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      Grant Stovall watched the clouds gathering at the top of the mountain, bringing darkness to the land. The wisps of moisture blocking the last rays of sun were too thin to produce the much-needed rain, ending the drought that left half of Colorado under burn ban. A wildfire threatened houses and ranches over a hundred miles away on the north side of Colorado Springs, but Wild Bluff Ranch was lucky, being nestled between two small mountains in a lush valley, positioned perfectly in a sweet spot of moisture. In the few years he'd been here, the fires had never touched their land; even if the smoke was an unwelcome guest, the flames stayed far away.

      "He's not coming back," Duff Whitaker growled behind him.

      Grant had noticed the older man walk in the room moments earlier but chose to ignore the intrusion. Duff, still a very formidable man, had retired from the military after thirty years of service. The ranch had been an opportunity he couldn’t pass up ten years ago when the government had approached him. The secrets about the ranch were buried so deep he doubted that even the president knew of their existence, which suited everyone perfectly.

      Wild Bluff was virtually unknown, its own separate entity, operating without any oversight other than themselves. Scary if you took the ranch and its men at face value, but if you knew the men for who they were, what they'd been through, no one would question the work they did. The original funding and land grant had come from good ol' Uncle Sam, but the government disentangled itself from ranch operation as soon as possible. He was glad for the separation since it meant none of the decisions they made were political.

      Grant held back the sigh threatening to escape but didn't turn to meet Duff's gaze. "He might." The words came out weaker than he'd intended. He wanted to be strong in his assertions, giving Duff the idea that he believed what he said. In truth, he didn't think Craig would be back, ever.

      "Son, once they leave, they can't come back."

      Frustration ground through him, leaving him unsettled. "He's out there, waiting. I feel it."

      "I'll tell you like I told my son when his woman walked out and left him high and dry. You can't force them to stay. Craig Jenkins left on his own. We didn't force him out. He could have stayed and lived with you, working the ranch, forgoing missions until he got his head on straight, but he left and now you need to move on."

      Grant's heart twisted and he gasped for breath. Living without Craig meant never getting a full breath of air. There was too much unresolved. The ending had eaten away at his peace, leaving him unsettled. His missions hadn't been hampered, not really. At least he didn't think so. In truth, he needed to fix his thinking before he made a huge mistake that couldn't be corrected.

      Car lights flashed in the distance, drawing Grant's attention. "Who is coming in?" Their state of the art security system would have alerted everyone in the house if a strange car turned into their property.

      "His name is Roger Burk. He's a Navy SEAL."

      "A new guy—I didn't know we were getting a new team member."

      "Roger was recommended."

      Grant stiffened. New members were tricky, leaving everyone on edge as they got used to each other. "Really?"

      "His best friend and lover, died on a mission eight months ago. When his papers came for re-upping four weeks later, he declined. Said his heart was no longer in it. That they were ineffective and he needed to be effective."

      "Is that where you were two weeks ago?" Grant turned from the window and faced Duff, taking in the lines that crisscrossed the man's face, not from any battle scars, just old age taking its toll, leaving a good man marked by the missions of life.

      "I know you want to be included in bringing guys in. I let you bring in James and Mike, but some missions aren't yours to have."

      Grant turned back to the window. Since Craig had high-tailed it out of Dodge three months ago, Duff had changed toward him. If Grant were completely honest, he'd changed. He was surprised Duff had allowed him to go on his last mission alone. As team lead, he had responsibilities, but he wasn't at Duff's level and that was okay. Before the ranch and retirement, Duff had been a general, three-star at one point while in the Marines. The third star had put him in a position to open this ranch, giving people like Grant, who wanted to make a real difference in the world, a place to go. Sometimes the appreciation he felt didn't show.

      Grant caught Duff's gaze, holding it for a long moment, hoping to convey his respect. "Yes, sir." Duff nodded to him before Grant turned to watch the car pull close to the house. Two men exited the vehicle, one from the driver's seat, the other from the back. Both wore masks covering their entire face and dark glasses to obscure their eyes. They were anonymous. He had no idea if they were military or CIA. He knew they weren't FBI, those guys would throw a fit if they knew what Wild Bluff was about.

      "We'll let Roger get settled before we introduce ourselves." Duff rubbed both hands together and looked as excited as a kid in the candy store.

      Grant chuckled. It had to be a weird position to be in. Roger was a SEAL, and yet his hands were cuffed together in front of his body and his eyes blindfolded, leaving him helpless. Had Roger at any point lifted his blindfold, all bets would have been off and he'd have been taken back to Washington, reamed a new one, and dismissed. Right now, the man didn't know if he was in Colorado, Wyoming, or Virginia for that matter. What they put new team members through, the disorientation and unknown forced upon them, challenged the best soldiers. The trust needed to live at the ranch required extreme measures. So extreme that the trainers didn't even know what the men would eventually end up doing.

