I feel fuzzy. Why don’t you talk to me a bit while I eat?”

“Sure.” She glanced around the room as if looking for a place to settle in. “Let me go grab a chair. My feet are killing me.”

Fletcher patted the side of the bed. “You’re fine here. Kick them up for a bit.”

Kylie hesitated. “Are you sure you don’t need those pills? Maybe the pain affected your judgment, or personality?”

She laughed as much as her abs would allow. “No, I’m thinking clearly, and I’ve decided that not even you would be predatory enough to pounce on me in my current condition.”

“Oh gee, thanks.” Kylie rolled her eyes but eased onto the bed gently. “Glad to know I’m not a threat to the already wounded.”

“And you brought soup.” She spooned a little bit into her mouth and savored it before swallowing. “There’s another point in your favor. What else can you tell me?”

“Your phone has been pinging and buzzing all day. Seems like you’re pretty popular. A lot of people are checking in.”

“I suppose that’s nice, but I’m not much for phone talking.”

“And now you have a good excuse not to, or at least you would if you took those pills that make you sleepy.”

“Nice try. What else?”

“My mom ran over some clothes for me, and she brought a pie you can have once you work your way back up to solid foods if I don’t eat it all first.”

“I suppose that’s a fair price for all you’re doing around here.”

“It’s not much. Ava and Bex cleaned up the arena, and Ava stopped by again while you were sleeping.” She slipped it in like it didn’t matter any more than the rest of the small talk, but the tension radiated from the set of her shoulders so close to Fletcher’s.

“Oh?”

“Before you ask, yes, I was as nice as I could manage.”

“Maybe you’re using the same sort of guardrails with her as you are with me, a forced truce until we’re all healed and ready to ring the boxing bell again.”

“Maybe. We do seem to be nicer all around when one of us is injured.”

“Yeah, you mentioned that before. Can’t say I’m sad to see it goes both ways, but this was a hell of a way to test your theory.”

“I agree, and while I generally love being told I’m right about something, I don’t relish the idea that one of us must be bleeding or actively breaking down in order to force civility.”

“Yeah, plus if I’m bleeding, you’re nicer to Ava.”

“I was actually being nicer to her before you got hurt, but you had your head too far up your own ass to notice.” Kylie laughed a little. “That didn’t sound convincing, did it? God, those patterns run deep.”

Fletcher took another sip of her soup and waited to see where the more pensive impulse might lead.

“I don’t hate her as a person. She’s a bit doe-eyed and earnest for my taste, but it’s genuine enough, and she does have more of a backbone than I initially thought. I’m sorry for how I treated her since I … well, since always.”

“I think it’s probably her you should say that to, but I got the sense it wasn’t even really about her so much as some weird transference toward me.”

“You don’t even need to be an armchair psychologist to figure that out. I basically yelled as much at you right before the first group lesson.”

“Ah, you ‘hate her because you can’t hate me’?” Fletcher smiled. The content itself wasn’t funny, but the delivery was classic Kye. “Had you been practicing that line?”

“No, totally off the cuff. I hadn’t even realized the truth of it until it came flying out of my mouth, but my conviction led to a compelling performance, no?”

“Very much. You left my head spinning. Honestly, there’s still a lot I don’t understand,” Fletcher said. “To be fair, I didn’t let myself wonder too much, because doing so would require me to admit I cared about what you felt, and after what happened in the hayloft, I couldn’t do that and stay sane, so I refused to wonder.”

“You’ll have to explain to me how you do that sometime. The wondering wrecks me on a regular basis.”

“I may not be as great at it as I initially thought, because in the truck yesterday I couldn’t stop myself.” She sighed. “I never expected to die, not really, but for the first time it hit me that I could, and damned if I didn’t wonder about all of it. Where you’d been, who you’d become, what had driven you back, what I’d missed, and yes, a time where you learned about me and Ava.”

Kylie scooched down to lie on the bed and stared at the ceiling. Her eyes focused on something even farther away, like she may be watching some old movie in her head, but her voice was still clear and close as she began to summarize the plot for Fletcher. “It was almost six years ago. Everything in Hollywood had been so bad. Honestly, nothing about Hollywood was ever great, but that’s a way worse story. The point is I finally cracked. I decided in grand, dramatic fashion I wasn’t going to do any of it anymore. I didn’t tell anyone, not my agent, not my parents, not my friends. I packed a bag and took the first plane across the country, rented a car, and drove toward you.”

“Me?” Fletcher could barely squeak out the word.

“Don’t ask me why. There were a million reasons, and neither one of us has the strength to hash them out, but in that moment, you were my
 north star. Only, you weren’t. You were Ava’s. It was winter, and my rented MINI Cooper couldn’t make it up your driveway, so I parked by the road like some creepy stalker and trudged toward the house. I made it almost to the barn when I heard laughing.”

Fletcher closed her eyes and held in a groan. “And you saw us together.”

“Something inside of me broke. I crumbled, Fletch. I know it sounds vain and stupid, but it never occurred to me you’d be with someone else. I couldn’t even process it when she was standing right in front of me. I mean, I’d tried. I dated, I’d been with other people, but it had always been such a wretched disaster. I think part of me twisted things around so much I believed you had to be just as miserable. How could you be the one for me if I wasn’t the one for you?”

“You know Ava and I were kind of disaster, too, at least as a romantic couple.”

“I do now. She cleared that up yesterday, and I think she’d tried to do so earlier, but I couldn’t hear it. I’d spent years in a flat-out trauma spiral around what I’d seen, standing cold and shattered and lost enough to come crawling up your driveway only to find you in some other woman’s arms.”

She didn’t know what to say to that, any of it. She couldn’t imagine Kylie coming back to her even though she understood that was effectively what had happened this time around, too, though neither of them fully admitted as much. Everything had been about their jobs, the movie, the archery, at least in the forefront. She’d steadfastly refused to swivel her focus enough to see anything at the periphery or consider the undercurrents of why Kylie had felt safe turning to her, or why she’d let her. She supposed those explanations she’d avoided also played a key role in several of the things that’d transpired between them from the hayloft to the hospital, and she suspected Kylie wasn’t the only one who’d let things spiral.

“Anyway,” Kylie continued, “I ran back to New York. I reinvented myself on Broadway, or at least I tried to. If you’d moved on, I would, too, if for no other reason than to spite you. I pulled on all the anger that’d fueled me in those early years and added a healthy sense of betrayal and used it to slit open all my old scars. It didn’t matter if it wasn’t logical. It was strong enough to propel me forward until I believed everything happened for a reason. I got so good at telling myself that lie, I didn’t even question it until I saw her on Christmas Eve and suffered the desire to commit cold-blooded murder.”

Fletcher shivered at the image and the chill in Kylie’s voice. “You know you don’t have to shank her now, though, right?”

“I know.” There was still the subtlest hint of disappointment in her tone. “It was easier when I believed homicide might be a viable solution. Without that option, I’m forced to admit I’ve got other things I have to deal with, and none of them seem as simple or satisfying.”

“Now, that I understand,” Fletcher said with conviction.

“Really?”

“Yeah, I mean, I hadn’t considered murder outright, but I let myself believe if I could just get rid of you again, I’d be able to go back to the way things were.”

“And now?”

“Pretty sure we shattered that illusion last week, but now I’m not even sure I want to go back.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve never considered myself a coward, or someone who runs from a challenge, but that might be exactly what I’ve done with you. There’s clearly a lot I haven’t dealt with where you’re concerned, and I don’t love the idea of it springing up to catch me off guard again in another ten years.”

Kylie curled onto her side. “So, what are we suggesting?”

“I don’t have any plans or answers, but what we’re doing right now seems like a new thing, maybe a good thing.”

Kylie yawned as she nodded. “An exhausting thing.”

“You haven’t slept yet, have you?”

“They didn’t give me any of the pills they gave you, which seems a little rude now.”

Fletcher smiled down at her. “Offensive, really, but maybe it goes back to the idea that if at least one of us isn’t a little wrecked, neither of us makes progress.”

She yawned again. “We suck at progress.”

“We have,” Fletcher admitted, “but maybe we’re getting better.”

“Maybe.” Kylie mumbled as her eyes fluttered closed.

“I want to get better,” Fletcher whispered, even though she wasn’t entirely sure what that might entail.

Kylie didn’t respond as her breath grew shallow and steady.

Fletcher gently moved her almost-empty soup bowl to the bedside table and folded up the legs of the tray before scooping up the pain pills into the palm of her hand. She was sore, and the wound at her side pulsed, but when she glanced down at the woman sleeping sweetly beside her, her heart picked up a stronger beat of its own, more than enough to drown out the other. No, that wasn’t true. One didn’t overtake the other. They existed together, the pain and the pleasure. She could dull them both by covering one, but neither would go away completely, and she didn’t get to extract herself from half the equation.

She set the pills on the table and scooted lower as gingerly as she could until she lay facing the beauty of Kylie’s serene features, choosing for the first time to feel everything instead of nothing.





Chapter Eighteen

Kylie yawned and stretched but didn’t open her eyes. She could tell it was getting light outside, but she’d slept so deeply she had no real sense of time, only place. It’d been years, and she’d tested a thousand beds in a thousand rooms trying to recapture the restfulness that came from a night next to Fletcher. They hadn’t even touched. She’d merely been beside her, close, constant, comfortable. She didn’t want it to end, and a part of her ached to slip back under the surface of consciousness, but a stronger part couldn’t resist the urge to see her. As her body and her head warred on the edge of awareness, she waited to see which would win, but the sensation of Fletcher shifting on the bed broke the stalemate, and her eyelids fluttered open.

Instant gratification served as her reward, with Fletcher stretched out, so close and unguarded. Her curls fell across her brow, and dark lashes rested sweetly against smooth skin, every detail carved of pure perfection from her cheek bones to the slope of her nose to the slight part of her lips. Gone was the twist of tension, the tight jaw, the stoic stare. If not for the physical distance of minuscule inches separating them, she may’ve been able to convince herself they were in a different time, back when they’d been different people, or at least before they’d known what kind of people they would become. Still, the lines had been blurred enough in the preceding weeks that she dared to break through them once more by extending her hand and trailing her fingers along the ridge of Fletcher’s proud cheekbones.

Fletcher didn’t flinch, nor did she linger in the realm between sleep and wakefulness the way Kylie had. Her eyes opened quickly and fully, the sight of their dark depths startling in their intensity. Kylie’s lips parted, but her throat was too tight to gasp. It would’ve been so easy to kiss, but hard to stop, and neither of them were in any condition emotionally or physically to collide in the ways they inevitably would, so she wet her lips with her tongue and forced a whispered, “Morning.”

“Morning.” Fletcher’s voice was low in both timbre and volume.

“How do you feel?”

She stretched, turning her torso slightly, then a little more. “Passable. You?”

“Good.”

“I didn’t take the pills.”

“Of course not. You’re more stubborn than any mule you’ve ever had on the farm.”

“Insert some clever response about pots meeting kettles, then tell me how you slept.”

“Perfectly, magnificently, the way I’ve always longed to but have rarely achieved.”

“Sounds like a good way to start the day.”

“Oh, do we have to? We could stay here for … for a while.” She’d almost said “forever” and then caught herself as another layer of comfort gave way to caution.

“Seems like a tempting but dangerous proposition,” Fletcher said.

“Sums up most of our interactions, yes?”

She smiled slightly. “Which is why we should probably get to work.”

“I’m not disagreeing, but I do wonder if we need to go all the way back to where we were before the accident.” Kylie braced herself against the tinge of fear the idea sparked.

“I can’t,” Fletcher said quickly. “I’m physically incapable, and maybe emotionally unwilling. Let’s ease back in on both counts, see how we do, and take things from there.”

“How measured and reasonable.” She placed her palm on Fletcher’s forehead. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

Fletcher caught her hand and held it for a minute before smiling. “You know how you and I have brought out the worst in each other?”

She frowned.

“I think it could work the other way around,” Fletcher continued. “We did on Saturday. It’s precarious, but we might have a chance to keep doing better, and I feel kind of dumb saying that, because I’m not even sure you want—”

“I do,” she interrupted. “I’m not sure I know how, but I never wanted to be the person I’ve been since coming back here.”

“That’s a relief,” Fletcher sighed. “I don’t dare hope we won’t end up back at each other’s throats at some point, but I like hearing you at least want something different. I do, too. I just can’t fathom what it might look like.”

Her chest tightened at such a beautifully open sentiment from the one who’d closed herself off to her so long ago. “What if it looks like me helping you get up, and then making us some breakfast?”

“And by ‘make breakfast,’ you mean pour milk over cereal?”

“Obviously.”

Fletcher grinned. “Sounds safe, but nice.”

“And then we can talk about the day, try to come to some consensus?”

“Sounds less safe, but still good.”

Kylie nodded her agreement. “Nothing about us has ever been safe, but I’ll take good and then go from there.”
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Fletcher hadn’t figured out how to shower without getting her side wet, so she settled for wiping off with a damp cloth and patting down her curls as best she could. Kylie offered to help her dress, but waking up next to her had been more than enough to leave her feeling exposed. She’d managed to pull on jeans without any real pain, but the T-shirt offered more of a challenge. When she raised her arms overhead, she understood the real seriousness of the no-lifting rule and chose a button-up flannel as her outer layer. Still, she was pleased overall with her ability to perform normal morning functions, and she eased her way downstairs with only minor discomfort.

Kylie was waiting for her in the kitchen wearing fresh clothes but no makeup, and the pang in Fletcher’s chest at the sight of her rivaled any pain left in her side. The simplicity of cereal shared during a morning at home came close to some of her loftiest dreams as a teen.

She shook the sentiment and slid into her usual chair. “I survived the gauntlet of my wake-up routine. I’m ready to hear what comes next.”

Kylie passed her the milk. “I assume there are horses to be fed, stalls to be cleaned, and snow to be shoveled, all of which I intend to do, but if you wanted to come to the barn and critique my performance, we could set you up somewhere comfortable-ish.”

“How about I offer a concession in exchange for one from you?”

Kylie eyed her over the rim of her coffee cup. “You mean like a compromise? Now I’m worried you should’ve had a CT scan while we were at the hospital, but lay it on me.”

“I’ll stay in the house, even on the couch, while you do the chores if you let me call the lesson group and tell them we’re on for Saturday.”

Every muscle in her body tightened. “Absolutely not.”

“You didn’t let me lay out the whole plan.”

“Next weekend’s too soon. You can’t do any work until your doctor’s appointment.”

“But what if you did the work?” Fletcher asked. “You can teach the class while I sit in the chair. How’s that any different than what you proposed for this morning?”

“Because I can’t teach your classes.” Her voice rose. “You wouldn’t let me even set up the bows last time. I had to play horse hostess.”

Fletcher smiled. “And you did a great job. Besides, you need to learn to hold your own in the arena from a presentation standpoint. If we want to impress your movie bigwigs, you need to look like an old pro, and teaching is the highest form of mastery. Taking the lead on the class could start that process.”

“Why can’t it wait one week?”

“Because we all need to get back to work. Me, you, the horses, the kids. We all went through something intense.”

A million memories rushed back to her, Gabrielle bucking, the sickening thump of Fletcher hitting the ground, rolling her over and seeing the arrow. She closed her eyes as if she could stop the horror reel playing in her head. “And by intense, you mean traumatic?”

“Yes.” Fletcher reached across the table as if intending to take her hand then seemed to think better of it. “Which is all the more reason not to let it fester. I know it’s hard. Tell me what we need to do in order to make this work.”

Kylie sat back, the hard set of her shoulders softening. “What if we do a short session this afternoon, just our normal routine, and if it goes well, we’ll move up slowly to mimicking a full class with me at the lead?”

Fletcher nodded. “You set up, you handle the horses, you ride, you clean up.”

“You sit in the chair and coach or offer commentary, and if we both stick to our jobs safely, without overdoing it—”

“Or arguing?”

She smiled. “That’s a tall order, Bouchard, but sure. If you make it through unscathed, I’ll let you have the class without any more protests.”

Fletcher blew out a low whistle. “No protest at all? Are you even capable of such a thing?”

“About as capable as you are of sitting in a chair for an hour while I touch all your stuff.”

She laughed, a low, rolling sound of pleasure that felt better than the twinge it caused in her side. “I guess if we’re capable of compromising, anything else must at least be in the realm of possibility.”





Chapter Nineteen

“Why don’t you bring Gabrielle out first?” Fletcher called from her perch in the center of the arena.

“You mean Winston?” Kylie called.

“No, I mean Gabrielle.”

Kylie walked back toward the lawn chair she’d dug out of the storage closet and set up like some ringmaster’s throne like maybe she’d still misheard.

“It wasn’t her fault,” Fletcher said calmly. “You and I aren’t the only people who need more practice. I want her to spend more time in the arena when we’re working.”

Kylie pursed her lips, and it looked like she might break their no-fighting goal before they’d even had a chance to get started, but when she finally spoke, she said, “You want her on a halter?”

“Yes. Secure her to one of the rails but give her enough lead so she can watch you no matter where you ride.”

“Okay.” Both her tone and her body language radiated tension, and Fletcher couldn’t blame her. They were all cutting against their grain in a myriad of ways this morning, but as she left, Fletcher found she did trust her, which was a rather strange sensation. She didn’t know if it was a trauma response or maybe a function of waking up together, but she hadn’t felt the urge to hold Kylie at arm’s length today, which, in turn, seemed to kill Kylie’s impulse to lob verbal attacks. She wasn’t naïve enough to believe such a truce could last indefinitely, nor was she sitting around waiting for it to fall apart, and without diverting so much energy into defense, she couldn’t help but notice how nice it felt just to exist with someone else.

No. Not anyone else. With Kylie.

Maybe she had hit her head. She gave it a little shake to make sure nothing rattled. Then she smiled at the silliness, but it wasn’t as if logic could make sense of such a transformation.

“All right, here’s your girl.” Kylie led Gabrielle and Winston into the arena side by side. “And my good boy.”

Winston stepped a little taller under his saddle, no doubt thrilled he was about to be ridden while the younger mare stood idly by. He and Kylie were such a good fit for each other, regal, confident, and vain, but never to be overlooked in their will or their ability.

Once Gabrielle was secured, Kylie swung onto Winston with the usual grace and power Fletcher had not yet grown inured to. Her mouth still went a little dry as Kylie worked him through his paces, starting slow and easy, taking time to find her seat and allowing him to get used to working together after time apart. Then she simply suggested he move to a trot, a little squeeze of her thighs, a loosening of the reins, and Winston obliged. The similarities between how she rode and how she’d communicated over the last few days were hard to ignore. Fletcher had forgotten Kylie was capable of such a light touch, but now that she remembered, she found it impossible not to respond in much the same way as the horse. It was hard to be stubborn in the face of such a soft need. She didn’t have anything to push back against, nothing except the rapidly fading lessons of the past.

She gritted her teeth. Wasn’t this exactly what she’d been afraid of? As much as the constant fighting exhausted her and led to its own kind of lapses, she’d at least stayed secure in her resolve not to get burned again. Kylie’s recent warmth could still lead to the same kind of flame, only it didn’t feel nearly as threatening, which of course made it more dangerous.

Kylie adjusted her heels in the stirrups, only a slight outward turn, the subtlety nearly imperceptible, but Winston gave way as if it had been his idea, and maybe she’d convinced him it had been, because he broke into a smooth, easy canter. Kylie sat in the saddle as if she’d been glued to it, her hips rocking in rhythm, her upper body relaxed and ready, her hands quiet and steady, as only her auburn hair rolled out in waves on the breeze their own movement created.

“How you doing over there?” Kylie called as she passed.

Fletcher only managed to nod her unfettered approval.

“No notes?”

The question didn’t even make sense. She noted every detail of Kylie and the responses she sparked in her own body, but she couldn’t think of a single thing to comment on or complain about. What could she possibly add to such breathtaking perfection? Hell, she wasn’t sure she remembered how to teach or process or even speak her own name.

One thing was certain, however. She wasn’t in danger of breaking their pact, because as long as Kylie managed to keep riding like that, Fletcher had no intention of going anywhere.
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“Bex and Ava are here,” Kylie called from her spot in front of the kitchen sink. They’d finished a relatively full morning in the arena for the third day in a row, and so far Fletcher barely chafed at her restrictions. Kylie couldn’t tell if she was still hoping to get time off for good behavior, or if maybe she felt worse than she let on. Judging from the way Fletcher had stretched out on the couch after lunch, Kylie suspected the latter, but she hadn’t nodded off. Instead, they’d been discussing plans for the days ahead, and Fletcher had seemed hopeful Bex’s arrival might bring good news on that front.

She sat up with only a slight intake of breath. “Maybe she’ll clear me to bathe.”

“Maybe she’ll give you a sponge bath herself.”

Fletcher grimaced much worse than she had when engaging her abs a second earlier. “Pass.”

Kylie laughed. “Might not be all bad. She’s apparently got good hands, and she’s incredibly good-looking.”

“A little too soft and smiley for my tastes.”

“A little too blonde for me,” Kylie added, then reached out to tousle Fletcher’s curls before catching herself. They’d managed to maintain the peace and even survived a few conversations pushing the border of casual, but she wasn’t sure she trusted either of them to move into an easy sort of affection. Still, she couldn’t restrain a little quirk of a smile as she said, “I like a darker kind of handsome.”

Fletcher regarded her warily and looked like she might say more, but the side door swung open and Bear bounded through. He skidded around the corner, nails scratching for purchase on the tile floor as he raced toward Fletcher, tail swinging wildly. Scrunching up his hindquarters like he intended to spring forward, Kylie reacted to the threat before she even assessed it. She lunged before the dog had a chance to and, catching him by the collar, swung her body between him and Fletcher.

“Down,” she commanded in an authoritative voice, and the big lug of an animal dropped his lumbering butt to the floor instantaneously, then stared up at her as if awaiting his next command.

“I’ll be damned,” Fletcher said behind her.

“Huh?” Bex stopped halfway through the door.

“What?” Ava called from behind her.

Bex stepped aside. “Kylie put herself between Bear and Fletcher.”

“Uh-oh.” Ava peeked in to see the dog sitting patiently, then raised her eyebrows.

“What?” Kylie asked.

Bex laughed. “I’ve been trying for, like, a year, and he’s never once sat for me. I even bribed him with bacon yesterday.”

“Are you serious?” Fletcher asked. “You fed my dog bacon?”

Bear whined a little, and Fletcher reached over to pet his head. “No bacon.”

“It’s hard to be the stepmom.” Bex shrugged. “Or at least I thought so until Kylie arrived.”

“And he’s our
 dog.” Ava came into the kitchen carrying a large tote. “We don’t load him up on artery-clogging junk, but a little treat every now and then won’t wreck his figure. Besides, he’s been worried about you. He kept pacing by the door and whimpering.”

Fletcher’s expression softened, and she gently eased herself off the couch onto one knee, running her hand over the top of Bear’s furry head. “I’m okay, buddy. No need to worry.”

Bear’s tongue darted out and swiped a long streak across her face before she leaned back and laughed. “Ugh, this is why I don’t let you kiss me. You’re sloppy.”

“Glad to know you’ve still got standards.” Kylie held out her hand to help her up.

Fletcher shot a pointed glance at Ava. “No bacon, no jumping, no French-kissing. They seem like low bars for dog ownership, but some people in the room can’t manage to hurdle them.”

“I can raise my dog how I want, Grumpy Mom,” Ava shot back, then smiled. “And if you’re going to take that attitude, I’ll take all these amazing meals I made you back home with me and Bear.”

“Shut up while you’re ahead, Bouchard.” Kylie cut back in. “We’re running low on canned soup, and it’s about to snow again. I’d hate to have to resort to cannibalism in the coming days.”

“Good call,” Bex said. “Ava’s been cooking nonstop, and I can vouch that the lasagna is life-giving.”

“Why don’t I inspect it while you inspect the patient?” Kylie suggested.

“Deal.” Bex pulled out a chair from the kitchen table. “Have a seat, Fletcher. You can listen to the menu while I prod a bit.”

Ava and Kylie stepped away to give them a bit of space while still staying within earshot. Bex helped Fletcher out of her overshirt.

“How’s the pain?”

“Manageable.”

“What’s that mean, given your superhero abilities?”

“When I’m holding still, I don’t even notice it’s there. It hurts when I tighten those muscles, but not as bad as the first day.”

“How are the meds affecting you?”

“She stopped taking them about six hours after we left the hospital,” Kylie called.

“Hey now,” Fletcher objected. “Aren’t you supposed to be busy?”

She rolled her eyes. “Sure. Ava, why don’t you tell me what you brought to share with Fletcher, who’s only taking a couple Advil before bed and first thing in the morning.”

Ava laughed, and began unloading her tote onto the kitchen counter. “I made a lasagna, a chicken casserole, a few helpings of beef stew, a meatloaf, some fresh bread, and an assortment of cookies.”

Kylie’s eyes went wide. “Are you real? I mean, what kind of modern woman even knows how to bake fresh bread?”

“That’s what I said the first time she made me biscuits.” Bex peeled back the tape holding Fletcher’s bandage in place. “Oh man, you look like a human Rorschach painting.”

Ava started putting casserole dishes into the fridge, but instead of helping, Kylie stood up on tiptoe to peek at Fletcher’s side, then regretted it. The wound itself was small and held closed by what looked like two sutures, but the skin around it swirled with purple, green, and yellow bruises. The sight of the skin she’d always found so perfectly tinted and toned made her stomach churn.

She’d never been a squeamish person. If she’d seen the same bruises on anyone else, she probably wouldn’t have felt much at all, but on Fletcher, the sight managed to be both gut-wrenching and rage-inducing. How could anything, even an inanimate object, have dared to mar such perfection?

Bex had no such issue, and lightly palpitated the bruised area starting from its furthest reaches and working in. “Any pain out here?”

“No,” Fletcher said evenly.

“And here?”

She shook her head.

“What about here?” She was only an inch from the puncture point now.

“It doesn’t hurt on the surface, only inside the muscle.”

How could that be? Kylie felt phantom pains even from a distance. Instinctively she moved her hand to her own side as if Bex had touched her body as much as Fletcher’s.

“You look good,” Bex finally said, clearly immune to the response she’d produced. “I’ll use a smaller dressing this time. It’s closing up nicely, but since I know you won’t stay out of the barn, I want to make sure we keep it clean.”

“Can I take a shower?”

Bex shook her head and pulled a few bandages out of her coat pocket. “It’s better not to soak the sutures. Let’s wait until your general practitioner clears you.”

Fletcher groaned. “I’m disgusting.”

“You don’t smell bad.” Bex gave her a little sniff as if making sure. “And you can rinse off with antibacterial wipes.”

“I’ve been doing that, but my hair’s oily and gross. I want to wash it, but it would wreck me to lean over the edge of a tub right now.”

“I can help.” Ava started forward as if she intended to make good on the offer immediately, but Kylie caught her arm.

“I can help her,” she said, then realized the comment came out sharper than intended and tried to rein in whatever emotion the idea of Ava washing Fletcher’s hair sparked in her. “I mean, we’ve still got work to do this afternoon. I’ll help her wash it this evening.”

“You’ve done so much.” Ava’s voice held only kindness. “I don’t mind helping Fletcher wash her hair while you do the barn chores.”

“I don’t mind doing it tonight. I’m staying here. I can handle her. I mean this.”

Ava searched her eyes as if trying to make sense of the shift in her tone. “Kylie, I thought we’d moved past this particular hurdle. I’m not any threat to—”

“I know.” She sighed. “And we have moved past that initial roadblock, but I’m, well, I’m working on another one.”

Ava nodded slowly but didn’t quite concede.

“I mean it, Ava.” Her voice dropped almost to a whisper. “I’m trying.”

Ava shrugged, then cast a tight smile around the room. “I guess you two will figure things out when you need to.”

Bex glanced at Fletcher, who only shook her head before saying, “Any chance either of you want to let us in on what’s happening?”

Kylie forced a little laugh. “If you don’t know, you don’t need to.”

Bex leaned closer to Fletcher and stage-whispered, “I think your little confession in the hospital led to a sort of clearing the air between the two of them.”

Fletcher frowned. “What confession?”

Bex pressed down the last side of the bandage and sat back. “You’re kidding, right? Or are we not talking about the elephant in the room?”

Fletcher’s voice grew deep and serious. “What confession?”

Bex looked to Ava and Kylie as if they might help. “She doesn’t remember?”

Fletcher grimaced as she stood up and pulled on her overshirt, then turned from one of them to the other until her eyes locked with Kylie’s. “Is someone going to tell me?”

Kylie did want to have this conversation at some point. A part of her ached for it, but not with an audience, and not before she’d had time to process what Fletcher had actually said, or to consider the charges Ava had laid at her feet about her own inability to say it back.

Only now, with Fletcher’s dark eyes on hers, it didn’t actually feel as if there were anyone else in the world, much less the room, and while there were still a million mines lurking below the surface, she didn’t have to uncover them all to find a single shred of truth, so she simply leaned into the one she held closest. “You said you loved me, but that was for Ava and me to hash out, because Fletch, you and I, we’ve always known what we felt for each other.”

Fletcher’s jaw tightened, and the muscles there strained as if she were chewing on the new information, or maybe the old feelings. The silence stretched into awkward territory, but still she never broke eye contact with Kylie. The two of them stared as the words and everything behind them settled into the space between. Then she finally gave one curt nod. “Okay.”

“Okay?” Bex asked.

“Anything else I should know, doc?” Fletcher sounded more tired than tense.

Bex shook her head. “Keep it clean and dry. Don’t do too much.”

“Got it.” Fletcher turned back to Kylie. “I suppose we need to get back to work.”

Kylie smiled slightly, grateful for once to have a common drive the two of them could count on together. “I’m ready when you are.”
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Fletcher sat at the kitchen table while Kylie cleaned the dinner dishes. Her limbs hung heavy, but her mind wouldn’t stop swirling like the snow falling outside.

The two of them had survived another lesson with her in the lawn chair. No, that wasn’t right. She’d survived. Kylie had thrived. Once Fletcher had been forced to sit still and actually focus on her, there was no denying her progress, and not just in the saddle. Her balance, her poise, her positioning, they’d all improved drastically, and the results followed. Kylie hit more targets than she missed even at a canter, and while she rarely struck the bull’s-eye, she also rarely missed in dramatic fashion either, which could also be said of Kylie in any number of other situations.

She might not have everything she ever aimed for, but she never seemed too far off from getting what she sought, and not for the first time, that led Fletcher back to the realization Kylie would likely secure the movie role she’d wanted bad enough to start them both down this path again.

Still, Fletcher’s brain and body refused to process the fact with the same painful point it had at the beginning. Something about her resistance had dulled, especially here in the quiet with the woman she’d grown used to again, standing barefoot in blue jeans and wearing one of Fletcher’s hoodies as she hummed softly while she rinsed dishes.


You said you loved me, but that was for Ava and me to hash out, because Fletch, you and I, we’ve always known what we felt for each other.


The comment floated though her mind anytime she allowed it to do so. She’d turned it around, inspected it, put it away, and pulled it back out again, but she still couldn’t summon much in the way of a conclusion. Kylie had delivered the words evenly enough, as if they made sense, almost as if they didn’t need saying aloud at all, and perhaps Fletcher internalized her attitude without meaning to.

Certainly, there were moments when the basic facts seemed evident enough. She and Kylie had grown up with each other. They’d figured out so much of who they were with each other, learned to love by loving each other. And they’d already talked openly about how they still stepped up for each other in moments of need. Kylie had been good for her during a seriously traumatic experience. She didn’t think it was wildly unreasonable for her to express strong emotions in the immediate aftermath. She remembered feeling deeply connected and experiencing gratitude for her strength, clinging to her hand, relying on her presence.

From a logical standpoint, she couldn’t find any reason to rebel, and yet the word love
 still produced a visceral reaction every time she played it. Her chest tightened, her teeth clenched, her face warmed. Nothing felt as casual as Kylie had made it seem. She probably could’ve come up with a million different descriptors to label her feelings for Kylie before she got to the word love
 , and she would’ve come up with a million more before she used the same word to describe how Kylie felt about her.

Her heart ached as Kylie moved around the kitchen with ease and a familiarity that hadn’t faded along with everything else when she’d left. Or maybe the rest of it hadn’t faded either. Maybe she’d only buried it under the same stones she’d stacked up around her heart.

Kylie put the last of the dried dishes in their place and pulled a towel from a nearby laundry basket. Laying it out on the countertop, she grabbed a smaller one from a drawer and rolled it neatly before setting it near the sink. Then she turned to Fletcher and smiled in a way that nearly cracked her open with its sweetness. “Ready to play beauty school?”

She shook her head, unable to process the question or the expression.

“Come on. It’ll be fun.”

“What will?”

“Me washing your hair.” Kylie patted the towels. “You can lay right here with your head by the sink, and you’ll be completely supported while I use the spray hose to treat those luxurious curls.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I know,” Kylie said seriously. “I don’t have to wash your hair, I don’t have to stay, you don’t have to let me. Neither of us has to keep doing the lessons. Hell, you didn’t have to do them in the first place. For that matter, I didn’t have to lie to Sophia LeBlanc. We can both pretend we got backed into corners or twisted around by fate. We made choices, Fletch, and I’m making this one because I want to.”

She stared at her, unsure where the burst of honesty had come from, but unable to disagree with any of it.

“Do you want your hair washed?”

“Yeah.”

“Then, let’s figure out how to get you up here.”

She stood and shed her flannel, leaving her thin, cotton tank top in place. “I, um, I can’t get into my sports bras. They’re too tight to pull on over my head with the wound.”

The corner of Kylie’s mouth curled up. “I’ve noticed. I’ll do my best not to turn this into a one-woman wet T-shirt contest.”

She nodded, glad one of them could still joke.

“I thought you might back your butt against the counter and sort of lean back. Then I could help you kick your feet up.”

She did as instructed and suffered a pain in her side no worse than getting in or out of bed in the morning.

Kylie stared down at her. “Okay?”

“Not bad.”

She reached over her, and the sound of water running into the metal sink carried the soothing quality of rain on a tin roof. Kylie’s body pressed close enough to warm Fletcher more than the cold countertop could overcome. She smelled of the barn, but also of herself, something every bit as elemental as dirt or rain.

Fletcher turned her head to see Kylie test the water on her own hand before scooping some onto her hair. “How’s the temp?”

“Perfect.”

She grinned down at her. “You always did like it hot.”

A memory rushed back to assault her senses with images of the two of them showering together in the little room at the back of the barn. Kylie always dived right into the spray before it was warm while Fletcher hung back, partly because she craved heat and partly to admire the sight of her all firm and slick.

“I always suspected it was because I ran hot where you were cooler in nature. We were both seeking what we didn’t have,” Kylie continued. “Isn’t it funny how we ascribe physical cues to personality traits?”

“I’ve never thought about it, but you always did seem hotter than me.”

“More hot-tempered maybe,” Kylie said. “But you were both hotter in the sex appeal sense and warmer blooded. Sleeping with you was like having my own personal fireplace to warm my toes on.”

She smiled softly as the warm water ran over her head, washing away the dirt and grime and maybe a few more of her defenses. It wasn’t hard to remember those nights with Kylie’s cold feet under the covers and her hot fingers in Fletcher’s hair, the same fingers massaging her scalp now. She closed her eyes and surrendered to the sensation as Kylie added shampoo and worked up a rich lather, taking the time to cover every curl. She cradled the back of Fletcher’s head and gently scrubbed down the nape of her neck, then back up behind her ears. The tenderness and attention to detail eased the remaining tension from her shoulders, and she allowed them to sag, trusting in Kylie’s ability and willingness to hold her up, at least in the moment.

“You know, when we first met, I might’ve been willing to murder you in order to get curls like these.” She ran her hands through them as she switched to rinsing. “I’ve always been impressed with how long they are when wet, but it’s because they spiral so thoroughly when they’re dry. If I didn’t know you, I’d swear you had the best perm artist in the world.”

She snorted softly. “Can you imagine me with a perm out in the barn and working in the rain? I’d look like a drugged poodle. Hell, sometimes I still do.”

Kylie gently pushed water back from Fletcher’s forehead to keep it from running in her eyes. “Still, the color’s so rich right now. It’s like I’m tangling my hands in midnight.”

“No.” She shook her head as much as she could without soaking either of them. “You have the best hair color in the world. You want to talk about murder. A million women would gladly kill to bottle what nature gave you.”

Kylie laughed. “I used to hate it. I felt like such a cliché, a fiery redhead.”

“But yours is so much more than red. It’s rich and layered, deep, like, I don’t know … there are hints of brown, and when you’re in the sun, there’s a current more gold than copper.”

“I haven’t had those streaks for years. My summers have been spent in dark theaters. It makes me more wine than fire.”

She leaned forward to grab the conditioner, and several strands of her hair brushed across Fletcher’s cheek. Without thinking, Fletcher caught them and twirled them around her index finger, holding them up for inspection. Kylie froze and stared down at her a long second before sighing.

“Sorry.” Fletcher released her.

“Don’t apologize.” Kylie went back to work quickly. “That’s the first time you’ve touched me on purpose in twelve years.”

“I don’t know. Things are fuzzy, but didn’t I hold your hand on the way to the hospital?”

“Okay, the first time when you weren’t in mortal danger.”

“When you’re this close, I’m always in danger,” Fletcher whispered.

Kylie closed her eyes and bit her lip. “I never wanted to hurt you.”

“I know.”

She paused. “Do you?”

She considered the question more carefully, then shook her head. “I’m not sure. God, Kye, I’m not sure of anything.”

“I get that.”

“Honestly?”

“Yeah.” Kylie kept sliding conditioner out from her scalp to the tips of her hair methodically, but Fletcher got the sense her mind wasn’t on the task any longer. “I don’t think I’ve been sure of much for a long time. There have been flashes of something like certainty, only they always disappear before I can grab hold.”

The concept felt familiar. “When was the last time?”

“In the truck, in the hayloft.” She met her eyes. “Right now.”

Fletcher’s mouth suddenly went drier than it ever had, her throat too. Kylie must’ve felt something similar because she wet her lower lip with the tip of her tongue.

“I’m trying real hard right now,” Kylie finally said softly.

“Trying to what?”

“Do the right thing.”

“What’s that?”

“I have no idea.” Kylie finally looked away, a little growl rumbling through her chest, so close it vibrated along Fletcher’s body, too.

Kylie grabbed the faucet hose once more and started rinsing. She swirled the water around, and rustled Fletcher’s mop of hair as long as reason would allow, giving the sense Kylie didn’t want this to end any more than she did.

While moments like this between them did seem to be coming more frequently, the peace never lasted nearly long enough, and recently she’d clung to that fact. She used the violent returns to animus as a sort of inoculation, relishing the sharp sting as a warning of the inevitable, but tonight she longed to linger here, in the space that, if not quite weightless, at least cradled them in something softer than she’d let herself sink into for so long.

Still, eventually, Kylie shut off the water and used another towel to shake out and scrunch up the remaining drops clinging to them both like stubborn hope. Then the gentle hand at the base of Fletcher’s neck found enough firmness to lift her upright.

The flash of pain in her side faded as soon as Fletcher found her feet, but the dull ache in her chest as Kylie stepped back seemed like it might be here to stay.





Chapter Twenty

“Kye, baby, it’s on!”

She held the phone out from her ear and squinted at the screen, trying to make sense of what was happening. She didn’t even remember answering, but she must have, because her first hint of morning awareness came in the unmistakable voice of Mimi assaulting her eardrum. “What?”

“Did you hear me?”

“Sort of.” She rolled over and sat up in the guest bed at Fletcher’s, but her brain still rebelled against the prospect of working. She’d slept like the dead ever since arriving at Fletcher’s, and even though they hadn’t shared a bed since she’d accidentally dozed off on their first night back from the hospital, she couldn’t deny that something about this place, or maybe their shared proximity, contributed to a peace she hadn’t been able to summon for ages. She sighed happily as she stretched her arms above her head.

“Hey.” Mimi snapped her fingers as if Kylie were a dog whose attention had wandered. “What are you doing?”

“I just woke up.”

“Get hoppin’. You have work to do. There are arrows to shoot and horses to ride and people to impress, because Talia Stamos agreed to this absurd plan of yours, and, for some unknown reason, she actually sounded excited.”

Kylie’s eyes opened all the way for the first time. “Seriously?”

“Serious as a heart attack, babe. She’ll be there in three weeks, and she didn’t fully commit, but she might bring Sophia along. You have a command performance for two of the biggest names in the business. Please tell me you’re ready.”

“I am,” she said quickly, then grimaced remembering how she’d gotten into this position in the first place. Was she rushing to overcommit again on instinct? She slowed her breathing and tried to quiet her spinning thoughts like she’d learned to do before taking a shot. Then, clearing the present from her mind, she deliberately recalled the details from her practice session yesterday afternoon. She and Winston had moved effortlessly together. The timing still wasn’t perfect, but she continued to make progress and had every reason to believe she’d continue to do so, especially with Fletcher’s own abilities continuing to improve. Still, something kept her from feeling comfortable with the unequivocal “yes” she’d first offered.

“I have all the skills,” she started more tentatively, “and I’m still improving daily. We’re also working on a plan to sort of stack the deck in my favor, so I’ll look impressive compared to the other riders. I may also play the role of ringmaster or emcee for the event to show off my knowledge.”

“Yes.” Mimi practically cheered. “Let them see you in command, your grace, your poise. Wear something regal, not like a costume. You don’t want to look like you’re trying too hard, but don’t make it a big leap for them to see you in a royal manner.

It wasn’t a bad idea. “Sounds good. The place isn’t fancy.”

“Do you want me to arrive early so we can stage it a bit?”

She couldn’t make the question compute. “Arrive where? Here?”

“Yes. I’ve been thinking, and while I don’t love the way you went about this, what you did was ballsy, and I’ve always liked you. You might be able to pull this off, and if you’re going all in, I guess I can, too.”

“You don’t have to come up here.”

“I remember how far out of civilization that place is, but my presence will lend you credibility.” Mimi laughed. “Besides, I plucked you from obscurity once because you showed me what you were made of. If you can do the same this time around, I’ll do my part, too. We’ll both be back in the city by midweek, and we can all pretend this little kerfuffle never happened.”

Then Mimi disconnected, having said all she needed to, and in her usual, abrupt way.

Kylie drew her knees to her chest and stared out the window. The words were all correct. They had a place, a date, an audience, and the faith of one of the most powerfully connected agents in the business. She’d done what she needed to do to seize this moment, and Mimi wasn’t wrong. They’d both done this before, right here, and with a project every bit as life-altering. Her entire past and present suggested she could summon a repeat performance, only, as she watched the snow falling on the barn and paddocks, she wasn’t sure she wanted to do all the same things again.

She closed her eyes and pictured Fletcher sleeping down the hall, her dark curls soft and fragrant from last night. Her body tightened and ached for the press of her lips, and the kiss they’d been so close to. She didn’t want to pretend none of that had happened. Still, she did want the part. In some ways, she wanted it more than ever since she’d hit her stride with the archery. She wanted a chance to shine, to prove herself, to take something meaningful and give it voice and life.

Her heart beat a little faster, whispering she still wanted everything Mimi offered her then and now, but this time around, she also wanted more.
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“Damn, it’s good to see you sitting up,” Bob said as he and Jenny walked by with bows in hand.

Fletcher nodded from her perch atop a hay bale, her back resting lightly against a barn wall. “I’m doing better every day. Thanks for taking care of the horses last week.”

“No problem. Jenny fed and watered the wild one there.” He nodded at Gabrielle. “I’m as surprised to see her out here as I am you.”

Fletcher shrugged. “We’re a team. We’ll figure it out together, which is why we’re both watching and learning today.”

“That’s right. I’m running the show, and you promised to behave.” Kylie stepped forward, a pair of jeans hugging her hips and a deep-blue waffle weave shirt snugged in all the right places.