      When he'd been new to Wild Bluff and his flight had landed, Grant had an idea they were in the west. His senses had been on high alert, picking up a few cues, but he'd been flying blind. Because of the drugs they gave him, he'd spent most of the five hour long flight passed out, at least that's how long they told him the flight had been, they could have easily lied. At the time, he believed that the flight had been five hours. Roger would still be feeling the effects of the drug they'd used to knock him out, but the man would be fighting to appear normal. Grant smiled, remembering how crazy that day had been. Out of his element and totally at the mercy of others wasn't how he'd spent his life as a solider. He'd been a leader in the Marines, one of the elite, and he'd had the respect of his men. Giving it all up, being treated like a criminal when he'd been brought on board, that had messed with his mind.

      Duff usually supplied the new recruit with fresh fruit and water, though few men took any of the food or water until Duff arrived in the room. He'd been suspect of everything when he first came to the ranch. Of course being drugged and put on a plane usually made you a bit jumpy even if you volunteered for the treatment.

      "Come on, Grant. Let's go introduce ourselves to Roger. I'm sure he'd like to meet you."

      "I'm sure he'd like to meet anyone. I remember how terrible that first day was. Nervous as a momma dog with new pups and nothing to defend myself with. It was dreadful."

      Duff chuckled and patted Grant on the shoulder. "Let's go give him some relief. I'm sure he needs to see a friendly face."

      

      *~*~*

      

      Roger Burk drew in a deep breath, the scent of food driving him crazy, but eating anything from that spread would be stupid. He didn't know if this was another test or if he was at the end of his journey. The handcuffs had thrown him, but he understood the need for trust. The position he'd taken meant danger for everyone.

      When the CIA had first approached him, he told them they were crazy. He'd thought they were trying to trip him up and get him in trouble, for what, he didn't know. He told the CIA dude he wouldn’t fall for their tricks, that he was smarter than that. Then he was approached by another spook and he listened, asking questions. After a series of meetings and a few overnight trips where he stayed up all night long talking to the government officials, them digging into his psyche and he trying to gather as much intel as possible, they agreed that he could enter training.

      The two months he spent at The Facility were the hardest days and nights he'd ever experienced. SEAL training was a cakewalk compared to what he'd been through. When he passed, they told him he failed. Every exercise tried to break him but he got tougher, doing more than they expected, even taking it upon himself to escape his locked room to save a young Iranian teenager he'd been led to believe was innocent though they were torturing the boy to get information on an operation. It was another test to see if he would stand up for what was right. That night, they actually gave him more information, telling him that if he hadn't tried to save the young man they would have cut him loose the next day with some money after he signed a nondisclosure agreement. Part of him longed for that nondisclosure agreement, wondering what exactly he'd gotten himself into.

      A noise sounded behind the only door to the room and he reached for his weapon, finding nothing—no gun, no knife. Military training had taught him to always be prepared, but they'd taken everything to leave him defenseless. The only utensils in the room were spoons, plastic at that. Roger widened his stance and readied for an attack. The door swung open, admitting a big man, judging from the wrinkles he'd put the guy's age close to sixty, his gray hair was cut short in a traditional military style. The second man looked closer to twenty-nine or thirty. He wore his brown hair longer, more stylish. His blue eyes may have been half-closed but Roger could tell not much got past the guy.

      "Hello Roger Burk, you can relax, we have no weapons." The older man held up his hands but his act didn't fool Roger. He was carrying a gun at his ankle and probably had a knife at his back. The younger guy was packing. Roger let his gaze slide down the young guy's body and he swallowed, noticing that not only was he packing, his package was huge. Roger looked away, disgusted by his interest. It had been a while, more than eight months since he'd last touched a guy. He fought the sting behind his eyes, forcing his mind away from Hayden.

      "Your names?" Roger didn't like them knowing who he was without knowledge of his own.

      "I'm Duff Whitaker. I run the ranch."

      "Duff Whitaker. There was a three-star named Whitaker. His full name was William Duke Whitaker. He served at the Pentagon and White House. He was well connected until he left the service eleven years ago. Since then no one has heard from General Whitaker—publically. There are rumors that he's doing something, but no one knows what. Supposedly he lives on his ranch in Texas tending cows. Am I to assume we are in Texas?"

      "Wow, I'm impressed." The sexy dark-haired man said. His voice was smooth as caramel, but deep enough to resonate inside Roger. "I'm Grant Stovall, I had no idea who Duff was before coming to the ranch. And no, we're not in Texas."

      Roger met Grant's gaze, measuring the man. He might be able to take him in a fight, but it would be close. "Grant Stovall. You were a Marine."

      "Interesting. You either have a very good memory or you already know our team," Duff said, irritation tingeing his voice.

      "No sir, I don't know your team. I was snooping while at The Facility. I think they might have known I was looking around but I'm not sure. I found an open office door one night when there was a fire alarm and read the names on a file."

      "You're crafty. I can see why they recommended you to the team. Have you eaten anything?"

      Roger lifted his brows, wondering what Duff took him for. Grant smiled and stepped forward, grabbing a piece of cheese and popping it into his mouth.

      "No, I choose which piece you eat." Roger stepped forward, studying the tray of food.

      "Smart. Go ahead. Pick a few pieces of food for both Duff and I to eat. Also pour up some water or other beverages. Please, test us."

      Roger selected cheese, fruit, crackers and a few cookies for the men to eat. He placed everything on one plate. "Both of you pick from this plate."

      "Sure." Duff grabbed a cookie and took a bite. Grant grabbed the fruit. Both men consumed the food he'd given them and drank from the glasses he'd set before them. Still, he wasn't satisfied. "I don't trust either one of you."

      "Here." Grant pulled a Glock G30S from his waistband and handed it to Roger. "Just aim for the legs if you decide to fire randomly. I really don't want to die today."

      Roger chuckled nervously, glancing to the corners of the room. "Do I have a gun trained on me?"

      "No, you're perfectly safe. I just thought you'd feel more at home if you had a weapon. I've seen you reach for your piece more than once."

      He was beginning to like these guys and that pissed him off. Roger checked the magazine and the chamber. "You guys don't play around. One in the chamber."

      "If I pull that to shoot, I mean to kill." Grant held his gaze, his face serious.

      "I'll remember that." Roger picked up a piece of cheese and set the Glock on the table. He popped the cheese in his mouth and chewed a few times before swallowing. Once he swallowed, he grabbed his throat and acted like he was choking. Dropping to his knees might have been too much, but these men deserved to have their leg pulled after the hell they'd put him through.

      "Oh God, what's wrong?" Duff shouted.

      Grant stepped forward, dropping to the ground, and placing his hand on Roger's shoulder. He hadn't meant to stir up any emotions or feelings, but having Grant's hand on his shoulder, his body so close that Roger could smell the fresh scent of soap, sent a shiver of desire straight to his cock. He immediately stopped playing and smiled, moving as quickly away from Grant as possible.

      "What?" Duff growled.

      "Sorry, you put me through so much hell I had to do that."

      Grant stood up and swiped his hands over his knees. "Looks like we have a practical joker here." Grant moved quickly, getting Roger into a headlock, but one he could easily get out of if he tried.

      He held still, knowing that if he put up a fight his dick would wake up and that was the last thing he wanted. Grant may be physically appealing, but this was an assignment, and he wouldn't try to get laid before he got the lay of the land. Grant could belong to another, and he sure as hell wouldn’t step in that, not with guys he was working with. Also, he didn't know that Grant was gay. The signals weren't there giving him any clues.

      "Not going to fight?" Grant asked.

      "No, sir. You've got me."

      Grant let go, stepping away quickly but not before popping Roger on the ass. "Have some food and get comfortable. We'll start the next phase of your training soon."

      Roger rolled his shoulders, but resisted the urge to massage his butt where Grant had hit him. "There's more?"

      "Of course." Duff lifted his brows as he stared at Roger. "You didn't expect to show up here and be done learning. You were blindfolded not only to figure out your level of obedience but also to keep the location of the ranch secret. You'll have to stay here, in this room for a while. Tomorrow, you'll be allowed to see the rest of the house."

      "Bathroom? I don't see another door in this room."

      "Just hold it," Duff quipped then laughed. "There's a place to freshen up just outside this door. Grant will be spending the night in the outer room and you can sleep in here."

      "Okay."

      "It's not that bad. We just need to make a few things clear before we let you know where you are. You do understand that if you leave, you can't ever talk about our mission or our existence."

      "Yes, sir." Roger wasn't stupid. The lengths they'd gone to just to get him here meant he'd be on ice if he ever spoke of the ranch or this assignment.

      "Any questions before we get started?" Duff asked.

      "No, sir."

      "Okay, I'll get the paperwork and let you take a shower. Grant or one of the other men will be here when you finish. There are towels and toiletries in the bathroom. We've also provided you with some clothes if you choose to wear them so there is no need to unpack."

      "How many other men are here?" Roger wondered if they'd tell him anything. He didn't expect much, but it would be nice to know a bit about the place.