Fletcher wondered briefly when she’d started noticing such things, or at least when she admitted to noticing them, instead of technical details like the guard around her forearm or the functional heel of her riding boots. “I haven’t moved an inch since people arrived. I’m just sitting here playing … what did you call it? Horse hostess?”

Kylie flashed a genuine smile. “I like you in that role.”

“And I’d like to see you use that bow,” Fletcher shot back without a hint of force.

Kylie glanced over her shoulder as if checking to see that the field was clear. Then her smile turned more mischievous as she planted her feet and drew an arrow from her quiver in one fluid motion. Fletcher’s breath caught as Kylie nocked the arrow entirely by touch and pulled the string back across her body. Angling the bow slightly to protect her arm, she fired.

The shot zipped through the air and landed dead center in the farthest target with a satisfying thump. Every head that hadn’t already been tracking the shot turned, and a small burst of applause broke out, but Kylie looked only at her, eyes dancing with amusement and mirth.

Fletcher’s own grin spread at the hint of cockiness there. Kylie was always most appealing at her most confident, and to see those attributes come into play in a domain that’d once belonged exclusively to Fletcher stirred something in her stomach she hadn’t let herself feel in a long time.

She had no idea how long the two of them might’ve stared at each other frozen in the moment and the emotions if Bob hadn’t blown out a little whistle. She finally glanced up as he turned from one of them to the other with a bemused expression. “Should the rest of us head out, maybe let the two of you take some time to yourselves, or, like, a cold shower?”

Kylie threw back her head and laughed, her hair shimmering in waves along her back. “Not a chance. I have an audience to command, or rather, teach. Come on everyone. Let’s go.”

And just like that, Kylie took control of Fletcher’s class. A few months ago, it would’ve driven her insane to see her step into the role. The audacity would’ve made her vision tinge red, but today she could summon only a healthy dose of amusement as the great movie star strode up and down behind a row of feed barrels tipped over in the dirt and topped with old lesson saddles. She gave pointers on positioning, offered gentle corrections with the kids, and doled out good-natured ribbing to the adults. The entire class responded to her one-on-one the same way audiences of hundreds always had. Even Ava had stepped back instead of hovering. She leaned against the arena wall, watching with a casual set to her shoulders and a serene sort of smile, causing Fletcher to wonder once again what had really transpired between her and Kylie.

“Jenny, if you rotate your bow a little bit, you’ll have a straighter line to draw up to your body,” Kylie offered, then leaned close enough to whisper in the girl’s ear for a second. When she stood back, Jenny’s cheeks had gone bright pink, but as she drew and released again, the arrow stayed true and hit the target dead-on. The girl beamed at Kylie with the kind of starstruck admiration Fletcher had held for her at that age.

“Great job.” Kylie gave her a little wink and strode on down the line, pausing in front of the hay bale to glance up at Fletcher. “Any notes, Madam Director?”

She shook her head.

“None?” Kylie feigned shock.

“You seem to have things under control.” Her voice held only the slightest hint of grudging.

“It’s unlike you not to nitpick something about my performance.”

“Only when you’re shooting. Turns out you’re a better teacher than archer.”

Kylie laughed. “There’s the bank shot. Still, I’m working on taking compliments where I can get them. I suppose there are worse things to be good at than teaching.”

“The teaching will help with the audition, too,” Fletcher offered. “You move and speak like someone who knows what’s what around here. They’ll never suspect you’ve been on a crash course.”

Kylie shrugged, not seeming nearly as pleased with the praise as Fletcher would’ve expected. “Or, if I fail to impress Sophia LeBlanc with my teaching persona, at least I’ll still have some semblance of a plan B.”

Fletcher frowned as some of the tension returned to Kylie’s shoulders.

“You know, the old drama-school teacher fallback option?”

“Yeah,” Fletcher said tightly. “I got it. Better focus on one class at a time.”

“Right.” Kylie rolled her eyes. “Mustn’t turn my back on kids alone with pointy objects.”

She walked on down the line, making sure everyone had taken all their shots before calling for their attention and releasing them to collect their arrows. The movements were right, she had her eye on the details, and everyone seemed happy to follow her lead. Plus, after what they’d witnessed last weekend, no one was eager to blow off safety concerns. Fletcher should’ve been pleased with how they’d all rebounded, herself included, and yet she felt more unsettled than she had in days.

Ever since last Saturday, she’d skipped from one moment to the next without acknowledging much beyond her current set of restrictions. It was as if having to wait for her next doctor’s appointment before making work plans also kept her from having to acknowledge anything else that could affect their larger realities. If she couldn’t say for sure what came next, how could she possibly conceive of weeks, months, or even years down the road? And why would she want to when she and Kylie had found some semblance of peace in the present? The last few days had progressed so naturally, so easy, so free from the fights and questions and fears. She’d allowed herself to settle into each encounter without waiting for some other shoe to kick her in the teeth, and damn it if that hadn’t been the danger all along.

How long would she have strolled casually down this path if Kylie hadn’t made her silly little self-deprecating comment about plan B?

No matter how much Kylie may tease, or threaten, or even worry about being forced to stay, she wouldn’t. The hook worked its way deeper, piercing skin and ripping at old scars, because once Fletcher’s mind started down this path, there was no way to stop it from remembering another time when this place and the work weren’t the only things destined to come up short for Kylie. No matter how close they’d grown or how strong the connection between them, mentally, emotionally, physically, she’d never been enough.

She’d never be enough.

It was an old narrative, so well-rehearsed it didn’t tax her at all to summon the lines. She could recite them the way Kylie could with her scripts.

She allowed her eyes to wander down the row to where the woman who’d walked away all those years ago stood chatting with Ava. The image of the two of them together nearly jolted Fletcher off her hay bale and out of the stupor she’d worked herself into.

Something had changed, and it nearly slapped her in the face.

Kylie had come back.

She was standing across the arena, and what’s more, if Kylie’s explanation of the emotions she’d directed at Ava until recently was to be believed, this wasn’t the first time she’d tried to return. Kylie had come back for her once before, and she was in the midst of doing so again.

Why hadn’t she stopped to consider that? Or maybe the better question was what would it mean for her to think about it now?





Chapter Twenty-One

Kylie sat curled up on the end of the couch, her feet tucked under her butt and a script open on the e-reader perched atop her lap. She’d spent the last hour refamiliarizing herself with Talia’s brilliant screenplay, and every line she read made her fall deeper in love. This entire movie screamed at her about the reasons she’d wanted to be an actress in the first place. The dialogue crackled, the characters were deftly developed, the plot hummed with passion and pageantry, and with Sophia Leblanc’s eye for cinematography, this film had the potential for timelessness. She sighed and set it aside for a second to stare at the fire and picture it all coming together in her mind.

“What?” Fletcher asked bluntly.

She glanced over to her where she reclined along the rest of the couch. “It’s all so magical.”

“What is?”

“This movie, or I guess it’s just a script now, but it’s going to make the most glorious film.”

“Oh.” Fletcher turned back toward the dancing flames.

“Hey.” Kylie felt a rush of excitement. “Why don’t we run lines like we used to?”

Fletcher shook her head. “I’m pretty tired.”

“One scene. Don’t you remember how we always—”

“That was a long time ago.” She cut her off. “I’m not up for replaying the good old days tonight.”

Kylie’s chest tightened, but she kept her voice calm. “I get it. We had a big day with a lot of people around. It went well though.”

“Very smooth,” Fletcher agreed without much affect. They’d cleaned up in companionable silence and then shared a nice enough dinner of Ava’s meatloaf while the conversation revolved around the students and a few upcoming chores. Fletcher’s utilitarian tone hadn’t seemed out of place then, but here, close and comfortable, it felt discordant.

“Did I do something wrong?”

“No.”

She waited for some assurance that never came. “If it bothered you for me to—”

Fletcher’s phone rang, rattling on the old wooden coffee table. She reached forward a little too quickly for Kylie not to suspect she welcomed the interruption, but the look on her face when she saw the screen softened the blow.

“It’s my mother,” Fletcher warned before accepting the call. “Hello?”

Kylie could hear the voice on the other end, but couldn’t quite make out the words, so she made her own inferences from Fletcher’s body language and her side of the conversation.

“Yes … Fine … I did, but I’m okay … No, I didn’t think to call you … Because I’m fine … No, it didn’t occur to me that you might hear it from someone else.” Her mother’s volume went up a level, and Fletcher sat more upright on the couch. “It was a fluke accident. There’s no permanent damage … A few stitches … No, of course I’m not stopping … Papa fell off horses multiple times when I was growing up. No, please don’t send Ryder over here … I’m not incapacitated, and I’m not alone.”

That, at least, earned her a pause, but it didn’t last nearly long enough, as clearly the next question had been the one she didn’t want to answer. Fletcher pinched the bridge of her nose. “Kylie’s here … You know who I mean … Yes, Kye Manchester.”

The explosion was loud enough for Kylie to hear, but also in French, so the increase in volume wasn’t exactly helpful on the eavesdropping front.

Fletcher responded in a much lower tone, but also in French. The words poured out of her like a lazy river on a sleepy summer afternoon, and Kylie had the urge to submerse herself in them. She’d always loved the way Fletcher could easily slip into another language. The elegance of it carried such a contrast to her rough exterior, and Kylie loved being one of the few people who knew the woman behind the persona, or at least she always had. She might’ve even felt that way now if not for the realization that Fletcher had lapsed into her mother’s native tongue only because Kylie’s presence was too upsetting for those emotions to be conveyed in English.

The words came faster and rougher as even Fletcher’s voice raised slightly, but just when Kylie thought, perhaps, she should leave the room, Fletcher hung up the phone and tossed it onto the ottoman. Then she sagged back onto the couch and closed her eyes. The two of them sat completely still for several minutes in a silence that no longer felt anything close to casual or comfortable.

The strain building between them for the last few hours held nothing on the waves of tension radiating off Fletcher now, and finally Kylie couldn’t stomach the secondhand stress any longer. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah.” The word sounded hollow.

She tried for levity. “I take it your mom was happy to hear we’re both doing well.”

Fletcher snorted.

“I couldn’t hear what she said, but I got the sense she’s still banging the same drum about your life choices.”

“You know what?” Fletcher groaned slightly as she rose, but her hand didn’t go to her side anymore, which suggested the discomfort came from a different wound. “I’m tired. I need to turn in early.”

Kylie bit her lip to stem her natural impulse to call bullshit. Fletcher did have every reason to be worn out before her mother had called, but adding a tense encounter in two languages would be enough to do anyone in. Still, Kylie didn’t want her to pull away again, so she said, “Why don’t I come up with you? I can help you—”

“No,” Fletcher said quickly but without much force. “I’m okay. I’m moving well, and I didn’t even work up a sweat today. In fact, I’m past the point where I need a live-in nurse.”

Kylie’s shoulders tightened. “You’ve hardly been a difficult patient. I honestly expected to have to fight you on everything.”

“Nothing’s been as hard as I feared, either, so that’s a good sign we can start getting back to normal.”

There was no normal for them, just a constant pendulum swing from one extreme to the other, and she’d only just started to feel like maybe they’d settled into the middle. Still, she didn’t dare say so right after the conversation she’d overheard without understanding. “Are you telling me to leave now?”

Fletcher rolled her eyes. “I have my doctor’s appointment Monday. Don’t make it sound like I’m kicking you out into the snow.”

“I didn’t mean to, but maybe you could at least help me understand what you are
 doing.”

“I knew you’d make a bigger thing out of this than it is.”

“It
 ? I don’t even know what it
 is in this context. The phone call? Your injury? Me sleeping here? I don’t understand what’s happening.”

“Nothing.” Fletcher sighed. “It’s nothing.”

“Okay, but what am I supposed to do with that?”

“Do whatever you want.” Fletcher turned to go, before adding, “You’ve always been good at that.”

“What the hell?” Kylie hopped off the couch and came around to cut Fletcher off before she reached the stairs. “What’s happening right now?”

“I don’t know.” She looked everywhere but her eyes.

“Fletch,” she pleaded, “talk to me.”

“I want to go to bed.”

“Okay, but why the potshot on your way out? Why the walls going back up? Why the half directions about me leaving without any real explanation.”

The muscle in Fletcher’s jaw strained as she ground her teeth together, either trying to find an answer, or maybe trying to hold one in.

“Come on, I understand it’s hard—”

“You don’t,” she finally snapped. “You don’t understand anything about what I’m feeling.”

“Then tell me.”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Because we don’t have these conversations anymore.”

Kylie winced at the quiet steel in her voice, and she clenched her fist at the urge to shoot back in kind. The words hurt, but Fletcher was clearly hurting, too. Kylie clung to that understanding as she tried again. “You’re right. We haven’t talked to each other openly, vulnerably, in a long time, but I thought we were getting better.”

Fletcher turned away again, but Kylie caught her shoulder and gently ran her hand over a strong bicep and down, aching for some connection, but as she reached her wrist, tightened fingers refused to open to her. “We’ve done a lot of things this week that we haven’t done in a long time, things neither of us believed we’d ever do again.”

“That’s a problem,” Fletcher growled.

“Why?”

Fletcher shook her head slowly, and Kylie’s entire body coiled.

She traced her fingers over the compass and arrow on Fletcher’s forearm with the gentle tip of one finger. “Why?”

“Because you hurt me, Kye!” Fletcher exploded. “More than hurt, broke. You broke me in a way I wasn’t sure could ever be mended, and I’m still not.”

Kylie stepped back, or maybe got knocked back by the raw force of the pain ripping through Fletcher’s voice.

“At first, I was shocked. Everything happened so fast, and I kept waiting to wake up, or for you to, because who the hell ever dreamed of some agent from New York coming to see a small university production and whisking away the one person I cared most about. It didn’t even feel plausible. We had so many plans.” Fletcher’s voice cracked, and for a second, it seemed like she might cry like the bewildered kids they’d been in those moments, but then the steel edged back in. “When I realized you were really gone, something inside me crumbled into a pile of dust and resentment.”

Kylie sighed, remembering her own sense of emptiness when she’d finally faced the same sort of truth.

“I always thought of myself as strong, steady, controlled, but in those moments, I got a glimpse of something terrifying in me,” Fletcher continued, her voice hollow, and its chill made Kylie shiver. “I was afraid of how low I got. The power of those emotions scared me in ways I’d never been scared of anything before.” Fletcher closed her eyes and swayed a second as if the darkness of those memories might be rushing up to overtake her again.

Kylie was about to reach out, to catch her and pull them both back up in the way neither had been able or willing to do for each other back then, but before she could grab hold, Fletcher’s dark eyes flashed once again, and this time they met hers with a cold, hard gaze.

“I had to slam the door and lock it to hold the monster at bay.”

Kylie nodded, understanding on a level beyond words.

“Then I learned to shoot first, and not just with arrows, though I did pour much of my helplessness into practice. I learned to take a defensive stance with people, with relationships, with my own emotions. I’d never survive another betrayal, so I couldn’t let myself get into that position ever again. I’d always thought firing was attack, power, action, but after you left, I learned to shoot first as defense so no one ever got close enough to hurt me again.”

“I don’t want to hurt you,” Kylie said.

“Then I guess there’s one place I was wrong. Maybe you don’t always get what you want, because you did hurt me.”

Kylie’s chest ached and her eyes stung. “I don’t want to do it again.”

“Good,” Fletcher said with more resignation than anything else. “If you genuinely mean that, you’ll go home after my doctor’s appointment.”

Kylie tried to nod, but her chin only fell to her chest and stayed there, too heavy to be lifted under the weight of the past and her current sense of obligation. She didn’t have the wherewithal or words to make a defense or try to summon an apology, but at least she didn’t find her usual urge to argue, either.

“I’ll go as soon as you get the all clear.” She accepted her sentence and listened to Fletcher’s footsteps fall on the stairs all the way to the top without ever once adding she might be able to leave, but if Fletcher really forced her to leave this place, there was no way she’d ever be able to go home again.

[image: Heart With Arrow with solid fill]
 [image: Heart With Arrow with solid fill]
 [image: Heart With Arrow with solid fill]


“Clean bill of health,” Fletcher said as soon as she stepped through the door to the barn where Kylie and Ava stood waiting for her and Bex to return.

Ava beamed happily. “All better? One hundred percent?”

“Well,” Bex drew out the word in a way that undercut the confidence Fletcher hoped to project to the group. “Let’s say, ‘healing impressively.’”

“What does that mean?” Ava asked, and while Kylie hadn’t stepped any closer, she leaned her arms on the half wall of Winston’s stall and gave Bex her full attention.

They’d all wanted to go with her this morning, but Fletcher had put her foot down, so they’d decided Bex was best suited to serve as driver, chaperone, and medical interpreter for the group. Still, Fletcher could speak for herself, so she cut in before Dr. Leone had a chance to get rolling.

“The wound has closed nicely with no signs of infection. I still have full sensation in the area, which means the nerve endings are working.”

“What about the sutures?” Ava asked.

“They’ll dissolve or come out on their own. No more chance of pulling them out by accident or causing the puncture point to open.”

“Very little chance,” Bex corrected, “but things like showering can get back to normal.”

Fletcher purposefully avoided Kylie’s eyes and the memories that news would spark if she allowed it to.

“And I can return to regular activity.”

“Slowly,” Bex added the unwelcome modifier. “No tossing hay bales or riding bucking broncos on the first day.”

“Right.” She wrestled the narrative back. “I need to listen to my body and stop if soreness escalates to pain, but feeding horses and raking hay should be fine.”

“What about riding and shooting?” Kylie asked softly.

“Yes,” Fletcher said at the same time Bex said, “Maybe.”

She rolled her eyes. “The doctor, my
 doctor, not Dr. Leone, said I’m not restricted from my regular activities as long as I don’t have any pain when I try.”

Bex nodded. “I don’t disagree with the assessment, with the addendum you not try to do everything at once, so if there are consequences, you can isolate which activity caused them.”

“So, like, go back to riding one day, and then try shooting the next before combining the two?” Ava asked.

“Sure,” Fletcher agreed, partially because she wanted to be pragmatic in her approach, and partially because she would’ve said almost anything to get them off her case. “And I’ll even start on Winston to be safe, but if you all don’t mind, I’ve been off work all week. I’m ready to get back to some semblance of my life again.”

“I totally understand,” Bex said.

“I do, too,” Ava agreed, then nodded toward Winston. “Go ahead.”

They all waited expectantly, and Fletcher slowly realized they intended to watch. “No. Not a chance. I was trying to be polite, but let me spell it out now. I want to get back to work without an audience, which means no more babysitters.”

Ava blushed. “Oh.”

Bex grinned. “You can’t blame us for trying, but, honestly, I’m shocked you let us stick around this long. You know we’re just a phone call away.”

“I do, and I also know you’ll find several excuses to stop by.”

“Fair enough,” Ava said grudgingly, then reached for Bex’s hand. “I guess I’ll let you buy me lunch.”

Bex smiled broadly. “Lucky me.”

“Make good decisions,” Ava called on her way out. “Bye, Kylie.”

Fletcher watched them go, then turned around slowly. “What about you?”

Kylie shrugged. “I intended to shift back into work mode myself if that’s okay.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’m here. I need to practice. I was about to saddle up Winston until you called dibs, but I can shoot from the ground or maybe use a saddle on one of the barrels like the kids do. I need to improve my release points for the third shot in the sequence.”

Fletcher frowned, not because it sounded like a ploy, but because it didn’t. Which didn’t mean it wasn’t totally calculated. Kylie had always been a master at getting her way without letting someone realize what they’d conceded, but she hadn’t pushed for much of anything lately. Even when Fletcher had demanded she leave, Kylie hadn’t crossed any lines.

She sighed heavily at the memory and the events that had sparked it, the echo of her mother’s words, which in themselves were only echoes of arguments they’d had forever. Nothing she’d ever done was good enough, not for her parents and not for Kylie. When pushed, too open and too raw, she’d unloaded all of her fear and hurt and anger right at Kylie’s feet.

She wasn’t proud. She’d let everything get the best of her, and every time she replayed the conversation in her mind, she felt more than a minor prick of embarrassment about how much she’d admitted about her vulnerability, how low she’d gotten, the way she’d built defenses. What kind of power must Kylie think she held over her now?

Only, she didn’t seem to be exerting any of it. On the contrary, when she’d come downstairs this morning, Kylie’s suitcase was already packed and sitting by the door, which had only made her already tight shoulders twinge for a new reason. The reminder Kylie was leaving should’ve strengthened her resolve. Instead, it left her resistance weaker, as if not having something to brace herself against made her feel as though she were falling forward.

Kylie shifted from one foot to the other. “Look, we’ve got less than three weeks to train, but if you tell me to leave, I’ll respect your choice.”

The statement was almost shockingly reasonable. When had Kylie respected any of her choices, especially when they conflicted with her own? Had their changed roles reversed, and if so, did that make Fletcher the unreasonable one? She rubbed her face and muttered, “Fuck.”

“What?” Kylie stepped forward as if she might touch her, but then thinking better of it withdrew her hand, another subtle signal she was actually trying to honor Fletcher’s boundaries.

She gritted her teeth. This is what she’d wanted, what she’d proclaimed from day one. “You can stay.”

Kylie arched an eyebrow.

“Not in the house, but here, to work. You can practice, not babysit me.”

The corner of Kylie’s lips curled up, but not in triumph so much as genuine happiness, which served only to rattle Fletcher further, who fleetingly wished she didn’t have those smiles catalogued well enough to tell the difference.





Chapter Twenty-Two

Kylie hit the third shot in her sequence and fought the urge to let out a whoop of triumph. She was still missing that particular shot as often as she made it, but every time she did, she felt a little closer.

Picking up Winston’s reins, she eased from a canter to a trot and then wheeled him around as her eyes swept the arena.

Fletcher wasn’t there. She tamped down her surge of disappointment with the same force as Winston’s hooves hitting the sandy ground beneath them. Not that it would’ve made any difference if Fletcher had been watching. The two of them had been eerily neutral around each other all week, which wasn’t to say the old walls had gone back up. Not exactly. It was more like they’d taken all the emotion and energy they’d pointed at each other and funneled them into preparing for the showcase taking place two weeks from today.

Perhaps Fletcher was eager to have a deadline on their time together, or maybe she simply preferred concentrating on something concrete instead of the emotional gauntlet of the last few weeks, but at least she’d been more forthcoming than usual when it came to practice and instruction. She’d also enlisted Ava’s help to promote the event, and within a few days, Kylie began seeing flyers for the showcase everywhere she went. By the end of the week, the whole town wanted in on the action. Even Kylie’s mom set aside her nervousness about all the time spent out at the farm when she heard about the prospect of a shopping trip to find Kylie something regal to wear in her role as queen of the festivities.

Fletcher did her usual good-natured grumbling about Kylie turning her shooting ring into a circus, but she’d smiled grudgingly as they’d crossed off the last open competitor’s spot on a full slate of reservations. Apparently, her former students and other local horse archery hobbyists weren’t immune to the excitement of a celebrity in their midst, and they didn’t even know the half of it. Kylie hadn’t told anyone outside of their immediate circle about the movie role at stake or about their powerful guests of honor. No, the locals seemed eager enough to see what she and Fletcher had been up to out here. The genuine affection and interest should’ve done wonders for her confidence and self-esteem, but before she collected her arrows from their well-struck targets, she glanced over her shoulder one more time.

With no sign of the person whose interest she most longed for, her shoulders and her heart both sank a little lower, disappointment compounded by the fact that she still cared about Fletcher’s opinion more than anyone else’s.

Kylie collected her arrows, then gathered Winston’s reins, trying not to make too much out of the fact that Fletcher had already set up for the class before she got here this morning, so they didn’t get to work together so much as on parallel tracks.

Then again, she’d had plenty of time to practice pretending the distance between them didn’t ache. At least Fletcher’s emotional outburst last week had more context. Those moments had been raw and nearly as painful to watch as they must’ve been for Fletcher to relive. She’d all but drawn Kylie a roadmap to her fears, her pain, and her coping mechanisms, particularly the propensity to shoot first when triggered. Maybe it would’ve been easier to overcome if Kylie didn’t share that particular impulse, but that also helped her understand its power. She’d spent the days since then working excruciatingly hard to keep from hitting any of the land mines between them, and as a result, she felt certain they’d broken their all-time record for being in each other’s company without combusting in one way or another. Still, she couldn’t shake her suspicion that the peace had not brought with it any of the progress the fraught fire of prior weeks inspired.

Her uneasiness about that contrast still unsettled her nerves when Fletcher led Gabrielle into the arena.

Kylie turned, letting her eyes wander over the pair of them. Fletcher wore jeans that hugged her toned ass and legs. Kylie’s gaze lingered on her thigh flexing under the leather straps of her thigh quiver before the meaning of the detail burned through her haze. She widened her inspection to include Gabrielle, who’d been in the arena with them all week, only today she wore the rich Australian saddle Fletcher preferred for shooting.

“Hey.” Kylie’s throat constricted, and she tried to keep the fear welling up inside her from seeping into her voice. “What’s the plan?”

Fletcher’s dark eyes swept over her as if she’d forgotten she was there, and Kylie clenched her teeth against the sting. So much for absence making the heart grow fonder. They’d been emotionally distant all week. Now Fletcher seemed primed to do something drastic without even caring about how much it terrified Kylie.

“I’m going to warm Gabrielle up for class,” she said flatly.

“Please don’t.” She hadn’t meant to sound so pleading, but the hint of emotion must’ve landed behind Fletcher’s walls, because the set of her shoulders softened slightly.

“I want to lead everyone through the whole progression at a walk as many times as possible. It’ll be good practice for Gabrielle to be around that many things going on at once.”

“Okay.” She drew out the word as she fought the urge to argue outright. “Are you sure both of you are ready?”

Fletcher clutched the pommel of the saddle. “There’s one way to find out.”

Kylie swung off of Winston in an instant, causing Fletcher to falter. “What are you doing?”

“I don’t know. I mean, helping, or catching …” Kylie’s voice trailed off. There was nothing she could do. The helplessness of that realization made the arena floor feel like quicksand.

“Hey,” Fletcher said calmly. “I’ve been bucked off before, and if I’d let it stop me the first time, I would’ve missed out on everything I love about this life and this sport.”

Kylie nodded. She understood, at least intellectually, but knowing something and feeling okay with it were two different things. “I just … when I close my eyes, I still see all the blood.”

“I’m sorry.” Fletcher sounded genuine enough, but not nearly as affected. “But I can’t give up on something I’m passionate about because I got hurt once. Besides, I made a commitment to working with Gabrielle, to helping her learn and grow.”

“But she’s still skittish and jumpy and unpredictable.”

Fletcher stroked the horse’s neck and ran her hands through her sorrel mane. “Yeah, but she’s also young. She got scared and made a mistake because she got pushed into something she wasn’t ready for. That’s as much my fault as hers.”

Kylie’s breath caught at both the explanation and the ease with which Fletcher offered it.

“I’ve kept her too sequestered. I hadn’t thought about what it would mean for her to be locked in my little bubble for too long.” Fletcher grabbed hold of the saddle once more and swung herself up into it. “She needed more exposure to the wider world at a younger age. It’s not unreasonable for her to bolt the first time I let her loose.”

The ache in Kylie’s chest expanded. “So, it’s more about age and lack of experience than some deep character flaw?”

Fletcher leaned forward to pat Gabrielle’s flank. “I suppose. She doesn’t seem particularly flighty right now. We have to learn to trust each other more until we figure out how to work together better going forward.”

Kylie pursed her lips as the back of her eyes stung slightly, and she blinked a few times to set them right again.

“What’s wrong?” Fletcher asked, finally seeming to notice her distress.

“Nothing.” She sighed and looked away.

“Obviously it’s something. Are you angry at me or just worried?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know. Both. Neither. Hearing you talk like that, I can’t help but wonder why this horse gets afforded that level of care and understanding and forgiveness for her actions, and I don’t.”

Fletcher sat back, her eyes wide, lips parted as an exhale stirred the dark curls along her brow, but she didn’t say anything.

The longer the silence spread between them, the more the chasm grew and the more it hurt. Finally, she stepped back and shook her head before turning to go. “I guess that tells me everything I need to know.”

“Wait.” Fletcher called steps before she reached the barn, but Kylie was already walking away.

Again.
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Fletcher unstrung the last student bow and hung it neatly on a peg in the tack room. Then she paused to collect herself before heading back into the arena.

Class had gone exceedingly well. Every participant had hit a target from horseback with either Ava, Fletcher, or Kylie leading them at a walk, and about half of the students with prior riding experience were able to direct themselves independently through the sequence with mixed shooting results. Jenny had even managed to hit two of the three targets at a faster pace. And Gabrielle had stayed calmly alert through it all without any indication of spooking.

Fletcher should’ve been thrilled, but she hadn’t been able to shake the funk that’d settled over her earlier when Kylie had asked why the horse got more understanding, care, and forgiveness than she had.

She shook her head again, wishing she could dislodge the echo of that question from her memory, or at least force it into some sort of compartment she could close off. Instead, she’d spent the last few hours experiencing the gamut of emotions from shock to confusion to annoyance to contemplation. It seemed wildly reductive to compare the biggest heartbreak and betrayal of her life to the actions of a skittish horse, but each time she replayed the conversation, she understood more about why Kylie had drawn the connection, which only led her back to annoyance.

Kylie had been young and scared and overwhelmed when she made the choices that had shattered Fletcher. And while she hadn’t let herself see it at the time, she’d learned enough in the last few weeks to suspect she hadn’t ever intended to hurt her, at least not at first. Still, Kylie wasn’t an animal, subject to only her basest instincts. She was a woman with free will and the ability to make or review choices. She’d had ample opportunity to right the wrong if she’d wanted to. She could have, what? Come back? That’s what Fletcher had wanted initially. Only, now she knew Kylie had
 tried to come back at least once when she was with Ava, then again, now, to ask for help.

She gritted her teeth against the impulse to make excuses for her, or worse, offer absolution. She didn’t want that, and even if she did, what could it possibly change? The thoughts were too big and fraught and chaotic to sort out twelve years of stubborn pain in the space of a single afternoon.

Fletcher forced her confusion down and stepped out of the tack room only to collide with Kylie.

They both caught hold of each other instinctively, her hand landing on the curve of Kylie’s waist, fingers twitching to squeeze or caress before defenses took hold and she stepped back.

“Sorry,” Kylie said with a hint of a smile, equal parts exhaustion and amusement.

“No, I wasn’t paying attention to where I was going.”

“Wow.” The corners of Kylie’s mouth curled even more. “Look at us making little mistakes and not exploding at each other.”

Fletcher took another step back as the topic she’d been avoiding came rumbling close to the surface again.

“I guess you were right. Learning and growing can help people work a little better together,” Kylie continued. “Oh, look, it happened again. I admitted you were right about something other than archery. Maybe we should call some of the neighbors and see if their pigs have started to fly.”

She didn’t laugh at the little quip. “Can we not do this right now?”

Kylie’s tired eyes lifted to the ceiling for a few seconds before her expression tightened. “Sure. Your place, your rules. In case you haven’t noticed, I’ve been working hard to honor those boundaries after our talk last week.”

She nodded. She’d noticed, but she hadn’t attributed it to Kylie’s respect for her so much as her own unwillingness to let her in again. Still, Kylie hadn’t put up much of a fight, which was out of character.

“But for clarity’s sake,” Kylie went on in the same even tone, “when you say ‘right now,’ you mean ‘never,’ right?”

And there it was.

Fletcher rolled her eyes. “I’ve been waiting for the other shoe to drop. Honestly, I sort of suspected you to return to the theatrics as soon as I was cleared for work again.”

“Theatrics?” Kylie’s eyes flashed with either hurt or anger, or both. “Now wait a second. You’ve spoken your piece several times lately, and I’ve listened. I’ve sat with your last outburst all week, and, honestly, I’ve carried all that and more for years without ever once accusing you of being overly dramatic. You’ve made your side of the story painfully clear. I hurt you. I walked away. I did damage. I’m the reason you have trust issues and intimacy issues and emotional constipation.”

“Um, not sure I said any of that.”

“I’m summarizing.” Kylie waved her off as she picked up steam. “The point is, I’ve accepted my share of the blame many times over. Hell, I practically said as much when I emotionally identified with your freaking horse this morning. Do you need to hear it all again?”

Fletcher glanced away, not sure if she wanted to, but Kylie caught her shoulders and turned her back.

“I freely and openly admit I didn’t handle things as well as either of us would’ve liked. We were twenty-two years old, and an internationally famous agent appeared out of thin air to offer me a dream role in a major movie. I didn’t know how to handle any of that.”

“But you wanted those dreams more than me.”

“No. You don’t get to rewrite the story, and it doesn’t even make sense, because we both know I’m greedy enough to want it all. I wanted all of our dreams, yours and mine, with
 you. And what’s more, I made that abundantly clear at the time.”

She clenched her jaw against the truth of the statement. “Maybe in theory, but when push came to shove, you couldn’t conceive of any option that didn’t involve me setting aside my life, my work, my dreams to follow yours.”

“In five days? I had five days to rearrange my whole world.”

“And you did, without offering me any space in your new life, no picture or prospect outside me living in your shadow, sitting in trailers, or boxed up in a city apartment, or what? What else? You never could tell me what role you thought I’d play in your big Hollywood adventure.”

“Because I didn’t know!” Kylie exploded. “I was asking for us to figure things out together, and no, I didn’t know how it would work because I didn’t know how anything worked. Why’s that so hard to believe? I was in over my head and begging for your help. I needed your calm, your steadiness, your faith in me, and you refused.”

The words didn’t align with the story Fletcher had told herself over and over, but she couldn’t deny Kylie’s raw vulnerability, so she swerved around it. “Then I guess we were both wrong because you did fine without me.”

“I didn’t. I was lost, anchorless, in a sea of predators and phonies.” Kylie’s mouth twisted as if something hurt. “I drowned in toxic pools of men who wanted to put their hands on me, and women who wanted to get close enough only to stab me in the back.”

Fletcher’s stomach revolted at the idea, but even when she looked away, Kylie didn’t release her.

“Do you know how many nights I spent teetering on the brink of a breakdown? It wasn’t weeks or months. It was years, Fletch. Do you know how bad it hurt to know that the only thing I ever needed in my bones wanted me back only if I surrendered to her every term?”

“Not true.” She finally pushed back. “I wanted you on any terms that didn’t require me to relinquish everything else.”

“I never asked that of you.”

“Didn’t you?” Fletcher tried to spit out the question, but her memory faltered. Surely she wouldn’t have clung to something for so long if it wasn’t true. Hadn’t Kylie asked her to give up her life here? She couldn’t remember the words now, which was odd because she remembered so many others. “You asked me to move to LA with you.”

“Yes, initially I did. I wanted you by my side, always, because I loved you that much, but in the end, I would’ve settled for much less. I said so on our last night together, but you’d already shut me out. You didn’t even listen when I begged you.”

Fletcher scoffed at the idea. “You’ve never begged anyone for anything.”

“Yes, I have. I’ve begged you. That last night we both set the bar as low as we could go.”

Fletcher shook her head again, trying to remember, or maybe trying not to, but she couldn’t stop the images she’d held at bay for years from flooding her brain. Kylie’s tear-streaked face as she stood in the driveway, her suitcase packed in the still-running car behind her, the way she’d clutched at Fletcher’s shirt while she cried.

“Do you honestly not remember the last salvo?” Kylie pushed, her voice raked raw almost the way it had been then. “In the end, I only asked you to wait for me … and you—”

“I asked you to stay,” Fletcher said flatly.

Kylie had already made her choice. Fletcher had known it then. She’d seen it in the suitcase, in the headlights, in the glint of her eyes. Kylie had made up her mind to go, but it was Fletcher who’d made the ultimatum that had closed the door on them as a couple. She swayed at the realization she’d refused to see until this moment, and she might have fallen if not for Kylie’s strong hands on her arms.

“What?” Kylie’s fingers moved to the spot where the arrow had pierced Fletcher’s skin, but it wasn’t the wound that burned now.

“But you were so mad at me,” she mumbled.

“Yeah.” Kylie laughed bitterly. “Fucking enraged, and also hurt and scared and betrayed, just like you. I lived with all those emotions you unloaded on me earlier this week, too, and I picked up many of the same skills to cope. I resented you and worked against your memory and fueled my career with spite to prove I could rise above that kind of rejection. And I lied. I lied to myself, and I lied to you.”

Fletcher lifted her eyes. “To me? After you left?”

“No, last week when I said I never wanted to hurt you. I did, once. But I couldn’t sustain it. I tried to needle or twist the knife, or that’s what I told myself, but it was stupid and delusional.”

“What are you talking about?”

“When the crew of my first movie asked me how I wanted to be billed in the credits, I told them … I told them—”

“You told them”—Fletcher’s stomach sank, all the fire burning there turning cold—”to list you as Kye instead of Kylie.”

She nodded, a grimace distorting her beautiful features. “You were the only person who’d ever called me that, and for one moment I told myself I wanted you to see it, and I wanted it to hurt, but I don’t think it worked.”

“It worked,” she said flatly. “Every time I heard someone say it or saw it on a poster, it felt like you’d robbed me of something deep and personal, and then shared it with strangers.”

“I never wanted that. I told myself I did, but over the years I’ve had to live with the choice, and I’ve realized that, even in my rage, the thought of never hearing you say it again drove me mad. So, I asked everyone else to, desperately hoping someday it might sound as right on one of their lips as it did on yours.”

“Did it?” Fletcher asked, unable to steel herself for the answer before Kylie ran her hand up from arm to shoulder, to the back of her neck.

“Not until you called out to me in the hayloft.”

Fletcher’s knees buckled at the relief, and this time when Kylie caught her, it was in the form of a fiery kiss.





Chapter Twenty-Three

Fletcher’s mouth felt like every monumental, hyperbolic cliché Kylie had ever heard and then some. Rain in the desert, light in the darkness, home after exile. Without the anger and aggression that had fueled them last time, the passion they’d locked away finally had the chance to expand. It filled the spaces between them and continued to grow until they kissed deeply in a haze of unencumbered desire.

Their lips parted, a simultaneous request and acceptance, and Kylie’s world tilted as Fletcher’s tongue slid across her own. She’d had hundreds of kisses over the years, on sets, on stages, in dark rooms and hotel beds, but every memory of the others dissolved against Fletcher’s lips. She’d forgotten the sensation of being the singular focus of something so intensely consuming. Fletcher was flawless in her approach, thorough and attentive, unrushed without ever growing lazy, every detail seen to, explored, lifted up. Kylie relished the press of her lips, the heat of her breath, a strong hand closing on the curve of her hip.

Lord, how Kylie wanted this woman, ached for her in her marrow. Her body arched toward her like a bow eager to be drawn, or an arrow made to be lifted from a quiver. She couldn’t exist in an inert state any longer. Sliding her palm up from Fletcher’s neck, she sank her fingers into the lush, black curls and wrapped her other arm around her back. She needed more contact, all the places. She had no plan here, but her body remembered the way. They melded together so easily, so naturally without the hard edges they’d honed over the years. How could she have let herself forget the way they fit against each other’s languid forms?

Moving both hands down Fletcher’s back now, she caught the hem of her shirt and slipped underneath. Her nails ran lightly over the heat of toned muscle, and Fletcher shuddered. The little tell sent another shot of arousal through Kylie, and she intended to repeat the motion, only this time she pushed the shirt higher to encompass the entirety of Fletcher’s torso along the way. She was nearly to the underside of those strong arms when Fletcher stepped back.

“No.”

Kylie’s eyes flew open in a panic, her body and brain both screaming at the withdrawal, but the flame in Fletcher’s eyes said the opposite of the word on her lips.

Kylie froze, no longer wanting to override Fletcher’s will with force, but still not at all certain either of them could trust themselves to honor a command given so weakly or warrantlessly. Standing there in a swirl of her confusion, a terrible fear welled up that Fletcher might reject her again. The prospect left her nearly bereft as she echoed the word still ripping through her brain. “No?”

Fletcher shook her head. “I mean, not here.”

Kylie managed to arch an eyebrow. It was all her brain could summon in the form of a question.

“We’re not teenagers anymore.” Fletcher bit her lip hard enough for it to turn white. “That’s the point you’re trying to make, right?”


Was it?
 Kylie wasn’t sure she’d been trying to prove anything. Then again, she couldn’t remember much before the moment their mouths met.

“We’re talking about rewriting old stories and breaking patterns.” Fletcher stepped closer again, her hand once more against Kylie’s hip. “Surely, we can find an actual bed this time.”

Relief surged through Kylie, every bit as hot and full as the desire that drove them to this point.

Fletcher kissed her again, as deeply and passionately as before, but without the frenetic rush or edge of desperation.

Then they moved together, down the aisle and out of the barn to where even the cold clutch of winter couldn’t diminish the fire building between them. Pouring into the house, they kicked off boots, stripped socks, and dropped outer layers to the floor before Fletcher took Kylie’s hand with a tender kind of command and led her barefoot up the stairs.

As they reached the second-story landing, the kiss resumed and Kylie closed her eyes. Feeling along the way in some sort of long-recessed memory, she counted the steps to the bedroom they’d shared so many afternoons and nights all those years ago. Only when her fingers smoothed against the door of Fletcher’s teenage room, they didn’t turn. Instead, Fletcher urged her on, steering subtly with her hands until Kylie bumped up against another door that swung back under the slightest pressure.

She opened one eye enough to see they’d entered Fletcher’s current room, the space she inhabited in the here and now. Different and thrilling, the setting spoke to more than a convenient location or a soft place to land. This time it also signified a deliberate shedding of who they used to be in favor of who they’d become, or perhaps who they could become if they dared to blend the two.

She grew dizzy with anticipation and drunk on possibility. Thankfully, this time, Fletcher didn’t pull away when Kylie caught hold of her shirt, pushing up slowly. Breaking the kiss only long enough to pull it over Fletcher’s head, she tossed it to the floor. Never one to be outdone, Fletcher worked her way, one button at a time, up from Kylie’s navel to her throat before slipping her shirt over her shoulders.

From there they took turns undressing one another, kissing when they could, their mouths and hands working independently, skillfully, purposefully on belts, snaps, and clasps. Fletcher grinned slightly against Kylie’s lips as she unclipped her bra.

“Still good with your hands, Bouchard,” Kylie mumbled, “and still amused by your own skill.”

Fletcher laughed, a low little rumble, sending a thrum of desire through Kylie’s chest.

Stepping back enough to take hold of Fletcher’s sports bra, she peeled it off, and they stood for a moment, transfixed at the sight of each other, not as who they’d been, but as who they were here, now, in the full light of a winter afternoon.

Kylie might have worried about the comparisons Fletcher could draw between the body before her and the one she likely remembered from their youth, but as dark eyes traced the swell of her breasts, the curve of her hips, the slight rise of her stomach, nothing but unabashed desire played across those usually stoic features, giving no space for insecurities to take root.

Fletcher continued to stare at her hungrily as she unclasped Kylie’s jeans and pushed them down low enough for gravity to take hold and do the rest. “You are gorgeous.”

Kylie intended to mirror both the motion and the sentiment, but as her hands skimmed over Fletcher’s waistband, her fingertips grazed the fresh scar along her lower abdomen, and she stopped short.

“It’s okay,” Fletcher said. “I barely feel it anymore.”

Kylie shook her head. How could that be possible when she still felt it so acutely? Bending low, almost to her knees, she kissed the scar before noticing a smaller one higher on her ribs. She kissed that as well, and when Fletcher’s hands moved to cup her face, Kylie caught hold of them, kissing each scar on her knuckles and a light white line on her forearm. So many scars, so many wounds barely healed, how had she not seen them until now?