      "Currently, we have nine members including you. Three of our men are in Eastern Europe on a mission. Then there are three others here, but they are busy with ranch duties."

      "So I'm a cowboy now?"

      Duff nodded. "Yes, sir, you're a cowboy. You've read your dossier?"

      "Yes I have. Don't the locals find it weird that we're all ex-military?"

      Duff shook his head. "The locals don't pay attention to us and I doubt they know that much about us. They might have guessed that a few of us are ex military, but we don't socialize that much with them."

      Roger let the news soak in. Duff waved as he left the room but Grant stayed, leaning against the wall, watching every move Roger made. He felt like prey about to be consumed by a predator. After grabbing a pair of shorts and a blue T-shirt he faced Grant, wondering if his sexuality would get him into trouble. Might as well dive in with both feet.

      "Is it going to be a problem that I'm gay?"

      Grant lowered his gaze, carefully inspecting his fingernails. Roger started to sweat, wondering how many difficulties he'd encounter here. Then Grant raised his head, the sadness in his eyes struck Roger hard. "No one will care."

      "Are you sure? I've been military for a while and though people say they don’t care, they don't like the realities of gay men living in the same barracks."

      Grant stood tall and approached, stopping next to Roger, their bodies brushing against each other. His lips were right at Roger's ear, his breath hot on Roger's neck. "Trust me, no one cares who you have sex with. Just keep it off the ranch or know that once you get involved with one of the guys, you're a couple and you don't fuck with anyone else."

      Roger didn't want to sniff Grant, but the man was too tempting. He moved just a hairs breath and his nose was at Grant's neck. He breathed in before he could stop himself. The scent coming off the man was a mixture of soap, shampoo, and masculinity that had Roger so hard he wondered if he'd be safe sleeping in the same house with Grant.

      Neither of them moved and he wondered if the lack of action was an invitation. He backed up just enough to catch Grant's gaze, the pain and sorrow took his breath away. The man wasn't open to a relationship.

      Roger gripped Grant's arm above his elbow. Grant flexed, sending Roger's libido into overdrive. "I'll remember that. And thanks."

      Grant nodded but didn't step away. The lines around his eyes softened. Roger wanted the exchange to mean something more than it did. He guessed that after Grant's warning the man wouldn’t even be open for a quick blowjob. This assignment was turning into an interesting placement. Of course, they'd told him over and over again that he had a choice. He could stay and play the game they wanted him to, or he could walk away with a few hundred thousand dollars to buy his silence.

      "Can I ask you something?"

      "Sure." Grant stepped away and moved to the doorway.

      "Do you regret taking this assignment?"

      Grant turned back to him, his lips thinned out and his eyes narrowed. "Never. Not once have I regretted my decision. I make a real difference here."

      Roger nodded. "Thanks for answering honestly. I appreciate it."

      "Anytime. Once you're past the next phase of your training, I'll answer any question."

      "Any?" Roger wondered if the man actually meant any or if there would be places he wouldn’t go.

      Grant nodded. "You'll have more clearance than the president."

      "Even questions that are personal in nature?"

      Had he not been highly trained at observing cues, he would have missed the tightness around Grant's mouth. "I'm sure we'll discuss personal lives later. For now, you need to shower before Duff comes back…unless you want him helping you."

      Roger shivered and headed out of the room with Grant. They stopped at a door five feet from the room he'd just left. He took note of his surroundings. A television, a pool table, and two couches occupied half of the larger room, the rest he couldn’t see since Grant was blocking the way. They stared at each other for a beat before Roger stepped into the bathroom and shut the door. The room was typical for a residential bathroom. An empty medicine cabinet was sunk in the wall. Two drawers below the sink were filled with packaged toothbrushes, unused razors, toothpaste, ear swabs, cotton balls, and small cans of shaving cream. In the cabinets at the base of the vanity, he found shampoos and conditioners along with a hair dryer and five white towels. There were eight white washrags and two matching hand towels. Roger tried to check behind the mirror, but it was fixed to the wall securely.

      Undressing quickly, he wondered if they were watching him on a monitor somewhere. He wasn't going to give them a show, not today. He stepped into the shower and turned on the spray, wincing as the cold water hit him. Soon enough, warmth filled the stall, raining down over his tired muscles. Being drugged had set him back in strength and reaction time. So far, he liked the place and the men but he didn't really know them. The other guys could easily be assholes, and he might make the decision to leave, but he doubted it. His mother had passed away while he was in the service and his father hated him. The man had made it perfectly clear he wasn't welcome when he returned from the military. Even being a SEAL didn't make his father proud. Getting the offer to make a real difference had intrigued him. He hoped he could meet their expectations because if he didn't stay here, he had nowhere to go.

      Pick up the rest of Colorado Wild here.
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