She remembered something her mother mentioned about water under the bridge between them. She couldn’t deny the reality, but here, standing exposed and open in front of Fletcher, nor could she believe their bridge had been washed away completely. There was still a path for them between their many divides. There had to be, or else they couldn’t be here now, with her body aching to be touched softly by those rough hands.

Reverence gave way to something stronger. She unbuckled Fletcher’s belt and swiftly removed both the jeans and boxers. This time she didn’t stand idly by to admire the body before her. No, she wanted a more active form of worship at this temple. With a hand flat against Fletcher’s firm chest, she pushed her back to the bed until her knees buckled against the mattress and she fell without a fight.

Kylie wasted no time climbing atop her, hooking one leg over the toned torso and straddling Fletcher’s hips. Her knees pressed into the bed, and she lowered her bare center to the ridges of those strong abs, the whole time watching the dark depths of Fletcher’s eyes swirl with attraction burgeoning into lust.

She rocked back and forth lightly, painting Fletcher’s stomach with the evidence of her need before groaning, “I want to feel you move inside me.”

Fletcher obliged eagerly and slipped one hand between them at the point where their bodies met. Kylie held her breath as one finger slipped inside, then another before she had time to adjust fully. She threw her head back as all the air left her lungs, then settled even lower, relishing the stretch of every stabilizer muscle she’d developed over the last four weeks as she rode Fletcher with utter abandon.

Fully exposed physically and open emotionally, she set the pace and depth, but Fletcher’s eyes pulled her on, drew her up, and eased her back. Kylie had always loved watching Fletcher watch her. The emotions played clearly across her face, like a film on a screen, the awe and attraction raw and unrivaled. Lord, how she’d missed being seen by this woman without all the barriers and barbed wire they’d tried to erect between them. Or maybe they were still there. She wasn’t naïve enough to believe they’d dug up every land mine, but perhaps that’s what made this moment even more powerful. Right here and now they were willing to risk being ripped open to be together like this again.

The orgasm built in her slowly but steadily, like a rising tide, the kind that curls toes and coils muscles. She didn’t want anything about this to end, and yet she also craved the crash of sweet surrender. Still, Fletcher stroked, in and out, cradling Kylie’s need literally in the palm of her hand, relentlessly constant. She remained strong and sturdy and so damn sexy. No matter what changed between them, then or now, nothing could alter any of those core facts. No one had ever done anything for Kylie the way Fletcher could with her skilled hands and consuming concentration.

Fletcher curled her fingers forward, the way she might to pull a bowstring, and in doing so, she pulled the same snap of tension through Kylie’s body. She’d held on as long as she could, and now she pitched forward as the first waves of orgasm surged through her. She barely had time to feel herself falling before Fletcher caught her. Folding Kylie tightly in her free arm, she continued to move inside her with the other hand. She rode every wave, rolling and rocking against the beautiful body beneath her, forehead and mouth pressed to Fletcher’s skin, each ragged breath carrying the scent and taste of her until the sensory surplus overloaded her brain the same way it had her body.

Fletcher wrapped Kylie into the crook of her arm and rolled her over onto her back without ever pulling out of her. She lay completely still and full for a moment, trying to catch her breath until Fletcher’s mouth found hers again. The kiss started slow and featherlight, a mere brush of lips, but as Kylie responded, Fletcher raised the stakes. Her tongue played, teasing little licks that flickered like a flame stirring on the tip of a match.

Kylie lay wrapped in Fletcher’s arm, unable to move, and yet something in her came to life again, called forth by the will of this woman so stubborn and unable to fail. Spreading her legs without even meaning to, she gave the cue Fletcher needed to tug those unseen strings between them. Pushing in and pulling out, hot breath shared around the edges of their kiss, fire spread once more. And then they were going again the same way they always had, only better, unrushed, languid, and lost in each other. Never breaking the kiss, they rose and fell to the rhythm Fletcher set, and Kylie for once felt only the inclination to follow.

The second orgasm rolled like thunder between them as she clutched Fletcher as close as possible, shivering hot and sloppy and sexy. Kylie relished the way all those muscles absorbed the shock and impact of the passion she’d silently worked back into a full-fledged climax.

This time when she sank, spent, into the mattress, she turned her face away from the kiss Fletcher seemed all too content to continue.

“Trying to kill me?” she mumbled, shaking her head.

“What?”

“Is this your new plan?” She sighed. “Couldn’t beat me, so you might as well orgasm me to death?”

Fletcher smiled against her skin and ran her thumb lightly over Kylie’s clit. “There are worse ways to go.”

Kylie scooted away from the hypersensitive contact, closing her eyes as Fletcher slipped out of her. “I will concede that point.”

“There’s a first.” Fletcher’s voice sounded low and satisfied, causing something new to twist at Kylie’s core. Rolling back toward her in a tangle of sheets, she leaned close enough to lick a lazy circle around Fletcher’s nipple, watching as it hardened for her. Then she kept her eyes open and focused on Fletcher’s as she closed her mouth around that perfect point and sucked.

Fletcher rolled back onto the bed as her lips parted silently. She loved her little tells, she loved her restraint, and she loved to break it. Maybe that’s all she’d been trying to do with their sparring, to find some semblance of surrender when this was what she’d craved all along.

With Fletcher fully prone, Kylie rolled on top of her, licking and kissing skin she’d never forgotten the taste of. She drew meandering patterns with her tongue and placed a wet kiss in the valley between her firm breasts. Melding their bodies together, long and slick, she slipped her knee between Fletcher’s legs and slowly worked up until it pressed against the center of her need.

Fletcher’s head tossed on the pillow in a splay of contrasts, coal-black curls stark against the white sheets, lush, dark lashes against her smooth skin, the softness of her breasts below the straining splendor of rippling shoulders. All her strength bent with the arc of her exposed neck, begging Kylie to close her mouth against the pulse point throbbing there. How could she possibly do anything else, and yet when she claimed the spot as her own once again, she chose to suck instead of bite.

The results of tender sensuality in place of riotous rage spilled along Kylie’s thigh in the form of liquid arousal. She thrilled at the press of Fletcher’s desire pulsing hard and wet against her. Sliding up to tug an earlobe with her teeth, she found enough of her voice to whisper, “If we’re toying with different ways to go, I’d rather drown than combust.”

Confusion crossed Fletcher’s heavy-lidded eyes, but Kylie smiled down at her only for a second before sliding lower. Blazing a hot trail south, she resisted the urge to kiss the scars again. She’d already wished away violet bruises and crimson rivers. Today was about soothing wounds they couldn’t see. She settled her shoulders between the flexing muscles Fletcher spread without any further urging. She stayed there, relishing the view and the heat radiating off her, but when Fletcher’s magnificent glutes tightened, lifting her upward, asking without words, Kylie answered in kind. Closing her mouth around her clit, she didn’t waste any time with teasing.

They were breaking patterns, not becoming someone else altogether. And if there was one thing she didn’t
 want to unlearn, it was how to please the body before her now.

Fletcher began to writhe under the roll of Kylie’s tongue, but they were too far gone to back up now. No, the only path forward was together, so she curled her arms under Fletcher’s thighs, holding her tightly to her mouth, loving the way her muscles rippled beneath her fingers.

Not everything between them had changed or lost its edge. Fletcher still saturated her senses, and she pressed forward, always forward, eager even for suffocation if it would allow her any closer. She wanted to worship her, an all-consuming idolatry or an addiction she had no desire to kick.

Fingers sifted through Kylie’s long hair, gently at first, as if seeking any kind of contact to satisfy her need, but they both knew better. It didn’t take long for Fletcher’s control to slip. Her breath grew jagged, her movements erratic, and still Kylie worked for more, stroking, urging, pulling with her lips and the subtle drag of her teeth. Soon Fletcher’s light touch settled against the back of her head, then grew into more persistent pressure until she ground up into her mouth.

Then seeming to catch herself, Fletcher pulled away and clutched for the bed, twisting the sheets in her fists instead. Kylie felt nearly bereft at the withdrawal. She wanted this woman wild and clutching and crushing them together. Without missing a beat, she caught hold of Fletcher’s hand and pulled it back, for the first time realizing this new blend between them, the old and the new, could be wielded and carved with intentionality. They weren’t just breaking patterns. They could build them, taking the best of who they’d always been and making it better than either of them had ever allowed.

As if to emphasize that point, Fletcher came in a rush of arousal and a shout of release, a single word she’d likely been holding back for longer than either of them understood.

“Kye,” she gasped, rich and deep and powerful, like a spell, an incantation to call forth every emotion they’d withheld from each other and from themselves.

Kylie rode the wave as it rushed over them both in trembling legs and gripping fingers and gasps for air. She didn’t know how long it lasted. She only knew something about it felt more right than anything she’d experienced in longer than she would’ve let herself admit even a few hours ago. Tears streamed down her face, hot and unrestrained, as she refused to let this end until Fletcher caught hold of her shoulders and pulled her up.

They collapsed, a heavy pile of limbs and exposed skin, holding tightly to each other as their breathing and heart rates slowed.

Sun slanted low through the blinds as they settled half atop each other. Neither of them spoke, nor did either of them make any move to untangle themselves from each other.





Chapter Twenty-Four

“I’m ravenous,” Fletcher growled in Kye’s ear and marveled as the woman’s nipples hardened under the thin white sheet. She’d forgotten how it felt to hold that kind of power over another person’s body. She’d been watching her sleep for the last few minutes and got the sense Kylie wasn’t even fully awake now, but something deep inside her still responded on a level beyond awareness.

Kye rolled onto her side and her eyes fluttered open, startlingly blue at this range. “You’re insatiable.”

“I think you’re projecting,” Fletcher said. “I only meant to inform you that I’m hungry in the conventional sense. You’re the one who kept me from eating dinner last night.”

“Sorry not sorry.” Kylie did a poor job of stifling a yawn. “If memory serves, you did eventually find something else to eat.”

Fletcher laughed lightly. “You’ve always been so crass.”

“And you’ve always loved it.”

The l-word hung between them for a few seconds, but it didn’t feel as weighty as it might’ve in the past. “Maybe, but this morning I’d also love some breakfast.”

“I hope you’re not expecting me to cook for you.” Kylie rolled onto her back and stretched her arms over her head before wincing. “Even if I knew how to do such a thing, I’m not sure I’d be capable of finding the coordination after the workout you gave me last night.”

A sense of accomplishment rose in her. They’d made love many times, in many ways, and Kylie’s body showed little sign of fatigue by the time Fletcher had finally dozed off. It sparked a sense of pride to know she’d left her mark on that impressive stamina.

Kylie glanced over at her. “Someone looks smug.”

“Can you blame me? I managed to wreck the great Kye Manchester, movie star, Broadway actress, and all-around stubborn pain in my ass for the last six weeks.”

Kylie rolled over and kissed her deeply, sliding a leg between Fletcher’s, the heat of their skin threatening to spark another inferno. Then, just as quickly as she’d started stoking the fire, she blew it out by pulling back and kicking off the covers.

Fletcher struggled to even sit up, shocked and slightly out of breath as Kylie swung her long legs off the side of the bed and hopped up gracefully.

“Wait, where are you going?”

“To take a shower. And by the time I’m done, I expect you to have made good on that offer for breakfast.” Then she walked away in all her stark-naked glory, pausing only when she reached the door to toss a smile over her shoulder. “And by the way, thanks for last night. I also enjoyed wrecking a world champion athlete.”

Fletcher flopped back onto the pillow as Kylie closed the door, waiting to feel some sting of annoyance or pushback at being topped, but she hadn’t minded it last night, and nothing seemed to bother her this morning, either. Which, now that she allowed herself a moment to think about it, was even more surprising than Kylie vaulting off the bed.

Was that progress? Healing? She got up, fighting the urge to pin too much hope on one night, but if they were serious about breaking patterns, her inability to summon any crushing sense of regret had to rank pretty high. For the first time in ages, she and Kylie had collided in a way that left her feeling good. What would it be like to accept the gift instead of overanalyzing or trying to make it mean something more?

She pulled on yesterday’s clothes and headed downstairs, where Bear huffed at her disapprovingly. She’d managed to let him out briefly last night between rounds of sex, but she hadn’t let him back into the bedroom, a fact he clearly held against her as he didn’t follow her into the barn.

She glanced around, feeling silly for expecting anything to look different. It was the same place it had always been. Nothing that had happened here had made any difference to the hay or the horses. Only she’d changed.

She went through the rote chore of feeding and watering without issue. She wasn’t freaking out. She wasn’t angry. She wasn’t rushing to figure out what anything meant in the long term. Still, the weight she’d carried for so long felt lighter if not lifted completely, and the absence of it felt … good. God, how long had it been since she’d settled for feeling good in a moment?

She’d always pushed, always pulled, always chased, and wasn’t that Kylie’s point yesterday? Yes, Kylie had been the one to go, but Fletcher had issued the all-or-nothing ultimatum. How’d she let herself miss that for so long? It wasn’t even out of character for her. She did want it all, she always had, but as she headed back to the house, she was no longer sure she wanted to trade everything for nothing, and what had happened last night definitely seemed like something.

She pulled ingredients and utensils out of cupboards and fired up the burners under her cast-iron griddle before she heard footsteps falling on the stairs.

“You better be making waffles.” Kylie came in wearing Fletcher’s blue bathrobe, her red hair still wet at the ends.

Fletcher’s mouth went dry at the sight of her, her skin still flushed from the shower and her eyes sparkling with mischief. It took her a second to find her voice, and even then she only managed to rasp out, “Pancakes.”

Kylie’s lush lower lip pouted. “Waffles are better.”

“Are not.”

“Are too.”

“You can’t cook either of them, so I guess you’re at my mercy.”

Kylie laughed and kissed her cheek before hopping up onto the counter. Her knees spread slightly as her feet dangled, and the robe fell a little looser at both the V of her neck and the slit, revealing more of Kylie’s inner thighs. “Am I?”

Fletcher’s pulse revved, and it didn’t even matter that Kylie’s attempt to toy with her was one hundred percent transparent. It was also one hundred percent successful because enough blood left her brain for Fletcher to forget the initial request.

She stepped into the space between Kylie’s legs, gripping her calf muscles with each hand and massaging her way up slowly.

Kylie’s pupils dilated, but her voice didn’t waver as she said, “I really do prefer waffles.”

Fletcher ran her fingers along the inside of her knees. “Pancakes are softer.”

“Softer isn’t always … better.”

“No?” She edged her way along the smooth skin.

“Waffles hold up, and um …” She bit her lip for a second, causing Fletcher to smile.

“Yes?”

“I like to put butter and syrup in every single square.”

“’Cause you like to keep your gluttony orderly?”

Kylie started to roll her eyes, but managed only to close them as Fletcher worked high enough to feel the heat at her center. “Yes.”

Fletcher leaned toward her and brushed her lips close to her ear. “Yes to what?”

Kylie’s head tilted back until it rested against the cabinet behind her. “Yes to gluttony.”

Fletcher skimmed the back of her fingers lightly against exactly the spot they both wanted. “Then I’ll put chocolate chips in your pancakes, which is what we’re having for breakfast.”

Then she pulled back and walked over to the fridge as if she needed to grab the milk, trying not to reveal that she also needed to stick her head inside for a minute to cool off.

As she walked back to the stove, Kylie stared at her, admiration mixing with the lust in her gaze. When Fletcher got close enough, Kylie sank a hand into her hair and tilted her head back the way she always liked to do, but this time, instead of going for her neck, Kylie held Fletcher’s gaze for a few more seconds while her smile spread. “Well played.”
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Kylie ducked her head slightly as Winston sauntered under a snow-covered pine branch, then turned around to see Fletcher and Gabrielle clear it as well, and smiled. The sight of her, relaxed and in her element, still did something to her she couldn’t quite explain, but the feeling it inspired started low in her core and spread its warmth outward through her limbs. It was the same feeling she got when they’d shared a bowl of popcorn on the couch, or when she’d come down the stairs to find Fletcher humming as she flipped grilled cheeses at the stove. Only here, out in the wild reaches of the farm, those sensations amplified, as expansive as the wide meadow spreading out in a sheet of glistening white before them.

She turned in the saddle to take it all in as Fletcher steered Gabrielle up next to her. Her lungs filled with crisp, cold air and stretched her ribs in ways they didn’t back in the city. They walked the horses leisurely around the perimeter of the field, skirting along the tree line in a lazy loop. The crunch of hooves on snow and the distant call of a winter bird were the only sounds she could hear this far out, and her eyes scanned the blue of the sky, the deep emeralds and browns of the forest’s edge, sun reflecting amber from every angle. Everything seemed cleaner, clearer, more vibrant.

“I forgot how beautiful things could be here,” Kylie whispered reverently.

“Me too,” Fletcher said softly.

Kylie turned her head to take her in fully, only to find she was watching her instead of the scenery. Her breath caught at the intimacy of her gaze. It had been a lifetime since anyone had looked at her that way.

“What do you think?” Fletcher asked.

Emotions pushed up from her chest to tighten in her throat, and she turned away. “I was remembering how much I love … this place.”

She glanced back to see Fletcher smile, seemingly content with the half-truth. Kylie had been thinking about something she loved, but she wasn’t sure it was this place so much as this woman.

She flashed back to Ava’s earlier comment about not being able to say the words. It seemed even dumber now than it had in that moment. She knew what she felt, and she’d even told Fletcher they’d both always known. Wasn’t that basically saying it? She’d certainly danced right up to the line several times over the last few days as they’d made love time and time again.

That’s what they were doing these days, making love, not blowing off steam or screwing around or frustration fucking in a hayloft. She’d spent the last three nights in Fletcher’s bed, in her arms, inside her body. She knew what it meant, at least at its basest level, and she suspected the woman beside her did, too. But, knowing something and admitting it were two different things. She couldn’t put her finger on why as the cowardice crept up in her now. “Gabrielle’s come a long way in the last few weeks.”

Fletcher shrugged and let her leg brush against Kylie as they rode close to each other. “I’m starting to suspect the accident got to her as much as it did to me, at least on an intellectual level, like we both decided we aren’t going to do that again.”

“I appreciate it, Gabrielle,” Kylie said, causing the horse’s ears to twitch and Winston to snort his displeasure at her daring to offer affirmation to anyone but him. She patted his neck. “I appreciate you, too, buddy.”

Fletcher shook her head. “You’re a bigger softie than you want anyone to know, but I won’t tell on you.”

“We’ve always kept each other’s secrets.”

“Except at Christmas when you told Ava I had an amorphous relationship with desire.”

She grimaced. “I mean, to be fair, I thought she of all people should’ve known, but I’m glad she didn’t, and I’m sorry I said it. I’m sorry about a lot of things I said then.”

“I know.” Fletcher didn’t seem bothered or impressed by the admission, simply taking it at face value, and she wondered if she’d react the same way to hearing her apology for things she hadn’t
 said.

Couldn’t say? Wouldn’t say? Did it matter? Maybe there was mercy in her inadequacies. She had to at least consider the possibility that saying the words may hurt more than not saying them if they didn’t change a damn thing for either of them in the long term.

They were working up against a deadline, and as much as she’d relished every break from reality over the last few days, nothing they’d done had altered their reality or the moment of reckoning barreling toward them both.

The thought must’ve caused her muscles to tighten up, because Winston reacted to some signal she hadn’t intended to give and broke into a trot as they turned toward home.

They shouldn’t run with parts of the path still covered with a light layer of snow, but instead of chastising, Fletcher matched her pace, another move that inspired more introspection than she cared to summon. She was still working to hold off any deeper meaning as they rounded the house to find a gray truck in the driveway.

Fletcher pulled Gabrielle up quickly, and this time Kylie followed her lead.

“Who is it?” she asked, registering the first scowl she’d seen on those dark features in days.

“Ryder.”

Her chest tightened at the name of Fletcher’s older brother. It wasn’t that they hadn’t gotten along. They always had, which made it even shittier when Kylie hadn’t said goodbye or made any effort to stay in touch. And, given the reaction she’d heard out of Fletcher’s mom at the mere mention of her name on the phone, she suspected no one in the Bouchard family considered themselves big Kye Manchester fans.

“It’s fine,” Fletcher said flatly, swinging off Gabrielle to open the barn door and let them both inside.

As her eyes adjusted to the dim light, they landed not on the man she’d once considered family, but on a boy who looked remarkably like him.

“Hi, Hunter.” Fletcher’s expression softened. “Did you drive over here yourself?”

The kid laughed. “No. Dad won’t let me.”

“Seems unfair.” Fletcher tousled his hair before she began to take off Gabrielle’s saddle. “I’m sure you’re more than capable of handling a truck. I mean, I’ve seen you drive the sled Ava and I got you.”

“The one he ran into a snowbank and flipped into the street at the Legion Hall last week?” Ryder called as he stepped in from the arena.

“Did you get any road rash?” Fletcher kept addressing her nephew.

“A little bit.” The kid seemed more proud than chagrined, and Fletcher laughed.

“Attaboy.”

“Since you kept up your tradition of giving my son age-inappropriate Christmas presents, we came over to see if you had any lesson groups starting soon.”

Fletcher raised her eyebrows, and Kylie got the sense the question surprised her.

“Seriously?”

Ryder rolled his eyes, steadfastly ignoring Kylie. “You gave my son a weapon. You should be the one burdened with the responsibility of teaching him to use it properly.”

“It’s a tool,” Fletcher said to him, then turned to Hunter. “A tool.”

“I know.” He nodded seriously. “So can I come to class this Saturday?”

“Not this Saturday. That group’s doing a rehearsal for a showcase day next week.”

“I know. All my friends are talking about it.” He finally shot Kylie a shy glance. “’Cause there’s a movie star.”

She smiled down at him. “You can call me Kylie.”

“Really?”

“Sure. Your dad can, too, if he wants to say hello.”

Ryder clasped his hand on his son’s shoulder but managed to say, “Hello, Kylie. Mom told me you were back in town.”

“I’m sure she sends her love, too.”

He rolled his eyes, but the corner of his mouth twitched up. “Something like that.”

“Did she say it in French?”

“She said a lot of things in French,” Hunter said, seeming eager to contribute.

“Is that why you’re here instead of calling about the class schedule?” Fletcher asked in an entirely different tone.

“I’ve heard a lot of talk around town, made me think I’d missed out on some pretty big developments. I mean, I went to France for fifteen days and came home to find out you’d turned the clock back fifteen years.” He lifted one shoulder. “It piqued my curiosity.”

Fletcher stiffened. “I’m running my business here. Kye … er, Kylie is training for an upcoming film role—”

“Audition,” she corrected quickly. “I’m training to audition for a film involving mounted archery. Don’t go selling my secrets to the paparazzi.”

He snorted. “Don’t think I didn’t consider it, but I missed my short window to make top dollar.”

“Zing.” Fletcher laughed, but it sounded tight. “Who knows, maybe I’m about to see a resurgence if all goes well.”

“Care to define ‘well’?” Ryder pushed.

“Ry …” Fletcher took on a warning tone.

“What?” Her brother asked in the same tone he’d used to taunt her as a kid. “You said this is a business thing. I’m asking about the terms.”

“She’s training,” Fletcher said flatly. “We’re getting ready for the big showcase day.”

“Okay. That’s coming up fast.” He nodded, pausing to tick off some math on his fingers. “What? Eleven days then?”

Kylie’s chest tightened again. She worried enough about her other muscles following suit and then finally swung off Winston and onto more solid ground. “Yeah, I guess that’s about right.”

Fletcher looked back at her for a second, eyes searching, asking a question she didn’t understand, much less know how to answer. “Yeah, eleven days. She’ll be ready. You should come, Hunter. It’ll be a fun afternoon.”

“And what about after the show?” Ryder pushed.

“I don’t know. We hadn’t talked about the evening plans.” Kylie tried to flash the smile she’d practiced for reporters who pushed too deeply into her personal life. “Want to take us out to dinner to celebrate our many achievements?”

He didn’t bite. “I meant, does the business relationship end once you get the part?”

“If
 I get the part.”

“Sure, if you get the part, you leave, right? And if you don’t get the part, you leave to go chase after another one?”

“She’s going to get the part,” Fletcher said firmly.

“Probably.” Ryder didn’t seem inclined to argue the point, or maybe he was simply more focused on the bigger one he wanted to make. “So, eleven days here, then … Kylie?”

“What are you—” Fletcher started but he cut her off.

“I’m asking Kylie how long she plans to stay around, but I guess I got my answer.” He glanced at his sister. “I’ll see you in a couple weeks when lessons start up again.”

“Can’t we come to the show?” Hunter asked. “I want to see it.”

He gave his son a tight smile. “Sure, sounds fun. Aunt Fletcher always puts on a good show. Plus, it’ll give us all a chance to say a formal goodbye this time before Kylie leaves again.”

The boy appeared happy enough with the answer, and even Ryder managed a weak smile as he walked past her on his way out, but the chill that blew in when he opened the barn door didn’t even come close to matching the iciness radiating off of Fletcher when he closed it.

Kylie waited, jaw clenched until she heard him pull away, before turning to face her fully. “Fletch.”

She shook her head. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s fine.”

“It’s not. That was shitty.”

“Yes, but I think I earned it.”

“I didn’t.”

Kylie stepped toward her, arms outstretched, but for the first time in days, instead of meeting her in the middle, Fletcher took a step back.

“Hey,” she said softly, which only caused the woman before her to look away, denying her even the opportunity to read those dark eyes.

“I’m going to go get a little more practice in while Gabrielle is warmed up. Will you get Winston taken care of?”

“Sure.” It was the least she could do … the least of what she should do.


Damn it, Ryder.


He had a right to be miffed or to not trust her anymore, but he didn’t have a right to shatter the solace Fletcher had just found again. Or maybe he hadn’t done the shattering. Maybe she’d betrayed them both by not being able to say the things she needed to in response to him, or even before that when she’d still had the chance to make a difference.





Chapter Twenty-Five

The cymbal above Fletcher clanged loudly as her arrow struck true, then fell to the dirt a few feet away. She waited only long enough to watch Gabrielle’s ears twitch and then settle before nocking another. She loosed again, letting the clash rain over them both as she readied another pull.

She’d been at it a few minutes without much more than a huff of annoyance from her horse, and Fletcher couldn’t blame her, as she felt pretty much the same way at the moment. She shot another time to the same results all around, and she would’ve kept doing so until she emptied her biggest quiver if not for the sound of light applause behind her.

She turned to see Kylie sitting on a hay bale against the far wall.

Fletcher rolled her eyes. “It’s not a hard strike when I’m standing flat-footed on the ground.”

“I wasn’t cheering for you. Gabrielle’s looking good though.”

She lowered her bow and let her shoulders drop. “She is. We’ll practice with a full crowd this Saturday.”

“Good.”

She arched an eyebrow at the lack of argument.

“We’re all breaking patterns around here, right? Might as well let her try something new.”

She nodded.

“In that vein, we should probably talk about what happened back in the barn, you know, instead of storming off and bottling it up, and hiding in our work.” Kylie said the words nonchalantly.

“What, like we always do?”

“Bingo.”

Fletcher walked over and propped her bow up. “This seat taken?”

Kylie smiled at her sweetly. “Only if you want it to be.”

She sat and then leaned back a bit, beside her. “What is there to talk about?”

“I don’t know. You fried my brain by not skulking off and withdrawing. I have no idea what comes next.”

“Kudos to you for admitting it. Look at us being all mature and shit.”

Kylie laughed. “You have a way with words, Bouchard. Want to use them to discuss feelings?”

She pretended to grimace, but, honestly, simply sitting this close to Kylie kept her cringe to a manageable level.

“Need me to start?” Kylie offered.

“Sure. Drama is—I mean, emotions are sort of your bag.”

Kylie bumped her shoulder with her own. “They really are, and I appreciate you deferring to my expertise here, because I’m kind of pissed at your brother even though he didn’t actually say anything dickish. It felt dickish, and you know me, I’m not the kind of woman who wants to be even dick-adjacent.”

Fletcher snorted.

“I’m also wondering if you’re
 mad at him for needling us about my future plans, or maybe if you’re mad at me becaus
 e of my future plans, which feel suddenly imminent, and maybe I’m projecting here, but this also feels a lot like twelve years ago when we just stopped being back there, like, three days ago.”

She sighed. That was quite a summary, and like her assessment of Ryder, it felt bad without being actually horrible. Fletcher wasn’t sure either option rang entirely true or false, but she wasn’t sure why.

“This is the part where you talk,” Kylie stage-whispered.

“Oh, my cue huh? Well, I’m not trying to withhold anything, and I’m not angry at anyone. Annoyed, probably. I didn’t like being interrupted rudely, and I don’t like my brother checking up on me or my mother sending him.” She started slowly but picked up speed as she neared her mark. “None of them have any right, and, like, what did they expect to happen? He’d come over and say, ‘Kylie’s going to leave,’ and I’d, what? Be shocked? Come to my senses? Throw you out right now?”

“I think he was offering us a reminder.”

“Like either of us could forget. They must all believe I’m dense, which also annoys me without actually surprising me, but, believe it or not, I knew full well what I was getting into the last few days. Honestly, I knew it from the moment I agreed to work with you.”

Kylie’s smile didn’t look smug so much as wistful. “Any regrets I should know about?”

“No,” she said plainly. “Maybe that’s the only surprising thing, the peace I’ve made with it all, with you, with us and where we are now. I knew you had the potential to wreck me, but I never gave any thought to the prospect of healing.”

“You think we have?”

“I’m not sure I’d go that far, but we finally had the conversation we should have had years ago. I learned things about me and about you. I’ve also found some compassion for who we used to be.”

“What about compassion for who we are now?”

She shrugged and searched her feelings. “Maybe. Or maybe it’s just relief we can both set aside the old narrative that drove me mad for so long.”

Kylie rested her head on her shoulder, and Fletcher fought the old urge to jerk away. “None of that means we get a do-over. This is not some take two on the choices we made when we were basically still scared kids.”

“Not basically. I was absolutely a scared kid.” Kylie sighed. “When I came back here at Christmas, I felt the same way.”

“I understand now, and I hate how we went about everything, but I’m still not sure either of us would trade the lives that came out of it.” She looked around the arena, the light streaming through the windows, her horses, the targets she’d learned to hit with her eyes closed. “I’m proud of what I’ve built.”

Kylie lifted her head to meet her eyes. “You should be. You proved everyone wrong.”

Fletcher tried to glance away, but Kylie caught her chin gently in those skilled fingers and held her close. “You did. Your parents, your brother, your teachers, or whoever else tried to tell you this wasn’t a real job or a real life. You’re thriving.”

“That’s the basic gist of what upset me about Ryder’s little checkup or my parents’ need to send him in the first place. They all keep waiting for me to fail or fall apart. Sometimes I think a part of them would’ve preferred it if I’d followed you to LA all those years ago.”

Kylie laughed. “I’m not sure any of them would’ve gone that far.”

“Maybe not the idea of me playing trophy wife to a movie star. I doubt they would’ve seen that as making a meaningful contribution to society, but then again, they don’t seem to think anything I’m doing now is valuable, either.”

“Then fuck ’em all, right in their stuck-up asses.”

Fletcher winced. “Hey, still talking about my family.”

“I mean not literally fucking, but also yes.” Kylie’s temper flared red in her cheeks. “You’re the real deal here, Fletch. You’re the vanguard of a renaissance in an almost lost combat art. You’re epically cool, a freaking world champion in something that combines skill and grace and power, and you love it. What’s more, you make other people love it, too. It’s a ridiculously rare gift. It’s the same thing I try to capture every time I step on a stage or in front of a camera, the ability to convey what I feel in my heart so someone else feels it, too. You do that every time you ride, every time you shoot, every class you share with those kids.”

Fletcher sighed. “I do like the teaching, and I’d never admit this to anyone else, but even with all I’ve accomplished, it’s still fallen short of my dreams.”

“What doesn’t?”

She stared at Kylie for a second, the blunt response to the question and the subtle sadness behind it making her stop. She finally allowed herself to trace the fine lines straining around Kylie’s eyes and at the corners of her perfect mouth. “I don’t know. I guess I assumed other people”—she stumbled over the wording—“I mean, have your dreams let you—” She exhaled through her nose in the frustration of trying to express herself. “If you had it all to do over again,” she said finally, “would you trade your Golden Globe and all the fame that came with it, to … what?”

“Teach theater at a small-town high school?”

“Yeah, and do community plays and come home every night to … to … a horse farm?” She’d almost said to
 come home to
 me
 , but this conversation was hard enough.

Kylie laughed with a strange mix of humor and sorrow. “That’s the million-dollar question, the place the road less traveled always leads me late at night when I can’t sleep. I don’t know the answer.”

Fletcher waited, her heart in her throat. For what, she didn’t know.

“I’m proud of the work I’ve done, and I’m still aching in my bones for the chance to do it well, but wanting something and getting it are two different things. It hasn’t been a bad life, just …” Kylie shook her head. “I’m not sure.”

“Lonely?” Fletcher offered.

“Yes.” Her eyes dimmed, making her look more tired and lost than Fletcher had ever seen her, and still no less beautiful.

The combination made her heart ache.

Kylie finally shook her head, pulling her thoughts back from wherever she’d let them go. “I might not get this part, you know.”

“Don’t.” Fletcher forced out the word against the fear of what Kylie might be hinting at. “Failure isn’t a solution or a good basis for major life choices.”

“There are no guarantees in my business.”

“There are no guarantees anywhere, but we can’t spend the next eleven days together hoping everything we’ve done has been in vain.”

“No, but what if it has been?” Kylie slipped her hand into Fletcher’s.

“Neither of us will be able to live with it. We’d go crazy wondering what could’ve been, and what you would’ve chosen. It’ll always feel like your consolation prize or plan B, for both of us, and we’re not the kind of people who can live that way.” She gave her fingers a little squeeze for emphasis. “We’re driven, we’re pushers, we don’t compromise. It’s what’s always worked best about us. We’re the only ones who ever understood each other on that level.”

“I’ve always loved that about you. We’re both wildly unreasonable in our expectations.” Kylie kissed her temple. “But does that mean you and I are barreling toward another dead end? Rebuilding lives without any room in them for each other?”

“We’re helping each other to chase those wildly unreasonable dreams. We’re believing in each other. We’re granting each other freedom to do things no one else believes we can. Maybe that’s what we should’ve always done, or been, for one another.”

“Would it have been enough for you?” Kylie asked seriously. “All those years ago?”

“Probably not,” Fletcher conceded, “but we’re not kids anymore. I see you differently now. I see me differently, too. We need to do better for each other this time. It’s the only way to redeem either of us now.”

“And redemption is the only hope we have left?”

She considered the question for a second, wishing for better, battling with reality before she finally settled on the latter. “It’s probably the best one.”

Kylie nodded. “Okay then. I want the best for you, Fletch.”

The weight of the statement settled in her chest, heavy but warm. “Then let’s do that this time.”





Chapter Twenty-Six

“Wow.” Fletcher’s eyes warmed Kylie as if she’d run her hands over all the places her gaze traced.

It had been a week since the dam had broken between them, and Kylie still wasn’t used to the way the heat burned through her at the slightest spark. “Wow?”

Fletcher nodded and walked a slow circle around her, taking in the outfit Kylie and her mother had picked out in Burlington a few days ago. The navy-blue, double-breasted blazer hung open, a row of silver buttons running down each side of Kylie’s chest, invoking a rough military look up top, whereas the pants flared out in rich layers of overlapping burgundy, which gave the illusion of flowing skirts while still offering the security and freedom to sit on a saddle comfortably. The ensemble managed to convey a lot of the elements of the character she still hoped to play without being on the nose. The widening of Fletcher’s dark pupils offered an added affirmation she’d also managed to capture a hint of sex appeal as a bonus.

“Yeah.” Fletcher stepped forward, resting a hand on Kylie’s hip and steering her backward into an empty stall.

She laughed, but Fletcher captured the sound with her kiss and turned it into a moan.

They’d gotten more demonstrative in the last few days, a hunger building inversely to the amount of time they had left. In the aftermath of their last big talk, the intimacy that had been previously reserved for the bedroom flooded nearly every encounter. Riding and shooting practices still carried a sense of urgency, often three times a day, but any minute in between crackled with sexual tension. Kisses in the barn, making out in the kitchen, ravishing each other in front of the living room fireplace. They had two modes, work and sex, and even those blurred in moments like these as Fletcher’s hand worked under the short waist of her jacket instead of returning to the task of prepping for their dress rehearsal.

She ran her thumb upward, caressing the side of Kylie’s breast through her shirt. Kylie tilted her head back until it bumped against the wall of the barn, and Fletcher kissed along her neck and throat. “God, you’re good at that.”

Fletcher murmured against her collarbone, but she couldn’t make out the words over the pounding of her own pulse. Then Fletcher’s hand splayed flat and hot against her stomach, then downward, the tension building at Kylie’s core given more room to expand as the button of the pants flipped open. She barely registered what was happening before Fletcher skimmed lower.

“Oh, fuck.” She clutched one hand in Fletcher’s hair, and the other flattened against the wall of the stall to offer balance. The fire consumed her quickly, its strength and fervor too much to withstand.

Fletcher slipped into her, rough and slick and well-practiced. There was no need for prelude between them. Working one denim-clad thigh between the silk and linen of Kylie’s leg, Fletcher merged support with more excruciatingly magnificent pressure. Grinding, grabbing, rocking, they set a frantic pace. Fletcher’s hand kneaded her ass, then curved lower to pull Kylie’s leg up and hook it over her own hip. The angle allowed her to add another finger and go deeper.

“Yes,” she hissed, filled and frenzied. “So close, so fast.”

God, Fletcher had barely gotten inside of her, and she was already dissolving. It didn’t even make sense for her to have such a hair trigger at this point. She should’ve been sated, and certainly she was still sore from the last few times, but she couldn’t get enough of this woman. She might not ever get enough of her.

Fletcher bit at her neck as she thrust harder, using the weight of both their bodies to drive into her.

“Fletch.” The only word she could remember came out strangled, but she didn’t have to ask. Fletcher knew, she always knew. The only doubt was whether or not she was ready to heed the request Kylie’s chaotic brain didn’t have the capacity to articulate. She held her breath as the world flashed white behind her eyelids and then exploded red when Fletcher pressed her thumb to Kylie’s clit.

Biting her own lip and clawing at Fletcher’s neck, she didn’t quite manage to hold in a cry of release as she came. Wild, intense, and uncontrolled, she lost herself as the convulsions ripped through her as fast and hard as every other aspect of the encounter.

Then, as quickly as they’d started, she fell forward onto Fletcher’s shoulder. “Fuck.”

“Absolutely.” Fletcher agreed as she withdrew from her with the most temperance and grace either of them had executed up to that point.

They did what they could to catch their breath while still pinned to the wall, and once her head stopped spinning, she nipped Fletcher’s earlobe. “So the outfit’s good, huh?”

“It’ll do.”

The laugh on her lips died at the sound of tires coming up the drive. “Shit.”

Fletcher stepped back with only a slight wobble. “Time for class.”

“I’m not sure I’m in any position to handle deadly weapons or stand in the presence of children.”

“What’s the saying? The show must go on?”

“Surely, the dress rehearsal can start a few minutes late.”

A car door slammed outside, and Bear bolted from the back of the arena right through the barn. “It’s Ava.”

She shook her head. “Not sure that’s any better.”

The heavy door slid open as they stepped farther apart, making the most of Ava’s immediate attention on her dog to try to look natural before she noticed them.

“Hey, you two,” Ava finally said when she glanced up. “Ready to go?”

“I’m always ready.” Kylie forced herself into acting mode, but Fletcher snorted at her answer like a twelve-year-old.

Ava shot her a curious look. “And what about you? Going to ride Gabrielle today?”

“Yeah, we’re good. Just have to get a few more quivers for the kids.” Fletcher ducked into the tack room, leaving Ava to turn back to Kylie as she stepped out of the stall.

“Your ensemble is stunning.” Ava’s eyes lit up at first glance, then narrowed. “I, um, you missed a button, though.”

She glanced down at her rumpled waistband still splayed open at the top. “Oh, thanks.”

She angled her body away to piece herself back together while Ava continued to make conversation. “Can you shoot in the jacket?”

“No. I’ll wear it in my role as mistress of ceremonies, but I’ll have to take it off when I compete.”

“I hadn’t even thought of that.” Fletcher came back sounding more self-contained.

“Of course you hadn’t,” Ava chided playfully. “Have you considered your own outfit at all?”

She shook her head.

“Neither had I,” Kylie admitted. “I’ve been busy balancing my own details.”

“You should wear your more formal show gear, a sharp Western shirt. The black and silver one would match the buttons on Kylie’s jacket. You’ll be on display too, and—”

“Sure,” Fletcher agreed without so much as a grimace, causing Ava’s further argument to trail off.

“Really?” Both she and Kylie asked in unison.

Fletcher shrugged. “I’ll do whatever you need.”

Ava’s lips parted as she looked from Kylie to Fletcher and back again. “What did you do to her to inspire such agreeability?”

Kylie’s face flushed before she had a chance to school her emotions, and Fletcher edged backward toward the arena.

Ava’s brow furrowed, then rose. “Oh.”

Fletcher cleared her throat. “We should set up for class.”

“Good call.” Kylie agreed a little too enthusiastically. “I’d like us all to have this program running like a well-oiled machine before Mimi gets here Wednesday.”

“And the kids still need a lot of hand-holding,” Fletcher added quickly.

“Uh huh.” Ava nodded slowly. “So, we’ll run through things a couple times just like we will next Saturday and not talk about anything else, like new information?”

“Good plan,” Fletcher said.

“Great plan,” Kylie affirmed.

Ava shrugged. “Why not? Seems the prevailing methodology for you two.”

She and Fletcher allowed their eyes to meet for the first time since their kiss had gone wildly off the rails. What could they possibly say to each other to make any difference at all anymore? And even if she had some magic words, she wouldn’t share them with an audience.

The woman across from her seemed to agree, or at least be at a similar sort of loss, because she finally nodded resolutely and clapped her hands together. “Let’s go do the work and things.”

Ava walked down the aisle between them shaking her head slightly, her eyes running over each of them as she passed, but when she got to the doorway into the arena, she turned around with a little smile. “I do like that shade of lipstick, Kylie. Very dramatic.”

“Thanks.” She let her shoulders relax slightly.

“You’re welcome, and, for what it’s worth, the color also looks great on your neck and ear, Fletcher.”
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“I mean, it’s got a rustic charm to it, I suppose,” Mimi said as she stood in the center of the arena. “Not the kind of place we’re used to working, but then again, you’ve gotten this far by breaking the mold. Could we do something about all the cobwebs in the rafters?”

“Nope,” Fletcher said flatly as she walked past carrying an armful of wooden planks.

“I’m not sure that’s ideal. All the wood and dust and dirt, it kind of makes the place look like an old barn.”

She snorted, but Kylie shot her a look before stepping between them.

“That’s the vibe we’re going for,” Kylie said sweetly as she hooked an arm through Mimi’s. “Remember, we’re trying to make sure I shine like some jewel in the rough. Fletcher’s bringing the authenticity and giving me a chance to stand out.”

Mimi offered a little hum of approval. “Fine, fine. Talia and Sophia might appreciate the grit of it all.”

Fletcher ground her teeth as she handed off the boards to Ava and Bex, who were arranging them between wooden stumps to form benches. Even under the best of circumstances, she didn’t love having this many people in her space, but this Mimi woman certainly amped up her tension more than the others.

“And I know Talia loves this area,” Mimi continued, oblivious to her annoyance. “She’s driving up tomorrow evening, and Ms. LeBlanc is flying into Burlington so they can be here Saturday morning. Can you believe this will all be over in one way or another two days from now?”

Kylie cast Fletcher a cryptic expression over her shoulder. She’d been doing that a lot lately, as if they could somehow communicate all their emotions telepathically even though they steadfastly refused to do so verbally.

“And the weather is going to be uncharacteristically warm,” Bex jumped in. “At least warm for Vermont in February. They’re predicting above freezing for the next two days.”

“I suppose all things being relative, I’d rather have warm for Vermont than cold for Vermont.” Mimi smiled warmly at Bex, which only grated on Fletcher’s nerves more.

“Let’s set up the targets facing the opposite direction than we normally do,” Fletcher announced brusquely. “We’ll be able to have the big door to the arena open enough to ride through, but little kids will mount up in here because we’ll be leading them along the shooting line.”

“Wait till you see the little ones,” Kylie said to Mimi. “The youngest one is only seven.”

“I certainly hope you look impressive next to him.”

She laughed. “You and me both. I’ll ride out first and take a single shot, then introduce the events, starting with this session’s class. They will all walk through the targets at a glacial pace, and then we’ll build up to some teens, who can steer themselves and shoot, followed by our intermediate group.”

“That’s you, right?” Mimi asked.

“She’s the best of the bunch,” Fletcher said.

Mimi didn’t even look at her, keeping all her attention on her superstar. “So, all you have to do is hit your targets and you win? You can hit all the targets, right?”

“She’ll hit them,” Fletcher said confidently.

“That’s the hope,” Kylie said, slightly more subdued.

“No, it’s the plan,” Fletcher corrected, causing both of them to finally turn and face her. “And if there’s anything anyone should know about Kye Manchester by now, it’s that when she gets something she wants in her sights, she doesn’t miss her mark.”

The corners of Kylie’s mouth curled up slightly, and even Mimi finally offered her a grudging nod.

“And what’ll your job be?” Ava asked, coming to stand next to Fletcher.

“I’ll introduce Kylie’s group and promote some upcoming classes. Then, after we crown Kylie the winner of her class, I’ll do a skills demonstration.”

“She’s going to shoot the qabaq,” Kylie said, a hint of pride creeping into her voice.

Ava raised her eyebrows. “At full speed?”

Fletcher shrugged noncommittally. “We’ll see.”

“It’d be quite a showstopping finale.” Kylie nudged.

“Drama?” Mimi asked. “You know how I love drama.”

“A little Broadway flash and clamor never hurt anyone,” Bex added.

“You’re the New York doctor, right?” Mimi turned her attention away again. Fletcher took the chance to unclench her jaw and walk back toward the barn. She’d almost made it to the tack room before Ava’s hand landed on her shoulder.

“Yes?”

Ava laughed. “You’re working awfully hard to pretend that woman doesn’t set your teeth on edge, which is a nice thing to do for Kylie.”

She started to turn away, but Ava caught her arm. “Have you talked to her?”

“Mimi?”

“No, Kylie.”

“Oh sure. We’ve gone over the plan for Saturday a hundred times.”

“And what about the plans for after Saturday?”

She shook her head. “After Saturday, my contract’s up.”

“So, she’ll just leave? Like she gets the part, and she goes right back to New York?”

“I haven’t asked, but last time Mimi showed up looking for Kylie, everything happened fast. I assume that part hasn’t changed.”

“What about the other parts?” Ava pushed.

“What do you mean?”

“Has anything else changed this time, or is the rest of it still the same as you let it be last time?”

The question hit her chest as sharply as the arrow that had pierced her side. A strange impulse tightened around her heart, the desire to defend herself or explain herself, to say she was different this time around, and it wasn’t some knee-jerk, self-preservation instinct. She’d been over it and over it in every quiet moment when Kylie fell asleep on her chest or when they passed in the hall, or hell, even in the shower. Everything felt different. She wasn’t scared or angry anymore, but there was an emptiness, an absence of the emotions that had driven and sustained her before. She was too sad to believe that constituted peace. Perhaps she’d given in to something like resignation, but she wasn’t sure she had it in her to say all that. Instead, she finally spoke a simpler truth. “I don’t want to be the thing that holds her back.”

Everything about Ava’s expression and body language softened. “Isn’t there some sort of middle ground?”

She smiled and shook her head. “For other people, probably. You found yours, but Kye and me, I don’t know if we’re middle ground kind of people. We’re all-in people. Obsessive-compulsive people. Cap-the-knees-of-anyone-who-gets-in-your-way kind of people. That’s why we work, and also why we don’t.”

Ava’s smile seemed as sad as Fletcher felt. “I wanted better for you this time around. For both of you.”

“Me too.” She forced some certainty into her voice. “And that’s what we’re trying to do here.”

Ava looked skeptical, but Fletcher wasn’t thinking about her as she remembered the way Kylie’s features had contorted when she’d said, I needed your calm, your steadiness, your faith in me, and you refused
 .

The pain of the statement still twisted her insides and kept her going when her darker impulses crawled up at the sight of Mimi coming to take her away again. “There’s no happy ending in the cards for us. I can’t conceive of a way we ride off into some mountain sunset. Maybe the best gift we can give each other is a better kind of goodbye.”

“It just feels like that’s a long way from where either of you want to be.”

She nodded, unable to argue. “Probably, but it’s still a long way from where we’ve come, and that’ll have to be enough.”





Chapter Twenty-Seven

“Okay, okay,” Ava called over the din of people milling around in the barn. “It’s time for everyone to be in their places. If you’re in our first group, you need to be in the back of the arena by your horses. If you’re a competitor in one of our other groups, you should be in the stands until your division is called. If you aren’t a competitor, take your seat for the show.”

Kylie gave her a little nod of respect as everyone dispersed. Then she bumped Fletcher’s shoulder with her own. “Fine, I’ll admit it. She can be kind of useful at times.”

“What about your handler?” Fletcher asked. “Is she earning her keep?”

“Mimi?” She sighed. “I assume she’s glommed onto Talia and Sophia by now. I told her she couldn’t be back here.”

“I’m surprised she respected that boundary.”

“Also, I told her when horses sense nervous energy, they kick and bite.”

Fletcher laughed lightly. “Brilliant.”

The silence settled between them again as the last few stragglers wandered out. It had been happening all morning. They’d done such an admirable job of staying busy and upbeat or at least even-keeled. Last night they’d had a house full of people until they were ready to collapse and had still found the energy to make love, deeply, passionately without ever mentioning the looming deadline.

This morning, though, the quiet set in and grew heavy. It weighed down breakfast and morning chores to the point where Kylie almost welcomed the slow arrival of their friends and family. At least her brain had something to focus on other than the slow tick of the clock counting down.

Ava brushed past them with a smile. “Break a leg.”

“Thank you.” Kylie clasped a hand on her shoulder. “For everything.”

She paused and looked at them both more pointedly. “I’m not sure I did much in the end, but I am happy I got to be a little part of whatever happened here. Maybe a part of me needed to see it, too, whatever that’s worth.”

She headed out, but as Kylie’s hand fell from Ava’s shoulder, Fletcher caught her wrist.

Kylie’s breath caught at the contact and the straining hope this might be the moment one of them said something, anything, to make it make sense.

Instead, Fletcher turned over her arm and pushed up the sleeve of her jacket. “You’re not wearing a guard.”

All the air left her lungs in a rush of disappointment. “I, um, mine was too bulky under the blazer. I can borrow one from the tack room when it’s my time to ride.”

Fletcher shook her head. “Those are plain and … impersonal.”

She raised her eyebrows.

“You’re a star, Kye. You deserve the best.” Lifting her own arm up beside Kylie’s, she revealed her own guard, the one bearing her signature brand, the compass shot through with an archer’s arrow, pressed into supple leather. “Take mine.”

“Fletcher, that’s … I can’t. It’s so very … you.”

“Good. Carry me with you out there. Let it remind you … I don’t know. I’m not good at speeches, but maybe when you look at it, you’ll know it’s different this time. You have my blessing, not that you need it, but because I’m ready to give it.”

Kylie caught her face in her hands and kissed her. Fletcher let it happen, but not nearly long enough before she broke away and stripped off her own armor and extended it to Kylie.

Kylie shrugged out of her jacket and watched skilled and scarred hands fasten the leather around her forearm, then Fletcher held out her own so they could see the image on the guard next to the same tattoo carved on her own skin.

“I want you to wow them all,” Fletcher said, her voice thick. “You were born to do it, Kye.”

“I might not. Or it might not be enough. Don’t say goodbye yet. Please, don’t say it a minute before we have to. This whole thing could still fall apart.”

“But it’s not going to,” Fletcher whispered. “We’ve worked too hard, and not only in the arena. We can’t let that be for nothing. We can’t let the choices we made be for nothing. All those years … it has to have meant something.”

“What if it’s something else now?”

“No. We’re different with each other, but we’re still the same at our cores. You have to get the part. It’s not in you to fail, and I don’t want you to change that for me. I love your passion and commitment and drive. I should’ve said so last time, because it’s always been true. I never wanted to hold you back.”

“And I never wanted to pin you down or box you in.” Kylie’s voice broke. “You’d be miserable following me around, and I want better for you. You’re every bit the star I am.”

“Then let’s be that together one more time. Let’s go out there and share the stage for one glorious show.” Fletcher opened Winston’s stall and collected his reins, then led him out to her. “Take this handsome guy, and I’ll be right behind you. Hit all the targets and charm the pants off everyone watching. You’re going to get this role and rise even higher than your former glory, and for the next hour, I get to be part of that with you.”

“You’ll always be a part of that, a part of me, but you’re also so much more,” Kylie said, almost desperate to make her feel the gravity of her words and all the emotions behind them. “You’re whole and vibrant and fucking beautiful. People see it. They’re about to see it here, and you’ll keep making them see it at every competition, class, and workshop.”

“You don’t have to say that. I know—”

“I know
 ,” she cut in. “I know it in my soul. You’re not done growing, either. You’re too magnificent not to change your corner of the world the same way you’ve captivated me. You’ll rocket mounted archery to higher heights and popularity than even your parents’ respective sports. It’s the only way to redeem either of us.”

Fletcher smiled sadly. “Sure.”

“Sure?”

“It’s a tall order, but who am I to argue with the great Kye Manchester? We’ve seen how well that works out for me.” She gestured to the open door of the arena where half the town waited. “You always get your way. I can’t see why this should be any exception.”

“I want you to get your way, too. I want you to have the whole world,” Kylie said resolutely. “So no matter what happens this time, I won’t ask you to wait for me.”

Fletcher lifted her hand and kissed the palm before replacing her lips with Winston’s reins. “And I won’t ask you to stay.”

With a deep, shuddering breath, she stepped away and patted the horse on his neck before steeling herself, squaring her shoulders, and high kicking her way into the saddle.

She stared down at Fletcher, taking in all the honor and pride in her eyes. The words pushed up in her throat, the ones she’d fought and swallowed and choked back and clutched tightly in her own chest. She parted her lips, ready and willing, but they still didn’t come.

She remembered Ava’s question, couldn’t or wouldn’t
 ? Now she had her answer. It wasn’t that she didn’t have the feelings or didn’t want to set them free. She simply couldn’t tell this woman she loved her and then let her go.

Instead, she accepted the bow Fletcher held out to her, checked her quiver, and kicked Winston right into high gear.

The crowd roared, the world rocked forward, and she only picked up speed as she made a single loop around the ring that would be hers to command for one more hour.

Refusing to glance back into the barn as she passed, she nocked an arrow. Burning straight down the center on a path she’d chosen time and time again, only now with the blessing she hadn’t been capable of asking for, she drew as she neared the middle target and took her shot.

She didn’t even have to check to know it struck true. The crowd lifted their approval on a wave of cheers, and the old instincts took hold.

Kylie pulled up Winston’s reins, sprang gracefully off the saddle, and passed his care to a waiting Bex. Then she strode to the center of the room and took a quick bow.

“Ladies, gentlemen, and all of you more fabulously gendered friends,” she called. Then, pausing for dramatic effect, she allowed herself to step fully into the role she’d been told she was born to play. “It’s showtime!”
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Fletcher’s stomach twisted in knots, and her heart beat in her throat so hard she wasn’t sure she’d even be able to speak as she picked up the microphone Kylie abandoned after announcing her own competition group.

“Sorry folks, you’ve got me subbing in as emcee for the next few rides,” Fletcher said too close to the mic. A few people grimaced, and she eased back a bit. “I know I’m not as graceful or easy to look at as Ms. Manchester, but what I lack in stage presence, I hope to make up in knowledge.”

Kylie had been magnificent, which wasn’t a surprise. The tentativeness Fletcher had seen in her back in the barn evaporated the moment she got in front of the crowd, replaced by easy charm, dramatic charisma, and a true aptitude for the limelight. Seeing her in her element only affirmed Fletcher had been right about her need to shine. Still, being right about something didn’t always carry the satisfaction one would like.

Kylie had to go, which meant Fletcher needed to let her, but for the next few minutes, it also meant the two of them had virtually no margin for error. It was hard enough knowing she would leave again, but now Fletcher also shared the burden of giving her the best shot to do so.

Still, their burdens had always been shared on some level, so she did her best to smile at the audience and try to lighten the load.

“Our last group of riders is the smallest. Since these are our intermediate competitors, we’re also introducing a new scoring element.” She tried to pause for dramatic effect the way she’d seen Kylie do so many times. “Speed.”

A little murmur of excitement rippled through her assembled neighbors.

“The bulk of mounted archery points come from accuracy because, as a combat sport, very little matters if you can’t hit your adversary. Once you’re able to do so with regularity, it becomes a fight to see who can strike first. Since this discipline is both art and sport, our community decided to award both at the highest level by introducing a countdown clock.”

She nodded to Ava, who pulled a cover off the scoreboard-style display. “In international competition, most riders are given fourteen seconds as a maximum, so that’s where we’re setting our bar, but as with the pros, each of our athletes will have the chance to earn extra points for every second left on the clock when they complete their course. We then add the archery score and the time bonus together to determine our winner.”

She glanced around the audience to make sure everyone appeared on board, and smiles greeted her from neighbors, friends, even Gram, who sat in the second row beaming up at her. The only faces that seemed out of place were the two women huddled close together near the far end of the benches in front of Mimi. One of them managed a pleasantly interested expression, while the other, who looked vaguely familiar, furrowed dark brows. The great Sophia LeBlanc, Fletcher presumed.

She wouldn’t be intimidated, not here in her own arena, but she couldn’t quite blame Kye if she were shaking a little bit in her stirrups just outside.

She set about calling out the names of the four riders ahead of the woman they were all here to see.

The first two were former students. Both nailed their first two shots but either barely nicked the last target or missed it completely.

“The last one is the real kicker,” Fletcher explained to the crowd, and took up her own bow to demonstrate. “The first one should be hit when it’s still ahead of you, and the second when you’re dead even with it. Both of them are clear in your line of sight, and you have a clear line across your body to draw and release. But not the last one.”

She aligned her body in the direction a rider would face. “By the time you have a chance to nock the third arrow at a full canter, the target will most likely be slightly behind you, which means you have to twist slightly around, angling away from the direction your horse is running, and track more with your peripheral vision while engaging tortional muscles both for balance and stability.”

Fletcher set down the mic, then angled her shoulder back, drew both the string and a measured breath, then released both. The arrow hit dead center, sparking a cheer from the eager onlookers. She set her tools down and grabbed the microphone once more. “Thanks, but I didn’t have to do that atop two thousand pounds of racing horse without holding the reins. That’s up to our next two champions. And up now we’ve got an out-of-towner who traveled all the way up from Western New York to join us today. Let’s give a warm welcome to Hayden Meyers.”

The crowd applauded, and Fletcher prayed their excited attention on him would distract from the queasiness that had to be showing on her own face. This guy was the wild card. Fletcher had met him only the day before, but he appeared to know his stuff. He also represented the only real challenge to Kylie’s dominance, and as he loped around into line with the row of targets, his form lacked nothing. Picking up speed, his beautiful quarter horse hit its stride as the clock started, and he loosed his first arrow gracefully. The second came in rapid succession, and he’d already nocked his third by the time it struck center. As he angled himself in much the same way Fletcher had demonstrated, even her fear mingled with a touch of admiration. He released, and she tracked his arrow just a hair shy of the center ring, then everyone turned in unison to the clock, which read exactly one second.


Shit.
 She gritted her teeth and forced her most polite smile. “Nicely done, Hayden. We have our first clean run of this level, and with it a solid dose of pressure on our final and most famous horse archer.”

Fletcher’s voice grew prouder and more animated as she went, hoping that Kylie could hear her. “You local folks know her as the small-town girl who made good at the movies. The rest of the world knows her as a Golden Globe Award-winning star of stage and screen, but today she’s going to let you in on something I’ve known since high school. The famous and talented Kye Manchester is also a cutthroat, competitive horse archer.”

The crowd burst into applause, and Fletcher’s chest expanded. She’d never heard anything as wildly enthusiastic in this space, or any other she’d ever ridden in front of. These people knew what they wanted, and they were collectively begging Kylie to give it to them.

True to form, she burst through the doorway already riding at a full canter. Dropping the reins, she drew back the arrow she’d already nocked and struck the first target in the center with an effortless grace. She and Winston rose and fell as one, her strong legs and easy rhythm making it appear as if she were glued to him as she pulled another arrow from her thigh quiver, eyes never leaving the target as her elegant fingers worked entirely by feel.

The second shot landed in the golden center, and Fletcher held her breath along with every other person in the cavernous space as hoofbeats pounded sand and Kylie rose in the stirrups. Long auburn strands of hair blew down her back on the breeze she’d created. Her blouse and pants billowed beautifully, dramatic, captivating, drenched in power and prowess. Even without the magic of the movies, this woman embodied stardom in her very essence.

The world seemed to move in slow motion and crushing speed all at once as they watched, helplessly hopeful, while Kye twisted and drew the string taut toward her cheek. Then with the slightest twitch of two fingers, she released her final strike, and with it cast the die on several futures at once.

Fletcher could barely bring herself to look, but no one else had the same problem as they sprang to their feet in unison and nearly shook the cobwebs from the rafters, giving her the fortitude to turn toward the clock.

Two seconds.

Her knees nearly buckled. She’d done it. Kylie had done everything she could, and she’d done it with speed, style, and power.

Kylie took a lap, both to allow Winston to come down, and to collect the adulation she was due. Leaning down as she slowed, she shook the hands of her fellow competitors and then pulled her mount to a full stop right in front of Fletcher. She flashed her a brilliant smile and mouthed, “Thank you.”

She nodded solemnly, then stepped back as she declared, “Folks, I think it goes without saying who your champion is today.”

Kylie swung gracefully down and passed off the reins before taking a sweeping bow.

Her adoring public kept their enthusiastic ovation going, and Fletcher watched, awash in pride as she finally let herself take it all in without the tension that had restrained her until this point.

Kids jumped up and down, former students mixed with prospective ones, her friends stood by ready to help. Even Ryder gave her a subtle nod and a satisfied smile when their eyes met. Fletcher’s chest warmed at the affirmation, the support, the excitement throbbing around and between them all. Kylie’s voice echoed through her brain, You’re not done growing, either. You’re too magnificent not to change your corner of the world the same way you’ve captivated me.


She’d been inclined to argue at the time, but in this moment with these people, she felt closer than ever to reaching the goals that had driven her for so long. She’d never felt quite this way here before. Wasn’t that a huge part of what she’d been gunning for all these years? The recognition she’d wanted, not for herself but for the work she’d dedicated her whole life to?

Still, as Kylie turned to smile at her once more, she couldn’t deny that it hadn’t just been her own work to lead her here. She’d built the building and the business and the skill to serve as both teacher and ambassador, but this woman had made it something more. She’d made Fletcher something more. When she’d come back to town all those weeks ago, she’d sworn she needed Fletcher, but now the relationship seemed to work the other way around, too.

Kylie extended an arm to Fletcher. She tried to shake her off, but as usual, no was not an acceptable answer in Kylie’s world. She pulled Fletcher forward and right into a hug.

“You did it,” Fletcher whispered.

“We did it. You were the lynchpin holding all my dreams together.”

“And you breathed new life into mine.”

Fletcher eased back slightly and nodded toward the crowd as new questions twisted in her chest. Could she sustain any of this on her own? Or would it all be gone when Kylie left again?

What would happen if she had to choose between the success that sustained her drive and the woman who inspired it?

Standing there, in the midst of it all, with Kylie as close as her next breath, she wasn’t quite as sure as she had been an hour ago.

She shook her head. It didn’t matter. She wasn’t afforded any such choice. That was the deal they’d made. Kylie wasn’t asking her to wait, and Fletcher had promised not to ask her to stay.

She had to get back to work. She broke the contact between them and fished in her pocket to pull out a small medal on a ribbon. She unfurled it and let the crowd see before taking up the mic one last time.

“Ms. Manchester … Kye.” They smiled at each other. “Congrats on your most recent win.”

Kylie lowered her head and allowed Fletcher to fit the ribbon around her neck, then beamed proudly as she straightened up again. “How do I look in my new jewelry?”

“It suits you,” Fletcher said honestly. Then on a rash impulse, or maybe a surge of happiness, she leaned forward and kissed her quickly on the cheek.

Kylie froze for a second, her shoulders tightening and her eyes wide.

Fletcher’s heart kicked her ribs at the fear that she’d just crossed a line. Sweat pricked along her palms before Kylie caught her by the front of her shirt and hauled her in for a real kiss.

Somewhere in the distance, people laughed or clapped or catcalled them, but the white noise of her own pulse rushing through her ears reduced the world around them to a low din.

For a single, blissful moment, the two of them stood alone, together in front of the crowd until Kylie eased back and met her eyes. “I love you.”

Fletcher smiled and pressed her forehead to Kylie’s.

“I know.”





Chapter Twenty-Eight

Kylie beamed at Fletcher for a few seconds, her chest expanding nearly to the point of exploding. Then she snatched the microphone from those skilled hands and turned to encompass the crowd in the joy overwhelming her. She swung wide her arm in a sweeping gesture to her friends and family, former neighbors, and well-wishing strangers while her brain latched onto the individual faces of her parents, Ava and Bex, Mimi, even Sophia and Talia. Every one of those people had the right to feel abandoned, let down, or just plain annoyed with her, and yet here they were, cheering her success. Or rather their success, because she wouldn’t have any of this without Fletcher.

Despite giving her every reason to walk away in those early days, Fletcher had chosen to set a different tone. She’d slowly let Kylie back in, then worked and sweat and bled with her for six weeks. The gratitude surging through her now was nearly too much to bear, so she set it free by giving it voice in the world. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.”

She motioned for the crowd to settle, and they obeyed.

“I know some of you are here because you know us, and I thank you for believing in me. Some of you came to see a movie star, and I thank you for still thinking I fit that bill. Some of you are even here because you didn’t believe I could do my own stunts.” She gave a brief nod to Sophia and Talia. “I hope I made your trip worthwhile, but at the end of the day, I’m only playing a part or participating in a beloved hobby, and you deserve better. No, you all deserve the best. Luckily for you, the best happens to be standing beside me right now.”

Fletcher started to back away, but Kylie caught her by the sleeve and held fast. “Fletcher Bouchard is the Northeast’s leading expert in horse archery. She’s a competitor of the highest degree. She’s a passionate teacher and an all-out disciple of the sport, or as she likes to remind us, the combat
 sport. Folks, we’re in the presence of true greatness.” The crowd began to rev once more as she stoked their excitement. “The very vanguard of a resurgence in an ancient art, a woman with the power to blend grace, style, raw power, and deadly force at vision-blurring speed. We have a world champion
 in our midst!”

Cheers broke forth again and still her voice rose. “Fletcher isn’t merely a local treasure. She’s a global powerhouse whose stock is set only to rise, and you don’t have to take my word for it, because you’re present to witness her greatness firsthand.”

Right on cue, Ava stepped forward holding Gabrielle’s reins.

Fletcher gave the crowd a short wave and swung into the saddle.

Kylie eyed her muscular form as it flexed and urged the horse into action, moving through her paces the way one might work through the gears on a finely-tuned sports car. Bex held out her bow, and Fletcher scooped it up as she passed, already in a full canter around the ring. Then, reaching the apex, she turned and nudged Gabrielle into a gallop. She rose in the stirrups, body completely still and steady as she rocketed through the arena. Her hands moved so fast it was hard to make out the fine motor moves it took to grab an arrow, draw, and shoot. Still, there was no doubting the results as each one struck the target with a reverberating thump of force unlike any they’d heard so far, but Fletcher didn’t stop there.

Wheeling Gabrielle around for another pass, she reset without touching the reins. It was a feat most of the spectators couldn’t possibly have understood, but Kylie marveled at the skill, balance, and discipline. She also grew a little dizzy remembering the muscles along Fletcher’s sides and the way she’d traced them with her mouth.

Fletcher went again, three shots, three thuds, three hits, giving her six perfect bull’s-eyes in little more time than Kylie had taken to hit three of them. The crowd applauded, stamped their feet, and whistled their approval, but Fletcher didn’t so much as break a smile. Her eyes smoldered as they locked with Kylie’s, and she nodded upward.

She glanced at the cymbal above their heads and winked at Fletcher, then turned back to the audience as Gabrielle trotted back into the barn. “Everyone, please, please, can I have your full attention?”

The noise began to die down, but she needed more. More from them, more from herself, always more. “If you can grant me complete silence, I promise you a feat of horse archery perfection.”

The crowd fell quiet, all eyes on Kylie as she held a finger to her lips for dramatic effect, then stage-whispered into the microphone. “Fletcher has already given us a dramatic show of speed and accuracy, but now she’s given me permission to share one more showpiece, a special treat in return for the favor you’ve shown us today.”

She paused, letting the tension build, but also drawing out this moment to remember it, to hold it close, to memorize the feel of a time when she and Fletcher still shared a common goal and drive. “Above me you’ll see a cymbal high in the rafters, no bigger than an average dinner plate. To hit a target of that size at an overhead angle while at top speed is an achievement of the highest order, and my friends, it’s exactly what Fletcher will attempt to do. For the sake of safety and concentration, I ask you to remain entirely still and silent until the cymbal is struck and both horse and rider are safely out the other side of the arena.”

She glanced around, checking nods of agreement to make sure they appeared properly enthralled. Ava and Bex clutched hands tightly. Mimi was biting her expensively manicured nails. Ryder had gone so pale he didn’t even have the wherewithal to glare at her. Even the great Sophia LeBlanc leaned forward in anticipation.

They were ready.

Undoubtedly, Fletcher was ready.

Only Kylie held back, suspended, chest tight in something other than anticipation. She hadn’t even been this keyed up for her own run. That had never felt like the pinnacle for her, not the way this did, not the way Fletcher always had.

Her breath caught in her throat, and she choked on the cue she was supposed to give. Absolutely unable to summon the strength or voice necessary to trigger the final act, her body and her brain rebelled against the idea of a grand finale for either of them. She didn’t know how long she might’ve stayed frozen in her uncharacteristic indecision if the paralysis hadn’t been disrupted by the echo of rapid hoofbeats.

“No.” She whispered the word, a prayer in the fury of an unstoppable storm as Fletcher exploded into the arena. Gabrielle broke into a full run as sand flew and Fletcher drew, the arc of her bow and the arc of her body taut. The arrow sizzled through the silently heavy air and snapped sharp, a metallic clang followed by a rich, resonant vibration rattling through the hollow space around it and into Kylie’s chest.

Fletcher and Gabrielle were already outside by the time the arrow hit the ground, and everyone around Kylie jumped to their feet. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she recognized they were losing their minds, but she could barely hear over the realization she’d lost her heart. It felt so unfair, as she’d only recently learned to use it again.

She stared at the open door, waiting, holding her breath once more, until Fletcher appeared, backlit and beautiful against the sun and snow, then swung slowly from the saddle and smiled at her with a sad finality.

Kylie’s shoulder pitched forward as she nearly doubled over in a rush of grief at the expression that said goodbye as much as any word ever had.

Fletcher held her gaze until she reached the center of the ring, then turned to acknowledge her friends and neighbors with a little bow. Slipping the microphone gently from Kylie’s fingers, she thanked people for coming, and perhaps made some announcement about upcoming classes, but Kylie heard the words dampened and distorted as one might make out something said underwater. She did her best to plaster a stage smile on her own face while drowning, but as the crowd began to disperse, she reached for the same hand that always pulled her to safety.

Fletcher turned toward her and, seeming to finally sense her sinking, caught hold of her shoulders, holding her up if not quite close enough. “Kye.”

She nodded.

“It’s over.”

She didn’t argue the blunt assertion.

“You’re crashing,” Fletcher said softly. “It happens after a big event, but you’ve got one more scene.”

She shook her head, not understanding.

“The director, she’s still here. Do you think we did enough to impress her?”

It took a second to process the question and another two or three to realize she didn’t care.

She didn’t even have a chance to begin making meaning before Fletcher nodded to something over her shoulder.

She turned to see Sophia and Talia threading against the grain of the departing spectators as they tried to reach her. “No.”

“What?” Fletcher asked.

“I don’t … they don’t.” She shook her head harder this time, trying to break free of her haze. “They don’t matter. Their opinion doesn’t matter, Fletch. Only yours does.”

Fletcher’s expression grew somber again. “I’m not strong enough to go over all this again.”

“Then let’s do something different this time.”

“We are. Can’t you see?” Fletcher pleaded. “We’re letting each other go. We’re letting each other shine. You just did it for me, and if the two women walking toward us now are who I think they are, they’re about to give you your shot to do the same.”

Kylie looked back to see them getting close, and the panic nearly overtook her completely. “I don’t want to know how this ends. I don’t want it to end. I’m not even sure it can end, not between the two of us.”

“Kye …” Fletcher must’ve seen the terror in her eyes, or maybe Kylie had sparked the same in her. “Don’t do anything rash.”

She smiled at the low warning and leaned forward enough to touch her forehead to Fletcher’s. “When have I ever?”

“Wait,” Fletcher whimpered.

She laughed, still unable to heed any direction given so weakly. Then turning, she held up her hand to Sophia and Talia when they were still a few feet away. “Stop.”

They froze and glanced at each other curiously, then back at her.

“I don’t want to know. Just go.”

Talia seemed amused by the declaration, and Sophia mildly offended, reminding her if she alienated this woman, she’d effectively set fire to any bridge back into the business she’d sacrificed so much for. So be it. If someone handed her a box of matches right now, she’d gladly strike every one of them. “I don’t want to hear if I got the part.”

“Oh fuck,” Fletcher groaned behind her. “She doesn’t mean that.”

“I do.” She whirled back to her forcefully. “I don’t want to let anyone else push me into the dilemma you outlined earlier. If I get the part, you’ll make me go, and if I don’t, you’ll feel like a consolation prize and refuse to let me stay. Either way, someone else plays my hand. I refuse to live that way. I want to make a free choice for myself right here and now.”

Fletcher grabbed her with both hands and gave her a good shake. “Stop it. You’re going to regret this for the rest of your life.”

“No. I understand regret. I’ve lived with it for years. We both spent more than a decade grappling with decisions made in an instant and the impulsiveness of youth, but we aren’t kids anymore. I know things now I couldn’t have back then, and while I’m done beating myself up over things neither of us could’ve changed, we get to make better choices now, and I’m choosing you, Fletcher. I’m choosing us fully and completely, regardless of whatever other options are or aren’t on the table.”

“But everything you’ve ever worked to earn is standing right there.” She motioned to Sophia and Talia. “You have to at least listen.”

“I don’t have to do anything if it means losing you, and you’ve said time and time again there’s no place for you in my world. If that’s true, I don’t want to live there anymore, no matter how life-changing the script is.” She shot an apologetic look at Talia. “And it is a life-altering script, but what I have here, it’s life-altering, too, and it’s real.”

Talia gave her an approving nod. “Don’t let me stop you.”

“I actually have to stop you,” Sophia cut in firmly.

“I’m sorry—” Kylie started, but Sophia held up a hand.

“Don’t be. I’m genuinely enjoying the drama of this moment, but my wife tells me it’s not nice to torture the talent. I’m morally obligated to inform you I haven’t made up my mind about the lead actress casting yet, one way or the other.”

“Oh.” The news was a little deflating, but Kylie shrugged it off. “Okay, fine, that’s great. I need to withdraw my name.”

“Don’t,” Fletcher said quickly.

“I have to agree with your friend here.” Sophia extended her hand. “Fletcher Bouchard, right?”

Fletcher nodded and accepted an introduction to Talia, too.

“You own this facility?”

“Yes.”

“And you also teach private lessons, workshops, and group classes?”

“I do.”

“Good, that’s what I actually came over to confirm, because I am ready to make a job offer today, but only for lead consultant, not actress.”

Kylie’s head spun, and this time she shook Fletcher instead of the other way around.

Fletcher turned to her. “What does that mean?”

“It means they want you to work on the movie.” She laughed, a crazy little sound cracking through the fear that had petrified her senses. “They’re offering you a place in my world, and a chance to elevate yours at the same time.”

“I don’t understand.”

“We’re in town through tomorrow afternoon,” Talia said, her voice kind and her smile genuine. “We can set up a time to talk over the details if you’d like, but the basic gist is we’d have principal cast come here and train with you ahead of the filming schedule. Then we’d pay for your expertise onsite during the production, or at least several stages of it, from the planning and choreography of shot sequences, to filming, to early edits.”

“They’re offering you a chance to make sure the biggest blockbuster production of mounted archery in our lifetime gets done to your standards,” Kylie added excitedly. “You’d have a hand in the most visible popular representation of your field, maybe ever. Fletcher, this is your opportunity to put your passion on a global scale. You have to take it.”

“Now, wait a hot second.” Fletcher finally laughed. “Didn’t you just refuse the same offer not even three minutes ago when you thought they were coming to make it to you?”

“And you called me crazy.” She kissed her quickly. “Besides, I’d love to follow you to Hollywood.”

“But, you didn’t get the part.”

“Yet.” She turned back to the other women. “Can I keep my hat in the ring?”

Sophia shrugged, but Talia said, “Of course.”

“And even if I don’t get it, I’m sure they need extras or errand runners or stable hands. Or, hell, I know you’re not comfortable being a kept woman in an on-set trailer, but I have no such qualms, so long as it’s a trailer you come home to every night. You said we don’t get a do-over, but this is as good a chance as we’ll ever get to go forward together. A few minutes ago, I was ready to give up everything to keep you. Now we get to choose an adventure with each other. This is more than we dreamed of even in the moments when everyone else found us so unreasonable.”

“So, what do you say?” Sophia asked.

“Say yes,” Kylie pleaded one more time.

Fletcher shoved her hands into her pockets. “I don’t know about the movie business, so I might take some selling, but I suppose it’s worth mentioning that never in my whole life have I ever been able to say no to this woman.”

“She’s exaggerating,” Kylie said. “She’s told me no a lot of times. She just hasn’t been able to stick to it.”

Talia laughed, and even Sophia managed a sardonic smile as she said, “So, shall we come back tomorrow to talk about the consulting plan … and perhaps some casting notes as well?”

Fletcher glanced to Kylie, eyebrows raised once more. Kylie kissed her cheek and smiled back at them. “We’ll be here … together.”





Epilogue

“Places.” Someone called over the radio clipped to Sophia’s belt, and the command echoed up and down the beaches and dunes. The movie business was much bigger and more complex than Fletcher could’ve imagined, especially on days like this where they were filming outdoors. Still, she’d found she couldn’t go too far afield so long as she stayed within earshot of the big boss.

As if to illustrate the point, Sophia called her name.

She walked over to where the woman sat atop a small, grassy rise with an array of technical equipment and assistants. “Yes?”

“We’ve got the wide-angle shots for today, but we’d like one more close-up run of the charge using only the drones. I’ll have my best operator on it, but I don’t want to risk spooking the horse.”

She shook her head. “I don’t think it’s a concern at this point as long as you stay away from his eyes and ears.”

Sophia shot a look at a young man, who nodded his understanding.

“The animals weren’t that picky about the drones to begin with,” Fletcher explained. “But by this point, they don’t seem to notice them much more than they would a fly.”

“I imagine they aren’t fond of flies either, though.”

“No, and Sprite is spirited, which is why he might try to toss his mane or swipe it with his tail if it annoys him, but he’s also vain enough on days like this where he gets a little extra attention.”

“Aren’t we all?” Sophia’s lips curled up. “I’ve sent up instructions to start him off at a trot and pick up speed once they’re down the hill until the grass gives way to sand, then break into a full gallop before taking a decisive shot.”

“Sprite shouldn’t have any trouble there. He loves to run.”

“I wasn’t concerned about the horse anymore. I’m wondering what you make of our lead actress’s ability to maintain form for a continuous shot of that length and technical complexity?”

“Now you’ve found the limits of my expertise. I understand the horse more than I comprehend the actress most days.”

Sophia smirked. “Should I tell her you question her stamina?”

Fletcher laughed. “Not if you want to keep me on the job. And while I don’t pretend to understand the mechanics of the shot, I’m certain Kye can do anything she sets her mind to.”

“You’re biased,” Sophia said flatly, before softening, “but I’m beginning to agree with your assessment. She’s managed to live up to every challenge thus far.”

“More than you know,” Fletcher said, then stepped back as the radios beeped to life again with another series of cues and instructions.

There was another flurry of activity at several spots along the set until Sophia called, “Action.”

Fletcher’s eyes tracked movement on a high ridge in the distance. A lone horse broke down the hill slowly, picking up speed as a grassy rise gave way to a short plain before descending onto the beach below them. The rider came into clear view, close enough now to see her auburn hair streaming down her back and adding a dramatic element to her period garb, not so different from what she’d worn during a small-town showcase half a world away.

Kye rode proudly and purposefully as the majestic roan kicked up sand and water. The sight of her stirred something powerful in Fletcher’s chest. She rose up from the saddle, all tall boots and billowing skirt as she lifted the elegant recurve bow from her side and gracefully nocked an arrow entirely by feel. Her eyes remained locked on something only she could see. Then drawing with flawless form, she held the pose for several dramatic strides before letting the arrow fly with precision.

As it zipped through the air, it struck nothing more than wet sand, and a small part of Fletcher still winced at the waste of something so perfectly executed.

“Cut,” Sophia called, and everyone who’d stood silently holding their breath began to move once more.

“What a beauty,” someone cheered, and several others playfully added their agreement.

Fletcher shook her head and glanced back at the arrow stuck in nothingness. She’d been on set for a couple of months now, but the archer in her still hadn’t grown entirely used to this crowd, who preferred a camera shot over the one made with the bow. Still, she had no doubt that by the time the sequence was edited together with whatever the cast would shoot this afternoon, it would clearly show Kylie laying some enemy to waste with that arrow. While she supposed the method was better than shooting extras with actual weapons, a part of her wondered if she’d ever be able to unsee the reality of it all after being this close to the process.

As if sensing her disquiet, Sophia caught her eye once more and nodded for her to come watch the replay with the rest of her team.

She and a couple of assistants gathered around the tablet screen as they reviewed the raw footage.

Fletcher didn’t understand what everyone else was looking for as the footage rolled, but the proximity and movement of the camera brought Kylie into vivid focus for her.

There were a million details to be assessed all at once within the greater context. Thankfully, Fletcher’s attraction to this woman dovetailed beautifully with the assessment she was charged with making here. Everything from Kylie’s seat in the saddle to her form to her technical prowess contributed to the total package of her beauty. There was nothing for her to critique except her own rising arousal in the middle of a work meeting, so she quietly stepped away from the group as they began to discuss editing options.

Walking to the edge of where the grassy hill met sandy dunes, she took a few deep breaths of salty sea air and let her eyes roam over Kylie as she trotted her mount up to a young woman who’d been helping with any number of odd jobs between takes.

“Would you get him a quick drink and cooldown?” Kylie asked her fellow redhead.

“Yes, miss. I’ll make sure he’s ready if you need another go.”

“Thank you, Reggie.” She handed off the reins and hopped nimbly down to the beach. Then, shielding her eyes with her hand against the sun, she searched her surroundings until she spotted Fletcher, and a slow smile spread across her face.

“What’s the verdict?” she called as they moved instinctually toward each other.

“Perfection.”

Kylie laughed. “I know I am, but how’s the shot?”

They closed the distance, and Fletcher wrapped an arm possessively around her waist. “No notes from me, but the boss is still reviewing things above my pay grade.”

“I don’t know. Sophia seems to value your opinion an awful lot.”

Fletcher should probably argue such a statement, but she couldn’t. As much as she would’ve found the prospect of a top-tier movie director leaning on her for anything absurd, that didn’t seem to be the case. The two of them had worked closely together, first on training plans, then schedules, and finally on issues like choreography and authenticity. When it came to horse archery, Sophia was an eager student of everything historical and tactical, which made Fletcher like her more than she would’ve thought possible. They’d also bonded over the fact that they were both hard-line sticklers for details on high standards and had a tendency to get a little surly when those standards weren’t met.

As hard as it would’ve been to believe six months ago, Fletcher had come to enjoy both the work and the people on this project, and as she stared out over the vastness of the North Sea glittering along the northern English coastline, she had to admit the location wasn’t exactly a hardship either. Still, as Kylie snuggled closer, she also had to admit, if only to herself, that she could probably be happy almost anywhere if it meant keeping this woman by her side.

“You like it here, don’t you?”

“I do,” she said quickly, then added, “but I was also thinking that might have less to do with the place and more to do with us being together.”

Kylie turned and wrapped Fletcher in her arms. “Good, because I’ve been thinking, too.”

“What about?”

“What comes next for us after we wrap up filming.”

Fletcher’s muscles tightened of their own accord. The two of them had been so wrapped up in the wonder and work of this opportunity, they didn’t have the time, or perhaps the inclination, to look too far ahead, but it wasn’t as if she’d ever thought a single movie could sustain them forever. “You’ll get a lot more job offers once this film becomes a blockbuster hit, huh?”

Kylie kissed her cheek. “Maybe, but I don’t have to take them all.”

“I don’t suppose there will be a sequel to this one?”

“Probably not.” Kylie sounded as sad about that fact as Fletcher felt. “There may never be another one quite like this one, or at least not for a long time. I’m not naïve enough to believe opportunities like this strike any more often than lightning, but I’m done taking parts that don’t set my senses on fire. I’ve remembered what it feels like to hold onto the best again, and I don’t want to settle for anything less.”

Fletcher softened at the statement and the passion with which it was delivered. “The best, huh?”

“Yeah, the best script, the best director, the best lead consultant.”

Fletcher grinned.

“I’m serious, Fletch. You’re good at this. You’re meticulous, you’re a born teacher, you have an eye for detail. I’m not the only person who’ll see a bump in job offers. Westerns are making a comeback, and so are period pieces. I know you cut back on competitions this summer, but if that world’s still important to you, there are ways to combine travel and filmmaking.” Kylie gestured to the vast English vista before them. “Plus, you’ll see a rise in requests for workshops once people learn you trained Hollywood stars. You’ll have more choices than ever, both back at the farm and at any number of movie sets around the world.”

“I hadn’t considered much past this. It’s all been a whirlwind or some kind of crazy dream.”

“It’s been all that and more, the best six months of my entire life.” Kylie laughed lightly like she found the idea as hard to believe as Fletcher did. “I guess I’m just saying, with us both having a lot more options than we used to, I don’t want to lock either of us into anything too soon, but I also thought maybe we could at least commit to figuring out what comes next together, as a team, as a couple.”

“Why, Kye Manchester, are you asking me to go steady?”

She pursed her pretty lips together for a second before cracking a smile. “I suppose I am. I love you, Fletch. I always have, and I spent too long away from you to want to do that again, or at least if we have to take different jobs or chase our own passions in the future, I want to know that no matter where they might lead us, we’ll always have a plan to come back home to each other.”

She nodded, pulling Kylie tightly to her and kissing on top of her head. “Yeah.”

Kylie looked up at her, eyebrows arched. “Yeah?”

“Yes to all of it. I love you, too. You know I do. You also know I can’t tell you no, but I suppose it’s important to also mention that in this case, I don’t have any inclination to.” This time she kissed her on the lips. “Of all my wildest, most unreasonable dreams, you’re the one I always wanted most of all.”
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